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Knowledge reveals the truth.
Love gives us the courage to face it.

	 

	 

	 

	Dedicated to Josh and Becky, who encouraged me to take the world of Aeloria out of my head and onto the page — and who patiently endured countless ramblings about fictional characters as though they were real people.

	
Prelude

	 

	In the beginning, two primordial forces shaped existence: Aeloria, the Light Eternal, and Nexus, the Abyss Unbound. Together, they brought form to the formless void, crafting the universe with their combined powers. Aeloria embodied creation—life, harmony, and growth—while Nexus represented destruction, endings, and the stillness that followed. For eons, their contrasting essences existed in delicate balance, entwined in cosmic unity.

	 

	But Nexus grew restless, hungry for dominion. He sought to unmake the balance, twisting fragments of his essence into shadowy beings of malice: the Wraiths. These creatures, human-like with red-tinged eyes and shadowed forms, became his soldiers, spreading chaos and decay across the realms of light.

	Aeloria, unwilling to let Nexus undo their creation, summoned her full power to craft the Aelorians—radiant warriors forged from her light. Embodying courage, wisdom, and resilience, the Aelorians were tasked with defending the cosmos against Nexus's growing darkness. For a time, they held the Wraiths at bay, preserving the balance.

	 

	But Nexus’s power was vast, and his forces only grew stronger. As the conflict raged, Aeloria realized that her light alone was not enough to defeat him. In a final act of sacrifice, she divided her essence into Five Seals, each representing a core aspect of her being: Knowledge, Courage, Vitality, Harmony, and Radiance. These Seals became the key to imprisoning Nexus in the Void Realm, a dimension of eternal isolation where his power could no longer reach the mortal world.

	 

	Aeloria’s sacrifice came at a great cost. Her physical form dissipated, and her consciousness became bound to the Seals. Nexus was cast into the Void, his rage echoing through the cracks of his prison. Yet his influence lingered. The Wraiths, tethered to his shadow, continued to haunt the realms, seeking to destroy the Seals and free their master.

	 

	To protect her creation, Aeloria entrusted the Five Seals to the First Families—mortal bloodlines chosen from the Aelorians themselves. Each family was selected for qualities aligned with the Seals: wisdom, courage, resilience, balance, and creativity. They became stewards of the Seals, sworn to shield them from the relentless Wraiths and their dark purpose.

	 

	Over generations, the First Families upheld Aeloria’s teachings and trained Keepers—descendants touched by her lingering divinity. These Keepers inherited the sacred duty of guarding the Seals and wielding Aeloria’s light. Through their connection to her essence, they could channel divine energy into weapons—swords, spears, shields, and more—capable of permanently destroying the Wraiths, whose shadowy forms otherwise returned to the Void upon death. Protecting the cities where the Seals were hidden became their lifelong mission.

	 

	Though Aeloria’s light flickers faintly in the mortal realm, it endures through the Seals and the unyielding resolve of her chosen. Nexus remains imprisoned, but his whispers seep through the boundaries of the Void, urging his Wraiths to destroy the Seals and set him free. The battle between shadow and light continues, a fragile struggle where the courage of the few determines the fate of all.

	 

	Now, Nexus stirs within the Void, his whispers spreading through the cracks of his prison. He has chosen this moment to enact his plan to break free, unleashing his full power upon creation. Only the Guardians of legend—chosen by Aeloria herself—stand in his way. 

	 

	These Guardians share a bond that transcends love, partnership, and physicality, uniting them as two halves of a single purpose. Their connection, forged in light and strengthened by trust, loyalty, and their sacred duty, allows them to channel Aeloria’s essence in its purest form. Together, they amplify the power of the Seals and fortify the barriers of the Void. Only through their unity can Nexus’s dark ambitions be thwarted and the balance between shadow and light preserved. The fate of creation rests on their shoulders, the last hope in a timeless battle between light and darkness.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 1

	 

	Madeleine sat at the Aeloria hotel bar, her tablet glowing softly in the dim light. She scrolled through a recent text find that compared different sociological theories about superstition and belief systems. It explored how superstitions functioned as coping mechanisms in different communities, helping people deal with uncertainty and providing a sense of control over unpredictable situations. She found herself particularly fascinated by how similar beliefs arose independently in cultures with no apparent contact with one another.

	 

	The gala behind her was buzzing with chatter, but Madeleine felt no pull to rejoin it. The academic thread before her was far more compelling. The section on how societal norms shape collective behaviours especially intrigued her, and she found herself drawn to the way superstitions bridged gaps between culture, psychology, and social dynamics. She jumped when a hand landed gently on her shoulder.

	 

	"Lost in thought, or just avoiding everyone?" a familiar voice asked, cutting through her focus.

	Madeleine looked up to see Professor Marc Simmons, her adoptive father, department chair and longtime mentor, standing beside her with a warm, knowing smile. He had a glass of scotch in hand, his tie slightly loosened, the picture of ease amidst the gala’s formal chaos.

	 

	"A bit of both," she replied with a faint smile, gesturing to the empty seat next to her. "Join me?"

	Marc slid onto the stool with a sigh, setting his drink down. "You know, you handled yourself well tonight."

	 

	"Because I didn’t stab David with my fork during Dinner?" Madeleine quipped, half-joking.

	 

	"That," Marc said with a chuckle, "and because you kept your head high despite him lurking around like a bad smell."

	 

	She snorted, taking a sip of her cranberry and soda. "I don’t know if I’d call that an achievement. He’s exhausting, Dad. It’s like he’s got amnesia and doesn’t remember that we broke up or what he did to cause it”.

	 

	Marc nodded thoughtfully, studying her over the rim of his glass. "It’s not amnesia, it’s denial. He doesn’t like that you were the one to end it. Men like David… they don’t take rejection well."

	 

	"That’s putting it mildly," Madeleine muttered. She set her tablet down, leaning her elbows on the bar. 

	 

	"You know, when I broke off the engagement, I thought it’d be over. That I’d finally have some peace."

	 

	"And instead, you get this," Marc said, gesturing vaguely toward the gala. "You’re not wrong to feel frustrated, Madeleine. But you’re stronger than he is—don’t let him see you rattled."

	 

	"I’m trying," she admitted, her voice softer. "It’s just… everything feels like a performance tonight. Smile, laugh, make nice with people I don’t know. Meanwhile, I’m just counting the seconds until I can leave."

	 

	Marc’s expression softened, and he reached out to pat her hand. "I know Kiddo, you did well to last as long as you did, I know this sort of thing is difficult for you. So, if you need to leave, leave. No one would blame you. or likely even notice."

	 

	She gave him a faint smile. "Thanks, Dad. I just… I... I am just exhausted with it all. As soon as tomorrow is over with I can get back to my research and teaching, and hopefully some normality.”

	Marc stood, his expression soft. "It will and remember you deserve to be speaking tomorrow. Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise. Now I better get back in there, academics and an open bar are not a good mix”.

	 

	Madeleine nodded and smiled, watching as he walked back toward the gala. For a Moment, she felt a little steadier, a little surer of herself. Then, just as she turned back to her tablet, a voice interrupted her peace.

	 

	"Maddie… babe..." David’s smooth, unwelcome tone shattered her concentration.

	 

	Madeleine stiffened but didn’t turn around. "David, go away."

	 

	"Come on, babe," David said, his voice smooth but tinged with irritation. "You’re being unreasonable. Just come back inside. People are starting to notice."

	 

	"Let them notice," Madeleine replied, keeping her gaze on her tablet. "I’m not playing your games anymore."

	 

	David’s expression darkened as he leaned closer, lowering his voice. "This isn’t about games. It’s about     what’s right. You owe me that much."

	 

	At that, Madeleine snapped her head toward him. "Owe you? Owe you? I don’t owe you anything, David. Not after everything you’ve done."

	 

	"You’re being dramatic," he retorted, his tone condescending. "You always were too emotional about these things. It’s why you’re here alone, hiding at the bar, instead of acting like the professional you claim to be."

	 

	"And you always were good at deflecting," Madeleine shot back. "You manipulated me for years, pushed me into corners I didn’t want to be in, and then called me ‘too emotional’ when I pushed back. I’m done letting you twist things."

	 

	David’s jaw tightened, and his eyes flicked toward the nearby patrons, who were starting to glance in their direction. He stepped even closer, lowering his voice further. "You don’t understand how much is riding on this, Maddie. People in there are important—to my career, to yours. Showing up together was part of the plan."

	 

	"Your plan," Madeleine corrected, her voice cold. "Not mine. And that plan ended when I gave back your ring."

	 

	David’s hand landed on the back of her chair, gripping it tightly. "You’re making this harder than it has to be. We both know you’ll be crawling back soon enough."

	 

	"Crawling back to you? I don’t think so!" Madeleine’s voice was louder now, her anger cutting through the bar’s hum. She took a deep breath to steady herself and leaned back in her chair, meeting his gaze directly. "Let me make this clear one last time: we’re over. We have been for months. I’m not your partner, and I’m certainly not your pawn."

	 

	David’s face twisted into a forced smile, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes. "You think you can just walk away? After everything I did for you?"

	"You did for me?" Madeleine scoffed. "You didn’t do anything but ride on my coat tails David. Don’t try and rewrite history."

	 

	His hand moved to her wrist, gripping it firmly. "You’re making a mistake, Madeleine."

	 

	Before she could respond, another voice cut through the tension. "I believe the lady asked you to leave her alone."

	--------

	From across the dimly lit bar, Eric watched her, the woman who had caught his attention earlier that day. She sat at the bar, her shoulders slightly hunched as she focused on a tablet in front of her. Her dark red hair, so deep it was almost black, was pinned up in a way that looked both intentional and completely haphazard, as if she’d rushed through the motions without much thought. The effect, though, was stunning—effortlessly elegant and perfectly suited to her.

	 

	Her outfit was equally striking. Wide-legged, high-waisted trousers in a 1940s style, paired with a white silk top that hung just off her shoulders. The soft fabric shimmered faintly under the light, a subtle contrast to the structured lines of her trousers. She had a timeless, sophisticated look that stood out even in a room full of polished conference-goers.

	 

	Eric leaned back in his chair, absently swirling the amber liquid in his glass. He’d first noticed her earlier that afternoon when she checked in. She’d arrived with minimal luggage and an air of quiet determination, her phone pressed to her ear as she spoke in a clipped but polite tone to whoever was on the other end. He remembered the way she had paused at the counter, thanked the receptionist, and then glanced briefly around the lobby before heading toward the elevators.

	 

	Their eyes had met briefly then—a fleeting moment, but it had stuck with him. Her expression had been calm but focused, her posture straight and purposeful. There was something about her presence that commanded attention without demanding it, and Eric had found himself wondering who she was and what had brought her here.

	 

	He’d spotted her again a few hours later as she entered the gala. She’d moved through the crowd with practiced ease, exchanging polite smiles and nods with the other attendees but never lingering too long. She had an air of distance about her, as though she was there out of obligation rather than enjoyment. Eric had wanted to introduce himself then, to offer her a drink or a quiet escape from the formalities of the evening, but he hadn’t found the opportunity. She was always either in conversation or slipping away toward another part of the room, just out of reach.

	 

	And now here she was, alone at the bar. Her focus was entirely on the screen in front of her, a faint crease in her brow suggesting she was engrossed in something important. He wondered what it was—an article, maybe, or research notes? There was an air of intelligence about her that intrigued him, paired with a subtle vulnerability that made him want to know more. Eric was about to finally make his move when he noticed a figure approaching her from the other side of the bar. A tall man, clean-cut and wearing an expression that immediately set Eric on edge. The man leaned in too close, speaking in a low voice, and Eric caught the slight tension in the woman’s shoulders as she tried to brush him off.

	 

	Her reaction was subtle but telling, and she shifted slightly in her seat as if preparing to stand. The man, however, stepped even closer, his hand reaching out to grip her wrist. That was all Eric needed to see. He set his glass down and stood, his protective instincts taking over. He hadn’t known how to approach her before, but now he had every reason.

	--- 

	 

	"I believe the lady asked you to leave her alone."

	 

	Madeleine turned to see a man standing behind her. His voice was deep, commanding, and oddly soothing. He was tall, with dusky blonde hair and a chiselled jaw, dressed impeccably in a tailored suit. His calm demeanour contrasted sharply with David’s simmering anger. David let go of her wrist, though his eyes flashed with annoyance.

	 

	 "This is none of your business."

	 

	"It is now," the man replied smoothly. "As the manager of this hotel I am going to give you three options: walk away, get escorted out very publicly by security, or have the police involved…. Choose wisely."

	 

	David hesitated, clearly weighing his options, before muttering a curse under his breath and storming back toward the gala. Madeleine exhaled shakily, rubbing her wrist as if to erase the lingering discomfort of David’s touch. The stranger stepped forward, his concerned gaze settling on her.

	 

	"Are you all right?" he asked, his tone softening. "That looked... unpleasant."

	 

	"I’m fine," Madeleine said, though her voice wavered slightly. "Thank you for stepping in. He doesn’t take rejection very well."

	 

	"Clearly," the man replied with a faint smile. "I’m Eric Daranthas, the hotel manager. I’m sorry you had to deal with that, but hopefully he will leave you alone now."

	 

	Madeleine offered a tentative smile in return. "Doctor Madeleine Mackenzie. And really, thank you for stepping in."

	 

	"It’s my job to ensure that all our guests are safe and comfortable." Eric said firmly, his eyes flicking briefly toward the direction David had gone. "Would you like me to call security just in case?"

	 

	She shook her head. "No, I’ve handled worse from him. But if you don’t mind sticking around for a bit, I wouldn’t say no."

	 

	"Of course," Eric said, sliding into the seat next to her. He gestured to the bartender for another drink. "I’d be happy to stay."

	 

	Madeleine let herself relax slightly, the tension in her shoulders easing. Eric watched her for a moment before nodding toward her tablet. "What were you reading? Before the unpleasant interruption, I mean."

	 

	Madeleine glanced at the screen, hesitating. "It’s an article I was reviewing for my research. I’m a sociologist. My focus is on how superstitions and belief systems shape social cohesion and behaviour."

	 

	Eric blinked, clearly intrigued but just as clearly lost. "That’s... fascinating. Though I’ll admit, I don’t think I fully understand. Superstitions as in breaking mirrors and black cats?"

	 

	Madeleine laughed softly, the tension easing further. "Yes, those kinds of superstitions. But it’s more about why people believe them and how those beliefs create a shared framework in a community. For example, knocking on wood might seem silly, but it’s a collective ritual that reinforces the idea of controlling luck or fate, even if it’s purely symbolic."

	 

	Eric nodded slowly, a slight furrow in his brow. "Okay, I think I’m with you so far. It’s like... bonding over irrational fears?"

	 

	"Close enough," Madeleine said, smiling. "Though we prefer to call them ‘non-empirical beliefs’. It’s not about whether they’re true but how they function socially."

	 

	Eric chuckled. "That all sounds far more interesting than my job of spreadsheets, staffing and difficult guests."

	 

	Madeleine laughed, genuinely this time. "To be fair, you handled that situation with David like a pro. You are obviously good at your job."

	 

	"I think that is a compliment," Eric said, doubtfully. "But seriously your work sounds fascinating. Do you teach, or is it all research?"

	 

	"Both," Madeleine admitted. "I love the teaching part, but there’s something about diving into dusty archives and piecing together patterns in human behaviour that keeps me hooked."

	 

	Eric leaned forward slightly, his eyes lighting with curiosity. "Patterns like what? What’s the most surprising superstition you’ve come across?"

	 

	Madeleine opened her mouth to respond but froze when Eric’s gaze flicked past her, his brow furrowing. "Your ex is back, and he’s glaring at us like I stole his favourite toy."

	 

	Madeleine groaned, resisting the urge to turn around. "Probably because that is how he sees this situation. I wish he would just give up”.

	 

	Eric tilted his head, a mischievous glint in his eye. "If you’re open to suggestions, I have an idea that might send a clear message."

	 

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow, wary but intrigued. "And what’s your plan? Throw him out the window?"

	 

	"Not quite," Eric replied with a chuckle. "But if I kiss you, it might make it very clear that you’ve moved on."

	 

	Madeleine’s heart raced, she wasn’t sure why she did it but she nodded. "All right," she said softly, a nervous smile tugging at her lips.

	 

	Eric leaned in, his hand brushing gently against her cheek. His other hand rested lightly on the table, grounding himself as he closed the distance between them. Madeleine’s breath hitched as their faces drew closer, her pulse pounding in her ears. When their lips met, Madeleine felt a spark—a jolt of electricity that coursed through her body, leaving her momentarily stunned. It wasn’t just a kiss; it was as though the chaos in her mind had been silenced, the tangled web of thoughts and emotions unravelling into stillness. She let herself sink into the moment, her body responding instinctively to the warmth and steadiness of Eric’s touch.

	 

	For Eric, it was something far deeper. As soon as their lips touched, a voice; low and resonant, yet unmistakably his own echoed in his mind: She is yours.

	 

	He froze for a fraction of a second, stunned by the certainty in that internal declaration. It wasn’t a thought he conjured or an idea he entertained; it was a truth that planted itself firmly in the depths of his soul. He pulled her closer, his hand sliding from her cheek to the nape of her neck as the kiss deepened. When they finally broke apart, Madeleine blinked, trying to steady her breath. She pressed her fingertips to her lips, her mind still unusually quiet. It was a strange sensation, one she couldn’t quite name, but it felt... peaceful.

	 

	Eric studied her, his hand lingering on the edge of the table. "Do you think it worked?" he asked gently. 

	 

	Madeleine nodded, her voice shaky but certain. "Yes. I think he would have got the message from that."

	Eric smiled, glancing toward the gala room. "He certainly doesn’t look happy about it."

	 

	Madeleine turned her head slightly, catching sight of David across the room. He was glaring at them, his jaw tight and his hands clenched at his sides. A part of her wanted to laugh at how predictably childish he was, but another part of her felt a pang of unease. She looked back at Eric. "Definitely got the message. But…. I think I should go to my room now."

	 

	"Of course," Eric said, rising to his feet. "Let me walk you. Just in case."

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, then nodded. "Thank you. I’d appreciate that."

	 

	Eric offered her his arm, and she took it, feeling the steady strength of his presence as they left the bar together. She didn’t look back at David, but she could feel his eyes boring into her as they walked toward the elevators. For the first time in a long while, she felt like she wasn’t facing one of Davids temper tantrums alone.

	------

	David stood at the edge of the gala room, watching as Madeleine left the bar arm-in-arm with the hotel manager. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the back of a chair, his carefully maintained composure fracturing. The sight of her leaning on another man; a stranger, no less; was like a knife twisting in his chest.

	 

	He was a Llewellyn. People didn’t leave him. They didn’t reject him, and they certainly didn’t move on without his permission. Yet here she was, walking away as if he didn’t exist, as if their history had meant nothing.

	 

	David’s jaw tightened. He wasn’t going to let this stand. She needed to remember who she was dealing with. No one crossed him without consequences.

	
CHAPTER 2

	 

	The elevator doors slid shut with a soft chime, and the gentle hum of its ascent filled the silence. Eric glanced at Madeleine, noticing the way she fidgeted with the strap of her bag, her gaze distant. She looked uneasy, her earlier confidence seemingly replaced with lingering tension.

	 

	"Are you all right?" he asked, his voice low and calm.

	 

	Madeleine blinked, startled out of her thoughts. "Yes," she said quickly, though the tightness in her voice betrayed her. "I’m fine."

	 

	Eric tilted his head, unconvinced. "If I may…. you seem a bit... on edge. Would you like to stop by my apartment for a drink? Just until you feel a little calmer."

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, her fingers tightening on the strap of her bag. Normally, she would have declined; being alone with a man she’d just met wasn’t something she did lightly. But Eric’s steady demeanour, combined with the chaos of the evening, made her nod. "That sounds nice. Thank you."

	 

	Eric smiled faintly. "Okay, I live on the top floor."

	 

	The elevator stopped, and they stepped out into a quiet hallway. Eric led her to a door at the far end, swiping his keycard and gesturing for her to enter. Madeleine stepped inside and was immediately struck by the warmth of the room. It was spacious yet cozy, with large windows offering a breathtaking view of the city. The skyline sparkled with lights, and the faint scent of cedar lingered in the air.

	 

	"Wow," she murmured, setting her bag on a nearby chair. "This is gorgeous."

	 

	"Thank you," Eric said, shrugging out of his jacket and draping it neatly over the back of the sofa. "Can I get you something to drink?"

	 

	"Mint Tea would be perfect," Madeleine replied, letting herself relax as she wandered toward the massive window. The view was stunning—twinkling city lights stretched out endlessly, the river glimmering as it snaked through the buildings. In the distance, she could make out the silhouette of the university she called home, and above it all, the moon hung low, casting an orange glow over the scene.

	 

	Eric joined her moments later, handing her a steaming mug of tea. "It’s something, isn’t it?" he said, nodding toward the view.

	 

	"It’s breathtaking," Madeleine agreed, her voice soft. She wrapped her hands around the warm mug and let her gaze linger on the lights reflecting off the river. "It makes everything else feel... small."

	 

	Eric leaned against the window frame, watching her as she stared out at the city. "Small can be good sometimes," he said. "Gives your perspective."

	 

	She nodded slowly, her thoughts swirling. For a moment, there was only the soft hum of the city below and the quiet presence of the man beside her. She glanced at him, noting the calm steadiness in his expression. He seemed entirely at ease, and that ease was beginning to seep into her, soothing the tension that had coiled tightly within her all night. Madeleine turned back to the view, her eyes settling on the moon. "You know," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "I don’t usually do this. I don’t let myself... stop. Breathe."

	Eric tilted his head, his gaze never leaving her. "Maybe it’s time you let yourself."

	 

	She took a slow sip of her tea, her thoughts back to being a frantic maelstrom she was used to, but now she craved that quiet she had experienced in the bar. Making a decision she set the mug down on the window seat and turned to face him fully. There was a vulnerability in her eyes, but also a flicker of determination.

	 

	"Eric," she began, her voice low, "I need..." She hesitated, her words catching in her throat. Then, with a deep breath, she closed the small distance between them, reaching up to cup his face. "I need my mind to quiet again."

	 

	Before he could respond, she leaned in and kissed him. It was soft at first, hesitant, but the moment his hands found her waist, it deepened. The kiss wasn’t hurried or frantic—it was grounding, intimate, and spoke to a need neither of them had dared to voice. For Madeleine, it was like stepping into stillness, the chaos of her thoughts melting away into the warmth of his touch. For Eric, it was a confirmation of what he’d felt earlier—a pull, a connection that seemed to transcend logic.

	 

	When they finally broke apart, Madeleine rested her forehead against his, her breath mingling with his in the quiet space between them. "Thank you," she whispered.

	 

	Eric smiled softly, his hands still resting lightly on her hips. "For what?"

	 

	"For not asking questions," she said. "And for letting me... feel something else. Something good."

	 

	His thumb brushed against her side, and he nodded. "Anytime."

	 

	The moon cast its orange glow across the room as they stood by the window, the city stretching out below them. For the first time in what felt like forever, Madeleine allowed herself to simply be. She melted into Erics arms, her back against his chest as they both took in the view. The city lights outside bathed the room in a warm, soft glow, the orange moon watching over them.

	 

	Eric hesitated, his hands still lightly holding her hips. "Madeleine," he began softly, his voice steady but tinged with vulnerability. "I’d like you to stay tonight."

	 

	She pulled back slightly, turning so she could look into his eyes. "Stay?" she asked, her voice curious but not dismissive.

	 

	"I don’t want you to think this was the only reason I asked you up here," Eric said earnestly. "It wasn’t. I wanted to make sure you felt safe, that you had somewhere to breathe. But... if you want to stay, I’d like that."

	 

	Madeleine studied him, her gaze searching his face where she found a look of hope, but she also glimpsed a touch of vulnerability in his eyes as if he was terrified, she would say no.  She nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips. "I’d like that too."

	 

	Eric’s lips curved into a warm smile; relief evident in his eyes. "Good," he said simply, brushing a stray strand of hair behind her ear. "Come on."

	 

	He took her hand, leading her away from the window and toward his bedroom.

	---

	The room was dimly lit, the moonlight spilling through the massive windows as Madeleine slid out of bed, careful not to disturb Eric. She grabbed her underwear from the floor, her movements quiet but deliberate. Eric stirred, lifting his head slightly. "What you doing?" he asked, his voice rough with sleep and confusion.

	 

	Madeleine smirked. "Bathroom" she said, glancing over her shoulder. "I am not sure if you realise this or not, but sex is messy, Eric. And as much as I’ve enjoyed this, I’d rather not be sticky."

	 

	Eric chuckled, propping himself up on one elbow. "Fair point. But... weren’t planning on sneaking out, were you?"

	 

	Madeline smiled as she stepped into the bathroom, not answering his question. 

	When she returned, Eric was sitting up, watching her with a curious expression as she gathered her clothes. "You’re putting them back on already?"

	 

	"Well, isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?" Madeleine asked, raising an eyebrow. "I mean, the guest leaves after the... uh, main event, right?"

	 

	Eric blinked, caught off guard. "What?"

	 

	She shrugged, pulling her shirt on. "I don’t really know the etiquette of one-night stands. I assumed this was standard procedure."

	 

	Eric let out a low laugh, shaking his head. "Madeleine, you don’t have to leave. Not unless you want to."

	 

	She hesitated, biting her lip. "I don’t know... I just thought—"

	 

	"Look," he interrupted gently, "When I asked you to stay I meant for the night… I mean if you want to that is. And if you need anything from your room, I can have someone bring it here."

	 

	Madeleine tilted her head, studying him. "You can do that?"

	 

	"Perks of being the manager," Eric replied with a faint smirk. "Come on, humour me. Stay. No expectations, nothing more than what you are comfortable with."

	 

	After a moment’s pause, Madeleine sighed and nodded. "Okay."

	 

	With a bright smile Eric grabbed his phone from the nightstand and dialled. Madeleine watched as he leaned back against the headboard.

	 

	A cheerful voice answered on the other end. "Good evening, Eric. What can I do for you this fine night?"

	 

	"Mags, are you busy?" Eric asked, his tone light.

	 

	"Me? Busy? Never. I live to serve," Mags replied, her voice dripping with playful sarcasm.

	 

	Eric rolled his eyes, though Madeleine could see the fondness in his expression. "I need a favour."

	 

	"Uh-oh," Mags teased. "What kind of favour?"

	 

	"I need you to go to Dr. Madeleine Mackenzie’s room and collect her things. Bring them up here and leave them in the living room," Eric explained.

	 

	"Oh are you having a sleepover?" Mags teased, laughing. "Is she someone I get to meet, or do I just get to rummage?"

	 

	"No rummaging," Eric said firmly. "And as for meeting her, that’s up to her."

	 

	"She must be special," Mags said, her voice softening.

	 

	"She is," Eric replied, glancing at Madeleine, who arched an eyebrow at him, clearly amused.

	 

	"All right, Boss," Mags said. "I’ll grab everything and leave it for you. Go back to your... ‘guest.’ I’ll handle it."

	 

	"Thanks, Mags. I owe you one," Eric said before ending the call.

	 

	He turned back to Madeleine, who was now sitting on the edge of the bed, looking at him with a bemused smile. "Sleepover?" she teased.

	 

	Eric chuckled, leaning forward to kiss her lightly. "Well, there might not be a lot of sleep, but you can stay as long as you’d like."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 3

	 

	Mags strode through the quiet hallway of the hotel, heading toward Madeleine’s room with a keycard in hand. Eric had asked her to fetch some things for his guest, and she wasn’t about to refuse—partly out of curiosity about who this mysterious woman was. She knocked once out of habit before sliding the keycard through the lock and pushing the door open. The sight that greeted her stopped her in her tracks. The room was a disaster zone. Clothes were shredded and tossed across the floor; toiletries scattered everywhere. The mattress had been upended, and the laptop on the desk was smashed beyond recognition. Mags let out a low whistle, stepping inside carefully to avoid the debris.

	 

	"Well, this is unexpected," she muttered under her breath. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she quickly dialled her brother and the chief of security, Maitland.

	 

	"Hey, Mags, what’s up?" Maitland answered, his tone casual.

	 

	"No time for chit-chat," she said sharply. "Get down to the security office and check the surveillance tapes for the ninth floor. Someone trashed Eric’s dates room, and Eric will want to know who."

	 

	Maitland’s tone immediately sobered. "On it. I’ll call you back as soon as I know something."

	 

	Mags hung up and glanced around the room again, muttering to herself, "Whoever did this wasn’t subtle. Somebody’s got a serious grudge."

	 

	A few minutes later, Mags’ phone buzzed. She answered quickly. "Talk to me, Maitland."

	 

	"There’s nothing on the tapes," he said, frustration lacing his voice. "Looks like the cameras in that section were jammed with interference. Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing."

	 

	Mags sighed, running a hand through her hair. "Figures. All right, thanks. Can you coordinate with the police, I need to go and let Eric know."

	 

	She ended the call, her mind already racing. Whoever this woman was, she clearly had someone very determined to make her life miserable.

	------

	Madeleine sat up, stretching and pulling the covers around her. "Okay, I’m officially starving," she said with a laugh. "Do you have anything to eat in this fancy apartment of yours?"

	 

	Eric grinned, already reaching for a pair of pyjama pants. "I think I can manage something. Let’s see what we can find."

	 

	Madeleine slipped on the t-shirt he threw at her and followed him out of the bedroom. The cozy living area was quiet, bathed in the warm glow of city lights filtering through the windows. As they approached the kitchen, however, they were greeted by an unexpected sight. Leaning casually against the counter, sipping a cup of coffee, was an athletic looking woman with long copper hair tied in a braid; her pale skin and green eyes suggested Celtic ancestry. She was dressed in black yoga pants and a zipped athletic jacket.

	 

	Eric stopped mid-step, a look of surprise crossing his face. "Mags, what are you doing here?"

	 

	Mags looked up, raising her cup in greeting. "Delivering some news," she said, taking another sip. "Oh, and enjoying your coffee. Not bad, by the way." 

	Eric frowned, stepping forward. "News? What kind of news?"

	 

	Mags’s casual demeanour shifted slightly as she set the mug down and folded her arms. "I went to collect Dr McKenzie’s belongings like you asked… because I’m amazing like that… and, well, I found something... unpleasant."

	 

	Madeleine, who had been standing quietly by the counter, suddenly tensed. "What do you mean, what happened to my room?"

	 

	Mags held up her phone, showing a photo of the wreckage. Madeleine moved closer, her stomach twisting as she took in the sight: clothes shredded, toiletries scattered, her laptop smashed into pieces.

	 

	"That fucker," Madeleine hissed under her breath, her jaw tightening. "That absolute childish limp-dicked bastard." Before turning on her heel and heading back into the bedroom. Eric’s eyes darkened as he stared at the photo. 

	 

	"What the hell happened?" he asked sharply.

	 

	"The room’s been completely trashed," Mags explained. "I found it like this. No sign of break in, and whoever did it must’ve been careful—no security footage caught anything."

	 

	Eric turned to speak to Madeline realising she had left the room. He looked back at Mags who pointed toward the bedroom. When he entered the room, Madeline was half dressed and searching for her remaining clothing. 

	 

	“Madeleine," Eric began cautiously, stepping toward her. "I know this is—"

	 

	But she cut him off, spinning on her heel to face him. "No, Eric. I’ve had enough. I’m going to go home, get my dog, and hunt this limp dick arsehole down so my dog can bite his balls off."

	 

	Eric blinked, momentarily at a loss for words. "That’s... quite the plan," he said after a beat. "But maybe we should focus on the police report first and let the authorities handle the rest?"

	 

	Madeleine laughed bitterly. "The authorities? Oh, sure. Because they’ve been so helpful in the past. No, thank you. This ends now. I’m not letting him get away with this."

	 

	Eric stepped closer, his voice low and steady. "Madeleine, I get it. You’re angry; rightfully so. But storming off into the night isn’t the answer. Stay here. We’ll figure out the next steps in the morning."

	 

	Her eyes blazed as she crossed her arms tightly. "Eric, if you try to manage me, I swear my dog will have a second set of balls to chew on tonight. Do you want to test me?"

	 

	Eric sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I’m not trying to manage you, Madeleine. I’m trying to keep you safe."

	 

	She scoffed, grabbing her bag. "I have known you for a few hours, I don’t need you to keep me safe. I’ve been dealing with this crap for months on my own, and I’m still standing. Now, I’m going to do what I should’ve done weeks ago."

	 

	Eric pinched the bridge of his nose, releasing a frustrated breath. "Fine. But before you go, you need to speak to the police, they are on their way”.

	“Fine!” Madeline snapped storming out of the bedroom having gathered the rest of her clothes. 

	---

	Madeleine and Eric stood in the doorway of her destroyed hotel room as two police officers surveyed the scene. The chaos was worse in person—clothes shredded, toiletries emptied onto the floor, and her laptop smashed beyond recognition. The sight made Madeleine’s jaw tighten as anger simmered just below the surface.

	 

	"Do you have any idea who might have done this?" one of the officers asked, turning to Madeleine.

	 

	Madeleine crossed her arms, her tone biting. "Yes. His name is David Llewellyn. He’s my ex-fiancé, and he’s been harassing me ever since I ended things. He saw me leave the bar with Eric tonight, and this... this is his idea of a response."

	 

	The officer jotted down her statement. "Do you have any evidence to support this claim?"

	 

	Madeleine nodded, pulling her phone from her bag. "I had a motion-activated security app set up on my laptop. It should’ve caught everything." She handed the phone over, her voice steady despite the anger simmering beneath the surface.

	 

	The officer glanced at her, impressed. "That’ll help. If you could forward the footage to us, we’ll start the investigation." Handing her a card with his email on.

	 

	"Fine," Madeleine replied curtly. She turned away from the wreckage, rubbing her temples. The conference tomorrow loomed in her mind, and every moment spent dealing with this felt like another step closer to chaos. Eric, sensing her frustration, gently rested a hand on her shoulder. "Madeleine, I think you should stay with me tonight. It’s safer, and you might actually get some rest."

	 

	Madeleine shook his hand off, rounding on him. "Eric, I appreciate the concern, but I don’t need to be babysat. I have a big conference tomorrow, and I am going home. I can look after myself."

	 

	"You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone," Eric insisted, his voice firm but calm. "I just want to make sure you’re safe."

	 

	Madeleine’s anger flared. "Safe? Eric, I’ve been dealing with David’s crap for months. This isn’t new for me. I know how to handle myself, and I don’t need someone I met just swooping in to play hero!"

	 

	Madeleine grabbed her bag and turned sharply toward the door. She glanced at the officers. "I’ll email you the footage first thing in the morning, but could you possibly give me a ride home; it’s a bit late for a taxi” she asked. 

	 

	One of the officers raised an eyebrow, looking toward Eric, but before he could answer Eric interjected, his voice tinged with frustration running a hand through his hair. "Fine. If you’re so determined to go home, I’ll drive you myself. At least let me make sure you get home safely."

	 

	She stared at him for a long minute, her jaw clenched. Finally, she rolled her eyes. "Fine. But don’t expect me to thank you."

	 

	Eric and Madeleine strode toward the elevator, tension radiating off both of them in palpable waves. Madeleine’s jaw was tight, her arms crossed, while Eric’s usually calm demeanour was strained, his steps quicker than usual as he followed her. As they reached the elevator, Maitland appeared from around the corner, holding a clipboard and looking up just in time to catch the scene. He frowned, glancing between them. "What’s going on?" he asked, his confusion evident. 

	 

	Madeleine glared daggers at Maitland not breaking stride as she reached the elevator and jabbed the call button. Maitland turned to Eric looking for an answer and clarification.

	 

	Eric sighed, shaking his head. "Not now, Maitland," he said, his tone curt but not unkind.

	 

	The elevator arrived with a soft chime, and the doors slid open. Madeleine stepped inside without hesitation, her shoulders stiff and her focus locked on the glowing button panel. Eric followed, turning back briefly to address Maitland.

	 

	"I’ll explain later," he said before the doors closed, cutting off any further questions.

	 

	As the elevator doors slid shut, Maitland turned to Mags, who had appeared around the corner with a steaming cup of coffee in hand. She smirked, clearly amused.

	 

	"What’s his problem?" Maitland asked, jerking a thumb toward the now-closed elevator doors.

	 

	Mags smirked, leaning casually against the wall. "Oh, you didn’t hear? Eric’s big date for the night went from love hearts and dreamy eyes to verbal boxing in about five minutes."

	 

	Maitland’s eyebrows shot up. "And who won?"

	 

	Mags took a slow sip of her coffee, her smirk widening. "Who do you think? She wiped the floor with him."

	 

	Maitland let out a low laugh. "Poor guy. Guess he’s not used to losing."

	 

	"Not at all," Mags replied, her tone light but teasing. "But hey, it builds character."

	 

	Maitland shook his head, chuckling. "I’ll make sure to have tissues ready for him when he gets back."

	Mags grinned, raising her cup in a mock toast. "You’re a good man, brother."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 4

	 

	The elevator hummed softly as it descended toward the garage, the silence between Madeleine and Eric thick with unresolved tension. She stood with her arms crossed, staring straight ahead, while Eric leaned against the back wall, his hands shoved into his pockets.

	 

	"You don’t have to be this stubborn, you know," Eric said finally, his voice calm but edged with frustration.

	 

	Madeleine turned her head slightly, her eyes narrowing. "And you don’t have to be controlling. I’m not a damsel in distress."

	 

	"I’m not trying to control you," he shot back, straightening. "I’m trying to make sure you don’t do something reckless that gets you hurt."

	 

	She let out a bitter laugh. "Hurt? Oh, please. The only person who’s going to get hurt tonight is that limp-dicked bastard when I let my dog loose on him."

	 

	Eric sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You’re being impossible."

	 

	"Good," she snapped. "I’d rather be impossible than a walk over."

	 

	The elevator dinged as they reached the garage. 

	 

	Eric led Madeleine to his car, a sleek black SUV parked in the garage. Neither of them spoke as they walked, the silence between them heavy with unresolved tension. He opened the passenger door for her, and she climbed in without a word. Eric slid into the driver’s seat but didn’t start the engine immediately. 

	 

	Instead, he sat there, gripping the steering wheel as if trying to decide what to say.

	 

	“Are you taking me home or not?” Madeleine snapped, breaking the silence. “Because if not, I’ll happily find someone else to drive me.”

	 

	Eric sighed, his knuckles whitening as he tightened his grip. “Madeleine, please.”

	 

	“No,” she cut him off, her tone sharp. “You don’t know anything about me, so you do not get to dictate my life. You don’t get to tell me to calm down or decide where I spend the night. And you certainly don’t get to play the protector when I didn’t ask for it.”

	 

	“I wasn’t trying to control you,” Eric said quietly, turning to face her. “I just wanted to keep you safe.”

	 

	“I don’t need your protection,” Madeleine shot back. “I’ve been looking after myself for years. I don’t need someone swooping in to save me now.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, then nodded slowly, his voice subdued. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I handled it poorly.”

	 

	Madeleine exhaled sharply, rubbing her temples. “Look, it was a nice night. I had fun…. until it got ruined. But that’s it. Now it’s done. Over and we can’t change that”.

	 

	Eric started the car, his jaw set, and the only words spoken between them during the drive were directions to her sister’s house.

	 

	Eric’s car pulled up outside a modest but charming brick house nestled in a quiet, tree-lined street. The small garden out front was well-kept, with vibrant flowers spilling out of planters on the porch steps. The warm glow from the living room window illuminated the lace curtains, and Madeleine could already picture her sister Tabitha waiting inside likely with Max not far behind.

	 

	Eric glanced at the modest but charming home. “This isn’t what I was expecting,” he said softly.

	 

	“Technically, it’s my sister’s place,” Madeleine replied as she opened the door. “I’m staying with her.”

	 

	“It’s nice,” Eric said, trying to find some common ground.

	 

	Madeleine shot him a glance. “What did you expect? A hovel?”

	 

	Eric shook his head. “Not at all. Look, Madeleine—”

	 

	“Eric,” she interrupted, her voice softening slightly. “We had a nice night. It was fun, but it’s over. I need to get inside, get some sleep, and prepare for the Presentation of Papers tomorrow. It’s a big day for me”.

	 

	Eric opened his mouth as if to respond, but then closed it, nodding silently. Madeleine got out of the car without another word, heading toward the front door. Eric watched her until she was safely inside, then sighed deeply, muttering, “What are you doing, Eric?” He turned the car around and headed back to the hotel.

	---

	The front door opened just as Madeleine reached it, revealing Tabitha standing there in all her striking, effortless beauty. Her olive skin seemed to glow under the porch light, and her wild, curly hair was tied back with a brightly patterned headscarf. She wore soft, well-worn leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, her athletic frame radiating energy even in her relaxed clothes. Max appeared beside her, an enormous black dog who moved with surprising grace for his size. His sleek coat gleamed faintly under the light, and his broad chest and long, muscular legs gave him a commanding presence. His deep brown eyes, however, softened his imposing frame, exuding a calm and loyal intelligence.

	 

	The second he saw Madeleine, Max’s tail began to sway in slow, deliberate arcs. He padded forward, his head nearly reaching Tabitha’s hip even on all fours, and let out a low, eager bark before leaning his weight against Tabitha.

	 

	“What are you doing here? Dad said he saw you leaving with a guy.” Tabitha teased, grinning as she leaned casually against the doorframe.

	 

	“Plans changed,” Madeleine muttered, bending down to scratch Max behind the ears. He leaned into her touch, his large body pressing leaning forward. “Did you miss me, Max?” she asked softly, her voice warming as she gave him a pat.

	 

	Max responded with another wag of his tail and a deep, satisfied sigh before moving to Madeline’s side.

	“Changed how?” Tabitha pressed, stepping aside to let her sister in. “You were all set to enjoy the swanky hotel and leave me to babysit this oversized teddy bear.”

	 

	Max tilted his head at the comment but didn’t seem to mind as he followed Madeleine into the house. Inside, the familiar scents of lavender and citrus welcomed her, the cozy interior a comforting contrast to the chaos of the past 24 hours.

	 

	“David trashed my hotel room,” Madeleine said bluntly as she made her way to the kitchen.

	 

	Tabitha froze mid-step, her teasing expression replaced with sharp concern. “Wait… what?”

	 

	Madeleine pulled out her phone and handed it to her sister. “Here. See for yourself.” The images showed shredded clothes, toiletries scattered across the floor, and a laptop smashed into useless fragments.

	 

	Tabitha’s brows furrowed as she scrolled through the photos, her jaw tightening. “That man is seriously unhinged,” she muttered, her voice low with anger. Max, picking up on the tension, padded over and rested his massive head on Tabitha’s leg, his soft brown eyes looking up at her as if to say he had things under control.

	 

	“It’s not surprising,” Madeleine said bitterly, grabbing a glass of water. “He saw me leave the bar with Eric, and this is his idea of retaliation.”

	 

	“Eric?” Tabitha’s frown faded into a mischievous grin. “Who’s Eric?”

	 

	“The guy I was with,” Madeleine replied, rubbing Max’s ears absently. “He owns the hotel. He stepped in when David started causing trouble.”

	 

	Tabitha leaned against the counter, crossing her arms as her grin widened. “Oh, so there was a guy. And not just any guy—a guy who makes David crazy enough to wreck your stuff. I need details.”

	 

	“It’s not like that,” Madeleine said, rolling her eyes.

	 

	“Sure, it isn’t,” Tabitha teased, crouching to scratch Max under the chin. “A guy with a fancy hotel, great timing, and... other assets? Sounds like a solid rebound to me.”

	 

	Max barked as if agreeing, and Madeleine couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine,” she said, exasperated but smiling. “Yes, we spent some time together. Yes, it was nice. And no, I don’t want to talk about it.”

	 

	Tabitha raised an eyebrow, clearly enjoying herself. “Fine. But for the record, I think it’s about time you had someone in your corner. Max and I can only do so much.”

	 

	“Max is more than enough,” Madeleine said, scratching the big dog’s ears. “Aren’t you, Max?”

	Max let out a low, contented rumble, his tail wagging again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 5

	 

	The sun streamed through the curtains as Madeleine stretched and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The weight of the previous night lingered, but Max’s massive frame by her bedside reminded her of the day ahead. He let out a soft huff, his tail wagging slowly as he nudged her hand with his nose.

	 

	“Morning, Max,” she murmured, giving him a gentle scratch behind the ears. “Looks like it’s going to be a long day for both of us.”

	 

	After a quick shower, Madeleine dressed in her go-to comfort outfit: black skinny jeans, a cozy green jumper, and her favourite black ankle-length waterfall cardigan that flowed lightly as she moved. She laced up her well-worn Rocket dog boots, the ones that had been with her through countless conference marathons and pinned her dark red hair back with an ornate comb. She adjusted it in the mirror, the delicate design catching the light, and nodded to herself. It was understated, functional, but undeniably her.

	 

	She checked her phone and saw a text from Tabby wishing her luck and promising to meet her for dinner. 

	 

	Smiling faintly, she made herself tea, and quickly FaceTimed her dad.

	 

	“Madeleine,” Marc said as his face appeared on the screen. “You’re at home? I thought you were staying at the hotel.”

	 

	“There was an incident,” Madeleine said lightly. “Long story short, David threw a tantrum.”

	 

	Marc frowned. “What did he do this time?”

	 

	She hesitated before saying, “He trashed my room.”

	 

	“Jesus,” Marc muttered. “Are you okay?”

	 

	“I’m fine,” Madeleine assured him. “But I could use a favour—can you make sure David stays as far away from me as possible today?”

	 

	Marc nodded. “Consider it done. But Madeleine, this needs to stop. If you have footage, we might finally have enough to—”

	 

	“I’ll email it to you,” Madeleine interrupted. “But I need to focus on my talk right now.”

	 

	“Understood,” Marc said, his expression softening. “Good luck today. Knock them dead.”

	 

	“I plan to,” Madeleine replied.

	 

	“You bringing Max with you?” Marc asked.

	 

	“Yep,” Madeleine replied. “He’ll stay in my office. Thea’s going to walk him during the day.”

	 

	Marc smirked. “You just want an excuse to avoid people between sessions. Max is your buffer.”

	 

	“Exactly,” Madeleine said with a grin, giving Max a quick pat. “He’s the best kind of company—doesn’t ask too many questions.”

	 

	They both laughed. “Well, I will see you shortly, save me a seat for the Keynote address” Marc said as they finished their conversation.  Max wagged his tail in approval as she grabbed his leash and his travel water bowl. “You’re coming with me today,” she said, clipping the leash onto his collar. “Office duty for you, big guy.”

	 

	Max gave a soft bark, his tail thumping against the door as they headed to the car.

	 

	Across town Eric woke to the soft glow of dawn filtering through the blinds, the city skyline stretching out beyond the windows. He turned onto his side, his hand brushing the empty space beside him. For a moment, he allowed himself the thought he’d been pushing away all night: he wished Madeleine had been there. She was stubborn, fiery, and independent to a fault—and yet, he found himself drawn to her in a way that unsettled him. Eric sighed, raking a hand through his hair as he forced himself out of bed. There was no use dwelling on things he couldn’t control.

	 

	By the time he reached his office, Mags was already waiting, a tray with coffee, a peanut butter and banana bagel, and fresh fruit perched on the edge of his desk.

	 

	“Breakfast for the overworked,” she said with a grin, sliding the tray toward him as he sat down. “You’ll need it.”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”

	 

	“Always,” she quipped, plopping into the chair opposite him. “Here’s the rundown for today: meeting with finance at ten, Events at 11, and a video call with your father in...” She checked her watch. “Thirty minutes. And this afternoon you are meeting with the architect for the new hotel”. 

	 

	Eric groaned, taking a sip of his coffee. “Great… Can’t wait.”

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Mags added with mock cheer. “I’m sure your father will only be mildly insufferable today.”

	 

	Before Eric could reply, Maitland appeared in the doorway, a set of files in hand. “Morning, Boss. Mags filled me in about last night. Any updates?”

	 

	“Nothing solid yet,” Eric replied, setting his coffee down. “Alex is keeping an eye on the police investigation for me.”

	 

	“She also told me about Dr Mackenzie,” Maitland said with a smirk before hesitating. “You know, you could go to the conference. See her. Apologize. Might smooth things over.”

	 

	Mags snorted. “Smooth things over? That’s borderline stalker behaviour. Showing up uninvited? Bad idea.”

	 

	“It’s not stalking if he’s being thoughtful,” Maitland countered. “Besides, she’s got a talk today, doesn’t she? He could just say he’s there because he is interested.”

	 

	“Because nothing says interest like lurking in the background,” Mags shot back, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

	Eric held up a hand, cutting off their debate. “Enough, you two. I’ll think about it. Right now, I need to survive this call with my father.”

	---

	Eric adjusted his position as his father’s face appeared on the screen. His father, dressed as always in a crisp shirt, wasted no time on pleasantries.

	 

	“Eric,” his father began, his tone brisk. “How are things at the hotel?”

	 

	“They’re fine,” Eric replied, leaning back in his chair. “Just handling a few issues with guests.”

	 

	His father raised an eyebrow. “I assume you’re referring to the vandalism incident I heard about.”

	 

	Eric sighed inwardly. Of course, his father already knew. “Yes. One of our guests had her room targeted. I’ve got security on it, and we’re working with the police.”

	 

	His father’s expression tightened. “This kind of thing reflects on the hotel, Eric. Discretion is critical.”

	 

	“I’m aware,” Eric said evenly. “That’s why I am handling it personally”

	 

	Eric leaned back in his chair, the faint hum of the secure video link buzzing in the background as his father’s face filled the screen. The elder man’s sharp, calculating eyes missed nothing, though there was a rare flicker of amusement as the conversation turned to the Keeper teams.

	 

	“How are the new trainees coming along?” his father asked, his tone brisk but curious.

	 

	“They’re progressing,” Eric replied, scrolling through the team reports on his tablet. “We’ve identified four new recruits this quarter, all with strong Aeloria alignments. Two have already committed to training, but the other two are still hesitant.”

	 

	His father nodded thoughtfully. “It’s their choice, as always. But remind them that the Order only thrives because of those who embrace the responsibility. What about the teams already in rotation?”

	 

	“They’re holding steady,” Eric said. “Alpha just completed a critical mission in the Northern sector of the city. No casualties, though they encountered heavier resistance from the Nexus than expected.”

	 

	“And Beta?” his father pressed.

	 

	Eric paused, his lips twitching into a faint smirk. “Peter’s team—Beta—is temporarily down a captain.”

	 

	“Peter?” His father’s brow furrowed. “What happened?”

	 

	“He tripped over his toddler’s Tonka truck,” Eric said, unable to hide the amusement in his voice. “Dislocated his shoulder. He’ll be out of the field for at least another two weeks.”

	 

	His father sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, though there was a hint of a smile in his expression. 

	“Peter. A veteran Keeper, one of our most decorated captains, sidelined by a toy truck. That’s... poetic.”

	 

	“Everyone’s been giving him grief for it,” Eric admitted, leaning forward. “Beta’s taken to calling him ‘Tonka’ instead of Captain.”

	 

	His father let out a rare chuckle, shaking his head. “I suppose it’s better they’re laughing about it. A team that can find humour in adversity is a team that stays strong. How’s morale otherwise?”

	 

	“High,” Eric replied. “The trainees are eager, and the established teams are holding their own. Still, we could use more recruits. The Nexus is increasing its activity, and Wraith incursions are becoming harder to predict.”

	 

	His father’s expression darkened slightly. “Then we’ll need to be proactive. Keep a close eye on the trainees—they’ll need to integrate into the teams quickly. And remind Peter that we expect him back in the field as soon as he’s recovered. No more toy-related injuries.”

	 

	Eric smiled faintly. “I’ll pass that along.”

	 

	A brief silence stretched between them before his father’s features softened slightly. “Good. Now, onto another matter—your mother insists on a family brunch this Sunday. She’s upset.”

	 

	Eric frowned. “Why? What did you do?”

	 

	His father cleared his throat, his gaze flickering to the side. “I didn’t DO anything, and I think that might be the problem, but she isn’t talking to me at the moment, so I don’t know.”

	 

	Eric held up a hand, his voice dry. “I don’t want to know.”

	 

	“She’s just... sensitive” his father added defensively. “You know that, so everyone comes to brunch, and she will be happy again and I get back into her good books”

	 

	“Right,” Eric said, suppressing a groan. “You and Mum are worse than teenagers now that you’re retired.”

	 

	His father’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “She keeps me on my toes.”

	 

	Eric shook his head, deciding not to press further. “Fine. I’ll be there on Sunday. Anything else?”

	 

	“Just this,” his father said, his tone softening further. “You’re doing well, Eric. Keep it up.”

	 

	Eric blinked, momentarily taken aback. “Thanks, Dad.”

	 

	The call ended, leaving Eric staring at the blank screen. His father’s rare words of encouragement lingered, but his mind was already shifting back to Madeleine. Whatever was happening between them, he needed to figure it out—and fast. Eric sat in his office, staring blankly at the glowing screen on his desk. The call with his father was over, the rest of his responsibilities for the morning were outlined, but his mind kept circling back to Madeleine. The previous night hadn’t just been memorable—it had been something else entirely. Something he couldn’t quite put into words.

	 

	He reached for his phone and dialled Mags. She answered after the second ring.

	 

	“What now, Boss?” she said in her usual teasing tone. “Don’t tell me you’ve got another mystery vandal I need to track down.”

	 

	“Not exactly,” Eric replied, leaning back in his chair. “I need you to look into something... unusual.”

	There was a pause on the other end before Mags asked, “Unusual how?”

	Eric hesitated, running a hand through his hair. He wasn’t sure how to explain this without sounding ridiculous. “It’s about Madeleine.”

	 

	“Of course it is,” Mags said, and he could almost hear the smirk in her voice. “What’s going on? She hasn’t stormed back in to yell at you again, has she?”

	 

	“No,” Eric said quickly. “This is... different.” He took a deep breath and forged ahead. “Last night, when we…. when we kissed, I felt something. A connection. Like... I don’t know. Like something clicked into place. And there was this voice.”

	 

	Mags didn’t interrupt, which was unusual for her. Encouraged, Eric continued. “It was my voice but not my words. It was... I don’t even know. But it said, ‘She’s yours.’ It was clear, like it wasn’t just in my head, even though I was the only one who heard it”.

	 

	Silence hung between them for a moment before Mags finally spoke. “Okay. That’s... something. And you want me to do what, exactly?” 

	 

	“I want to know if there’s anything in the histories about this,” Eric said, his tone firm. “Legends, myths, anything that talks about bonds or connections like this. Something that explains what I felt.”

	 

	Mags let out a low whistle. “You’re serious.”

	 

	“I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t,” Eric replied. “You’re the best researcher I know outside the archives, and I trust you to do this quietly.”

	 

	“Quietly is my middle name,” Mags said with a chuckle. “But, Boss, I have to ask—are you sure about this? I mean, it could’ve just been... I don’t know, the heat of the moment.”

	 

	“It wasn’t just that,” Eric said firmly. “I’ve been around plenty of people, Mags. I know the difference between infatuation and... whatever this is. This is something else.”

	 

	Mags exhaled, her tone softening. “All right. I’ll see what I can dig up. But don’t get your hopes up—I’m not exactly an expert on mystical love bonds.”

	 

	“Just do your best,” Eric said. “If anyone can find something, it’s you.”

	 

	“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Mags replied. “I’ll start with folklore and go from there. Anything else?”

	 

	“That’s it,” Eric said. “Thanks, Mags.”

	 

	“No problem. But Eric?” she added, her voice serious. “Be careful with this. If there’s something real to it, you might be opening a door you can’t close.”

	 

	Eric paused, her words sinking in. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	 

	“Good,” Mags said, her teasing tone returning. “And for the record? I’m rooting for you two.”

	 

	She hung up before he could respond, leaving Eric to sit in the quiet of his office, his mind buzzing with possibilities. Whatever was happening with Madeleine, he needed answers—and he was determined to find them.

	---

	Hours later and his meetings over Eric sat staring blankly at the report on his screen. The words blurred together, his mind wandering back to Madeleine. No matter how much he tried to focus, her sharp wit and fiery determination kept replaying in his thoughts. He let out a frustrated sigh, pushing the laptop aside.

	 

	“You’re useless like this,” he muttered to himself, standing and pacing the length of the room. Maitland’s words from earlier rang in his head: You could go to the conference. See Dr. Mackenzie. Apologize. Might smooth things over.

	 

	Mags had dismissed it as stalker-like, but the idea had stuck with him. Maybe Maitland was right. It wasn’t about smoothing things over—it was about supporting her. She deserved that after everything she’d been through. Decision made, Eric grabbed his coat and headed out, ignoring the curious glances from the staff as he left the hotel. The drive to the university didn’t take long, though his heart thudded with anticipation the entire way.

	 

	When he arrived, the campus was alive with activity. Students and faculty bustled about, and the crisp air carried the faint scent of coffee and fallen leaves. Eric entered the lecture hall a few minutes before Madeleine’s presentation was scheduled to start. The room was already filling up, and he chose a discreet seat toward the back, out of her line of sight.  Settling into a dark corner near the back, he scanned the room. The theatre was filling up quickly, and the air hummed with anticipation.

	 

	Madeleine entered from a side door, her long black waterfall cardigan billowing slightly as she strode toward the podium. She looked effortlessly striking in her fitted black skinny jeans, a green jumper that complemented her hair, and a pair of block heeled boots. Her dark red hair was swept back, held in place with an ornate comb that caught the light as she moved. Eric couldn’t help but admire how she commanded attention without saying a word. She adjusted her notes at the podium, her movements deliberate and practiced, but Eric could sense the undercurrent of nerves. It wasn’t fear—more the kind of adrenaline-fueled anticipation that came from doing something she cared deeply about.

	 

	As Eric settled into his seat near the back of the lecture hall a man to his right turned and glanced at him with curiosity. He was sharply dressed in a tailored suit, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed, and his eyes held a spark of intellectual curiosity.

	 

	“First time at one of Dr. Mackenzie’s talks?” the man asked, his voice warm but slightly formal.

	 

	Eric hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. I’ve heard good things.”

	 

	The man smiled, extending a hand. “Johnathon. I’ve been following her work for a while now.”

	 

	Eric shook his hand. “Eric.”

	 

	“You’re in for a treat,” Johnathon said, leaning back in his seat. “Her research is groundbreaking—she’s not afraid to challenge traditional views. This one’s about superstitions and how they shape social structures, right?”

	 

	“That’s what I heard,” Eric replied, keeping his tone neutral. He wasn’t about to share his personal connection to Madeleine with a stranger.

	 

	“She’s brilliant,” Johnathon continued. “Most people dismiss superstitions as meaningless quirks, but she digs deeper, showing how they’re embedded in power dynamics and social cohesion. It’s not just sociology—it’s sociology with bite.”

	 

	Eric smiled faintly, intrigued despite himself. “That’s high praise.”

	 

	Johnathon chuckled. “She’s earned it. Her last paper ruffled a few feathers in the academic community, but that’s what good research does. Forces people to think.”

	 

	Eric tilted his head. “What kind of pushback did she get?”

	 

	“Oh, the usual,” Johnathon said with a wave of his hand. “People uncomfortable with the idea that something as ‘silly’ as a good-luck charm could reinforce societal hierarchies. But Dr. Mackenzie doesn’t shy away from controversy. She knows how to defend her work.”

	 

	Eric’s eyes flicked to the stage, where the title of Madeleine’s talk was displayed on the screen. “Sounds like she’s got a knack for stirring things up.”

	 

	“Absolutely,” Johnathon agreed, glancing at his watch. “She’s one of the most dynamic speakers I’ve seen. It is good to see her back to being herself now that she has dumped that reprobate Lewellyn. Enjoy the talk and don’t be surprised if you leave questioning everything you thought you knew about superstitions.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his curiosity piqued, especially regarding the comment about David. As the lights dimmed and the room settled, he found himself leaning forward, eager to see Madeleine in her element.

	 

	A distinguished man in his late sixties, Professor Marc Simmons, stepped up to the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us this afternoon. It is my great pleasure to introduce this session’s speaker, someone I’ve had the honour of working with as both a student and a colleague. Dr. Madeleine Mackenzie’s groundbreaking research into superstitions and their role in social control has already started to reshape the field. Today, she’ll be sharing her insights on how these seemingly trivial rituals are woven into the fabric of society, influencing behaviour, belief, and, yes, even power structures. Please join me in welcoming Dr. Mackenzie.”

	 

	The room erupted in applause as Madeleine stepped forward, giving a small, appreciative smile. Eric couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride as he watched her.

	 

	“Thank you, Professor Simmons,” Madeleine began, her voice steady despite the sea of eyes fixed on her. “And thank you all for being here. Today, I’ll be discussing how superstitions—often dismissed as irrational or trivial—play a significant role in maintaining social order and reinforcing societal norms.”

	 

	As she spoke, Madeleine moved across the stage, gesturing animatedly. The audience was rapt, hanging on her every word. Eric marvelled at how she transformed complex ideas into relatable examples, weaving humour and insight seamlessly into her talk.

	 

	“Superstitions aren’t just relics of the past,” Madeleine concluded, pulling up her final slide. “They evolve alongside us, adapting to new fears and new uncertainties. Whether it’s avoiding walking under ladders or engaging with digital-age superstitions like ‘don’t text during Mercury retrograde,’ these rituals remind us of our need to create order out of chaos. And when wielded strategically, they can shape not only individuals but entire societies.”

	 

	As she finished, the room erupted into applause, louder than Eric had expected. A standing ovation followed, and Professor Simmons returned to the stage, grinning broadly.

	 

	“That was absolutely brilliant, Madeleine,” he said. “I’m sure everyone here has questions, but we’ll save them for later. For now, let’s show our appreciation one more time.”

	 

	The applause swelled again, and Madeleine gave a small bow before stepping aside to pack up her notes. 

	 

	The applause from Madeleine’s presentation faded as the audience began to filter out. Eric lingered near the back of the lecture hall, watching as Madeleine spoke with Professor Simmons near the podium. She looked radiant, her confidence undeniable, but Eric’s sharp eye caught the tension in her shoulders.

	 

	He was about to approach when he noticed someone else moving toward her: David. His posture was rigid, his expression dark. Eric’s jaw tightened as he stepped forward, but he kept his distance for the moment, watching as David closed the gap.

	 

	David’s voice was sharp as he reached Madeleine. “Impressive show,” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Too bad the cops don’t care about your little theatrics.”

	 

	Madeleine turned to face him, her expression cold. “What are you doing here, David?”

	 

	“Funny you should ask,” he said with a sneer. “The police paid me a visit. Something about your hotel room and a bunch of baseless accusations.”

	 

	“They’re not baseless,” Madeleine shot back, her voice low but firm. “You trashed my room because you can’t stand the idea of me not wanting you anymore.”

	 

	David took a step closer, his voice lowering. “You’ve got no proof. And even if you did; it wouldn’t matter, you know that.”

	 

	That was enough for Eric. “I think it would be best if you left” he said, his voice calm but commanding as he closed the distance between them.

	 

	David turned sharply, his eyes narrowing. “I remember you. You’re that hotel manager she snuck off with last night. This still is none of your business.”

	 

	 Eric’s tone was icy. “You’re done here.”

	 

	David scoffed, taking a step closer to Eric. “This is between me and my fiancée. Walk away.”

	 

	“Madeline is not your fiancée, and it has everything to do with me when you harass her,” Eric replied, his eyes locked on David’s. “So, let’s make this simple: Leave. Now.”

	 

	David sneered but hesitated, his gaze flicking between Eric and Madeleine. “This isn’t over,” he muttered before storming off, muttering under his breath.

	 

	Eric waited until David disappeared through the doors before turning to Madeleine. “Are you okay?”

	 

	Madeleine exhaled, her shoulders relaxing slightly. “I’m fine. He’s just being his usual self.”

	 

	“You shouldn’t have to deal with that,” Eric said, his voice softening. “He’s completely out of line.”

	“I can handle him,” Madeleine replied, though there was a hint of weariness in her voice. “But... thank you.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his expression sincere. “You were incredible up there, by the way. Truly. I came to hear your presentation, and it was worth every second.”

	 

	Her eyes widened slightly in surprise. “You... you came for my talk? You barely know me”.

	 

	“Of course,” Eric said simply. “It was important to you, and I didn’t want to miss it.”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, her lips curving into a small smile. “Thank you. Look I think we need to talk, come up to my office?”

	 

	Eric nodded and followed her out the side door and up the stairs. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 6

	 

	The soft click of the office door echoed as Madeleine led Eric inside, Max’s massive head lifting from the rug in the corner. The enormous black dog gave a low rumble, his tail wagging lazily as Madeleine set her notes on the desk.

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Madeleine said, glancing at Eric as Max padded over. “He’s just saying hello.”

	 

	Eric crouched slightly, extending his hand. “Hey there, big guy.”

	 

	Max sniffed him with the deliberate caution of a canine judge before leaning in for a brief pat, his approval clear in the lazy sway of his tail.

	 

	“He likes you,” Madeleine observed, her voice light but her posture still guarded as she settled into her chair.

	 

	“Smart dog,” Eric said, straightening and meeting her gaze. “I just wanted to say... I’m sorry. For last night.”

	 

	Madeleine tilted her head, her expression softening slightly. “You don’t have to apologize. It was a lot to handle—especially with David being... David.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his voice earnest. “Still, I shouldn’t have pushed you. I’m so used to being the one in control that I forgot that you weren’t under my authority.”

	 

	Madeleine looked at him for a long moment, then let out a soft sigh. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, then took a step closer. “Let me make it up to you. Let me take you to dinner.”

	 

	She gave a faint smile, shaking her head. “I can’t tonight. I have family commitments, and I won’t change my plans just for you. But how about a counter proposal?”

	 

	“Are we negotiating?” Eric asked, leaning against the wall beside her desk.

	 

	“I thought you were a businessman, isn’t it always a negotiation.” Madeline responded with a smirk. “I proposed that we could meet for dessert after I finish dinner,” her lips curving into a small smile. “There’s an ice cream shop on the river near Bella’s with amazing gelato.”

	 

	Eric’s smile widened. “Sounds perfect. Counter proposal accepted. Name the time, and I’ll be there.”

	 

	Eric stayed against the wall beside Madeleine’s desk, his arms crossed as he watched her sort through her papers. She paused, her jaw tightening, before looking up at him.

	 

	“I got a call earlier,” Madeleine began, her tone clipped. “The officer from last night. He wanted to let me know that the charges against David have been dropped.”

	 

	Eric’s brows knit together in confusion. “Dropped? What do you mean?”

	 

	“Magda Llewellyn happened,” Madeleine said sharply, sitting down and running a hand through her hair. 

	“David’s mother pulled some strings with the Chief of Police. She called in favours, threw money at the problem, and got her precious son off the hook.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened as he absorbed the news. “So, she bought him a free pass.”

	 

	“Pretty much, and it’s not the first time either.” Madeleine replied bitterly. “The officer actually sounded embarrassed about it. But what can he do? The Chief outranks him, and Magda apparently made it very clear that her family doesn’t face public consequences.”

	 

	Eric’s gaze hardened. “That doesn’t mean it ends here.”

	 

	Madeleine looked up at him, her brow furrowing. “Eric, what are you talking about? The charges are gone. It’s over.”

	 

	“Not necessarily,” Eric said firmly. “If the police won’t pursue it, I can file charges directly through the hotel. The vandalism wasn’t just your room—it’s damage to our property. My legal team will make sure he’s held accountable.”

	 

	Madeleine shook her head, a faint note of frustration in her voice. “Eric, I don’t want you getting involved in this. It’s not your problem to solve.”

	 

	“It became my problem the moment he used my hotel to hurt you,” Eric said, his voice steady. “And I have resources, Madeleine. Connections that don’t bow to people like Magda Llewellyn.”

	She hesitated, studying him closely. “You’d really do that?”

	 

	“In a heartbeat,” Eric replied without hesitation. “You’ve been through enough. Let me handle this.”

	 

	Madeleine exhaled slowly, her resolve wavering. “You don’t have to do this.”

	 

	“I know,” Eric said gently. “But I want to. If David thinks he can get away with this because his mother swooped in, he’s in for a rude awakening.”

	 

	Madeleine remained silent, her gaze fixed on him. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. But promise me you’ll be careful. The Llewellyn’s play dirty.”

	 

	“So can I,” Eric said with a faint smile, his voice calm but resolute. “Leave it with me.”

	 

	“Okay,” Madeleine said, her tone softening, but then she added, “If you’re really sorry, though... there is something else.”

	 

	“Name it,” Eric said immediately.

	 

	“There’s a champagne and canapés event in the library right now,” Madeleine said, leaning back slightly. “I have to make an appearance, and I could use a buffer. You’d be doing me a favour.”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow. “You want me to be your plus one?”

	 

	“Call it penance,” Madeleine said lightly. “Think you can manage?”

	 

	Eric grinned. “Champagne, canapés, and your company? I’ll survive.”

	 

	Max let out a soft huff, as though approving of the plan. Madeleine chuckled and stood, moving to straighten the papers on her desk. Eric stepped closer, his gaze steady.

	 

	“Thank you for giving me a chance,” he said softly, his voice just above a whisper.

	 

	Madeleine looked up, her eyes meeting his. “Just don’t make me regret it.”

	 

	“You won’t,” Eric promised.

	 

	Before he could think twice, he leaned in and kissed her. It was soft at first, tentative, as though asking for permission. When she didn’t pull away, he deepened the kiss slightly, his hand brushing her cheek.

	When they parted, Madeleine’s lips curved into a small smile, her voice teasing. “You’re really determined to make it up to me, aren’t you?”

	 

	Eric smiled back, his tone equally light. “Absolutely.”

	 

	“Come on,” Madeleine said, grabbing her coat. “I am already late.”

	 

	Max huffed softly as they left, his tail wagging lazily as if he approved of his human’s choice.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 7

	 

	Later that night, Eric leaned against his car, dressed in a tight black T-shirt, black jeans, and a knee-length coat, his sharp silhouette framed by the warm lights of Bella’s. He spotted Madeleine emerging from the restaurant with her sister Tabby. His heart skipped slightly at the sight of her, her laughter catching the cool evening air.

	 

	Tabby leaned toward Madeleine, her voice teasing. “That’s who I think it is, isn’t it? You go, girl. He’s hot.”

	 

	Madeleine chuckled. “Thanks for the seal of approval.”

	 

	“I mean it,” Tabby said, nudging her. “After that troll of an ex, you deserve something fun. Go enjoy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	 

	“I’ll see you later tonight,” Madeleine corrected, trying to sound mature.

	 

	“Yeah, yeah, whatever. But just so you know I am staying at the studio tonight, so you have the house to yourself. Have fun,” Tabby replied with a wink before kissing Madeleine on the cheek and heading off. 

	 

	Madeleine crossed the street toward Eric, a faint smile on her lips. He pushed himself off the car as she approached, his eyes softening at the sight of her.

	 

	“Hey, you,” he greeted with a warm smile.

	 

	“Hey, yourself,” she replied. “Thank you for meeting me.”

	 

	“Of course,” Eric said, holding out his hand to her. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

	 

	She took his outstretched hand, and they began walking along the moonlit riverbank. The water reflected the glow of the streetlights, the atmosphere quiet and calm. They spoke of everything and nothing—her lecture earlier that day, her research, and stories about her sister and her adoptive family.

	 

	“Marc Simmons and his wife, Simone, were lifesavers,” Madeleine said, her voice softening. “They found Tabby and me hiding in the university library, scared out of our minds, and took us in. I don’t know where we’d be without them.”

	 

	Eric listened intently, captivated by her story and the vulnerability she shared. As they reached a small gelato shop, he gestured toward it. “Ice cream?”

	 

	“Why not?” Madeleine said with a smile.

	 

	After grabbing their cones, they continued along the riverbank, the conversation flowing naturally. But 

	Madeleine suddenly stopped just in front of an alleyway, her body tensing.

	 

	“What’s the matter?” Eric asked, stepping closer to her.

	 

	Madeline kept her voice low. “You’re aware we’re being followed, right?”

	 

	Eric’s expression shifted, his eyes scanning the area casually. “Yes, I noticed. Stay calm.”

	“Eric, what’s going on?” she whispered.

	 

	He handed her his phone. “Take this, press one on speed dial. It’ll connect you to Maitland. Tell him where we are and get out of here.”

	 

	Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not leaving you to face them alone.”

	 

	“Please, Madeleine,” he said, his voice firm but pleading. “I’ll be fine. Go.”

	 

	As she took the phone, her eyes flicked downward and widened. “Where the hell did that sword come from? Is it glowing?”

	 

	“I’ll explain everything later,” Eric said, drawing the gleaming blade. “Right now, I need you to run.”

	 

	Hesitating only briefly, Madeleine nodded and darted away, gripping the phone tightly. Eric turned toward the alley, his sword raised, as five shadowy figures stepped out of the darkness. Madeleine sprinted a block before stopping to press the speed dial. The phone connected, and Maitland’s voice answered with a lazy drawl. “Eric, don’t tell me she dumped you already.”

	 

	“Maitland?” she said breathlessly. “We’re being followed. Eric’s fighting them. He has a sword? and told me to call you.”

	 

	The tone in Maitland’s voice shifted immediately. “Where are you?” 

	 

	“South of the ice cream shop, near Bella’s by the River,” she said. “Eric’s in an alley.”

	 

	“Stay put,” Maitland barked. “I’ll be there in two minutes. Just stay safe.”

	 

	Before she could respond, a dark figure lunged at her from behind, yanking her hair. She screamed as the phone fell from her hand, shattering against the pavement.

	---

	 

	The alley was shrouded in darkness, save for the radiant glow of Eric’s sword. The weapon, forged from pure light, shimmered with a golden brilliance, illuminating the narrow passage as five shadowy figures emerged. The Wraiths, their forms shifting like living smoke, drew jagged swords of shadow that seemed to devour the light around them. Eric tightened his grip on his blade, its warmth pulsing in his hand. 

	 

	“You should’ve stayed in the dark,” he muttered before charging forward.

	 

	The first Wraith met him head-on, its shadowy blade crashing against his sword in a burst of sparks. The clash of light and shadow rang out, a piercing sound that echoed through the alley. Eric pivoted, his movements fluid, and drove his glowing blade through the Wraith’s chest. It dissolved into dark tendrils, evaporating into the night.

	 

	A second Wraith lunged from the side, its sword sweeping toward Eric’s legs. He jumped back, narrowly avoiding the strike, and countered with a sharp upward slash. His sword flared with light as it cut through the creature, the Wraith letting out a distorted screech before disintegrating. The remaining three Wraiths circled him, their red, hollow eyes gleaming with malice. Eric shifted his stance, readying for their next move. They attacked in unison, their blades striking from different angles. He parried two blows, spinning on his heel to deflect the third, his sword’s golden light trailing like a comet.

	Eric ducked under a sweeping strike, his blade flashing upward to sever the Wraith’s arm. The creature dissolved into a cloud of black mist. He dispatched the fourth with a precise thrust, and its form disintegrated into nothingness. The final Wraith hesitated, but Eric didn’t. He closed the distance with swift precision, his blade humming with power as he delivered the final strike. The Wraith vanishing into the void.

	 

	Eric exhaled, lowering his sword. But the quiet didn’t last long. The air grew colder, the shadows in the alley deepening. A low, guttural sound echoed around him, and his heart sank as more Wraiths materialized from the darkness. This time, there were at least a dozen.

	 

	“Of course,” Eric muttered, raising his sword again.

	 

	Just as the Wraiths surged forward, the sound of footsteps and shouts cut through the tension. Eric turned to see Maitland leading Alpha Team into the alley, their presence a welcome sight. The team was armed with glowing weapons similar to Eric’s, their blades and shields pulsing with Aeloria’s light.

	 

	“Fancy meeting you here, Commander,” Maitland called, his tone light despite the tension. He swung his glowing axe in an arc, cutting down a Wraith that had charged ahead.

	 

	“Good timing,” Eric shot back, his voice tight as he parried another strike. “There’s a lot more where these came from.”

	 

	“No kidding,” Maitland said, stepping in beside Eric. The rest of Alpha Team spread out, engaging the Wraiths in coordinated attacks. The alley was filled with the sound of clashing light and shadow, the glow of their weapons pushing back the oppressive darkness.

	 

	Eric dispatched another Wraith with a swift, decisive blow, but his mind wasn’t on the fight anymore. 

	 

	“Maitland,” he said sharply, his voice cutting through the chaos.

	 

	“What?” Maitland replied, blocking a Wraith’s attack with his shield.

	 

	“Madeleine’s out there. I need to find her.”

	 

	Maitland glanced at him, then nodded. “Go. We’ll handle this.”

	 

	Eric didn’t hesitate. He spun on his heel, his sword dimming slightly as he sprinted toward the street. The sounds of battle faded behind him, but the urgency in his chest only grew.  Eric’s boots pounded against the pavement as he ran, his breath coming in short bursts. His mind raced, every instinct screaming for him to find her. The memory of her voice, her fear barely masked in determination, replayed in his head.

	 

	As he turned a corner, he saw the shattered remains of his phone on the ground—a bad sign. He scanned the area, his heart sinking further. “Madeleine!” he called, his voice echoing in the empty street.

	 

	“Over here” he heard her call, relief washing over him as he turned and headed toward her voice. As he rounded a corner, he stumbled to a stop. Madeleine had the remaining Wraith in an arm lock, her boot pressed firmly against its neck.

	 

	“Who are you?” she hissed at the shadowy figure. “Why were you following us? Did David send you?”

	 

	Eric approached cautiously. “Madeleine.”

	 

	Her head snapped toward him, relief flashing in her eyes. “Eric. You’re okay.”

	 

	“Yes, I’m fine,” he said gently. “Are you hurt?”

	 

	“Just my pride,” she replied, wincing as she touched the back of her head. “This jackass pulled my hair.”

	 

	Eric glanced at the Wraith and shook his head. “He can’t answer you. He’s not human.”

	 

	“What do you mean he’s not human?” she asked, her frustration mounting.

	 

	“He’s a Wraith. I’ll explain everything later. Let him go, and I’ll deal with him.”

	 

	Reluctantly, Madeleine released the creature’s arm. As soon as she stepped back, the Wraith dissolved into a plume of black smoke.

	 

	“What the hell?” Madeleine muttered, her voice trembling slightly. “That makes no sense.”

	 

	Eric moved closer, resting his hands on her shoulders. “I promise I’ll explain everything. But first, we need to get you somewhere safe.”

	 

	She hesitated, then nodded. “Fine. But you’d better have some damn good answers.”

	 

	Eric and Madeleine walked briskly back toward the alley where Alpha Team had engaged the Wraiths. The air was heavy, tinged with the faint acrid smell of burnt shadow. Madeleine’s gaze darted nervously around the darkened street, her thoughts racing after the encounter.

	 

	As they turned the corner, they saw the members of Alpha Team emerging from the alley, their glowing weapons dimming and disappearing as the fight ended. Maitland stood at the centre of the group, his axe propped on his shoulder, surveying the aftermath with a faint scowl.

	 

	“Nice of you to join us,” Maitland said dryly as Eric approached.

	 

	“Really,” Eric replied, his tone clipped. His eyes scanned the scene. No Wraiths remained, only faint traces of black mist dissipating into the air. “You’ve got everything under control?”

	 

	“Obviously,” Maitland said with a faint smirk. “They were slippery, but nothing we couldn’t handle. You’re welcome, by the way.”

	 

	Eric ignored the quip, his expression hardening. “We need to increase patrols. If this many Wraiths showed up here tonight, it means the Nexus is ramping up activity.”

	 

	Maitland’s smirk faded, replaced by a more serious expression. “Agreed. I’ll double the rotations and make sure the teams are ready to respond faster.”

	 

	“Good,” Eric said, nodding. He glanced back at Madeleine, who stood slightly apart, her arms crossed. “This won’t be the last of them.”

	 

	Madeleine met his gaze, her eyes steady despite the anxiety simmering beneath the surface. “Oh great,” she said quietly.

	 

	Maitland’s brow arched as he looked between them, but he wisely kept his questions to himself. “We’ve got this covered here, Commander. Take care of what you need to.”

	 

	Eric turned back to Madeleine, his voice softening. “We need to talk. I owe you an explanation.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a breath, her shoulders relaxing slightly. “I think that’s an understatement.”

	 

	“My apartment’s close by,” Eric said. “It’s private, and I can answer your questions without interruptions.”

	 

	She hesitated then nodded. “Fine. But I need to stop by my house first. I can’t leave Max at home alone, and I’ll need an overnight bag.” Her lips twitched into a faint smile. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”

	 

	Eric allowed himself a small smile in return. “I’ll drive you.”

	 

	“Good,” Madeleine said, moving to his side. “Because I don’t have my car.”

	 

	Eric and Madeleine climbed into his car, the silence between them heavy but not uncomfortable. Madeleine stared out the window, her thoughts swirling as the city lights blurred past. Eric’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, his thoughts focused on how to begin explaining the truth about the Wraiths, the Keepers, and the battle that Madeleine had unknowingly stepped into. He glanced at her briefly, the determination in her expression reminding him why he needed to make her understand.

	--- 

	Eric parked the car in the hotel’s private garage and stepped out, circling around to open Madeleine’s door. Max jumped out beside her, his massive frame immediately drawing attention from the night staff lingering nearby. Madeleine hesitated, glancing nervously at the staff’s wide-eyed expressions.

	 

	“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” she murmured, her hand resting on Max’s collar. “He’s... a bit conspicuous.”

	 

	Eric gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s fine. He’s with you, so he’s welcome.”

	 

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow. “Even if he tries to commandeer the furniture?”

	 

	Eric chuckled. “Especially then. Trust me, Max is the least unusual thing this hotel has seen.”

	 

	With a faint smile, Madeleine followed Eric inside. The staff, perhaps accustomed to Eric’s authority, quickly returned to their tasks, though a few casts curious glances at Max as the dog padded confidently through the lobby, his tail swaying lazily. Eric led them to the elevators, scanning his keycard before pressing the button for the penthouse.

	 

	Eric opened the door to his apartment and Max entered first, sniffing the air before making a beeline for the wide window seat. He jumped up effortlessly, settling himself down with a satisfied huff, his eyes fixed on the city lights below.

	 

	“Of course,” Madeleine said with a shake of her head, watching him claim the spot like it was his own. “He always finds the best seat in the house.”

	 

	“He’s got good taste,” Eric replied, hanging up his coat. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get you something to drink.”

	 

	“Mint tea” Madeleine said, setting her overnight bag on the floor and sinking onto the plush sofa. 

	 

	“I remember” Eric replied with a small chuckle.

	 

	The events of the evening were catching up to her, and the tension in her shoulders refused to ease. Eric disappeared into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later with two mugs, steam curling from the surface of hers. 

	 

	Eric handed Madeleine her tea and sat down beside her on the plush sofa. The room was quiet, save for the soft hum of the city beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. Max had claimed the window seat, his massive frame curled up as he gazed out over the lights. The calming scene was at odds with the whirlwind of questions swirling in Madeleine’s mind. She took a sip of her tea, then set the mug down on the coffee table, turning to face Eric.

	 

	 “All right,” she said firmly. “You’ve danced around enough. I want answers.”

	 

	Eric leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His gaze flicked to the glowing skyline before meeting hers. “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound... far-fetched. But it’s the truth.”

	 

	“I’ll decide how far-fetched it is,” Madeleine replied, crossing her arms. “Start talking.”

	 

	Eric let out a slow breath, his gaze briefly flicking to the skyline beyond the window. “You’ve heard of the myths; Norse, Celtic, Greek, Roman. Every ancient civilization had their stories of gods and forces battling for control. In Norse mythology, it’s the endless struggle between light and darkness, order and chaos—like Odin facing Loki’s trickery. In Celtic tales, you see the Tuatha Dé Danann battling the Fomorians, light and wisdom against shadow and destruction. Even the Greek gods waged war against the Titans to establish balance.”

	 

	Madeleine tilted her head, her curiosity evident. “What does that have to do with this?”

	 

	Eric turned to her, his voice calm but deliberate. “Those myths are echoes. Shadows of a much older truth. Before Odin and Loki, before Zeus and Kronos, before any pantheon humanity remembers, there were two primordial forces: Aeloria, the Light, and Nexus, the Darkness.”

	 

	She frowned slightly but didn’t interrupt as Eric continued.

	 

	“They weren’t just gods—they were the first. Aeloria brought illumination, life, and growth, while Nexus embodied shadow, death, and decay. For eons, they balanced each other perfectly, ensuring harmony across the mortal and divine realms. But that balance couldn’t last.”

	 

	He leaned forward slightly, his tone deepening. “Nexus became consumed by his nature, driven by a lust for power. He wanted dominion over everything, for the light to bow to the darkness. Aeloria refused, and that refusal ignited the Shadow Wars.”

	 

	Madeleine studied him, her expression sceptical but intrigued. “So, you’re saying this war between light and darkness predates every story humanity has ever told?”

	 

	Eric nodded. “Every myth we’ve ever known—their roots trace back to Aeloria and Nexus. Those legends of battles between gods and forces of nature? They’re reflections, passed down through time, distorted by human interpretation. But Aeloria and Nexus? They were the origin. The first gods. And their war shaped everything that followed.”

	 

	“I take it Aeloria didn’t just roll over and let him win,” Madeleine said dryly.

	 

	“No,” Eric confirmed, his lips twitching into a faint smile. “Aeloria fought back, but Nexus was powerful. He created the Wraiths—creatures of shadow—to weaken her and spread his influence. To counter them, Aeloria created us.”

	 

	Madeleine’s brow furrowed. “Us?”

	 

	“The Aelorians,” Eric said. “We were her warriors, forged from her essence, imbued with her light. We fought alongside her in the Shadow Wars. Back then, we glowed with her power, our very presence a beacon against the darkness. But after Aeloria sacrificed herself to imprison Nexus in the Void Realm, everything changed.”

	 

	Madeleine studied him, her voice softer now. “Changed how?”

	 

	Eric hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “When Aeloria gave her life to seal Nexus, she poured almost all her energy into the Five Seals; artifacts hidden across the world that maintain his imprisonment. The Aelorians lost their divine glow, and over time, we became... mortal. We still carry fragments of her light, but we’re no longer what we once were. We’re Keepers now, charged with protecting the Seals and ensuring Nexus never escapes.”

	 

	Madeleine leaned back, her gaze flicking to the window where Max shifted slightly in his sleep. “Okay, but from the way that Maitland addressed you, it seems you are more than just a keeper”.

	 

	“I am, I am the commander of the Keepers in this city.  We protect The Aelindor the seal of Knowledge and Foresight,” Eric explained. “Each seal has a bloodline; a family that was chosen directly by Aeloria before her sacrifice. Each of the first families was bound to one of the Seals, their bloodlines tied to its power. My family, the Daranthas, is one of them. We’ve been guarding the knowledge Seal for generations.”

	 

	Her eyes narrowed. “So, you’re saying this ‘war’ has been going on for millennia, and your family’s been in the middle of it the whole time?”

	 

	“Exactly,” Eric said, his tone steady. “The First Families don’t fight on the front lines anymore, but we still oversee the protection of the Seals. I chose to step into a more active role as a Keeper.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a faint laugh, shaking her head. “And here I thought your family was just obscenely wealthy.”

	 

	“We are,” Eric admitted with a wry smile. “But money doesn’t mean much when you’re fighting creatures made of pure darkness.”

	 

	Her expression softened slightly, though her scepticism lingered. “And the sword? The one you pulled out of thin air?”

	 

	Eric’s gaze flicked to his hands, his fingers flexing slightly. “The weaponry we use is made of light; Aeloria’s light, to be exact. It’s not a physical sword. It’s energy, shaped by our will and connection to her essence. The stronger the connection, the more powerful the weapon.”

	 

	“So, it’s not just swords?” Madeleine asked, her curiosity piqued despite herself.

	 

	“No,” Eric said. “Swords, shields, axes, even healing tools. Each Keeper channels the light differently, depending on their strengths. My sword? It’s an extension of me. It’s why I can summon it when I need it.”

	 

	Madeleine picked up her tea again, taking another sip to process what he’d told her. “And the Wraiths? Why would they come after me?”

	 

	“That’s the part I can’t explain yet,” Eric admitted. “Wraiths don’t attack randomly. They target people, places, or things connected to the Seals or to Nexus. If they came after you, it means there’s something about you they saw as a threat—or an opportunity.”

	 

	Madeleine frowned, her fingers tightening around her mug. “I don’t have a Seal or a glowing sword, Eric. I’m just a sociologist.”

	 

	“You’re more than that,” Eric said quietly. “And I intend to figure out why they targeted you.”

	 

	She exhaled, leaning back against the sofa. “This is insane.”

	 

	“I know,” Eric said gently. “But you’re not alone in this. I’ll protect you, Madeleine. Whatever it takes.”

	 

	For a moment, they sat in silence, the weight of the revelation settling over them. Max let out a soft huff, his tail thumping once against the window seat as if to remind her he was there. Madeleine glanced at him, a faint smile tugging at her lips.

	 

	“Max seems to trust you,” she said. “That’s saying something.”

	 

	“I’m glad to have his approval,” Eric replied with a small grin. “And yours?”

	 

	Her smile faded slightly, but she nodded. “For now.”

	 

	Eric pulled her into a hug, his tone soft. “For now, is good enough.”

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 8

	 

	The first thing Eric became aware of was warmth—the soft, steady rhythm of Madeleine’s breathing against his chest, her hair a silky tumble spilling across his arm. He opened his eyes, the early morning light filtering through the curtains and casting a golden glow over the room. For a moment, he just lay there, unwilling to move, unwilling to disturb the quiet serenity of the moment. It felt... right. As though this was where he was supposed to be. Where they were supposed to be.

	 

	He glanced down at her, her face relaxed in sleep. A faint smile tugged at his lips as he brushed a strand of hair from her face, the delicate touch stirring something deep within him. He didn’t understand how or why but being with Madeleine felt like finding the missing piece of himself. The peaceful moment was abruptly interrupted when Max bounded into the room, his enormous frame nearly knocking the door off its hinges. Eric didn’t even have time to react before the dog’s wet tongue swiped across his face.

	 

	“Ugh, Max!” Eric groaned, sitting up as Madeleine stirred beside him.

	 

	“What’s going on?” she mumbled sleepily, rubbing her eyes before taking in the sight of Max practically draped over Eric.

	 

	“Your dog decided I needed a morning bath,” Eric said dryly, wiping his face with the sheet. Max’s tail wagged furiously, clearly pleased with himself.

	 

	Madeleine chuckled; her voice still thick with sleep. “He likes you. Consider it a compliment.”

	 

	“Well, he has a strange way of showing it,” Eric muttered, pushing Max off him. The dog, undeterred, hopped onto the bed, curling up beside Madeleine as if he owned the place.

	 

	“Great,” Eric said with mock exasperation. “Not only do I have competition, but now have to share my bed”

	 

	Madeleine grinned, scratching Max behind the ears. “You’ll live.”

	 

	Eric smiled despite himself, leaning over to press a kiss to her forehead. “I could get used to this.”

	 

	Eric leaned against the kitchen counter, watching as Madeleine poured water into Max’s bowl. She was dressed for the day in a tailored green blouse and dark jeans, her hair swept back into a neat bun. Max slurped noisily from his bowl before settling by her feet with a contented sigh.

	 

	“What’s the plan for today?” Eric asked, his voice casual but his gaze sharp.

	 

	Madeleine straightened, taking a sip from her water glass. “Lectures this morning, and then a meeting with the Chancellor this afternoon.”

	 

	Eric frowned, setting his mug on the counter. “The Chancellor? What’s going on?”

	 

	She let out a soft sigh, her shoulders tensing slightly. “It’s about David. Marc and I are meeting with her to push for action.”

	 

	“Action?” Eric prompted; his tone edged with concern.

	Madeleine met his gaze, her expression steady but firm. “I want a restraining order filed against David and a formal investigation into his behaviour. This can’t go on. The vandalism, the harassment—it’s gone too far.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened; his frustration clear. “And Professor Simmon’s backing you up?”

	 

	“Of course,” Madeleine said, her voice softening slightly. “He’s not just my boss; he’s, my dad. He’s been furious about all of this, but he’s letting me take the lead. He’ll be there to support me, though.”

	 

	Eric nodded slowly; his expression unreadable. “And the Chancellor? Do you think she’ll agree?”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, her fingers tapping lightly against the counter. “She’s fair and thorough, but David has connections. It’s not guaranteed. That’s why we’re bringing everything we’ve got—emails, witness statements, even the security footage from the vandalism.”

	 

	“You have enough,” Eric said firmly. “The Chancellor won’t be able to ignore it.”

	 

	“I hope so,” Madeleine replied. “Marc’s hoping for at least a suspension while the investigation happens, but I want more than that. I want him held accountable, Eric. He can’t keep doing this.”

	 

	Eric crossed his arms, his voice low but steady. “You shouldn’t have to fight this hard just to get justice. But if anyone can take him down, it’s you—and Marc.”

	 

	Madeleine’s lips curved into a faint smile, her resolve shining through. “I have no intention of letting him win.”

	 

	Eric studied her, his gaze softening. “Just be careful, Madeleine. David’s not above pulling something to try to protect himself.”

	 

	“I know,” she said, glancing at Max, who looked up at her with his ever-watchful eyes. “I’ll have Max with me, and Marc will be there. It’s on campus, in broad daylight. I’ll be fine.”

	 

	Eric sighed; his concern evident. “Just promise me you’ll call if anything feels off.”

	 

	“I promise,” Madeleine said, her voice firm but warm. “This meeting is about drawing a line, Eric. David’s not getting away with this.”

	 

	He nodded, though his worry lingered. “Good. But remember, you don’t have to handle this alone.”

	 

	“I know,” she said, slinging her bag over her shoulder and scratching Max behind the ears. “Thanks.”

	As she headed for the door, she paused and glanced back at him. “I’ll see you tonight, 6pm. My office.”

	 

	Eric watched her leave, his chest tightening with a mix of pride and unease. He trusted her strength, but the thought of David and his manipulations left a bitter taste in his mouth. Whatever happened in that meeting, Eric knew Madeleine wouldn’t back down—and neither would Marc.

	---

	The afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows of Madeleine’s office, casting warm streaks across the floor. Max lay sprawled in a patch of sunlight, his tail occasionally thumping against the wood. The soft hum of Madeleine’s computer filled the room as she scanned through the notes she planned to bring to the meeting with the Chancellor. A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. Before she could answer, Marc stepped inside, his commanding presence filling the space. He carried a folder in one hand and balanced a steaming to-go drinks cup in the other.

	 

	“Hey, kiddo,” he said, his tone warm but serious. He set a mint tea on her desk and gave Max a quick scratch behind the ears. The dog immediately rolled onto his back, his tail wagging furiously.

	 

	“Thanks,” Madeleine said, taking the tea gratefully. “Though I’m starting to think you only come by for Max.”

	 

	Marc grinned. “Can you blame me? He’s the best office mate on campus.”

	 

	Madeleine chuckled but quickly turned serious as she shut her laptop. “Are we ready for this?”

	 

	“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Marc replied, pulling a chair over and sitting down. His usual air of confidence was tempered with concern as he added, “The Chancellor’s fair, but David and Magda will play every card they’ve got.”

	 

	Madeleine sighed, rubbing her temples. “Magda’s going to try to spin this as a personal vendetta.”

	 

	“And we’re going to counter that with hard evidence,” Marc said firmly. “We’ve got the emails, the security footage, and statements from witnesses. You’re not walking into this unprepared.”

	 

	Madeleine looked at her father, a flicker of gratitude in her eyes. “Thanks, Dad. For being here.”

	 

	Marc reached out, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Always, sweetheart. As your boss and as your dad.”

	 

	She managed a faint smile. “Let’s get this over with, I have a date tonight.”

	---

	The Chancellor’s office was grand but not ostentatious, its walls lined with bookshelves and framed accolades. The large oak desk at its centre reflected the afternoon light streaming in from the tall windows, casting an air of authority over the room. Madeleine and Marc sat in chairs opposite the Chancellor, whose composed demeanour gave nothing away. David and Magda Llewellyn sat on the other side of the room, flanked by their lawyer.

	 

	“Thank you all for coming,” the Chancellor began, her tone even but firm. “This meeting has been called to address serious allegations brought forward by Dr. Mackenzie and supported by Professor Simmons regarding Dr. Llewellyn’s behaviour. These allegations include harassment, professional misconduct, and vandalism.”

	 

	“Allegations,” Magda interjected smoothly, her voice sharp yet controlled. “Unfounded ones, I might add. My son has dedicated years to this institution, and our family has donated millions over the years. This baseless attack on his character is unacceptable.”

	 

	David leaned back in his chair, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Madeleine’s just bitter because she couldn’t handle that I ended our engagement.”

	 

	Marc’s hand tightened around the arm of his chair, but he remained silent, letting Madeleine take the lead.

	“Bitter?” Madeleine said, her voice steady but cold. “This has nothing to do with our past relationship, David, and everything to do with your inability to act professionally. Let’s not forget why our engagement ended and by who.”

	 

	David’s smirk faltered for just a second before he leaned forward, his tone dripping with mockery. “You’re still hung up on that? For God’s sake, Maddie, it was a misunderstanding.”

	 

	Madeleine’s jaw tightened, but she didn’t look away. “Walking into your office and finding you with a graduate student, half naked wasn’t a ‘misunderstanding,’ David. It was proof of who you really are.”

	 

	Magda stiffened beside her son, but her expression didn’t waver. “That was a private matter and irrelevant to this discussion. We’re here to address these so-called professional allegations.”

	 

	“Oh, it’s very relevant,” Marc interjected, his tone low but dangerous. “David’s pattern of behaviour—both personal and professional—has consistently crossed ethical lines. If you hadn’t donated all that money to keep so many of these types of incident quiet, his career would have ended years ago.”

	The Chancellor cleared her throat, silencing the room. “Let’s keep this discussion focused on the current allegations.”

	 

	Madeleine opened the folder in her lap, pulling out a series of documents. “I’ve provided emails, witness statements, and security footage documenting David’s harassment and the vandalism of my hotel room during the Presentation of Papers conference. These are not isolated incidents. They’re part of a pattern of intimidation and unprofessional behaviour.”

	 

	The Chancellor accepted the documents, her expression unreadable as she scanned through them. Magda leaned toward her lawyer, whispering furiously, while David shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

	 

	“These are serious accusations,” the Chancellor said finally, her voice calm but firm. “Dr. Llewellyn, do you have anything to say in your defence?”

	 

	David scoffed, his bravado slipping slightly. “This is all a smear campaign. Madeleine’s trying to ruin me because I moved on.”

	 

	“This isn’t about you ‘moving on,’ David,” Madeleine shot back, her voice rising slightly. “It’s about your inability to respect boundaries and your willingness to weaponize your position to intimidate me and others.”

	 

	Magda cut in; her tone sharp. “If Dr. Mackenzie is so intimidated, why hasn’t she left the university? Surely, if my son’s behaviour were as egregious as she claims, she’d have sought employment elsewhere by now.”

	 

	“Because I won’t let him drive me out of the career, I’ve worked so hard to build,” Madeleine said firmly. “I’m here because I belong here, and I won’t let David—or you—bully me into leaving.”

	 

	The Chancellor held up a hand, silencing the back-and-forth. “That’s enough. This meeting is not about personal disputes but about ensuring the integrity of this institution. Based on the evidence provided, I will be recommending an immediate suspension of Dr. Llewellyn pending a full investigation into these allegations.”

	 

	David shot to his feet; his face red with fury. “You can’t do that! My family’s name is on half the buildings on this campus!”

	“Your family’s name doesn’t excuse misconduct,” the Chancellor replied coolly. “And your behaviour today has only reinforced my decision.”

	 

	“Mother!” David snapped, looking at Magda for support.

	 

	Magda stood; her composure unshaken. “This isn’t over,” she said, her voice icy. “We’ll be pursuing this matter further.”

	 

	“You’re welcome to do so,” the Chancellor replied. “But for now, this is my decision.”

	As Magda and her lawyer ushered a fuming David out of the room, the tension in the office eased slightly. 

	 

	The Chancellor turned to Madeleine and Marc. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. The university will not tolerate behaviour that compromises our values.”

	 

	Marc nodded, his voice firm. “We appreciate your support, Chancellor.”

	 

	Madeleine stood, her expression a mix of exhaustion and relief. “Thank you. I just want this to end.”

	 

	“It will,” the Chancellor said, offering a faint smile. “But sadly, these things take time. Stay strong.”

	---

	The office felt eerily quiet without Max’s familiar presence. Marc had taken him for a playdate with Pupper his Golden Retriever, leaving Madeleine alone with her thoughts. She sat at her desk, the soft glow of her computer screen illuminating the darkening room as the sun dipped below the horizon. The aftermath of the meeting with the Chancellor weighed on her, a mix of relief and exhaustion settling in her chest. She was startled as the door to her office slammed open, and David stormed in, his face twisted with rage.

	 

	“What the hell do you think you’re doing, throwaway?” he spat, using the insult he had used throughout their relationship when he wanted to remind her that she was disposable and not even her biological parents wanted her. slamming the door shut behind him. His voice was low but seething, every word laced with venom.

	 

	Madeleine rose from her chair, keeping her desk between them. “David, you need to leave. Now.”

	 

	“Not until you fix this!” he shouted, his hands clenching into fists. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? My career—my life—you’ve ruined everything!”

	 

	“No, David,” Madeleine said coldly. “You ruined it yourself. All I did was tell the truth.”

	 

	David’s expression darkened further, his nostrils flaring as he stepped closer. “You vindictive little bitch. You think you can just destroy me and walk away?”

	 

	“You destroyed yourself the minute you decided to harass me and everyone else you think you can control,” Madeleine shot back, her voice unwavering despite the pounding of her heart. “Now get out before I call security.”

	 

	“Call them,” David sneered. “See how far that gets you.”

	 

	Before she could react, he lunged at her, shoving the desk aside with a crash. His hand connected with her face, the force splitting her lip and sending her stumbling backward. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth, but she didn’t falter.

	“David!” she shouted, her voice hoarse. “Get away from me!”

	 

	“You’re going to pay for this,” he growled, grabbing her by the throat and slamming her against the wall. 

	His grip tightened, his face inches from hers as his eyes burned with fury. Madeleine clawed at his hands, her nails digging into his skin, but his grip didn’t loosen. Her vision blurred as panic surged through her. Summoning all her strength, she brought her knee up hard, driving it into his groin. David let out a strangled yell, his grip faltering just enough for her to shove him back.

	 

	Gasping for air, Madeleine didn’t wait for him to recover. She stepped forward and swung her fist, connecting with his nose. The sickening crunch was satisfying, even though the haze of adrenaline. Blood poured from David’s nose as he stumbled back, his hands instinctively flying to his face.

	 

	“You broke my nose!” he screamed, his voice muffled by the blood.

	 

	“You deserved it,” Madeleine spat, wiping at the blood on her own face. “You’re pathetic, David. A coward who can’t handle the consequences of his own actions.”

	 

	David lunged again, his hands gripping her throat once more. David pushed her into the sofa preventing Madeline from being able to struggle free. Her vision was blurring and tears streamed from her eyes. The thought that he was really going to kill her flashed through her mind. Just as she thought it was the end, she heard her name being called. 

	 

	“Madeleine!” Eric bellowed, crossing the room in two strides. He grabbed David by the back of his collar and yanked him away from her with brutal force. David twisted, trying to free himself, but Eric’s grip was unrelenting. 

	 

	“You’re done,” Eric growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Get out before I throw you out.”

	 

	“You have no idea who you’re dealing with!” David snarled; his words slurred from the blood streaming down his face.

	 

	Eric’s eyes narrowed; his tone icy. “I know exactly who I’m dealing with; a sad excuse for a man who can’t handle the fact that he’s lost.”

	 

	David sneered but backed toward the door, his movements hesitant. “This isn’t over,” he spat, clutching his nose as he stumbled out of the office slamming the door behind him. Eric turned back to Madeline, rushing to her side and cupping her face in his hands. 

	 

	“Baby, look at me, can you open your eyes for me” He pled. 

	 

	Madeline opened her eyes and blinked, coughing as she drew oxygen into her lungs. 

	 

	“Talk to me…. Are you okay?” he asked, his voice low but filled with concern.

	 

	Madeleine nodded weakly, pressing a hand to her bruised lip. “I’m fine. I’ve had worse.”

	 

	“Your lip and neck say otherwise,” Eric replied, his jaw tightening. “We need to call the police.”

	 

	“They won’t do anything,” Madeleine said bitterly, shaking her head. “Magda will just make it all go away like she always does.”

	 

	Eric’s expression darkened, his voice firm. “Not this time. I’ll make sure he pays for this.”

	 

	Eric stood by the window, phone pressed to his ear, his jaw tight as he watched Madeleine sitting on the sofa. She held a tissue to her split lip, her expression a mix of exhaustion and defiance. The room was eerily quiet, the tension thick in the air.

	 

	“Alex, it’s Eric,” he said, his voice clipped. “I need you at the university, Madeleine Mackenzie’s office in the Sociology building. Now.”

	 

	“Eric?” Alex Godwinson’s voice on the other end immediately shifted to concern. “What’s going on?”

	 

	“Her Ex David attacked her,” Eric explained, his tone hard. “She fought him off, but he did some damage. I don’t trust the campus police to handle this properly. His mother will pull strings if she gets wind of it.”

	 

	“Understood,” Alex said, his voice steady. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Don’t let her clean up or downplay this. The scene needs to stay intact.”

	 

	“Got it. Thanks, Alex,” Eric said before hanging up.

	 

	He quickly dialled another number. Mags picked up almost immediately. “What’s up, Eric?” she asked, her voice light and cheerful.

	 

	“David Lewellyn showed up at Madeleine’s office. It got violent,” Eric said, glancing back at her. “She refuses to go to the hospital, so I need Andrea. Now.”

	 

	“On it,” Mags replied without hesitation.

	 

	“Thanks,” Eric said, his voice softening slightly. He ended the call and turned his attention back to Madeleine. She was staring at her hands, the tissue in her lap now stained with blood. Her normally composed demeanour was cracking at the edges, though she tried to mask it. Eric walked over and crouched in front of her, his hands gentle as he took hers. “Madeleine, Alex and Andrea are on their way. We’ll get this sorted.”

	 

	“I don’t need a doctor or the police, Eric,” she said, her voice steadier than he expected. “I’m fine.”

	 

	“You’re not fine,” he said firmly, his tone softening as he tilted her chin up to meet his gaze. “And it’s okay to admit that.”

	 

	Her lips pressed together, and for a moment, she looked like she might argue. But then her shoulders sagged slightly, and she let out a shaky breath.

	 

	“I just... I don’t want this to be a spectacle,” she said quietly. “David thrives on chaos, and I won’t let him use this against me.”

	 

	“He’s the one who made a scene,” Eric replied. “You defended yourself. There’s no shame in that.”

	 

	She gave a weak nod, her gaze going back to the tissue in her hands. Eric stood, sitting down beside her on the sofa. Without a word, he pulled her into his lap. At first, she stiffened, clearly unused to leaning on someone else. But as the seconds passed, she let herself relax against him.

	 

	“I have got you, Madeleine,” Eric murmured. “I can be strong enough for the both of us for a little bit.”

	Her breath hitched, and the composure she’d clung to finally broke. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she buried her face in his chest. Her hands clutched at his shirt, and her body trembled with the force of her sobs.

	 

	Eric held her tightly, his chin resting lightly on the top of her head. He rubbed slow circles on her back, murmuring reassurances. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

	 

	For the first time in what felt like forever, Madeleine let herself cry; cry for the fear, the anger, the injustice of it all. Eric didn’t let go, anchoring her as she poured out everything she’d bottled up. A knock at the door broke the moment. Eric glanced up; his voice low. “That’ll be Alex.”

	 

	Madeleine wiped at her face, trying to pull herself together. “I’m fine.”

	 

	“You don’t have to be,” Eric said, brushing a stray tear from her cheek. He stood, striding to the door and opening it to reveal Detective Alex Godwinson. Tall and broad-shouldered, the family resemblance to Eric was clear. Alex’s sharp gaze immediately took in the dishevelled state of the room and Madeleine’s injuries.

	 

	“Looks worse than you described,” Alex said, stepping inside.

	 

	“David had his usual tantrum,” Madeleine replied, her tone flat. 

	 

	Alex’s eyes flicked to Madeleine, his expression softening. “Dr. Mackenzie, I’m Detective Alex Godwinson. Eric gave me the basics. We’ll handle this.”

	 

	Madeleine nodded; her voice subdued. “Thank you.”

	 

	Another knock followed, and Eric opened the door again to reveal Mags and Andrea, the latter carrying a medical kit. Andrea, a first nations, petite woman with a no-nonsense air, immediately moved toward Madeleine.

	 

	“Let me see,” Andrea said gently, crouching beside her.

	 

	“I’m fine,” Madeleine began, but Andrea raised a brow.

	 

	“Don’t argue,” Andrea said, her tone brisk but kind. “Let me do my job.”

	 

	Eric and Alex exchanged a glance as Andrea began assessing Madeleine’s injuries. Mags crossed her arms, her expression hard. “David Llewellyn,” she muttered. “That man’s a plague.”

	 

	“Not for much longer,” Alex said, his voice grim. “This time, we’re making it stick.”

	 

	Eric’s gaze softened as he looked back at Madeleine, who was letting Andrea tend to her split lip. He stepped forward and knelt beside her again. “I told you—you don’t have to fight this alone.”

	 

	Madeleine met his eyes, her lip trembling slightly. For the first time, she nodded. “Thank you, Eric.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 9

	 

	The last traces of the evening sun were fading by the time Eric and Madeleine stepped out of the university building. Inside, Alex had finished taking their statements, and Andrea had carefully treated Madeleine’s wounds. A steri-strip now crossed her split lip, and faint bruises were already forming around her neck. Madeleine’s jaw was set in that determined way Eric had come to recognize; she was holding herself together through sheer force of will.

	 

	“Thanks, Andrea,” Madeleine had said as the doctor packed up her kit. “I appreciate you coming out.”

	Andrea had smiled warmly. “Just take care of yourself, Madeleine. You’re tougher than you look, but even you need time to heal.”

	 

	As Andrea left, Madeleine instinctively began tidying up the office, moving overturned chairs and stacking scattered papers. Eric lingered near the door, pulling Mags aside. His voice dropped to a low murmur as he spoke.

	 

	“I want a security detail on her house,” Eric said firmly. “Discreet but thorough. No one gets near her without us knowing.”

	 

	Mags raised an eyebrow, her tone clipped but approving. “Already working on it. Anything else?”

	 

	Eric’s expression darkened. “Find out where David Llewellyn is and have him watched. I don’t want him pulling any more stunts.”

	 

	Mags nodded. “Consider it done. You sure she’s, okay?”

	 

	Eric glanced at Madeleine, who was picking up the scattered remnants of her day with single-minded focus. “She’ll never admit it, but no, she’s not. At least not yet.”

	 

	Mags studied him, then gave a sharp nod. “I’ll take care of it. You take care of her. But Eric, we need to talk about what I found out in my research.”

	 

	“What is it?” Eric Asked. 

	 

	“Not tonight, you have enough to deal with right now. This can wait” Mags told him, patting his arm before heading off back to the Hotel with Andrea. 

	 

	---

	 

	The car was quiet as they drove through the city. The soft hum of the engine filled the space between them, but Eric could feel the weight of unspoken words hanging heavy in the air. Madeleine stared out the window, her fingers brushing absently against bruises on her neck. 

	 

	“You don’t have to be strong all the time, you know,” Eric said softly, breaking the silence.

	 

	Madeleine glanced at him; her expression unreadable. “So, I have been told.”

	 

	Eric kept his eyes on the road, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. “I’ve arranged for a security detail at your house. Just in case.”

	 

	Her brow furrowed slightly. “Eric, that’s not necessary—”

	 

	“It is,” he interrupted, his voice firm but not unkind. “David’s desperate, and desperate people are dangerous. I’m not taking any chances.”

	 

	She sighed, leaning her head against the window. “Fine. But only because I’m too tired to argue.”

	 

	“Good,” Eric replied, his voice softening. “And you’re not alone in this, Madeleine. You’ve got me. You’ve got your family and now you have the entire command of Keepers on your side. We’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you again.”

	 

	Her lips curved into a faint smile, though her eyes still held a shadow of worry. “Thanks, Eric.”

	 

	The headlights cut through the growing darkness as Eric pulled into Madeleine’s driveway. Before the car even came to a full stop, the front door opened, and Marc stepped out, his expression etched with worry. Max followed close behind him, bounding down the steps to greet Madeleine with a low bark and a wagging tail. Madeleine opened the car door and crouched to hug Max, her hands trembling slightly as she scratched behind his ears. “Hey, Max,” she murmured. “I missed you too.”

	 

	Marc’s sharp gaze took in her bruised neck and the steri-strip on her lip. His jaw tightened as he crossed the driveway in quick strides. “Sweetheart,” he said, his voice low and urgent, “what has he done to you?”

	 

	“I’m fine, Dad,” she replied, standing and meeting his worried eyes. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

	 

	Marc shook his head, his frustration evident. “Not as bad? Your lip is split, and you’ve got bruises on your neck. That bastard could have—” He stopped himself, exhaling sharply before running a hand through his hair. “I should’ve been there. I should’ve—”

	 

	“Dad,” Madeleine interrupted, her voice soft but firm. “It’s okay. Eric was there. He stopped him.”

	Marc turned to Eric, his expression hard. “Thank you, you’ll never know how much I appreciate that you were there. Will you be staying with her tonight?”

	 

	Eric nodded, meeting Marc’s intense gaze without hesitation. “Of course. I’m not leaving her alone.”

	 

	Marc’s shoulders sagged slightly, though his worry lingered. “Good. Because if anything else happens—”

	 

	“It won’t,” Eric said firmly. “I’ll make sure of it.”

	 

	Marc’s jaw worked as he studied the two of them, his protective instincts warring with his desire to trust Eric. Finally, he placed a hand on Madeleine’s shoulder. “Sweetheart, you call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”

	 

	“I will,” she promised, giving him a faint smile. “Thank you.”

	 

	Marc hesitated for a moment longer before nodding. “All right. I’ll leave you two to get some rest.” Madeline opened her mouth to say something, but Marc got there first. 

	 

	“Don’t worry; I won’t tell your mother about this until she’s back. No sense worrying her when she can’t do anything from halfway across the world.”

	 

	“Thanks, Dad,” Madeleine said quietly, stepping forward to hug him.

	Marc kissed her forehead, then ruffled Max’s ears as he turned to leave. “Keep an eye on her,” he said to Eric.

	 

	“You have my word,” Eric replied.

	 

	As Marc’s car pulled away, the weight of the day seemed to settle over them all at once. Madeleine stood silently before Max nuzzled her leg, drawing her back to the present. She stroked his head absently, then turned to Eric. “Let’s go inside.”

	 

	As the sound of Marc’s car faded into the night, Eric turned to Madeleine. “Why don’t you take a shower? I’ll handle dinner.”

	 

	She hesitated before nodding. “Okay. Thanks.”

	 

	As Madeleine disappeared upstairs, Eric headed into the kitchen. Max padded after him, settling down near the counter as Eric rummaged through the fridge. He found a couple of steaks and set them on the counter to cook. He worked efficiently, distracted by his thoughts of the day, until the smell of seared meat snapped him out of his reverie.

	 

	Max let out a low whine, and Eric glanced at him. “Wait a second… these were meant for you weren’t they?”

	 

	The dog wagged his tail expectantly, clearly thrilled thinking he was getting steak for dinner. Eric groaned and quickly grabbed his phone, dialling Mags. “Hey, it’s me. I need another favour.”

	 

	“What now?” Mags replied, exasperation in her voice.

	 

	“Can you get Marcel to prepare a special T-bone steak for Max and send it over here, I may have accidently cooked his steaks for me and Madeline. And while you’re at it, have someone grab my overnight bag.”

	 

	Mags chuckled. “Really getting domesticated aren’t you”

	 

	“Just hurry,” Eric muttered before ending the call. He quickly cleaned up his mess, plating the sides he had prepared for dinner while leaving the steaks on the counter to rest. By the time Madeleine returned from her shower, dressed in cozy loungewear and with her hair still damp, Eric had set the table.

	 

	“Dinner’s ready,” he announced, gesturing toward the plates.

	 

	Madeleine sat down, eyeing the food with amusement. “I should have told you the steaks were for Max.”

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Eric reassured her. “reinforcements are on the way.”

	 

	She chuckled softly, picking up her fork. They ate in companionable silence for a while before Madeleine spoke. “I’m sorry tonight didn’t exactly go as planned. Not really how you hope a second first date will turn out.”

	 

	Eric smiled, shaking his head. “It wasn’t boring, at least.”

	 

	Madeleine laughed softly. “That’s one way to look at it. But… since a night out has been ruined; would you like to watch a movie with me? Something low-key.”

	“I’d like that,” Eric said. “As long as it’s not a romcom.”

	 

	“No romcoms, got it,” Madeleine replied, grinning. “How about John Wick?”

	 

	Eric blinked. “Never seen it.”

	 

	Her eyes widened. “Seriously? Oh, you’re in for a treat.”

	
CHAPTER 10

	 

	Just as Madeleine was settling onto the sofa with Eric and bowls of popcorn, a sharp knock echoed through the house. Max barked once, padding toward the door. Eric sighed, standing. “That’ll probably be Max’s steak and my bag,” he said, rising to answer. But as he opened the door, his expression darkened. Instead of one of his Keepers, a uniformed police officer stood on the porch, his expression formal.

	“

	Is Dr. Madeleine Mackenzie here?” the officer asked, glancing past Eric into the house.

	 

	Eric’s shoulders squared. “She’s here. What’s this about?”

	 

	The officer straightened. “I’ve been sent to escort her to the station. An assault charge has been filed against her.”

	 

	Eric’s lips pressed into a thin line. “David Llewellyn, I assume?”

	 

	“That I don’t know.” the officer replied, his voice neutral. “This isn’t an arrest, just a request for questioning.”

	 

	Madeleine appeared in the hallway; her expression tired but resolute. “Of course, it’s David,” she muttered. “Fine. Let me go change first.”

	 

	The officer nodded, and Madeleine turned to head upstairs. As Eric closed the door, another knock sounded. This time, when he opened it, Dale one of his Keepers stood on the porch, holding a neatly wrapped steak and a duffle bag. His youthful face lit up as he saw Eric. Balancing a neatly wrapped package in one hand and a duffle bag slung over his shoulder. His wide eyes immediately darted to Max, who had padded up to stand at Eric’s side.

	 

	“Whoa,” Dale said, his voice filled with awe. “Is that... a Cerberus?”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow, glancing down at the massive dog. Max cocked his head as if amused by the statement. “A Cerberus?” Eric repeated dryly. “No, Max is more of a Scooby-Doo than anything else.”

	 

	Dale blinked, clearly taken aback. “Scooby-Doo? Are you sure? He looks like he could take on an army.”

	Eric smirked, stepping aside to let Dale in. “Trust me. He’s big, he’s loyal, but he’s not guarding the gates of the underworld.” 

	 

	Max gave a low, friendly bark and sniffed Dale curiously before sitting down, his size still dwarfing the keeper. Dale hesitated, then reached out to scratch behind Max’s ears. The dog’s tail thumped against the floor in approval.

	 

	“Well,” Dale said, grinning nervously, “he might not be a Cerberus, but he’s definitely the coolest dog I’ve ever met.”

	 

	Eric closed the door and glanced back toward the living room, where the police officer stood awkwardly near the window, clearly trying not to intrude on the conversation. Dale’s gaze flicked to the officer, confusion crossing his face.

	 

	“Uh, why are the cops here?” he asked, lowering his voice.

	 

	“Long story,” Eric replied curtly, handing Dale the duffle bag. “Let’s just say it’s been a hell of a day. I need you to stay here and keep an eye on the house.”

	 

	Dale straightened, his grin fading as he nodded. “Of course. Anything specific I should know?”

	 

	“Max is in charge,” Eric said, the faintest hint of humour creeping into his voice. “Follow his lead.”

	 

	Dale laughed lightly, giving the dog a pat. “Got it. Max and I will hold the fort.”

	 

	Eric turned back to Madeleine, who had come down the stairs and was now pulling on her coat. “You ready?” he asked gently.

	 

	She nodded, her expression steady despite the exhaustion in her eyes. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 

	Eric grabbed his keys and gestured to the officer. “I’ll drive her to the station.”

	 

	The officer hesitated, then nodded. “That’s fine, as long as you follow me.”

	 

	Eric and Madeleine stepped outside into the cool night air, the officer leading the way to the cars. As they climbed into Eric’s vehicle, Madeleine glanced back at the house, where Dale and Max stood framed in the doorway. For the first time that evening, she allowed herself to relax slightly.

	 

	“He’ll be fine,” Eric said, starting the car. “Dale will look after him.”

	 

	She chuckled softly. “It’s not Max I’m worried about.”

	 

	Eric started the car, the quiet hum of the engine filling the space. Madeleine sat in the passenger seat, arms crossed tightly, staring out the window her jaw set in frustration.

	 

	“I can’t believe he’s doing this,” Madeleine said, her voice tight with anger. “Of all the things… I mean, we’ve got evidence of him attacking me. And yet here we are.”

	 

	“Don’t worry,” Eric said calmly, glancing at her. “I’ve spoken to Uncle Charles. He’s meeting us at the station. We’ll sort this out.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a bitter laugh. “I am not sure what your uncle Charles can do, is he a lawyer or something?” 

	 

	“No Uncle Charles is the Commissioner.” 

	 

	Madeline turned to look at Eric “As in the police Commissioner?” Eric Nodded “oh” 

	 

	“Eric I am sorry yet another night with me is ruined. Maybe you should just run as far away from me as you can”.

	 

	Eric reached over and took her hand across the centre console, his touch steadying. “I am not going anywhere,” he said with a small smirk. “And I seem to recall we had a rather nice evening together last night.”

	 

	Madeleine turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “What, the ice cream, the fighting, or the sex?”

	Eric grinned. “I was going for the ice cream, but the sex wasn’t bad either.”

	 

	Despite herself, Madeleine let out a soft laugh, some of the tension easing from her shoulders. “I’m so tired, Eric,” she admitted, her voice quieter now. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take from him.”

	 

	Eric squeezed her hand, his tone firm. “You’re not on your own, Madeleine. We’ll get it sorted.”

	 

	She gave him a faint smile but didn’t reply, leaning her head back against the seat as they drove in silence the rest of the way.

	 

	---

	 

	Eric parked the car, and they stepped out into the cool night air. As they walked up the steps, the glow of the fluorescent lights inside cast a sterile aura over the lobby. Madeleine squared her shoulders, determined to keep her composure. At the front desk, Eric spoke first. “We’re here about the assault charges filed against Dr. Mackenzie.”

	 

	The desk sergeant looked up and nodded. “Please take a seat. Someone will be with you shortly.”

	Madeleine exhaled sharply as they moved to the waiting area. Just as they sat down, the elevator doors opened, and Commissioner Charles Godwinson and his son, Detective Alex Godwinson, stepped out. Charles’s face broke into a warm smile when he saw Eric.

	 

	“Eric, my boy,” Charles said, pulling him into a brief hug. “Good to see you. And you must be Dr. Mackenzie.”

	 

	“Madeleine,” she said, shaking his hand. “Thank you for meeting us.”

	 

	“Of course. Come with me, and we’ll get this all sorted out,” Charles said, gesturing toward a hallway.

	 

	The group settled into a small conference room. Charles sat at the head of the table, flipping through a folder of notes, while Alex leaned against the wall, his sharp gaze focused on Madeleine.

	 

	“So,” Charles began, his tone measured, “from what I’ve gathered, David Llewellyn broke into your office, attacked you, and you defended yourself. Is that correct?”

	 

	“That about sums it up,” Madeleine replied.

	 

	Charles glanced at his notes. “And the injuries he’s claiming—a broken nose, a chipped tooth, and a groin injury?”

	 

	Madeleine looked slightly embarrassed, glancing at Eric before answering. “Yes. That was me. I kneed him and then punched him.”

	 

	Charles’s eyebrows rose, but his expression remained neutral. “Seems like reasonable force to me, given the circumstances.”

	 

	Alex chimed in, his voice calm but firm. “We’ve reviewed the security footage, and it’s clear he was choking you when you fought back. This is a textbook case of self-defence.”

	 

	Madeleine looked at Alex with shock, “Shit, I forgot about the security cameras!” Alex smiled at her. 

	“I told you; he isn’t getting out of this one.” 

	 

	Charles closed the folder “indeed he won’t. I take a dim view of anyone in my force taking bribes or giving into the influence of the rich in this city. I will be dealing with the Chief after this as well.” 

	 

	He turned to Madeline. “My dear you defended yourself admirably and I will personally be making sure that Dr Lewellyn will see the consequences of his actions today. I have already spoken to a judge and a restraining order is in place. He cannot come within 500 feet of you, or he will be arrested…. Again”. 

	Madeline’s head dropped, “I can’t thank you enough” she said looking up. 

	 

	“It is my pleasure; now you get home and get some rest. Eric, I will see you at your parents on Sunday”. 

	Eric nodded and wrapped his arm around Madeline as they headed out of the station. 

	 

	Madeleine and Eric walked down the steps of the police station, the tension in the air slowly dissipating. As they reached the bottom, a commotion behind them caught their attention. Turning, they saw David being led up the steps in handcuffs, his face red with fury. Behind him, Magda Llewellyn followed, her shrill voice echoing through the night.

	 

	“How dare you do this to my son!” Magda screeched, glaring at the officers. “He’s done nothing wrong! Release him immediately!”

	 

	David’s gaze landed on Madeleine, and his expression twisted into one of   hatred. “You bitch. This isn’t over, Madeleine! You’ll pay for this!”

	 

	Madeleine instinctively moved closer to Eric, who stepped in front of her, his voice calm but cold. “The only person paying here is you, David.”

	 

	Magda’s sharp eyes turned to Madeleine, her face pale with fury. “This is all your fault! You’ve humiliated my son!”

	 

	Madeleine’s voice was steady, though her hands trembled slightly. “Your son embarrassed himself. Maybe you should take a good look at his behaviour before blaming me.”

	 

	Before Magda could respond, Charles appeared at the top of the steps, his commanding presence silencing the chaos. “Magda,” he said, his tone icy, “I suggest you follow me to my office. Chief Briant is waiting, and we have much to discuss.”

	 

	Magda’s face paled further, but she didn’t argue, following Charles inside as David shouted after her, 

	 

	“Mother, do something! Stop this!”

	 

	Eric turned to Madeleine, his voice gentle. “Let’s go home.”

	 

	Madeleine nodded, exhaustion weighing heavily on her. “Please.”

	 

	Together, they headed to the car, leaving the chaos of the station behind them.

	---

	When they returned to Madeleine’s house, the soft glow of the living room lamp cast a warm light over the scene. Madeleine poked her head into the room and found Dale sprawled on the sofa, Max curled up beside him, both fast asleep. Max’s massive head rested on Dale’s chest, and the keeper’s hand hung limply over the dog’s side.

	 

	Eric stepped in behind her, his mouth opening to wake Dale, but Madeleine stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Leave them,” she whispered, a small smile tugging at her lips. “It’s kind of cute.”

	 

	Eric chuckled softly. “All right. What about me? Do I get to stay, or am I sleeping in the car?”

	 

	Madeleine turned to him, a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. “I don’t want to be forward, but…” She hesitated, then met his gaze. “I would feel safer if you were to stay with me tonight.”

	 

	Eric’s lips curved into a wolfish grin. “Whatever you want, whenever you want.”

	 

	She rolled her eyes, the corners of her mouth lifting in amusement. “Don’t get any ideas, Daranthas. I just want to sleep.”

	 

	“Sleep it is,” he replied, grabbing his duffel bag from where it had been left at the bottom of the stairs. Together, they headed up to her bedroom.

	 

	Ten minutes later, Madeleine emerged from the bathroom dressed in her favourite Hocus Pocus pyjamas, her damp hair pulled back into a loose braid. Eric stood by the bed in a plain t-shirt and boxers, pulling back the covers. He looked up as she approached, his expression softening.

	 

	“Nice pyjamas,” he teased, a playful glint in his eye.

	 

	“They’re comfortable,” she replied, climbing into bed. “No judgments.”

	 

	“None at all,” he said, sliding in beside her.

	 

	As they settled under the covers, Madeleine turned to him, her voice quiet. “Thank you for today.”

	 

	“There’s no need to thank me,” Eric said, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

	 

	“Yes, there is,” she insisted. “I don’t know what David would have done if you hadn’t been there to pull him off me.”

	 

	Eric shook his head. “Madeleine, you had the situation under control. I just expedited things.”

	 

	She smiled faintly. “Still, I’m grateful.”

	 

	He tilted her chin up, his voice gentle but firm. “You’re capable. You’re strong. And you’re absolutely gorgeous.”

	 

	She laughed softly, her cheeks warming. “You say the sweetest things.”

	 

	“Only because they’re true,” he replied, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

	 

	She snuggled closer to him, her voice heavy with exhaustion. “Right now, I just need sleep.”

	 

	“Of course,” Eric said, wrapping an arm around her. “Just know you’re safe. I’ve got you.”

	 

	Her breathing began to slow, evening out as she drifted off. Eric lay there, watching her amazed by the woman in his arms. She was a puzzle; one he was determined to solve.

	
CHAPTER 11

	 

	Madeleine woke to the soft glow of the morning light streaming through her curtains. Rolling over, she reached for Eric, but her hand met only an empty bed. Perturbed, she sat up, wondering where he’d gone. How long had he been up? 

	 

	The smell of cooking wafted through the house, and her lips twitched into a small smile. He must be downstairs making breakfast. Throwing on a hoodie and slippers, she headed down to the kitchen.

	 

	“Oh,” Madeleine said, stopping short as she entered. It wasn’t Eric at the stove—it was Dale, spatula in hand, flipping an omelette with the focus of a seasoned chef. Max was sprawled at his feet, watching him with what could only be described as a dog’s version of adoration.

	 

	Dale turned at the sound of her voice, his expression sheepish. “Morning! Hope you don’t mind—I thought I’d make breakfast. I kind of, uh, fell asleep on the job last night.”

	Madeleine crossed her arms, trying not to laugh. “No, no, it’s fine. I’ve never seen Max take to anyone like he’s taken to you.”

	 

	“He’s a good dog. Well… good Cerberus.”

	 

	Madeleine blinked. “Cerberus? No, he’s a Rottweiler-Great Dane mix.”

	 

	Dale shook his head, his grin widening. “No, he’s definitely a Cerberus.”

	 

	Madeleine frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	 

	Dale looked down at Max, who sat up, his tail thumping against the floor. “You haven’t told her? Dude! you really should have told her by now.” Dale asked, his voice lightly reprimanding. Max tilted his head and whined.

	 

	“Why are you asking Max like that?” Madeleine asked, her patience thinning. “What are you talking about?”

	 

	Dale sighed, scratching the back of his neck. “Cerberus dogs are telepathic protectors of the Guardian Prime. They only bond with the chosen Prime—like you.”

	 

	Madeleine stared at him as though he’d grown a second head. “Guardian Prime? What does that even mean? Sounds like a transformer”

	 

	Before Dale could respond, a voice echoed in her head. “It means I’m your Cerberus.”

	 

	Madeleine jumped, nearly knocking over a stool. “What the hell?” she shouted, staring at Max. “Did you just—”

	 

	“Talk? Yeah,” Max’s voice echoed in her mind again. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to freak you out.”

	 

	Madeleine staggered back, gripping the counter for support. “Oh my God. My dog is telepathic. This is just... perfect.”

	 

	Dale gave her an apologetic look. “I probably should’ve eased into that.”

	“No kidding!” Madeleine snapped, pressing a hand to her forehead. “First, I learn about Keepers, Wraiths, and some ancient war. Now my dog is talking to me?”

	 

	Max’s tail wagged. “I was planning to tell you at some point, but Bigmouth over here blabbed before I could think of a better way to tell you.”

	 

	“At some point?” Madeleine asked, her voice sharp. “This is just great! my life is some kind of fantasy novel?”

	 

	“Not quite,” Dale interjected, his tone hesitant. “Max is bonded to you because you’re the Guardian Prime.”

	 

	“The what?” Madeleine asked, her voice rising.

	 

	“According to the old stories that my mum used to tell me growing up, The Guardian Prime,” Dale repeated. “You’re one half of the bond chosen to protect a Seal. The Prime focuses the energy that keeps the Seal intact, while the Guardian Warrior—”

	 

	“Wait, wait,” Madeleine said, holding up a hand. “You’re telling me there’s more to this? That I’m some kind of chosen whatever, and now I’m supposed to be bonded to someone else to do… what exactly?”

	 

	“Protect the Seal,” Dale said simply. “It’s what the Guardians do.”

	 

	“I just learned about Wraiths, and now you’re telling me I have a mystical bond with someone I haven’t even met?” Madeleine asked, her voice tinged with disbelief.

	 

	Dale nodded. “Well, you have met the Warrior actually, I think it’s the Commander.”

	 

	She blinked. “What?”

	 

	Dale glanced at her, then at Max. “The Commander is the Guardian Warrior. Your Warrior. Together, you’re bonded to protect one of the Seals.”

	 

	Madeleine stared at him, her mind racing. “Eric? No, this doesn’t make any sense. He would’ve told me.” Madeleine let out a short laugh, shaking her head. “Nope, this is insane.”

	 

	Max nudged her leg gently. “Don’t’ be mad at Eric, I don’t think he knows himself. The stories have become like fairy tales over the years and not many remember or believe”. 

	 

	She sighed, looking down at him. “You’ve been keeping this from me for years?”

	 

	“Didn’t seem like the right time,” Max replied, his voice sheepish. “But now that things are heating up with the Wraiths, you need to know who you are.”

	 

	“Who I am?” Madeleine repeated, staring at him. “I’m a sociology professor, Max. Not some mystical protector.”

	 

	“You’re both,” Dale said quietly. “And you don’t have to do it alone. The bond is there to help you.”

	 

	Madeleine slumped onto a stool, running her hands through her hair. “This is too much.”

	Dale placed a plate in front of her, an omelette steaming with cheese and bacon. “Here. Eat something. You’ll feel better.”

	 

	She gave him a wry smile. “You’re trying to distract me with food?”

	 

	“It usually works,” Dale said with a grin.

	 

	Madeleine took a bite, shaking her head. “Fine. But this isn’t over.”

	 

	As Dale cleared up the dishes, Eric walked into the kitchen, a mug of coffee in hand. “Morning,” he said, his eyes flicking between Madeleine and Dale. “Everything okay?”

	 

	“Oh, yeah,” Madeleine said dryly. “My dog just started talking to me, I’ve apparently been drafted into a mystical war, and I’m some kind of chosen Guardian. Oh, and our out of this world chemistry is actually some predestined prophecy because you are the Guardian Warrior. But other than that, I’m great.”

	 

	Eric froze mid-step, his coffee halfway to his lips. “Wait, what?”

	 

	“Yes, Max is talking to me!” Madeleine snapped; her voice sharp with frustration. “Care to explain why you didn’t tell me any of this the other night?”

	 

	Eric stared at her, completely baffled. “I… Max? What do you mean Max is talking to you?”

	 

	Madeleine gestured toward the massive dog lying innocently by the counter. “Apparently, my not-so-normal dog is telepathic. He’s been keeping a whole lot of secrets, just like you.”

	 

	Eric blinked, his expression torn between disbelief and confusion. “Telepathic? Max?” He glanced at the dog, who thumped his tail lazily against the floor. “That’s… real.”

	 

	“Don’t play dumb, Eric,” Madeleine said, crossing her arms. “How long have you known about this Guardian Prime and Warrior business? And what else haven’t you told me?”

	 

	Eric set his coffee down slowly and ran a hand through his hair. “I only just found out about this myself. Mags told me last night—after you had fallen asleep. I was still trying to wrap my head around it.”

	 

	She gave him a sceptical look. “You expect me to believe that?”

	 

	“Yes!” Eric said, exasperated. “I’ve spent most of the night thinking about how to explain it to you, but I didn’t even know where to start. And now you’re telling me Max dropped this bombshell on you first?”

	 

	“Oh, not Max, Dale. Who assumed I knew all about it,” Madeleine retorted, pointing an accusatory finger at Dale. “And apparently, I’m the Guardian Prime, whatever that means.”

	 

	Eric stared at her; his brows furrowed. “I…. had no idea”

	 

	“Clearly,” she said dryly.

	 

	Eric sat down heavily at the table, his mind racing. “I thought he was just your dog.”

	 

	“Well, surprise,” Madeleine said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “He’s a telepathic Cerberus, apparently bonded to me because of this Guardian thing.”

	 

	“Cerberus….” Eric repeated, glancing again at Max. “I thought they were just stories that Cora made up to calm me when I got scared.”

	 

	Max let out a low huff, his tail wagging as if amused. Eric shook his head, muttering, “Of course this would happen.”

	 

	“Okay,” Eric said after a moment, his voice steadying. “Clearly, we’re missing pieces here. Mags has been looking into this. Let’s go to the hotel and talk to her. She’s the only one outside the archive who might have answers, because I really don’t want to have to speak to the Archivists.”

	 

	Madeleine gave him a dubious look. “You really don’t know more than what she told you last night?”

	 

	“Nothing beyond the basics,” Eric said earnestly. “Mags said you’re the Guardian Prime, I’m the Warrior, and we’re supposed to protect one of the Seals. That’s it. No instructions, no details—just that it’s apparently fate.”

	 

	Madeleine shook her head, still trying to process everything. “This is insane.”

	 

	“Agreed,” Eric said, giving her a faint smile. “But we can’t figure it out here. Mags might have found more overnight.”

	 

	Madeleine glanced at Dale, who had busied himself with clearing plates from the counter, his expression carefully neutral. “Dale should come with us,” she said suddenly.

	 

	Eric blinked. “What? Why?”

	 

	“Because he seems to know more about this Guardian thing than either of us,” Madeleine replied, fixing Dale with a pointed look. “You grew up with these stories, right? About the Guardians and the Cerberus?”

	 

	Dale paused, clearly caught off guard, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. My Mum used to tell me stories as a kid. I didn’t realize they were real until I joined the Keepers.”

	 

	Madeleine gestured toward him. “See? He knows more than I do. And apparently more than you do. If we’re going to figure this out, he might actually be useful.”

	 

	Eric frowned, glancing between her and Dale. “Fair point. Dale, you up for it?”

	 

	Dale nodded quickly, a flicker of nervous excitement crossing his face. “Of course, Commander.”

	 

	Eric gave him a small nod before turning back to Madeleine. “Anyone else you want to add to this merry band of misfits?”

	 

	“Not unless Max wants to weigh in,” Madeleine muttered, glancing down at the dog sprawled at her feet.

	 

	Max wagged his tail, his excitement evident. “I’m coming with you,” his voice echoed in her head, brimming with determination. “No way I’m missing out on this. Besides, someone has to keep you two out of trouble.”

	 

	Eric’s eyes went wide as he heard Max respond in his head.

	"Your no help,” Madeleine muttered to Max. “I am going to get dressed and then we can get this over with.”

	 

	15 minutes later, Eric followed her to the door, grabbing his keys on the way. “You’re taking this pretty well,” he remarked as they stepped outside. Madeleine shot him a sidelong glance. 

	 

	“Oh, I’m on the verge of losing my mind. But at this point, what’s one more absurd revelation?”

	 

	Eric chuckled softly, opening the car door for her. “Insanity’s starting to feel like the new normal.”

	 

	“Not funny,” Madeleine replied, though the corner of her mouth twitched.

	 

	As Dale climbed into the back seat with Max, Eric slid into the driver’s side, the engine rumbling to life. “Let’s go figure this out,” he said, his tone steadier now.

	----

	Mags sat at her desk, surrounded by an impressive array of documents and research materials, a coffee precariously balanced near her keyboard. She barely looked up when the door burst open, revealing Eric, Madeleine, Dale, and Max trailing behind him. 

	 

	“Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Mags said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. She set her pen down deliberately and leaned back in her chair, eyeing them with mock irritation. “To what do I owe the honour of this merry band barging into my office?”

	 

	Eric crossed his arms, his voice even. “We need to look more closely at your research. Things are happening faster than we expected, and we’re missing too many pieces.”

	 

	Mags raised an eyebrow. “Oh, things are happening, are they? And what exactly brought you to this sudden sense of urgency?”

	 

	“Max,” Eric said simply, gesturing toward the dog.

	 

	Her gaze flicked down to Max, who sat obediently by Madeleine’s side, tail thumping against the floor. “The dog?” Mags asked flatly. “Really, Eric? Did you forget to feed him or something?”

	 

	“He’s a Cerberus,” Eric said, his tone steady.

	 

	Mags blinked, then burst into laughter. “Bullshit. A Cerberus? Eric, I’ve heard some wild things in my time, but this? Cerberus isn’t real. They’re legends, myths, bedtime stories.”

	 

	“Yeah? Tell that to him,” Eric replied, nodding toward Max.

	 

	“It’s true,” Madeleine said, her voice sharper than she intended. “And he’s telepathic. He has been talking to me all morning”.

	 

	Mags snorted. “Talking? You’ve had a long couple of days, Madeleine. Maybe you’re just hearing things. What’s next, he’s secretly a dragon?”

	 

	“That’d be cool, but nope,” Max’s voice echoed suddenly in her head, smooth and confident. “Just your friendly neighbourhood Cerberus. “

	 

	Mags froze mid-laugh, her jaw dropping as she stared at Max. “What the—” She pointed at the dog, her hand trembling slightly. “Did he just…?”

	 

	“Speak to you in your head?” Madeleine finished for her; her tone flat. “Yes. Yes, he did.”

	 

	“Yes,” Eric added dryly. “That’s what telepathic means.”

	 

	Mags leaned forward, pressing her fingertips to her temples as she let out a long, controlled breath. “Okay. Okay. This is… new.”

	 

	“Now you see why we’re here,” Madeleine said, her arms crossed tightly over her chest.

	 

	Mags gave her a sharp look, then exhaled again, shaking her head. “This is insane. And coming from me, that’s saying something.”

	 

	Mags glanced around her office, then gestured to the limited seating—a single chair beside her desk and a small sofa already covered in files. “Well, we’re not exactly equipped for a full team meeting in here. Unless you want to sit on the floor.”

	 

	Eric shrugged. “We could use my apartment. It’s private, and there’s plenty of space.”

	 

	Mags tapped her pen against her desk, clearly still grappling with the idea of a talking dog but nodded. “Fine. Let me grab my files and notes. If we’re diving into this, I need all the data I’ve got.”

	 

	Mags began gathering her files, muttering under her breath. “Fated connections, Guardians of legend, Talking dogs, mystical seals. This day just keeps getting better.”

	 

	Max tilted his head, clearly enjoying her exasperation. “Relax, Mags. It’ll be fun.”

	 

	“Don’t push it, furball,” she snapped, glaring at the dog. “And stop acting like this is normal.”

	 

	Eric stifled a laugh, ushering them toward the door. “Let’s move. We have a lot to cover.”

	---

	The group arrived at Eric’s apartment a few floors above, and Mags stepped inside, stopping to gape at the pristine space. Floor-to-ceiling windows let in natural light, highlighting cozy yet sleek decor. A faint scent of coffee lingered in the air.

	 

	“You have got to be kidding me,” Mags muttered. “How does your apartment look like this when your life is pure chaos?”

	 

	“Priorities and delegation,” Eric said with a shrug. “Who wants coffee?”

	 

	Max trotted over to his usual spot by the window seat, hopping up and stretching out as though he owned the place. Madeleine followed him, shooting Max a warning glance. “Behave,” she muttered.

	 

	“I always behave,” Max replied smoothly in her head, making her roll her eyes.

	 

	Dale hovered near the door, looking increasingly nervous. His gaze darted between Eric and the group, and he seemed unsure where to sit. Eric raised an eyebrow at the young Keeper. “Relax, Dale. You aren’t in trouble; we need your help.”

	 

	Dale straightened but didn’t look much more comfortable. “Yes, sir.”

	 

	Eric leaned forward in his chair, his piercing gaze fixed on Dale, who sat awkwardly on the edge of the sofa. Dale fidgeted, clearly uneasy under the weight of everyone’s attention. Even Max seemed to be watching him with an expectant tilt of his head.

	 

	“All right, Dale,” Eric said calmly, though there was a note of command in his voice. “You’ve clearly heard more about this than the rest of us. Start talking. What did your mother tell you about the Guardians?”

	Dale swallowed hard; his hands clasped tightly in his lap. “Uh… well, my Mum… she used to tell me stories when I was a kid. I thought they were just fairy tales; you know? Stuff to make bedtime more exciting.”

	 

	“What kind of stories?” Madeleine asked, her voice sharper than she intended. She softened it slightly with a small smile. “We’re all ears.”

	 

	Dale nodded, glancing nervously at Eric before continuing. “She said that the Guardians would come in times of great trouble—when the innocent needed saving, and the Nexus was trying to break through. The Guardians were supposed to protect the Seals, which keep the Nexus contained.”

	 

	His voice wavered slightly as he added, “She said the Guardian Prime would always be protected by a Cerberus. And the connection between the Prime and the Warrior would be… undeniable. Like fate had tied them together.”

	 

	Dale hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “She, uh… made it sound like a romantic story. Like some kind of destined partnership, where they’d complement each other perfectly.”

	 

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow, glancing at Eric. “Undeniable, huh?” she said dryly, but there was a flicker of something in her tone—curiosity, perhaps, or wariness.

	 

	Eric ignored the jab, his focus still on Dale. “What else? What exactly are the roles of the Prime and Warrior?”

	 

	Dale nodded, taking a deep breath. “Right. So, the Guardian Prime is kind of like the strategist and spiritual leader. They’re the light-weaver—they can manipulate Aeloria’ s light energy to heal the Seals and help guide everyone else. The Prime is also the one who interprets prophecy’s and figures out what to do during a crisis.”

	 

	“And the Warrior?” Eric prompted.

	 

	“The Warrior’s the protector and enforcer,” Dale explained, his voice gaining a bit more confidence. “Their main job is to shield the Prime and fight off Wraiths. The Warrior’s weapons are enhanced by the Prime’s light energy, so the two of them have to work together.”

	 

	Madeleine frowned, her mind racing she tried to process this. “So, let me get this straight. I’m supposed to be some kind of strategist and spiritual guide, and Eric is… what? My bodyguard?”

	 

	“Not exactly,” Dale said quickly, glancing nervously at Eric again. “The Warrior is more than just a bodyguard. They’re… well, they’re the sword to the Prime’s light. They enforce what the Prime leads. It’s a partnership.”

	 

	“Each Seal has a pair of Guardians,” Dale added. “A Prime and a Warrior. Together, they protect the Seal and make sure the Nexus stays locked away.”

	 

	Madeleine leaned back in her chair; her arms crossed. “And what happens if they don’t?”

	 

	Dale’s face darkened. “Then the Seal weakens. And if the Seal breaks…” He trailed off, his throat working as he struggled to find the words. “Well, the Nexus comes back. And the world… doesn’t stand a chance.”

	 

	A heavy silence fell over the room, broken only by the faint ticking of a clock. The tension in the room was palpable as Eric turned to Mags, who sat cross-legged on the couch, flipping through her meticulously organized notes. Max had moved over to the sofa and rested his head on Madeleine’s knee, his tail thumping softly as if trying to ease the heavy atmosphere.

	 

	“Mags,” Eric said, his voice steady, “can you add anything to what Dale just told us?”

	 

	Mags glanced up; her expression thoughtful. “Honestly, the kid covered most of it. Good job, Dale,” she added with a smirk, making the trainee blush. “But there are a few extra details I’ve come across in my digging.”

	 

	Eric frowned. “Let’s hear it, and before you suggest going to the Archives. Not yet. We need to wrap our heads around what we’ve already got before we get them involved.”

	 

	“Fair enough,” Mags replied, leaning back. “Here’s the deal. Both the Guardian Prime and the Warrior are Aelorian, which means they carry enhanced light from Aeloria herself. That’s why their connection is so… overwhelming. When they meet, it’s like a switch flips—an undeniable attraction, a draw they can’t ignore.”

	 

	Mags took a deep breath, her voice steady as she explained. “The bond between the Guardian Prime and the Warrior is… unlike anything else. It’s immediate, undeniable. When you meet, it’s as if you’ve found a piece of yourself you didn’t even realize was missing. That sense of belonging, of connection, is overwhelming.”

	 

	Madeleine shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her gaze flicking briefly to Eric before looking back at Mags. “You’re making it sound like some kind of fairy tale.”

	 

	“It’s not,” Mags said firmly. “It’s raw and real. The connection isn’t just mystical—it’s emotional. The two of you are tied together in a way that goes beyond logic. Devotion, trust, even love—it’s all part of it. You’re meant to protect and support one another in everything.”

	 

	Eric leaned back slightly; his expression unreadable as Mags continued. “There’s another layer to it, too. The Guardian Prime’s Cerberus, like Max, recognizes the Warrior immediately. That’s why Max has been so loyal to Eric from the start.”

	 

	Madeleine looked down at Max, who thumped his tail against the floor as if to confirm Mags’ words. “So, it’s not just about us,” Madeleine murmured, her voice softer now. “Max… he’s part of this bond too.”

	 

	“Exactly,” Mags said. “The bond is a partnership, a balance. It’s what allows the Prime and Warrior to amplify each other’s strengths and protect the Seal. But it’s also deeply personal. It’s not just about duty—it’s about trust, connection, and purpose.”

	The room fell silent, the weight of Mags’ words settling over them. Madeleine’s mind raced, her heart hammering in her chest. She risked another glance at Eric, who met her gaze evenly, his expression calm but serious.

	 

	“But I’m not Aelorian,” she pointed out, looking around the group. “This whole thing doesn’t make sense. I don’t have glowing skin or magical light powers or whatever it is you think an Aelorian is supposed to have.”

	 

	Eric leaned against the wall; his expression as unsettled as hers. “Maybe you are. You were adopted. Maybe your parents were Aelorian.”

	 

	Madeline snapped her gaze up to Eric, “Don’t” she told him, “I am not going down that road, Marc, Simone and Tabby are my family” Her tone short and clipped. 

	 

	Mags coughed, drawing attention back to herself and breaking the staring contest between Madeline and Eric. “The Guardians are also naturally drawn to the area of their Seal. It’s why you feel so at home at the university.”

	 

	Madeleine blinked, her shock evident. “Wait. You’re telling me the Seal is at the university? Where exactly?”

	 

	Eric’s expression turned serious. “It’s in the library. Specifically, in the Grand Hall. The Seal is part of the chandelier—it’s a crystal, hidden in plain sight.”

	 

	Madeleine’s jaw dropped. “A crystal in the chandelier? How does that even work?”

	“It’s a perfect hiding spot,” Eric said. “Everyone sees it, but no one really sees it.”

	 

	“Okay so let me get this straight. I’m the Prime, and Eric’s the brave Warrior who swoops in to protect me, right? Meanwhile, I’m supposed to just sit around, weave some light magic, and wait for my knight in shining armour to handle all the dangerous stuff.”

	 

	“That’s… not exactly how it works,” Mags said carefully, glancing at Eric, whose jaw had tightened.

	“Really?” Madeleine shot back, her voice rising. “Because everything you’re saying makes it sound like I’m some damsel in distress who needs a bodyguard.”

	 

	“Madeline,” Eric started, his voice calm but firm.

	 

	“No,” she snapped, standing up abruptly. Max let out a low whine as she moved away from him, pacing the room. “This is ridiculous. If I even believed any of this—and I’m not saying I do—I don’t need anyone to protect me. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”

	 

	Mags sighed, rubbing her temples. “Look, I get it. The stories make it sound old-fashioned, but it’s not about one of you being stronger than the other. The Prime and Warrior are a team. You’re equals.”

	 

	Eric stepped towards Madeline, his tone low but steady. “Madeleine, I get it. This is a lot. Believe me, I’m still trying to wrap my head around it too. But ignoring it doesn’t make it any less real.”

	 

	She turned to him, her eyes flashing. “Real? You’re telling me I’m some kind of… chosen being, imbued with divine light, destined to save the world? I’ve spent my whole life grounded in reality, Eric. This—this is something out of a bad novel.”

	 

	“Then it’s a novel we’re in together,” Eric said calmly, standing in front of her needing to touch her and calm her. “Look, I don’t fully understand this ‘Guardian” thing either. But I know what I’ve felt. That connection Mags mentioned? It’s there, Madeleine. You felt it too, didn’t you?”

	 

	Madeleine opened her mouth to argue, but the words wouldn’t come. She did feel it—that inexplicable pull, the sense of familiarity that had struck her the moment she met Eric. She had dismissed it, rationalized it away. Now, though, it was harder to ignore.

	 

	Mags cleared her throat, drawing their attention. “Madeleine, being Aelorian doesn’t mean you’re supposed to sprout wings or glow in the dark. It’s a piece of you—your energy, your essence. It’s why you and Eric are here now. It’s why Max found you.”

	 

	Max thumped his tail against the floor, his head still pressed against her side. “She’s right. You’re the real deal.”

	 

	Madeleine stiffened, looking down at him. “You’re not helping,” she muttered aloud.

	 

	Max tilted his head, his voice softening. “I’m not supposed to. I’m supposed to protect you.”

	 

	Mags leaned forward, her voice softening slightly. “There is one more thing.”

	 

	Madeleine groaned, pressing her fingers to her temples. “What now?” she asked, exasperated, moving away from Eric to sit back on the Sofa. Eric followed and sat beside her. 

	 

	“The Thal’ran Velora,” Mags said. “It’s not just a formality—it’s how the Guardians unlock their full potential.”

	 

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” Madeleine asked, her brows knitting together as she glanced between Mags and Eric.

	 

	Mags set her notepad aside and leaned back, folding her hands in her lap. “It’s the formal recognition of the bond between the Prime and the Warrior. It requires both of you to willingly exchange vows of protection and purpose. Think of it like a marriage ceremony—but instead of rings, you exchange light energy. Once it’s completed, your powers are fully awakened, and the Seal becomes significantly stronger.”

	 

	Madeleine blinked, her mouth opening slightly before she let out a slow, disbelieving breath. “So… no pressure, then?”

	 

	Eric reached over, his hand warm and steady as it rested on hers. “We’ll figure it out together.”

	 

	Mags hesitated, glancing at Eric before continuing. “There’s something else you need be aware of about the ritual. Once it’s done, the bond between the Prime and Warrior isn’t just emotional or mystical. It becomes physical—you’ll be bonded by life force.”

	 

	Madeleine’s gaze snapped to Mags. “What does that mean?”

	 

	Mags sighed. “If one of you dies, the other does too.”

	 

	The silence that followed was suffocating. Madeleine stared at Mags, her expression caught between disbelief and anger. “So, it’s not just some spiritual link? It’s literally life or death?”

	Mags nodded grimly. “Yes.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a sharp laugh, though it was devoid of humour. “Fantastic. So, let me get this straight: this whole thing is like a marriage. Only there’s no chance of divorce, and if one of us screws up, we both die?”

	 

	“It’s not like that,” Dale said quietly, not wanting to draw attention to himself. “It’s about trust. You wouldn’t be bonded if you weren’t meant to work together. If Aeloria didn’t think you were perfect for each other.”

	 

	“Oh, you think that makes it better?” Madeleine scoffed, standing abruptly. “I didn’t ask for any of this. I only met you 3 days ago and now my life is all mystical bonds, magical seals, or life-and-death commitments. all of this—” she gestured vaguely at Max, Eric, and Mags, her voice trembling slightly—“is just too much.”

	 

	She turned on her heel and strode toward the door. Max let out a sharp bark, rising to his feet, but Madeleine ignored him, her pace quickening.

	 

	Eric was after her in an instant, his longer strides closing the gap as she reached the elevator. “Madeleine, wait,” he called, his voice firm but not harsh.

	 

	The elevator doors slid open, but before Madeleine could step inside, Eric caught her by the arm—not forcefully, but enough to make her stop and turn. Max trotted up behind him, his massive frame filling the hallway.

	 

	“Let go, Eric,” Madeleine said, her voice cracking slightly as she tried to pull away.

	 

	“Not until you hear me out,” he said, his tone calm but unyielding. “I get it. This is overwhelming. Hell, I feel the same way. But running away isn’t going to change anything.”

	 

	She looked at him, her expression torn between frustration and despair. “You don’t understand. My life was already a mess. Now, I’m supposed to trust some ancient prophecy, bond with you for life, and somehow keep the world from ending? I can’t do this.”

	 

	“You don’t have to do it alone,” Eric said, stepping closer. “We’ll figure it out together. I don’t have all the answers, and I sure as hell didn’t ask for this either. But the fact is, we’re in this now. And whether you believe it or not, you’re stronger than you think.”

	 

	Madeleine’s shoulders slumped slightly, the fight draining out of her. She glanced at Max, who sat beside her, his golden eyes full of quiet reassurance. “Ma,” his voice echoed softly in her head. “You’re not alone. You’ve got me—and him. We’ll make it through.”

	 

	She let out a shaky breath, brushing a hand over her face. “This is just… insane.”

	 

	“Agreed,” Eric said with a faint smile. “But we’re already waist-deep in it. Let’s at least try to make sense of it together. Come back to the apartment. We’ll sit down, talk this through, and figure out a way forward.”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, her gaze flicking between Eric and Max. Finally, she nodded, though the uncertainty in her eyes hadn’t fully faded. “Fine. But no more surprises please.”

	Eric gave her a small, reassuring smile. “Given our track record, that is a promise I can’t make, but I do promise to face anything that happens with you”

	 

	Max let out a soft huff, his tail wagging as he followed them back toward the apartment. “This is going to be fine,” his voice echoed in her head. “You’ll see.”

	 

	Madeleine shot him a sidelong glance. “You’ve got a lot of faith for a dog.”

	 

	Max’s bark sounded suspiciously like laughter. “I’m more than a dog. You’ll figure that out too.”

	With a faint groan, Madeleine stepped into the apartment, bracing herself for whatever insanity was coming next. 

	 

	The door to Eric’s apartment closed softly behind them, the click of the latch seeming louder in the tense silence. Max padded in first, heading straight for his usual spot on the window seat, while Mags and Dale lingered awkwardly by the entrance.

	 

	“Well,” Mags said, clapping her hands together, her usual sarcasm cutting through the unease. “I think that’s my cue to leave. Dale, you’re coming with me. We’ve got… Keeper things to deal with.”

	 

	Dale glanced nervously at Eric, then at Madeleine. “Uh, yeah. Sure. Keeper things.”

	 

	Mags rolled her eyes and gave him a nudge toward the door. “Don’t overthink it, kid.”

	 

	“Thanks, Mags,” Eric said, his voice genuine but laced with weariness.

	 

	She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t mention it, Daranthas. And try not to mess this up.”

	 

	With a wink, she ushered Dale out, leaving Eric and Madeleine alone. The silence stretched for a minute before Eric gestured toward the couch.

	 

	“Sit with me?” he asked softly a slight beg in his voice.

	 

	Madeleine hesitated but eventually sat, folding her arms tightly across her chest. She stared at the floor as Eric settled into the chair opposite her.

	 

	Eric leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his voice gentle but steady. “Madeleine, I know this is a lot to take in. I can’t even imagine how upset and confused you must be.”

	 

	She looked up at him, her frustration flashing in her eyes. “Upset? Confused? That’s putting it lightly. Just when I finally think I’ve found someone who might actually be a good fit for me, someone I feel something real for, I find out it’s all… forced. That connection—it isn’t even real.”

	 

	Eric’s brows furrowed, his voice calm but resolute. “It’s not forced. No prophecy, no mystical bond could create what I feel for you. That’s not something anyone or anything can make up.”

	 

	Madeleine scoffed, shaking her head as she stood and began pacing. “We’ve known each other for four days, Eric. Four days. Don’t you think it’s a bit soon to start throwing around words like ‘real’ and making declarations? It’s too much. It’s moving way too fast.”

	 

	Eric stood, moving over to the sofa to sit beside her. “There’s no timeline for a relationship, Madeleine. We go as fast or as slow as we want. It’s not about some mystical deadline—it’s about what feels right to us.”

	 

	She paused, her expression softening slightly, but she still shook her head. “It doesn’t feel right. Not now. I need to slow this down. I need space to think and figure out what I’m supposed to do.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his tone steady but tinged with a hint of vulnerability. “If you want to slow it down, we’ll slow it down. Whatever you need, I’m here for it. But just know this—what I feel for you isn’t about timelines or bonds. It’s real, and it’s mine.”

	 

	Her lips pressed into a thin line as she studied him, searching his face for any sign of insincerity but finding none. “This is all too much,” she murmured. “I need space, Eric. I need to go home and sort through everything.”

	 

	She picked up her bag and called for Max as she headed toward the door, her pace determined, but before her hand could reach the knob, the door flew open. Maitland rushed in, his face grim, and the room shifted back into chaos.

	 

	“Lewellyn’s gone,” Maitland announced abruptly.

	
CHAPTER 12

	 

	Madeleine frowned. “What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

	 

	“He was released on bail,” Maitland explained, his tone clipped. “We had a tail on him, but somehow he slipped us. He’s in the wind.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened, his expression darkening. “How the hell did that happen?”

	 

	“We don’t know,” Maitland admitted, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “But it’s bad. He’s desperate, and we have no idea what his next move will be.”

	 

	Madeleine shook her head and stepped toward the door. “I’ll be fine. I can handle myself.”

	 

	Before she could take another step, Eric moved in front of her, blocking her path. His voice was low but firm. “No. You’re staying here.”

	 

	Her glare sharpened. “I don’t need you to protect me, Eric. I do not need a white knight to come in and save the day.”

	 

	His expression hardened, his voice cutting like steel. “David almost killed you yesterday, Madeleine. Are you seriously going to pretend that didn’t happen?”

	 

	Her hand instinctively went to her neck, brushing against the faint bruises that lingered there. She swallowed hard, the memory hitting her like a physical blow.

	 

	“Fine,” she said finally, her voice defiant. “Counterproposal. If I stay here, I get my own room, and you train me to fight. No more treating me like I’m helpless.”

	 

	Eric raised an eyebrow, his arms crossing over his chest. “You’ll stay in my apartment, and yes, I’ll train you. But only me. And if you leave the hotel, you do so with an escort. No exceptions.”

	 

	Madeleine opened her mouth to argue, but the determination in his eyes made her pause. She sighed, rolling her shoulders. “Fine. Deal.”

	 

	“Deal,” Eric said, his tone softening slightly.

	 

	Maitland, who had been standing silently during the exchange, suddenly threw his hands in the air. “You two are so weird!” he blurted, his voice rising. “This whole thing is crazy, Between the Lewellyn situation, whatever mystical nonsense is going on between you to and increased wraith activity. None of this makes sense.”

	 

	Max, lying comfortably on the window seat, let out a low huff and chimed in, his voice calm and clear in the room. “It makes perfect sense if you’d just keep up.”

	 

	Maitland froze, his face a mixture of shock and disbelief. He pointed a trembling finger at the dog. “Did—did the dog just talk?”

	 

	Madeleine groaned, rubbing her temples. “Yes, Maitland. Max is telepathic. And before you say it—”

	“Cerberus,” Max interrupted smoothly, lifting his head. “I’m a Cerberus, not just a dog. There’s a difference.”

	 

	Maitland blinked, his mouth working soundlessly before he burst out, “That’s not real! Cerberus is a myth!”

	 

	Max let out a scoffing bark. “Not real? I’m right here, genius. Very real, and very offended.”

	 

	Madeleine bit her lip, trying to stifle the laugh bubbling in her throat. Maitland shook his head, gesturing wildly toward Max. “This is insane! How are you all so calm about this?”

	 

	Eric smirked faintly, crossing his arms. “You get used to it.”

	 

	“You don’t get used to a talking mythical dog! That’s not something people just get used to!” Maitland sputtered.

	 

	Max tilted his head, his golden eyes gleaming with mischief. “Oh, you’ll get used to me. I grow on people.”

	 

	Maitland stared, looking like he might either faint or bolt from the room. “You’re all crazy,” he muttered. “Absolutely crazy.”

	 

	Madeleine finally let out a laugh, the sound sharp and almost hysterical, but it was better than crying. She wiped at her eyes and shook her head. “Yeah, Maitland. Welcome to the madness.”

	 

	Max thumped his tail against the window seat, clearly pleased. “I like this guy. He’s fun.”

	---

	The next few days settled into an odd rhythm, though it was far from normal. Madeleine had taken a leave of absence from the university, citing “personal reasons,” and threw herself into learning everything she could about Aeloria, Nexus, the Keepers, and the Guardians. Her days were divided between gruelling training sessions with Eric and poring over ancient texts and digital records provided by Mags.

	 

	The entire top three floors of the hotel were dedicated to the Keepers, functioning as their base of operations. One floor housed the cyber units and surveillance teams, another was for training rooms and meeting spaces, and the top floor held the infirmary where Andrea worked, along with living quarters for the Keepers who called the hotel home. It was a self-contained fortress, bustling with activity.

	 

	Max, much to everyone’s surprise, had found his own niche in this strange new world. The trainees and Keepers as a whole had taken a liking to him, and he had no problem basking in the attention. Dale and his unit, in particular, seemed to enjoy Max’s company, often setting up obstacle courses or playing elaborate games of tag with him in the training rooms. Max, of course, called it “his training.”

	 

	“I’m honing my skills,” Max declared one afternoon, flopping onto the window seat beside Madeleine after a vigorous game of tag. “You know, staying sharp. Gotta be ready for anything.”

	 

	Madeleine rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “Sure, Max. Running around like a maniac is definitely tactical training.”

	 

	“You’d be surprised,” Max replied, stretching out with a satisfied wag of his tail.

	Training with Eric quickly became a daily ritual, though it was anything but routine. Madeleine had been eager to try the weapons she’d seen in the training rooms—gleaming swords, tactical knives, and even staffs infused with faint veins of light. But Eric had put his foot down from the beginning.

	 

	“First things first,” he said firmly as they stood on the padded mats in one of the training rooms. “If you don’t have a weapon, you need to know how to defend yourself. Hand-to-hand skills are your foundation.”

	 

	Madeleine had groaned but reluctantly agreed, and soon she found herself immersed in the basics of self-defence. Eric was a precise and patient teacher, walking her through stances, strikes, and techniques with practiced ease. His movements were fluid and controlled, like a dance honed over years of practice. At first, Madeleine struggled to match his speed, but her determination made up for her lack of experience. She quickly picked up on the rhythms of grappling and counterattacking, surprising even Eric with how fast she adapted.

	 

	“Good,” he said after she managed to block one of his strikes, her arms positioned perfectly to deflect the blow. “Now, let’s see how you handle getting out of a hold.”

	 

	Eric stepped forward, moving behind her in a smooth motion. Before she could react, his arm wrapped around her waist, pinning her back against him while his other hand gripped her wrist.

	 

	“Escape,” he commanded, his voice calm but firm.

	 

	Madeleine froze for a second, the sudden contact catching her off guard. But then her instincts kicked in. She twisted sharply to the side, her free hand darting up to grab his wrist while she stomped her foot down to disrupt his balance. Using his momentary hesitation, she shifted her weight, ducking low and slipping out of his hold. Before Eric could adjust, Madeleine pivoted and drove her heel into the back of his knee—not hard enough to injure, but with enough force to buckle his stance. Eric let out a surprised grunt as he fell forward onto one knee, his grip loosening completely.

	 

	Eric pushed himself back up, shaking his head in disbelief. “Where the hell did you learn that?”

	 

	Madeleine stepped back, panting slightly but grinning triumphantly. “You seem surprised, you do remember that I took on a Wraith not that long ago with that exact move.” 

	 

	Eric grabbed his own towel and wiped the sweat from his brow “I remember, but that doesn’t answer my question of where you learnt to do it?” he asked again. She smirked, wiping sweat from her brow. “Life on the streets. And a few not-so-great foster homes. You learn fast when survival’s on the line.”

	Eric’s expression softened, a flicker of concern crossing his face. “Is that where your scars came from?”

	Her grin faded, and she deflected quickly, reaching for her towel. “I think that’s enough questions for today, Warrior.”

	 

	Eric didn’t push further, though his gaze lingered as she moved to the edge of the mat. Despite the evasive answer, her resourcefulness impressed him, and he couldn’t help but feel a growing respect for her resilience. As they continued to train, Eric pushed her more and more, each session growing more intense. He focused on situational awareness, teaching her how to anticipate and react to different types of attacks. Madeleine’s street-hardened instincts meshed surprisingly well with Eric’s disciplined approach, and though she grumbled about his insistence on repetition, she couldn’t deny that she was learning quickly.

	 

	“You’re doing better than most recruits,” Eric admitted one evening after a particularly exhausting session. “Even Dale didn’t pick this up as fast.”

	 

	Madeleine smirked, tossing her towel over her shoulder. “Maybe you should let me try a weapon now.”

	 

	“Not yet,” Eric said, though there was a hint of a smile tugging at his lips. “You’re good, but you’re not ready for that. Not until I’m sure you can handle yourself without one.”

	 

	“Fine,” Madeleine replied with exaggerated exasperation, though she couldn’t help the small flicker of pride at his praise.

	 

	As she left the training room with Max trotting at her side, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was slowly; begrudgingly enjoying this new normal they had created.

	 

	While Eric was out with Keeper units in the evenings, Madeleine found herself spending time with Mags and Andrea in their apartment. She discovered that the two women had been a couple for a few years, and their dynamic was both endearing and grounding. Mags, sarcastic and unfiltered, balanced Andrea’s calm and nurturing demeanour perfectly. When Madeleine started to overthink her budding relationship with Eric, the two of them were quick to offer reassurance.

	 

	“He’s a good guy,” Mags said one evening over a shared bottle of wine (and mint tea for Madeleine). “And coming from me, that’s saying something.” 

	 

	Andrea smiled warmly, resting a hand on Madeleine’s arm. “What he feels for you is real. You can see it in the way he looks at you. Don’t let fear keep you from something good.”

	 

	Madeleine wasn’t sure how much she believed them, but their support made the knot in her chest loosen, if only a little.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 13

	 

	It had been over a week since Eric postponed the family brunch his mother had been insisting on. With everything going on; the drama with David, Madeleine adjusting to life among the Keepers, and their rapidly evolving relationship; he’d convinced her to delay it. But now, Helene Daranthas had put her foot down. Brunch was happening, and she expected both Eric and Madeleine to be there.

	Sunday morning arrived far too quickly. Madeleine lay curled up in bed, her head resting on Eric’s chest, his arm draped loosely around her shoulders. The soft rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her ear was soothing, the quiet of the early morning wrapping them in a rare moment of peace.

	 

	Eric’s fingers absently brushed against her back as he spoke, his voice soft and steady. “So… brunch today.”

	 

	Madeleine groaned, burying her face against his chest. “Do we have to, I mean this is the first day off we have both had in over a week.”

	 

	He chuckled, his chest rumbling beneath her cheek. “Yes we do. And before you ask, it’s mandatory. My mother’s been very clear.”

	 

	Madeleine tilted her head up, frowning. “She knows about me?”

	 

	“Of course she does,” Eric said, his lips quirking into a small smile. “I might have mentioned you a couple of times. And Maitland is a massive gossip with his mum and mine.”

	 

	“We’ve known each other for, what, a week and a half?” Madeleine said, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t you think this is a bit… quick?”

	 

	Eric shrugged, his gaze steady. “There’s no timeline for relationships.” He reminded her; “We go as fast or as slow as we want. But if you’re uncomfortable, I can call and cancel.”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated, her fingers tracing absent patterns on his chest. “It’s not that I don’t want to meet them. It’s just… a lot. I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything—Guardians, Wraiths, Aeloria—and now you want me to meet your whole family?”

	 

	“I’ve already met your dad and sister, if briefly,” Eric reminded her, his tone gentle. “I think it’s only fair you meet mine too.”

	 

	She gave him a reluctant look, her lips twitching into a faint smirk. “That’s not the same, and you know it. Who is going to be there?”

	 

	Eric began ticking off names on his fingers. “Uncle Charles and Alex—you already know them. Mags and Andrea, and Maitland. Maitland’s Mum, Cora, too. She’ll probably spend most of the time fussing over Max.”

	 

	Madeleine glanced at the dog sprawled out on the floor, snoring softly. “Max is coming?”

	 

	“Of course,” Eric said with a grin. “He’s family now too.”

	 

	She shook her head with a small laugh. “Okay, and who else?”

	 

	“My sister Diana, my brother Thomas, possibly my niece Thea but who knows with her schedule, and of course my parents—Helene and Zach.”

	 

	Madeleine’s brows furrowed. “Anything I should know?”

	 

	Eric tilted his head thoughtfully. “Diana can be a bit brusque. She thinks it’s her job to protect the rest of us as she is the oldest, but don’t take it personally. Just ignore her if she says something sharp.”

	 

	Madeleine snorted. “Great. And Thomas?”

	 

	“You’ll get on with Thomas,” Eric said confidently. “He’s an Archivist and an academic. He’ll be fascinated by your research. Don’t be surprised if he corners you to ask about it.”

	 

	She nodded slowly, her nerves easing just a little. “What about your parents?”

	 

	“My dad can seem tough at first, but don’t let that fool you. He’s really a softy—he just does whatever my Mum tells him to do. And my Mum? She’s a force of nature. You don’t argue with Helene Daranthas.”

	 

	“That’s reassuring,” Madeleine muttered, though there was a trace of humour in her voice.

	 

	Eric leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead. “It’ll be fine. You’ve got me, Max, and plenty of people you already know. Plus, my dad’s a sucker for dogs, so Max will win him over instantly.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a long breath, her fingers brushing through her hair. “Fine. I’ll come. But I’m not promising I won’t make a run for it if things get weird.”

	 

	Eric smirked, his eyes warm. “Fair enough. Just don’t expect Max to back you up—he’ll probably be too busy charming everyone.”

	 

	As she settled back against his chest, Madeleine found herself relaxing, the looming brunch feeling a little less intimidating. Still, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that meeting Eric’s family would bring its own kind of challenges.

	---

	The car rolled to a stop in front of a grand antebellum-style house, its pristine white columns and sprawling porch set against a backdrop of carefully manicured gardens. Madeleine stared, momentarily caught off guard by the sheer elegance of it.

	 

	“Wow,” she said softly, turning to Eric. “This is… impressive.”

	 

	Eric smiled, his hands resting on the steering wheel as he glanced at the house. “My dad had it built for my Mum when they retired a few years ago. She always wanted something like this. There’s room for all of us here—just in case there’s a party or gathering and no one wants to drive back home.”

	 

	“Thoughtful,” Madeleine said, her gaze returning to the house.

	 

	“Efficient,” Eric corrected with a grin. “That’s Zach Daranthas in a nutshell.”

	 

	Madeleine shifted in her seat, glancing at Eric. “So… have you told them?”

	 

	“Told them what?” Eric asked, turning to face her.

	“You know,” she said, her voice lowering slightly. “About the whole Guardian thing. And Max being a Cerberus.”

	 

	Eric exhaled slowly. “Not yet.”

	 

	Madeleine’s eyebrows shot up. “Not yet? Eric, don’t you think they should know?”

	 

	“I wanted them to meet you as my girlfriend first,” he said, his tone calm but resolute. “Before we add in all the… complications.”

	 

	Madeleine crossed her arms, leaning back in her seat. “Great. So, I’m walking into this as just ‘the girlfriend,’ and they have no idea that their son is part of some ancient prophecy.”

	 

	“They’ll know eventually,” Eric assured her. “But today, let’s keep things simple. It’s brunch, not a battle strategy meeting.”

	 

	Madeleine glanced at Max, who was sprawled in the back seat with his head resting on his paws. “Hear that, Max? You need to be a normal dog today. No telepathy, no mystical Cerberus vibes. Just… wag your tail, look cute, and eat scraps if they fall.”

	 

	Max opened one golden eye, his tail thumping once against the seat. “Normal dog? Sure. I’ll even bark and chase my tail if that’ll help.”

	 

	Madeleine groaned. “Max, I’m serious.”

	 

	“So am I,” Max replied, his voice laced with sarcasm. “I’ll be the picture of canine perfection. Very convincing.”

	 

	Eric smirked, glancing at Max in the rearview mirror. “You heard her, Max. No showing off.”

	 

	“Got it,” Max replied dryly. “Normal. Dog. Got my script ready and everything.”

	 

	Madeleine shook her head, letting out a small laugh despite herself. “This is going to be a disaster.”

	Eric reached over, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “It won’t be. They’ll love you. And Max, just… behave.”

	 

	“I always behave,” Max replied, settling back down. “It’s everyone else who can’t keep up.”

	Madeleine let out a resigned sigh as she opened the car door. “Here goes nothing.”

	 

	Eric stepped out of the car, grabbing Max’s leash from the back. Max hopped out happily, his tail wagging as he sniffed the air, clearly intrigued by the new surroundings. As they approached the large front doors, they opened smoothly, revealing a distinguished older man in a perfectly tailored suit. The butler greeted them with a warm but formal tone. “Master Eric, welcome.”

	 

	“Thanks, George,” Eric said, shaking his hand with familiarity. “Good to see you.”

	 

	George’s eyes shifted to Madeleine, and Eric gestured toward her. “This is Dr. Madeleine Mackenzie.”

	Madeleine blinked, surprised by the use of her title. It was rare for anyone outside academic circles to use it. Magda and David had refused, claiming it was “unbecoming.”

	 

	“Dr. Mackenzie,” George said with a respectful nod. “A pleasure. Welcome to the Daranthas estate.”

	“Thank you,” Madeleine said, feeling both flattered and slightly out of place.

	 

	George gestured for them to follow. “The family is waiting in the sunroom, where brunch will be served.”

	As they walked through the house, Madeleine took in the high ceilings, antique furniture, and elegant decor. Everything felt carefully curated but lived-in, as if the space was designed for both comfort and grandeur.

	 

	Eric leaned in slightly as they walked. “Oh, one thing—you should call Maitland Owen today.”

	 

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

	 

	“His mum Cora hates it when people use his surname as a first name,” Eric said with a grin. “It’s a pet peeve. She’ll correct you every time.”

	 

	“Good to know,” Madeleine replied, rolling her eyes but smiling despite herself.

	 

	The sunroom was bright and airy, with tall windows that let the morning sunlight spill across the polished wood floors. A large table was set up with a spread of fresh pastries, fruit, and savoury dishes, and the scent of freshly brewed coffee filled the air.

	 

	“Maxie! Is that you?” a voice rang out as they entered. A petite woman with similar colouring to Eric shot up from her chair, practically running toward the dog. Max’s tail wagged furiously as she crouched to greet him, scratching behind his ears with enthusiasm.

	 

	Madeleine’s eyes widened. “Thea?”

	 

	Thea looked up, her face lighting up in recognition. “Dr. Mack! What are you doing here?”

	 

	“I could ask you the same thing,” Madeleine said, smiling. “How do you know the Daranthas’?”

	 

	Thea stood, still holding Max’s leash. “We are family.  Eric is my uncle,” she said with a laugh. “Wait, do you—oh! Of course, you wouldn’t have known! I have my dad’s surname. But this is really cool”

	 

	“I’m starting to think the world is smaller than I thought,” Madeleine said, glancing at Eric, who was clearly enjoying her surprise.

	 

	Thea patted Max’s head affectionately. “I’ve missed you, buddy. No offense, Dr. Mack. We have all been wondering why you hadn’t been at the university and why Max wasn’t around. Professor Simmons just said you had some personal things to deal with and that you would be back soon. I’m glad to see you’re okay”

	 

	Max let out a soft bark, wagging his tail drawing Thea’s attention back to him.

	 

	Eric cleared his throat. “Thea, why don’t you and Madeleine catch up properly later? We’ve got more introductions to make.”

	 

	Thea grinned sheepishly but nodded. “Right. Sorry, Uncle Eric, Come on Max lets go into the Garden and play.”

	 

	Thea headed outside with Max whilst Eric led Madeleine toward the table, where his parents and brother were waiting. His mother, Helene, stood first, her smile warm but sharp, like someone who could command a room with ease.

	 

	“Mum, Dad,” Eric began, gesturing toward Madeleine, “this is Dr. Madeleine Mackenzie.”

	Helene stepped forward, clasping Madeleine’s hand with both of hers. “Madeleine, it’s wonderful to finally meet you. Eric’s spoken very highly of you.”

	 

	“Thank you, Mrs. Daranthas,” Madeleine said politely.

	 

	“Helene, dear,” she corrected, her tone firm but kind. “None of that formal nonsense.”

	 

	Madeleine nodded, smiling faintly. “Helene, then.”

	 

	Eric’s father, Zach, gave a small nod from his seat, his demeanour calm but commanding. “Welcome, Madeleine. I hope my son hasn’t dragged you into too much chaos.”

	 

	“Just enough to keep it interesting,” Madeleine replied, earning a quiet chuckle from Zach.

	 

	Eric’s brother, Thomas, stood next, his glasses perched precariously on his nose as he extended a hand. “Thomas. It’s a pleasure. Eric mentioned you’re a researcher?”

	 

	“Something like that,” Madeleine said with a small smile. “My speciality is in sociology. And I am currently looking at superstitions and their role in social control and cohesion”

	 

	Thomas’s eyes lit up with interest. “Fascinating. You’ll have to tell me more—I’m an Archivist, and I’ve always found sociological trends to be a rich vein of study.”

	 

	“I’d be happy to,” Madeleine said, feeling a bit of the tension ease as she shook his hand.

	 

	“Diana’s running late,” Helene said, her tone exasperated but not surprised. “As usual. Hopefully, she’ll get here before everyone leaves.”

	 

	Eric leaned closer to Madeleine, his voice low enough for only her to hear. “Told you they’d be fine.”

	Madeleine laughed softly, finding herself relaxing despite the unfamiliar surroundings. For now, at least, everything felt manageable. Madeleine smiled as she approached Charles and Alex, who were chatting near the coffee table.

	 

	“Commissioner Godwinson, Alex,” she said warmly.

	 

	Alex greeted her with a grin, but Charles took her hand in both of his, his expression fond but formal. 

	 

	“Dr. Mackenzie, always a pleasure.”

	 

	“Madeleine, please,” she said with a small laugh. “Any updates on the situation with David?”

	 

	Charles shook his head, his lips pressing into a firm line. “Today is a happy day, Madeleine,” he said. 

	 

	“Let’s not sully it with unpleasant talk. We’ll handle that matter another day.”

	She nodded, understanding his need to compartmentalize. “Fair enough. I can agree to that.”

	When they sat down to eat, Thea returned from the garden, her face flushed with excitement from playing with Max, who had claimed a sunbed for himself under the shade of a tree. The spread was impressive, with every dish perfectly plated and served by Helene’s attentive staff.

	 

	As conversation flowed, Helene turned her sharp but curious gaze toward Madeleine. “So, Madeleine, tell us about your family.”

	 

	Before Madeleine could respond, Eric interjected. “Mum, don’t interrogate her.”

	 

	“It’s fine,” Madeleine said gently, placing a reassuring hand on Eric’s arm. “It’s a fair question.” She turned to Helene, her voice steady but softer than usual. “I was a safe haven baby. No one ever came forward to claim me, so I spent my early years bouncing around foster homes.”

	 

	The table quieted, everyone listening intently. “When I was seven, I met my sister Tabitha in one of those homes. It was run by a lovely woman we called Miss Rebecca. She took us in, gave us stability, and for a while, it felt like home. We stayed with her until I was fourteen, but she became ill, and we were placed back into the system.”

	 

	She paused, her voice growing firmer. “When I was fifteen, I met Marc and Simone Simmons. They took Tabby and me in, adopting us both. They became our family.”

	 

	Helene smiled warmly. “That’s a remarkable story, Madeleine. It says a lot about your resilience.”

	 

	Eric grasp Madeline’s hand and kissed the back of it, pride glowing in his eyes, but he had noticed how she had glossed over many of the details. He hoped in time she would trust him enough to tell him about it. Madeline couldn’t help but smile. Maybe her apprehension at coming today was misplaced. 

	Just then the doors to the sunroom opened, and Diana rushed in, slightly out of breath. “Sorry I’m late,” she said, waving a hand as she made her way in. “My flight was delayed.”

	 

	Helene gave her a pointed look, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Diana, you have a private plane for a reason. But never mind. Sit, have something to eat,” she said, gesturing toward the table.

	Eric stood, rising to make the introductions. “Diana, this is Madeleine Mackenzie. Madeleine, my sister Diana.”

	 

	Diana’s sharp eyes flicked over Madeleine like a hawk sizing up prey. Her lips curved into a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “And Thea tells me you’re one of her lecturers. Small world.”

	 

	Thea lit up. “It is! I was just telling Uncle Eric how awesome it is to see Dr. Mackenzie here.”

	 

	Diana’s smile grew tighter. “Very interesting,” she said lightly as she slid into her seat. “Eric, you always surprise me.”

	 

	Her words lingered in the air like a bad aftertaste, setting the table on edge. Conversation shifted to lighter topics—Max’s antics in the garden, Thea’s graduate research—but Diana’s sharp gaze rarely left Madeleine.

	 

	As the plates were being cleared, Diana leaned forward, her tone deceptively casual. “So, Madeleine, I hear you were engaged to David Llewellyn. Quite the eligible bachelor prior to your engagement, Handsome, wealthy… quite the catch. For someone like you”

	 

	The room fell uncomfortably silent. Zach frowned, glancing at Helene, while Alex shot Diana a warning look. Eric’s jaw tightened, his knuckles going white as he gripped his fork. Madeleine didn’t flinch, though a flicker of irritation crossed her face. “Yes, I was,” she said evenly, meeting Diana’s gaze. “But that ended a while ago.”

	 

	“I heard, quite the scandal and I wouldn’t say two months is that long ago.” Diana’s voice dripped with feigned innocence. “And now, I see you’ve moved on to my brother. Even more handsome, more eligible, and significantly wealthier. Quite the trajectory, wouldn’t you say?”

	 

	“Diana, that’s enough,” Eric said, his tone low and dangerous.

	 

	But Diana pressed on, ignoring him. “How long have you known each other? Less than two weeks, right? And you’ve already moved in with him? That seems… quick. Don’t you think?”

	 

	“Mum, stop this” Thea pleaded, embarrassed by her mother’s line of questioning and tone.

	 

	“Oh, I don’t think so,” Diana retorted, her eyes still locked on Madeleine. “It’s fascinating, really. An abandoned child from nowhere, engaged to one of the city’s wealthiest families, and now conveniently with my brother. And your adoptive father just happens to be your department chair. How lucky for you.”

	 

	“Diana!” Helene’s voice cut through the room like a whip, her face pale with anger. “Stop this at once.”

	 

	But Diana ignored her mother, her voice rising slightly. “I’m just looking out for Eric. It all seems very… convenient. Don’t you agree, Eric?”

	 

	Madeleine set her fork down with deliberate precision, her eyes flashing with restrained anger as she stood from her chair. “You’re right,” she said coolly. “My relationship with Eric has moved fast. But that’s because circumstances have forced it to. I don’t owe you an explanation, but since you seem so keen to judge me, let me set the record straight.”

	 

	The room stilled as she addressed Diana directly, her voice sharp but controlled. “Yes, I was engaged to David Llewellyn. And I ended that relationship when I caught him cheating on me with one of his graduate students in his office. If you think David is such a great catch, Diana, you’re more than welcome to him. But let me warn you—the charming, handsome man you think you know is just a facade. Underneath, he’s an abusive, manipulative coward. Last week, he tried to strangle me. If it weren’t for Eric, I might not be standing here today.”

	 

	A gasp rippled through the table. Thea’s hand flew to her mouth, and Helene looked genuinely horrified. Zach’s face darkened, his gaze fixed on Diana.

	 

	Madeleine continued, her voice unwavering. “As for my career, I worked hard for everything I have. My parents didn’t pay for my education—I earned scholarships and took out loans, loans I’m still paying off. And having Marc as my father? If anything, that made it harder. I’ve had to work twice as hard to prove I deserve my place, so I wouldn’t be dismissed as a nepobaby.”

	 

	Her chest rose and fell as she took a deep breath, regaining her composure. She turned to Helene and Zach, her tone softening. “I’m sorry for ruining brunch, but I think its best I leave.”

	 

	Then, addressing Max, she called, “Max, come.”

	 

	The dog immediately bounded in from the garden, his tail wagging as he fell into step beside her. 

	Madeleine turned back to Eric, her voice steady but cold. “I’m going home.”

	 

	Without waiting for a response, she left the sunroom, the quiet clink of her heels on the tile the only sound. The door had barely closed behind Madeleine when Eric turned on Diana, his eyes blazing with anger. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded.

	 

	Diana leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “I’m just protecting you. Someone needs to.”

	 

	“Protecting me?” Eric’s voice dripped with disbelief. “By tearing her down in front of everyone? She’s done nothing to deserve that.” 

	 

	“I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking,” Diana snapped. “She’s from nothing, and—”

	 

	“Stop,” Eric interrupted, his tone icy. “Don’t you dare take your bitterness from your gold-digging ex-husband out on her. Madeleine is nothing like him. She’s smart, kind, and stronger than you’ll ever give her credit for.”

	 

	Diana flinched slightly but quickly recovered, her eyes narrowing. “You don’t even know her, Eric. This is all too fast.”

	 

	“You don’t get to decide what’s right for us,” Eric said firmly. “We’re taking this at our own pace, whether you approve or not.”

	 

	The tension in the room was suffocating as Eric turned and strode out, leaving Diana to stew in silence. Eric’s footsteps echoed down the hallway as he left the sunroom, the door swinging shut behind him with a resounding finality. The silence he left behind was thick and uncomfortable, the tension at the table palpable.

	 

	Mags, Maitland, and Andrea exchanged glances, their expressions dark. Mags was the first to push her chair back, the legs scraping against the floor loudly. “Well,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “this has been delightful.”

	 

	Andrea stood next, giving Diana a pointed look. “Absolutely charming,” she added, her tone soft but cutting.

	 

	Maitland followed suit, his lips pressed into a tight line. “Excuse us,” he said curtly, nodding toward Helene and Zach. “I think we’ll take our leave.”

	 

	The three of them made their way to the door, but just before they stepped out, Maitland turned back, his piercing gaze fixed on Diana. His usual easy-going demeanour was gone, replaced by a rare intensity.

	 

	“You know,” he began, his voice calm but carrying an edge that demanded attention, “you were massively out of line.”

	 

	Diana blinked, clearly taken aback. “Excuse me?” 

	 

	“You heard me,” Maitland said, crossing his arms. “Madeleine isn’t just Eric’s girlfriend. She’s the Guardian Prime. And Eric? He’s the Guardian Warrior. They’re not just boyfriend and girlfriend, they are so much more and they’re protecting all of us.”

	 

	Diana’s face flushed, but she opened her mouth to argue. Maitland didn’t let her.

	“And let me tell you something else,” he continued, his tone growing sharper. “We’re lucky—lucky—that Madeleine is who she is. If she weren’t as strong, resilient, and selfless as she is, we’d all be screwed. So maybe the next time you think about tearing her down, you’ll remember that.”

	 

	Mags smirked, clearly enjoying the moment, while Andrea gave Diana a disappointed shake of her head. 

	 

	“You owe her an apology,” Andrea added quietly, “and Eric, too.”

	 

	Maitland turned to Helene and Zach, his tone softening slightly. “Thank you for hosting. But I think it’s best if we leave now.”

	 

	Zach nodded solemnly, while Helene looked visibly shaken but composed. “Thank you, Owen,” she said softly. “We’ll… we’ll deal with this.”

	 

	With that, Maitland, Mags, and Andrea stepped out, leaving Diana to stew in the weight of their words. The room fell into an uneasy silence once more, and for the first time that day, Diana looked genuinely unsettled.

	
CHAPTER 14

	 

	Eric found Madeleine in the back seat, her face buried in Max’s coat. Max glanced at him with a faint growl and a shake of his head, as if to say, not now. Eric swallowed his frustration, climbing into the driver’s seat without a word. He started the car and drove back toward the hotel, the quiet only broken by the soft sound of Madeleine’s muffled tears and Max’s comforting whines. For now, he left her to her thoughts, knowing that sometimes silence spoke louder than words.

	 

	The elevator ride up to Eric’s apartment was silent, the tension between Eric and Madeleine almost unbearable. Eric kept glancing at her, worry etched into his features, but Madeleine stared straight ahead, her expression stoic and distant. Max sat quietly between them, his head resting on Madeleine’s thigh, his golden eyes darting between the two humans. Once they reached Eric’s apartment, Max padded over to his favourite spot by the window, settling in with a soft sigh. Madeleine, however, went straight to the bedroom, shutting the door firmly behind her without saying a word.

	 

	Eric stood in the kitchen, running a hand through his hair in frustration. He leaned against the counter, staring at the closed bedroom door. “Max?” he asked after a moment, his voice uncertain.

	 

	Max turned his head, tilting it slightly. “Yeah?”

	 

	“What do I do?” Eric asked, his tone tinged with desperation. “When it comes to Madeleine, I feel like I’m always on the back foot. I want to protect her, keep her safe, make her happy, but every time I tried, something gets in the way. David, the Wraiths, Diana—it’s just… constant.”

	 

	Max yawned, stretching out his front paws. “You could try licking her face. That always cheers her up when I do it.”

	 

	Eric let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work for me.”

	 

	“Well,” Max said, resting his head back down, “you better figure it out coz She’s not okay.”

	 

	Ten minutes later, the sound of the bedroom door opening pulled Eric from his thoughts. He turned to see Madeleine emerging, her suitcase rolling behind her and her laptop bag slung over her shoulder. Her face was set in determination, but her tired eyes red from crying, betraying the emotional toll of the day. Eric moved swiftly, stepping in front of her and blocking her path. 

	 

	“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice steady but full of concern.

	 

	She didn’t look at him. “Home. I told you; Tabitha and my mum are coming to get me.”

	 

	Eric frowned, his chest tightening. “Madeleine, it’s not safe out there. It’s not just David; it’s the Wraiths as well. You’re not protected.”

	 

	“I don’t care,” she said sharply, her voice breaking slightly. Her gaze met his, and he could see the exhaustion and pain she was trying to keep at bay. “I’m tired, Eric. I just want to go home, be with my family, and pretend for a little while that my life isn’t falling apart.”

	 

	Eric’s expression softened, his voice quiet. “I get it. I do. But going home doesn’t mean you’re safe. I can’t protect you if you leave.”

	She let out a frustrated sigh, her shoulders slumping. “I’m not asking you to protect me, Eric. I’m asking you to let me go.”

	 

	He studied her, his heart aching at the weariness in her voice. He wanted to argue, to insist she stay, but he knew better than to push her right now.

	 

	“Fine,” he said finally, his voice tight. “But Max goes with you.”

	 

	She blinked, her expression slightly confused as she glanced at the dog, who had lifted his head at the mention of his name. “Eric—”

	 

	“It’s non-negotiable,” Eric interrupted. “If you’re going home, Max goes with you. He’ll keep an eye on you, and I’ll feel better knowing he’s there.”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated looking a little confused before nodding slowly. “Of course, Max is coming with me, he is my dog.”

	 

	Max jumped off the window seat, trotting over to Madeleine’s side with his tail wagging. “Not a dog…. but whatever..,” he said, his voice warm in her mind. “Don’t worry, Eric. I’ve got her.”

	 

	Eric stepped closer, his hand brushing Madeleine’s arm gently. “Call me if anything happens. Anything at all.”

	 

	She nodded again, her lips twitching into a faint smile. “I will.”

	 

	As she turned to leave, she hesitated, leaning in to press a soft kiss to Eric’s cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

	 

	Eric’s throat tightened as he watched her walk out the door, Max at her side. He stayed rooted in place, listening as the sound of her suitcase wheels faded down the hallway. Max glanced back at him just before they rounded the corner, his golden eyes filled with quiet understanding.

	 

	The door clicked shut behind Madeleine, and the silence that followed felt suffocating. Eric stood frozen in the middle of the living room, his mind racing. He glanced at the door, half tempted to follow her, but he knew it would only push her further away. Instead, he pulled out his phone.

	 

	It rang twice before a deep, steady voice answered. “Cyril here.”

	 

	“Cyril, it’s Eric,” he said, his voice clipped. “I need you to put a round-the-clock rotation on Madeleine Mackenzie and her house. Full Epsilon team. No gaps.”

	 

	There was a slight pause on the other end before Cyril replied, “Understood. What are we looking for?”

	 

	“Wraith activity,” Eric said firmly. “I want to know the second anything unusual happens around her or her property. And keep an eye out for David Llewellyn. He’s unhinged and dangerous.”

	 

	“Consider it done,” Cyril assured him. “Anything else?”

	 

	Eric hesitated, then added, “Keep it subtle. She doesn’t need to know. But I want updates every few hours.”

	 

	“Got it. We’ll handle it,” Cyril replied before the line went dead.

	 

	Eric dropped his phone on the counter and ran a hand through his hair, frustration gnawing at him. He glanced around the apartment, the emptiness feeling unbearable without Madeleine’s presence. Max’s absence only made it worse, the silence stretching on like a taunt. He began pacing, his footsteps echoing against the polished floor. His thoughts churned—anger at Diana’s cruel words, worry for Madeleine, and frustration at the entire situation. Every part of him wanted to act, to fix things, but for once, he didn’t know how.

	 

	His gaze landed on his phone again, the thought of calling Diana to yell at her crossing his mind. But he knew it wouldn’t help. Shouting at her wouldn’t change what had happened, and it certainly wouldn’t make Madeleine feel any better. Letting out a sharp breath, he grabbed his gym bag instead. If he couldn’t fix the situation right now, he could at least work off some of the restless energy coursing through him.

	---

	The rhythmic pounding of Eric’s feet on the treadmill did little to quiet the turmoil in his mind. Sweat dripped down his temples as he pushed himself harder, trying to outrun the frustration and helplessness clawing at him. But no matter how fast he ran, the thoughts refused to relent: Madeleine’s tired eyes as she told him she was leaving, Diana’s venomous words, and the knowledge that he couldn’t just fix everything for her, no matter how much he wanted to.

	 

	The sound of the gym door opening barely registered at first, but when Andrea’s voice called out, calm but purposeful, he slowed the machine and stepped off.

	 

	“Running yourself into the ground isn’t going to help, Eric,” Andrea said, leaning casually against the wall, arms crossed. Her sharp eyes studied him, but there was a softness in her tone that hinted at understanding.

	 

	Eric grabbed a towel, wiping his face as he turned to her. “What else am I supposed to do?” he asked, frustration bleeding into his voice. “She’s out there, angry, upset, and I can’t fix it. Every time I try to protect her, it just makes things worse.”

	 

	Andrea stepped closer, her expression thoughtful. “I get it. You’re angry, Eric. Angry at Diana, at David, at the Wraiths—at anything that’s threatening her. But more than that, you’re angry because you feel helpless. And for someone like you, that’s not easy to handle.”

	 

	Eric let out a sharp breath, tossing the towel onto a nearby bench. “You’re right. I hate this. I hate that I can’t just—” He gestured vaguely, searching for the right words. “Fix it. Protect her from all of it.”  

	 

	Andrea nodded, her tone steady but firm. “I understand, but you need to realize something: Madeleine’s been thrown into a world she didn’t even know existed. Guardians, Wraiths, Aeloria—she’s processing a lifetime of new information while dealing with crisis after crisis. And today? Diana didn’t just attack her relationship with you. She went after her family and her professionalism—two things that Madeleine holds more precious than anything else.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened, and he ran a hand through his hair. “I know. I saw how much it hurt her, and I…. damn it, Andrea, I don’t know what to do.”

	 

	Andrea placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, forcing him to meet her gaze. “What you do is simple: be there. Be available. Let her know you’re there for her, but on her terms. She’s not running from you, Eric. She’s trying to find her footing in all this madness. She just needs time.”

	 

	“She left; Andrea…. she went home,” Eric muttered, his voice raw. “What if she doesn’t come back?”

	 

	Andrea smiled faintly. “She will. She may not know it yet, but she loves you. Give her space, Eric. Give her the chance to process everything. You can’t force her to stay. You can’t fight this battle for her. But you can fight alongside her when she’s ready.”

	 

	Eric nodded slowly, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. “You really think she’ll come back?”

	Andrea’s smile widened, her confidence unwavering. “I know she will. You’re just going to have to be patient.”

	 

	With that, she gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze and turned to leave. “Take some time, Eric. Think about what I said. She’s stronger than you think—and so are you.”

	 

	As the gym door swung shut behind her, Eric sat down on the bench, his thoughts swirling. Andrea’s words lingered, both comforting and challenging. Be there for her, but on her terms. He could do that. He would do that. But patience, he realized, might just be the hardest challenge of all.

	---

	The kitchen was warm and inviting, the faint scent of lavender and vanilla lingering in the air from a candle burning on the windowsill. Madeleine sat at the island, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of tea. Across from her, Simone and Tabitha sat side by side, each nursing their own mugs. The room was filled with a comfortable quiet, but Madeleine’s tight posture betrayed the turmoil churning inside her. 

	 

	“So,” Tabitha said, breaking the silence, her brows raised expectantly. “How was brunch with the Daranthas? Can’t have been that good if you are here and not with Eric.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a heavy sigh, staring into her tea. “It was… a lot.”

	 

	“Go on,” Simone prompted gently, her calm presence anchoring the conversation. “What happened?”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated before taking a sip of her tea and setting the mug down. “It started fine. Eric’s parents were lovely, and his brother Thomas was great. His sister Diana…” She trailed off, her voice tightening. “Well, she decided to share her opinion about me.”

	 

	Simone frowned. “What did she say?”

	 

	Tabitha’s expression hardened. 

	 

	Madeleine let out a bitter laugh. “She didn’t hold back, she implied that I was a gold digger—jumping from David Llewellyn, one of the city’s wealthiest bachelors, to Eric, who happens to be even wealthier. Then she called me a nepobaby, saying my career and academic success were thanks to you and Dad, not my own hard work. She made it sound like everything I’ve done was handed to me.”

	 

	Tabitha’s face darkened, and she slammed her mug down with more force than necessary. “What a bitch! I can’t believe someone could say that to your face.”

	 

	“It wasn’t that she said it,” Madeleine said, her voice growing sharper. “But that she said it in front of everyone. At the table. Eric, his parents, his brother… everyone.”

	 

	Simone reached across the table, placing a comforting hand over Madeleine’s. “And what did you do?”

	 

	“I gave as good as I got,” Madeleine admitted, her lips pressing into a thin line. Tabitha nodded approvingly. “I told her that yes, I was engaged to David, but I ended it when I caught him cheating. And if she thought David was such a catch, she was welcome to him. I also told her that I’ve worked for everything I have—that Marc and Simone may be my adoptive parents, but they didn’t pay for my education, and having Marc as my dad has made things harder, not easier. After that, I apologized to Helene and Zach for ruining brunch and left.”

	 

	Simone’s face softened, and she squeezed Madeleine’s hand. “Sweetheart, it sounds like you handled yourself well. Diana’s words don’t define you.”

	 

	Madeleine shook her head, her voice quieter now. “But maybe she was right. It is fast, isn’t it? I can see how it looks, going from David to Eric so quickly. I don’t want people thinking that I’m just... taking advantage of him.”

	 

	“Bullshit,” Tabitha interjected, crossing her arms. “She’s not right. You’re not a gold digger, and you’re not some spoiled little brat riding Dad’s coattails. You’ve worked your arse off for everything you have, and you don’t owe anyone an explanation.”

	 

	Simone nodded, her tone firm but kind. “Relationships go at their own pace, Madeleine. There’s no right or wrong timeline. What matters is how you and Eric feel, not what other people think.”

	 

	Madeleine let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. “You sound just like Eric. He said the same thing.”

	 

	Simone smiled knowingly. “Well, he sounds like a smart man. You know, your dad and I got married after three months.”

	 

	Both Madeleine and Tabitha gaped at her in unison. “What?” they said together.

	 

	Simone chuckled, leaning back in her chair. “We met at university. Dad was a PhD student, and I was finishing my Master’s. A mutual friend set us up on a blind date, and from the moment we met, we just… knew. Three months later, we were married.”

	 

	“That’s insane,” Tabitha said, shaking her head. “What if it didn’t work out?”

	 

	“It wasn’t a question for us,” Simone said simply. “We trusted what we felt, and here we are, still happily married.”

	 

	Madeleine smiled faintly, her mother’s words settling something inside her. “I didn’t know that.”

	 

	Simone gave her a reassuring look. “You don’t have to have all the answers right now. Give yourself time. But I will say this—you’re not going to figure it out tonight, and you’re certainly not going to do it without talking to Eric. Why don’t we go into the lounge, and have a proper catch up? Things will feel better in the morning.”

	---

	The house was quiet as Madeleine lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Max snored softly at the foot of the bed, his golden eyes closed in peaceful slumber. But despite his comforting presence, the bed felt achingly empty without Eric beside her. Her mind raced with thoughts—her frustrations at Diana, the pain of leaving brunch, and the unresolved tension with Eric. She needed to apologize, to tell him that her leaving wasn’t about him but about her own need to process everything.

	 

	Reaching for her phone, she dialled Eric’s number, expecting him to be out on patrol with the Keepers. She figured she could leave a voicemail. To her surprise, he answered on the second ring.

	 

	“Madeleine?” His voice was urgent, filled with concern. “What’s happened? Is everything okay?”

	 

	Her chest tightened at the worry in his tone. “Everything’s fine,” she said quickly. “I just… I wanted to apologize. For earlier. For ruining brunch.”

	 

	Eric’s voice softened, his relief palpable. “You don’t need to apologize. If anyone should be sorry, it’s me. Diana was completely out of line, and I should have shut her down sooner.”

	 

	“It’s not your fault,” Madeleine said. “And for what it’s worth, you all did try and stop her. But I still feel bad for walking out and leaving like that.”

	 

	“I might not like that you left,” Eric admitted, “but I understand. You needed space.”

	 

	There was a pause before Madeleine’s voice softened. “It feels strange not being in bed beside you.”

	 

	Eric’s response was immediate, his tone lightening. “I can be at your door in fifteen minutes?”

	 

	She laughed softly. “That’s not what I meant.”

	 

	“Offer still stands,” he teased. Then, more seriously, he asked, “Will I see you tomorrow?”

	 

	Madeleine hesitated. “I can’t. I’m helping Tabitha set up for her ceramics show tomorrow evening. It’s a big deal for her—her first solo show. She’s hoping to get a good write up in the press and maybe sell a few pieces.”

	 

	“I understand,” Eric said, though his voice held a note of disappointment.

	 

	Madeleine smiled faintly, feeling her heart tug. “You could come with me to the opening. It could be our first official date.”

	 

	His voice immediately brightened. “Really? I’d love that.”

	 

	“Good,” Madeleine said, her smile widening. “Meet me at the gallery at 7:30.”

	 

	“Wrong,” Eric countered. “I’ll pick you up at 7. This is a proper date.”

	 

	She laughed again. “Okay, 7 it is.”

	 

	“Goodnight, Madeleine,” Eric said warmly.

	 

	“Goodnight, Eric,” she replied, ending the call. As she set her phone down, Eric sat in his apartment, staring at his own phone. His voice dropped to a whisper, although he knew the line was dead.

	 

	“I love you.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 15

	 

	The Monday morning sun shone brightly through the kitchen windows as Tabitha and Madeleine rushed around the house, juggling last-minute tasks. The energy was electric, Tabitha’s excitement bubbling over as she packed supplies for her first solo ceramics show. Madeleine, ever the supportive sister, kept her calm demeanour, though her smile betrayed her pride.

	 

	“Have you got your business cards?” Madeleine asked, checking her watch.

	 

	“Yes, they’re in my bag,” Tabitha said, grabbing a box of decorations. “What about the guest list?”

	 

	“Double-checked and sent to Nina last night,” Madeleine replied. “We’re good. Let’s just get there and set up.”

	 

	They were just stepping toward the door when Tabitha’s phone buzzed. She snatched it up, glancing at the screen. “It’s Nina.”

	 

	“Answer it,” Madeleine urged, slinging her bag over her shoulder.

	 

	Tabitha hit the button and held the phone to her ear. “Hey, Nina! We’re just heading out—”

	 

	Her face fell instantly, the colour draining from her cheeks. “Wait, what? Vandals?” Her voice cracked, and Madeleine immediately turned, her brow furrowing in concern. Tabitha listened for another minute before choking out, “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” She ended the call, her hands trembling. “The gallery… it was broken into last night. They smashed the windows, and Nina said the place has been vandalized.”

	 

	Madeleine’s stomach sank, but she steadied her voice. “Let’s go. We’ll figure it out.”

	 

	The scene at the gallery was worse than either of them could have imagined. Shattered glass littered the sidewalk, and police tape cordoned off the entrance. Inside, the word “Throwaway Bitch” was scrawled across the pristine white walls in bold red paint, the letters jagged and menacing.

	 

	Tabitha froze in the doorway, her breath hitching. “Oh my God,” she whispered, her hands covering her mouth. “This… this is all my fault.”

	 

	“No, it’s not,” Madeleine said firmly, gripping Tabitha’s shoulders. “This is someone else’s doing. None of your work is here yet, so the show isn’t ruined.”

	 

	Tabitha shook her head, tears spilling down her cheeks. “How am I supposed to have a showing now? Even if we cleaned this up, no one’s going to want to come to a place that looks like this.”

	 

	Madeleine’s eyes flicked to the words on the wall, her stomach twisting. She recognized the malicious intent immediately. This wasn’t random—it was David. The words were too personal, too specific. Gritting her teeth, she turned to the nearest officer.

	 

	“Can you call Detective Alex Godwinson?” Madeleine asked, her voice steady despite the storm brewing inside her. “I think I know who’s responsible.”

	 

	As the officers made their calls, Madeleine turned back to her sister, who was still staring at the wreckage, her body trembling. “Tabby,” she said softly, guiding her away from the mess. “Listen to me. None of your pieces were here. That means the showing can still happen. We just need a new location.”

	 

	Tabitha shook her head. “I can’t find another gallery at this short notice. This was my big chance, Maddie. It’s ruined.”

	 

	Madeleine crouched slightly to meet Tabitha’s tear-filled eyes. “It’s not ruined. We’ll find a way. I promise.”

	 

	Tabitha’s lip quivered. “How? Who’s going to let me use their space on the same day?”

	 

	Madeleine pulled out her phone. “I have an idea.”

	 

	Eric answered on the first ring, his voice laced with concern. “Madeleine? Is everything okay?”

	 

	“Not really,” Madeleine said, her voice tight. “The gallery for Tabitha’s show was vandalized last night. The windows are smashed, and someone painted slurs on the walls.”

	 

	“Jesus,” Eric muttered. “Are you and Tabitha okay?”

	 

	“We’re fine,” Madeleine assured him quickly. “But Tabitha’s devastated. The showing was supposed to be tonight, and now she doesn’t have a venue. Eric, I need your help.”

	 

	“Say the word,” Eric said without hesitation. “What do you need?”

	 

	“A new space,” Madeleine said. “Somewhere we can set up for the show. I don’t care if it’s unconventional—we just need somewhere.”

	 

	Eric was quiet for a moment, then said, “I’ll be there in half an hour with help. We’ll figure this out.”

	 

	Relief washed over her, and she let out a shaky breath. “Thank you, Eric.”

	 

	“Always,” he said. “Hang tight. I’ll see you soon.”

	 

	As she ended the call, Madeleine turned back to Tabitha, her voice full of determination. “Help is on the way. We’re not giving up on this show.”

	 

	Tabitha sniffled but managed a small, hopeful smile. “You really think we can pull this off?”

	 

	Madeleine smiled back, her hand gripping her sister’s. “I know we can.”

	 

	The gallery buzzed with quiet chaos as police officers moved through the space, taking statements and documenting the damage. Tabitha sat on a bench seat near the door, her shoulders shaking as Simone wrapped her in a protective hug, whispering comforting words. Across the room, Alex stood with Marc and Madeleine, his notepad in hand as they discussed the situation. As soon as Eric stepped through the shattered front doors, Madeleine’s eyes locked on him. Without hesitation, she left Marc and Alex, her hands fidgeting nervously as she approached him. She shoved her hands into her back pockets, her lips pressing together as she muttered, “Hey. Thanks for coming.”

	 

	Eric’s smile was warm and unreserved as he leaned down to kiss her. Madeleine froze for a second, surprised, before leaning into it slightly. When he pulled back, his brow furrowed. “Why are you surprised?” he asked.

	 

	She ducked her head slightly, her voice hesitant. “I wasn’t sure where we stood after everything this weekend.”

	 

	Eric’s smile softened, and he reached out to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Nothing has changed in how I feel about you. I said I’d be there for you, and I meant it.”

	 

	Her lips curved into a small smile, her nerves easing as warmth spread through her chest. “Thank you.”

	 

	Before she could say more, the sound of heavy boots echoed through the gallery as a group of people entered. Some immediately began measuring the windows, their tools clicking and whirring, while others started assessing the space, taking notes and murmuring among themselves. Madeleine blinked, stepping closer to Eric. “Who are they?”

	 

	Eric gestured toward the team. “They’re hotel employees and Keepers. They’re here to clean up and get the space ready for Tabitha’s showing. Of course, once Alex gives the all-clear.”

	 

	Her jaw dropped. “Seriously? This is… this is too much.”

	 

	“For you?” Eric said, tilting his head with a small grin. “Nothing is too much.”

	 

	“Madeleine!” Tabitha’s voice cut through the noise as she hurried over, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Who are these people? What’s going on?”

	 

	Eric held out his hand with a warm smile. “Hi, you must be Tabitha. It’s nice to finally meet you properly. I’m Eric.”

	 

	Tabitha shook his hand, glancing at him and then the team bustling around the gallery. “What are they doing?”

	 

	“These are my people,” Eric explained. “They’re here to clean up the mess and help you get ready for tonight’s showing.”

	 

	Tabitha’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “Seriously?” Her voice rose, almost a squeal, before she threw her arms around Eric.

	 

	Caught off guard, Eric froze, his hands hovering awkwardly, before he patted her back. Madeleine burst into laughter at his discomfort.

	 

	“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Tabitha exclaimed, releasing Eric and practically bouncing as she turned to Nina, gesturing animatedly about the team’s arrival.

	 

	Marc and Simone made their way over, their expressions a mix of gratitude and curiosity. Marc extended a hand. “Eric, it would be good to see you under better circumstances, instead of crisis after crisis.”

	 

	Eric shook his hand firmly. “We will get there.”

	 

	Simone smiled, her tone appreciative but with a hint of curiosity. “Is this your doing?”

	Eric nodded modestly. “I had the resources to help, so yes, I suppose it is.”

	 

	Simone placed a hand on his arm, her gaze warm. “Thank you.”

	 

	Marc added his thanks as well before they headed off to join Tabitha, assisting with the cleanup and planning. Alex approached as Madeleine chuckled lightly. “My, we’re popular this morning.”

	 

	“We have to stop meeting like this,” she teased, her tone wry.

	 

	Alex gave her a brief smile. “Morning, Madeleine. You okay?”

	 

	“Been better,” she admitted, crossing her arms. “But you know.”

	 

	“I do,” Alex said, his tone softening. He turned to Eric. “The team’s finished documenting everything, so you can start the cleanup. We found some prints that might belong to David, but I’ll confirm once I’m back at the station.” He glanced back at Madeleine. “You said you think the graffiti is a dig at you. Why?”

	Madeleine inhaled deeply, steadying herself. “Because ‘throwaway’ was David’s favourite insult for me. Whenever he wanted to really hurt me, that’s what he’d call me.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw clenched, his face darkening as he pulled Madeleine into a protective hug, her back pressed against his chest. He rested his chin lightly on her shoulder, his anger barely restrained.

	 

	“Did David know about the showing tonight?” Alex asked, his voice calm but pointed.

	 

	Madeleine nodded. “Yes, he knew about it and that it was taking place here.”

	 

	Alex sighed, jotting down a note. “Thank you. I’ll run those prints and keep you updated. In the meantime,…” He turned to Eric. “I’d recommend security for tonight’s event, just in case David shows up again.”

	 

	Eric’s grip on Madeleine tightened slightly. “Gamma Team will handle security. They’ll make sure nothing happens.”

	 

	Alex nodded, satisfied. “Good. I’ll head back to the station and start on these prints. Stay safe, both of you.”

	 

	As Alex walked out, Eric turned to Madeleine, brushing his lips against her temple. “We’ll make sure Tabitha has her show tonight. Nothing’s going to ruin this for her.”

	 

	Madeleine looked up at him, her lips quirking into a faint smile. “Thank you. For everything.”

	He smiled back, his voice firm. “Always.”

	 

	With Alex gone and the police clearing out, the real work began. The Keepers and hotel staff worked efficiently, repairing, cleaning, and transforming the vandalized space into something worthy of Tabitha’s talent. The determined energy in the room was infectious, and for the first time that morning, Madeleine began to feel hope. This show would happen, and it would be perfect.

	 

	Madeline had spent the better part of the day at the gallery, overseeing the repairs and helping with the setup. Eric’s team had been nothing short of incredible. Within hours, the shattered windows were replaced, the graffiti-covered walls repainted, and the space transformed back into a sleek, professional gallery. The team didn’t stop there. They stayed to assist Tabitha with setting up her ceramics, carefully arranging each vase and sculpture exactly where she wanted them. By mid-afternoon, the gallery looked perfect, as though nothing had ever happened. The refreshments table was set up with precision, every glass and plate meticulously placed, and Tabitha’s spirits were beginning to lift.

	 

	Eric had stayed for a few hours, offering quiet support and encouragement, but he’d been called away to handle other matters. Before he left, he reminded Madeline of their plans. “I’ll pick you up at 7, as promised,” he said with a smile, pressing a kiss to her temple before leaving

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 16

	 

	At 6:45, Madeline stood in front of her full-length mirror, giving her outfit one final inspection. She had chosen a deep red velvet dress that ended just above her knees with spaghetti straps and cowled neck that hugged her figure perfectly, accentuating her natural elegance. Over it, she wore her long black crochet cardigan, adding a touch of softness to the bold colour. She paired the look with black tights and her favourite heeled boots, practical yet stylish. Her hair, usually pulled back or pinned up, was loose and straight, framing her face. She adjusted the simple silver necklace at her collarbone and smoothed her dress one last time. Just as she stepped back, a knock sounded at the door. Right on time.

	 

	Madeline opened the door to find Eric standing there, dressed impeccably in all black—tailored trousers, a crisp shirt, and a jacket that gave him an effortlessly polished look. He’d forgone a tie, leaving the top button of his shirt undone, which only added to his charm.

	 

	“Wow,” he said, his gaze sweeping over her. “You look amazing.”

	 

	Madeline smiled, a faint blush colouring her cheeks. “You scrub up quite well yourself.”

	 

	Eric stepped closer, leaning down to give her a light kiss. When he pulled back, he grinned. “I don’t want to mess up your makeup. That can wait until later.”

	 

	She laughed, swatting his arm playfully. “Come on, let’s get going. Tabitha will kill me if I’m late.”

	 

	As they drove to the gallery, the atmosphere between them was relaxed, a quiet anticipation buzzing in the air. Eric’s hand rested casually on the gear shift, his presence steady and calming. Madeline glanced over at him, her nerves about the evening slowly easing.

	 

	“Thank you again,” she said softly, breaking the silence.

	 

	“For what?” Eric asked, his eyes flicking to her briefly before returning to the road.

	 

	“For everything,” she said. “For helping Tabitha, for being there today, for… just being you.”

	 

	He reached over, taking her hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll always be here for you, Madeline. You don’t have to thank me for that.”

	 

	Her heart swelled at his words, and she gave him a small smile, settling back into her seat. Tonight wasn’t just about Tabitha’s show—it was also a step forward for her and Eric. A chance to solidify what had been growing between them amidst the chaos.

	 

	She glanced out the window as the lights of the city blurred by, a mix of nerves and excitement fluttering in her chest. Tonight felt like the beginning of something new. Something right.

	---

	The gallery was buzzing with life, a warm glow radiating from the carefully lit displays of Tabitha’s ceramics. Voices mingled in a pleasant hum, glasses clinked softly, and the scent of fresh flowers filled the air. Eric and Madeleine arrived to find two suited security guards stationed at the door, their earpieces discreet but unmistakable.

	 

	“Commander,” one of them murmured, nodding respectfully as Eric passed.

	 

	Madeleine raised an eyebrow at the formality but said nothing, her curiosity piqued.

	 

	Inside, Dale stood near Tabitha, his sharp black suit a far cry from his usual casual demeanour. He looked both confident and slightly nervous, his eyes never straying far from Tabitha. Madeleine noticed the subtle way his posture softened when Tabitha spoke to him, and how her normally boisterous sister seemed unusually shy around the Keeper, tucking her hair behind her ear and casting fleeting glances his way.

	 

	“Looks like someone’s smitten,” Madeleine whispered to Eric as they moved through the crowd, nodding toward Dale and Tabitha. Eric followed her gaze, a knowing smile tugging at his lips. “He’s not the only one,” he said softly.

	 

	Madeleine nudged him playfully, rolling her eyes, but her attention lingered on her sister and Dale. Tabitha’s eyes lit up as she laughed at something Dale said, and he smiled back, his usual youthfulness shining through. As soon as Tabitha spotted Eric and Madeleine, she rushed over, practically bouncing with enthusiasm, Dale following just behind. “Guess what?” she said, her voice breathless with excitement. Before either could respond, she continued, “I’ve already sold three pieces!”

	 

	Madeleine’s face lit up. “Oh my God, Tabby! That’s amazing! Congratulations!”

	 

	“Absolutely,” Eric added warmly. “That’s a fantastic achievement—and the night’s still young.”

	 

	Nina waved Tabitha over, calling her to meet a group of art critics. Tabitha hesitated, glancing at Dale, who nodded subtly. “I’ll be right here,” he said softly, his voice reassuring. 

	 

	Tabitha smiled and turned to Madeleine and Eric. “Thank you both,” she said earnestly before heading toward Nina, her confidence bolstered by Dale’s presence. As Tabitha walked away, Madeleine caught the faint, almost dreamy smile Dale wore as he watched her go. It was the kind of expression that practically screamed smitten.

	 

	“Careful, Dale,” Madeleine teased, a mischievous glint in her eye. “My sister is a true artist, and that comes with an artist’s temperament. She can be... a handful.”

	 

	“What? No... I mean... that’s not—” Dale stammered, his face flushing a deep shade of red as he tried, and failed, to compose himself.

	 

	“It’s okay,” Madeleine said gently laughing at his obvious discomfort, her teasing giving way to reassurance. “She’s a beautiful, amazing woman, and if I’m not mistaken, I think she’s just as taken with you.”

	 

	“Really?” Dale asked, his eyes lighting up with cautious hope. “You think so?”

	 

	“I do,” Madeleine said with a smile. “And I think she wants you to join her.”

	 

	Eric, who had been quietly enjoying Dale’s flustered state, gestured subtly toward Tabitha, who was glancing around, clearly looking for someone. “Go on,” he said. “She’s waiting.”

	 

	Dale’s face lit up, but then he hesitated, straightening as he remembered himself. “Of course, sorry, Commander. I’ll stay more focused on the job at hand.”

	With that, he hurried off toward Tabitha, leaving Madeleine and Eric to watch him with amused smiles. As Dale approached, Tabitha’s face brightened, and she subtly shifted to make space for him in her conversation with the group of art journalists.

	 

	Eric chuckled, shaking his head. “Think he’ll survive?”

	 

	Madeleine smirked. “Only if Tabitha lets him.”

	 

	Eric offered Madeleine his arm. “Shall we take a look around?”

	 

	Madeleine nodded, slipping her arm through his. They strolled through the gallery, admiring the artistry on display. Eric’s attention was drawn to a set of three vases labelled Morning, Noon, and Night. Each vase was inspired by ancient Greek designs but reimagined with a modern flair. Morning was a soft blend of pastel pinks and yellows, evoking the gentle hues of a sunrise. Noon shimmered with bold blues and golds, capturing the intensity of the midday sun. Night was a deep, velvety black with streaks of silver and navy, like a starlit sky.

	 

	“These are phenomenal,” Eric said, his eyes lingering on the details of the glaze and the intricate shaping of the vases.

	 

	“They’re one of my favourites,” Madeleine said with a smile. “But I also love the Dawn and Dusk set over there.” She pointed to a pair of vases displayed on a pedestal. Dawn was glazed with soft, glowing oranges and purples, while Dusk showcased a dramatic gradient of deep reds fading into midnight blue. 

	 

	“Nina,” Eric began as she approached, “I’d like to purchase these sets—the Morning, Noon, and Night trio, as well as Dawn and Dusk.”

	 

	Madeleine’s eyes widened in surprise. “Eric, you don’t have to do this. You’ve already done so much.”

	 

	Eric turned to her, his expression gentle but firm. “I know I don’t have to. But I want to. These will look incredible in the lobby of the Aeloria with full artist recognition, of course.”

	 

	Nina beamed. “Tabitha will be thrilled. Thank you so much, Mr. Daranthas.”

	 

	“One more thing,” Eric added. “I’d like to commission Tabitha to create additional pieces for my other hotels. If you think she’d be interested.”

	 

	“Oh, she’ll be interested,” Nina said enthusiastically, scribbling down notes. “This is such a fantastic opportunity for her.”

	 

	After providing Nina with his details, Eric turned back to Madeleine, who was still staring at him with an unreadable expression. Before he could say anything, she pulled him into a deep kiss, her arms wrapping around his neck. When they finally parted, Eric looked at her with a bemused smile. “What was that for?”

	 

	“Just because you’re an amazing person,” Madeleine said, her voice soft and full of emotion. 

	 

	As they continued to wander, they spotted Marc and Simone near the refreshment table. Eric led Madeleine over, and Marc greeted him with a firm handshake. “Eric, thank you again for everything you’ve done for Tabitha. It means the world to her—and to us.”

	 

	“It was nothing,” Eric said modestly. “I’m glad I could help.”

	 

	Simone placed a hand on Eric’s arm, her expression warm. “It’s more than ‘nothing.’ You’ve made this evening a success, and we’re incredibly grateful.”

	 

	Madeleine watched the exchange, her heart swelling. Her parents had always been cautious about her relationships, but seeing how easily they warmed to Eric was reassuring. For the next hour, they continued to wander the gallery, making polite small talk with guests and admiring Tabitha’s work. Eric, ever observant, noticed Madeleine’s energy waning. Her smiles became softer, her responses shorter. When he asked if she was okay, she laughed, admitting she was reaching her “peopling limit.”

	 

	He leaned closer, his voice low and teasing. “Would you like to get out of here and have dinner with me?”

	 

	Madeleine turned to him, her smile growing. “Yes, I would.”

	 

	“Where would you like to go?” he asked.

	 

	She leaned in, her lips brushing his ear as she whispered, “Back to your apartment. And order room service.”

	 

	Eric grinned, taking her hand. “Perfect.”

	 

	He led her out of the gallery, their hands intertwined, her laughter echoing softly as they stepped into the cool night air.

	---

	Across the street, David Llewellyn leaned against a lamppost, his fists clenched at his sides. The glassy windows of the gallery reflected the warm light from within, mocking him with the success of the event.  His plan to destroy Tabitha’s showing had failed spectacularly. He had chosen to target her because he couldn’t get to Madeleine directly—not with Eric Daranthas practically glued to her side. Tabitha had always been easy to provoke, her disdain for him barely veiled during his engagement to Madeleine. Hurting her was supposed to hurt Madeleine too.

	 

	And yet, here they were. The gallery was bustling with people, Tabitha glowing with happiness, and Madeleine... Madeleine was walking out the door, her hand entwined with Eric’s, her laughter carrying across the street like a slap to his face. David’s eyes narrowed, his jaw tightening as his anger boiled over. 

	 

	“This isn’t over,” he muttered under his breath, his voice low and venomous. “I’ll make you pay, Madeleine. Sooner rather than later.”

	 

	As he slipped into the shadows, his mind churned with thoughts of revenge. 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 17

	 

	The morning sunlight filtered softly through the curtains, bathing the bedroom in a warm glow. Eric lay on his back, his arm draped lazily around Madeleine, who rested her head on his chest. The peaceful quiet was a stark contrast to the chaos that had defined their lives lately, and for a moment, it felt almost normal. Madeleine let out a contented sigh, her fingers idly tracing patterns on Eric’s chest. “Last night was nice,” she murmured. “The gallery, dinner… it felt so normal.”

	 

	Eric hummed in agreement, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “It was a good evening,” he said. “You and Tabitha deserved it after everything that’s happened.”

	 

	They lay there in comfortable silence for a while before Eric spoke again. “What’s your plan for today?”

	Madeleine propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at him. “I’m heading home to meet up with Tabitha. We’re going to the gallery to help clear up after the showing. Then, tonight, we’re having dinner with our parents at Bella’s.”

	 

	Eric’s brow lifted. “Bella’s? again?”

	 

	She smiled, her expression softening. “It’s a family tradition. Every celebration or achievement is followed by dinner at Bella’s. It’s where my parents had their first date, where they got engaged, and where we went after our adoption was finalized. Pretty much every milestone since then has been celebrated there.”

	 

	Eric’s face softened. “That’s a lovely tradition.”

	 

	“It is,” Madeleine said, her smile widening. “It’s one of those constants in life, you know? No matter what happens, Bella’s is where we go to mark the good things.”

	 

	Eric hesitated before asking, “And after dinner? Will I see you? Maybe come back here?”

	 

	Madeleine’s smile faltered slightly, and she looked away, her fingers playing with the edge of the sheet. “I’m not sure, Eric,” she admitted. “I still want to continue training with you, but… maybe some distance would be good. At least until we figure out this whole Guardian thing.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened briefly, but before he could bring up the danger with David, Madeleine’s gaze flicked back to him, her eyes narrowing slightly. “And don’t even think about using the David situation as an argument. I know you had a security detail on me the moment I left on Sunday.”

	 

	Caught, Eric rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “I just wanted to make sure you were safe.”

	“I appreciate the thought,” Madeleine said, her tone firm but not unkind. “But I can’t live like this, Eric—constantly looking over my shoulder, waiting for the next thing to go wrong. I need to feel like I can handle myself.”

	 

	Eric sat up, resting his forearms on his knees as he looked at her earnestly. “You’re not wrong to want that, but the reality is that David is still out there, and he’s dangerous. The Wraiths are still a threat, too. Until we figure out how to deal with all of this, you’re in the middle of it, whether you like it or not.”

	 

	Madeleine exhaled sharply, leaning back against the pillows. “I know you’re right. But I need to figure out where I stand in all of this—not just as some Guardian or whatever, but as me.”

	 

	Eric nodded slowly. “I get that. But you don’t have to figure it out alone.”

	 

	A small smile tugged at her lips. “I know. And I’ll let you know what I decide about tonight, okay?”

	 

	Eric leaned over, brushing his lips against hers. “Fair enough. Just… be careful. And text me when you’re with Tabitha.”

	 

	“Always,” she promised, her smile softening as she met his gaze. “But I don’t have to leave just yet..” She told him with a seductive smile. 

	 

	Eric laughed as he rolled her on to her back. “Whatever will we do to fill the time?” he asked before kissing her passionately. 

	---

	Madeline arrived home, stepping out of the sleek black sedan Eric had arranged for her. She waved to the driver before turning toward the house, grateful she had left some clothes at Eric’s apartment. At least she didn’t have to make the walk of shame in her dress from last night. As she approached the front door, a chill ran down her spine. It was ajar, creaking slightly in the morning breeze. Tabitha would never leave the door open. Something wasn’t right.

	 

	Her hand tightened around her phone as she quickly dialled Eric.

	 

	“Miss me already?” he teased when he answered, but his light tone immediately shifted when he heard her voice.

	 

	“Eric,” Madeline said, her voice trembling with both fear and concern.

	 

	“What is it? What happened?” Eric asked, his alertness snapping into place.

	 

	“The front door… it’s open. Tabitha would never leave it open.”

	 

	“Is Max with you?” Eric’s tone turned sharper.

	 

	“No, he stayed with my parents since we were all out last night.” 

	 

	“Stay there. I’m on my way,” Eric commanded, his voice firm.

	 

	Madeline hesitated, her eyes fixed on the door. She heard a muffled grunt from inside the house. “Tabby!” she called out instinctively, her worry for her sister outweighing Eric’s orders.

	 

	“Madeline, stop! Wait for me!” Eric shouted through the phone, but it was too late. She was already pushing the door open and stepping inside. The house was eerily silent except for the faint creak of the floorboards under her feet. Madeline moved quickly, her heart pounding. She glanced into the living room and froze. Dale was sprawled on the floor, unconscious, blood pooling under his head. Her stomach flipped as she rushed to his side, checking for a pulse. Relief flooded her when she found it strong and steady.

	 

	“Dale?” she whispered, shaking him gently. He didn’t stir.

	 

	Before she could do more, a voice rang out behind her, dripping with venom. “The throwaway slut returns.”

	Madeline whipped around to see David standing in the doorway, his arm locked around Tabitha’s shoulders, a knife pressed against her neck. Tabitha’s tear-streaked face twisted in fear, her eyes wide as David’s grip tightened.

	 

	“David,” Madeline said, forcing her voice to stay calm. “What are you doing? Let her go, you can leave, and we can forget this ever happened.”

	 

	“No!” David barked, his eyes wild. “No one is telling me what to do. I am in control of this situation.” Spittle sprayed from his lips as he ranted, his voice tinged with madness. “You humiliated me—over and over again. And you need to be punished for it.”

	 

	Madeline raised her hands in a placating gesture, keeping her movements slow and non-threatening. 

	 

	“David, I know you’re angry, but hurting Tabby won’t fix anything. Let her go, and we’ll talk.”

	 

	His grip on the knife tightened, pressing it harder against Tabitha’s neck. A small gasp of pain escaped her as a thin line of blood appeared, a single drop rolling down her skin.

	 

	“She’s not going anywhere. Neither are you,” David growled.

	 

	Madeline’s mind raced, going through everything Eric had taught her during their training sessions. She focused on staying calm, her voice steady despite the fear clawing at her chest. “David, please, let’s talk. Just let Tabby go, and you can say whatever you need to me.”

	 

	“No!” he spat. “I told you, I’m in control here!”

	 

	“Okay,” Madeline said, her voice soothing. “You’re in control. But what do you want, David?”

	 

	His eyes darted around the room, his erratic breathing giving away his lack of a plan. “I want you to… to…” he stammered, his rage faltering before flaring again. “You ruined everything!”

	 

	Madeline glanced at Tabitha, her eyes silently conveying her plan. Tabitha nodded almost imperceptibly, her tears slowing as she braced herself. Madeline took a small step forward, keeping her tone calm. 

	 

	“David, you can still walk away from this. Let her go. This doesn’t have to end badly.”

	 

	David’s grip didn’t loosen, but his attention wavered just enough. It was the opening they needed. Tabitha acted first, stomping down hard on David’s foot with all her strength. He yelled, jerking the knife away from her throat. As his grip loosened, Madeline lunged, her leg snapping out in a precise kick. The knife flew from his hand, clattering across the floor.

	 

	“You bitch!” David screamed, stumbling back, his hand clutching his wrist.

	 

	Tabitha darted to Madeline’s side, her hand pressing against her neck where the shallow cut bled lightly. 

	 

	“Are you okay?” Madeline asked quickly, scanning her sister for further injuries.

	 

	“I’m fine,” Tabitha said breathlessly, tears streaming down her face. Before Madeline could say more, David turned and bolted from the room.

	 

	“Stay here! Look after Dale. Eric is on his way with help.” Madeline said firmly, before taking off after him. Her adrenaline surged as she chased him, determination driving her forward. David wasn’t getting away with this—not this time.

	 

	Madeline followed David into the kitchen, her heart pounding in her chest. As soon as she crossed the threshold, a sharp, blinding pain struck the back of her head. She fell forward, catching herself on the cold tiles before rolling onto her back. Above her, David loomed, a frying pan clutched tightly in his hands. Fleetingly, the absurdity of the scene cut through her pain. Of course, he’d chosen a frying pan—David was nothing if not theatrical, even in his rage. Disgust mingled with her shock as she met his wild eyes, spittle flying from his lips as he ranted. 

	 

	“I made you! I created you!” he screamed, his voice cracking with madness. “That makes you mine until I say otherwise. You’d be nothing without me, and I’m going to make sure you go back to nothing. You’re a throwaway, Madeline. And I’ll make sure not even your precious knight in shining armour will want you when I’m done.”

	 

	Madeline’s mind raced, but outwardly, she forced herself to shrink back, feigning submission. Her breaths came shallow and quick, her wide eyes locked on David as he stepped closer, the frying pan raised high above his head.

	 

	“David,” she said, her voice trembling, playing into his delusion. “You’re right. You’re in control. Just—just don’t hurt me.”

	 

	Her words seemed to fuel his ego, his grip on the frying pan tightening as he moved in for what he clearly thought would be his final, triumphant blow. But Madeline wasn’t afraid. Not anymore.

	 

	As the frying pan came down, she kicked out with her legs, catching him squarely in the stomach. At the same time, her hands shot up, shoving him back with a force that wasn’t entirely her own. A blinding light filled the kitchen, disorienting them both. David flew across the room, crashing into the far wall with a loud thud, the frying pan clattering to the floor. Madeline scrambled to her feet, adrenaline surging through her veins. She strode over to David, who groaned as he tried to push himself up. Before he could regain his bearings, she kicked the frying pan out of reach, the metal scraping harshly against the tiles.

	 

	“You think you made me?” she hissed, her voice low and steady, fury burning in her chest. “You didn’t create me, David. I created myself.”

	 

	David muttered something unintelligible, his eyes darting around the room in panic. He tried to rise, but Madeline’s fist connected with his jaw, cutting off whatever weak protest he might have had. She hit him again, and again, her words punctuating each blow.

	 

	“I am not a throwaway. I am not yours. You will not destroy me.”

	 

	When David finally slumped unconscious, Madeline stood over him, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. 

	 

	“Who needs a white knight now?” She spat turning to find Eric and Alex standing in the doorway. Eric’s expression was unreadable, but his eyes burned with something—pride? Anger? She couldn’t tell. Alex, on the other hand, looked grim but calm.

	 

	“I guess you’re going to arrest me now,” Madeline said, her voice hoarse.

	 

	Alex shook his head. “Arrest you? No way. From where I’m standing, this looks like self-defence.” He glanced at David’s limp form. “But I’ll call the paramedics. They’ll need to deal with him.”

	 

	He turned and disappeared down the hallway, leaving Madeline alone with Eric. She moved to the sink, her legs trembling slightly, and grabbed a towel, soaking it under the tap. The cold water stung her split knuckles, but the sharp pain helped ground her.

	 

	The paramedics moved efficiently, securing David onto a stretcher. His unconscious body was unceremoniously wheeled out the door, leaving the kitchen eerily quiet. Madeline stood to the side, watching silently as they took him away. Eric remained near her, his protective stance unwavering.

	 

	Alex, standing near the doorway, waited until the paramedics were gone before speaking. “I’ll be heading to the hospital with David,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact but laced with a hint of frustration. “We’ll make sure he’s secure and under observation. Dale’s already been taken over, but Andrea is on her way to ensure he’s released to the infirmary.”

	 

	Eric gave him a firm nod. “Thanks, Alex. I trust you’ll keep us updated?”

	 

	“Of course,” Alex replied, glancing briefly at Madeline. “You did what you had to do, Madeline. I’ve seen enough to call it self-defence. Don’t worry about a thing.”

	 

	Madeline nodded slightly but didn’t speak, her gaze dropping to her knuckles. She kept dabbing them with the towel, though her movements were slower now, as though her adrenaline was finally ebbing away. Alex lingered for a moment longer, his professional demeanour softening. “Take care of yourself,” he said gently before heading out.

	 

	Silence filled the kitchen once more, broken only by the faint sound of the front door closing as Alex left. Eric moved closer to Madeline, watching her as she continued tending to her hands. She refused to meet his gaze, her focus fixed on the rhythmic motion of the towel against her raw skin. After what felt like an eternity, she finally broke the silence, her voice hesitant and quiet. “Look, I know you’re probably angry with me... but I was so scared for Tabby—”

	 

	She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Eric crossed the room in three quick strides and pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly. The suddenness of his embrace startled her, but she didn’t resist, her body leaning into his for support.

	 

	“Madeline,” he said softly, his voice thick with emotion. He pulled back just enough to lift her chin, his eyes searching hers before he kissed her, his hands threading gently into her hair. The kiss was grounding, not rushed, but full of an unspoken understanding and gratitude that words couldn’t express. When he finally pulled away, he took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m angry,” he said, his voice steady. “But not at you.”

	 

	Madeline blinked, confusion crossing her face. “You’re not angry at Dale?” she asked tentatively.

	 

	“No,” Eric said firmly, shaking his head. “Not at Dale. I’m angry at David for everything he’s done. And... I’m angry at myself.” 

	 

	Her brow furrowed. “Angry at yourself? Why?”

	 

	His jaw tightened as he cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing gently over her skin. “Because I wasn’t here to protect you. You had to go through this alone, and I hate that. But I’m also... so incredibly proud of you.”

	 

	Her lips parted in surprise. “How much did you see?”

	 

	“We got here just as you started punching him,” Eric admitted with a faint, wry smile. “Yelling at him, telling him you didn’t need a white knight. And you certainly didn’t, you were... incredible.”

	 

	Madeline nodded slowly, not ready to mention the flash of light that had thrown David across the room. Instead, she let his words settle, feeling a flicker of warmth at his praise.

	 

	“Are you sure you’re not hurt?” Eric asked, his voice softening.

	 

	“I’m sure,” she replied, but his expression didn’t ease.

	 

	His hands slipped from her hair, and he glanced down at them, his eyes widening slightly. “Madeline,” he said, holding up his hand. There was blood on it.

	 

	She touched the back of her head, wincing. “Oh... crap. David hit me with a frying pan,” she said with a grimace. “But I’m not going to the hospital,” she added quickly, cutting him off before he could argue.

	 

	Eric exhaled through his nose, clearly biting back a retort. “Okay counter proposal, no hospital but Andrea gives you the once over in the infirmary. 

	 

	She rolled her eyes but nodded. “Fine, counter proposal accepted”

	 

	He reached for a clean towel, dampening it under the faucet and handing it to her. “Here,” he said gently. 

	“Use this.”

	 

	Madeline pressed the cool fabric against the lump on the back of her head, letting out a soft sigh. Eric stayed close, his steady presence calming the storm that still lingered in her chest.

	 

	“You’re not alone in this, Madeline,” he said his voice quiet but resolute. “Not anymore.”

	 

	For the first time that morning, she allowed herself to believe him.  

	 

	Eric and Madeline entered the living room, the bright morning light filtering through the windows. Despite the sunlight, the air was heavy with the tension of the mornings events. Tabitha sat curled on the couch, her eyes red and puffy, but she straightened as they walked in.

	 

	“Are you okay?” Tabitha asked, her voice tentative as her eyes scanned Madeline.

	 

	“I’m fine,” Madeline replied, moving to sit beside her sister. “Andrea will check me out later, but I’ll be okay.”

	 

	Tabitha nodded, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her sweater. “I—I was so scared, Maddie. I didn’t know what he was going to do.”

	 

	Madeline wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “It’s over now. He’s not going to hurt us again.”

	Standing near the doorway, Eric gestured to the five Keepers he had brought with him. They had stationed themselves strategically throughout the house when they arrived, but now that the immediate danger had passed, their presence wasn’t necessary.

	 

	“Thank you, Guys,” Eric said, addressing them directly. “Report to Maitland when you return. I’ll debrief with him later.”

	 

	The Keepers nodded silently, moving with disciplined efficiency as they exited the house. When the front door clicked shut, Eric turned back to the sisters. He stepped further into the room, his shoulders relaxing slightly now that things had quieted.

	 

	Tabitha looked up at him, her voice trembling but steady. “What about Dale? Is he okay?”

	 

	Eric offered a reassuring nod. “Once the hospital releases him, he’ll be taken to the infirmary. Andrea is already there making the arrangements.”

	 

	Tabitha hesitated, guilt flickering across her face. “Will... will I be allowed to go and see him? To apologize and make sure he’s okay?”

	 

	“Of course,” Eric replied gently. “You can see him as soon as he’s settled. I’ll make sure of it.”

	 

	Tabitha nodded, her relief palpable, but her fidgeting didn’t stop. “I just feel awful. If I had gone with Dale to figure out the noise, David wouldn’t have been able to sneak up on him.”

	 

	Madeline squeezed her sister’s hand. “None of this was your fault, Tabby. You were brave, and you did what you had to do to stay safe.”

	 

	Tabitha’s lip quivered, but she nodded, leaning into Madeline’s comforting presence.

	 

	Taking a deep breath, Tabitha spoke up, her voice hesitant but practical. “We need to call Mum and Dad. And Nina. They need to know what’s happened.”

	 

	Madeline gave her a small, reassuring smile. “I’ll handle Mum and Dad. You call Nina, she’s probably wondering where we are.”

	 

	Eric, who had been listening quietly, stepped forward. “If Nina needs help, let me know. I can send staff from the hotel to handle the cleanup. And your parents can meet us at my apartment after we have been to the infirmary.”

	 

	Madeline blinked, surprised by the offer. “Eric, you don’t have to—”

	 

	“I want to,” Eric interrupted firmly. “You’ve both been through enough. Let me help.”

	 

	Tabitha looked between them, a faint glimmer of relief softening her expression. “That would be amazing. Nina would appreciate the help, I know mum and dad will want to be with us after all this.”

	 

	Eric nodded, already pulling out his phone. “I’ll make the arrangements now.”

	 

	Tabitha stood, her movements steadier now as she took a deep breath. “I’ll call Nina and tell her the plan.”

	Madeline dialled her parents. The conversation was brief but emotional, her mother’s voice cracking with worry until Madeline reassured her that she and Tabitha were safe. When she hung up, Eric had just finished speaking with his staff.

	 

	“It’s all set,” Eric said, slipping his phone into his pocket. “Your parents will be taken to my apartment when they arrive at the hotel and Nina will have the help she needs.”

	 

	Madeline exhaled, her expression soft but weary. “Thank you.”

	 

	He reached out, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face. “You don’t have to keep thanking me, Madeline. I told you—I’m here for you.”

	 

	The sincerity in his voice made her chest tighten, but she pushed the emotion aside for now. With the calls made and a plan in place, they left the house together heading to the hotel. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 18

	 

	The polished atmosphere in the lobby of the Aeloria Hotel provided a stark contrast to the chaos they had just left behind. A member of the reception staff approached Eric with a polite but slightly anxious expression.

	 

	“Mr. Daranthas,” she began, her voice steady, “your guests have arrived and are waiting in your apartment as per your instructions.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his professional demeanour slipping seamlessly into place. “Thank you, Lottie. Could you also ring up to the infirmary and let Andrea know we’re on our way?”

	 

	“Of course,” Lottie replied, turning toward the desk to make the call as Eric, Madeline, and Tabitha headed to the elevators.

	---

	Andrea met them at the door of the infirmary, her keen eyes immediately assessing each of them. Tabitha barely let her get a word out before rushing forward.

	 

	“How’s Dale?” Tabitha asked, her voice trembling with both concern and guilt.

	 

	Andrea offered a reassuring smile. “He’s fine. He has a mild concussion and needed a couple of stitches, but the biggest injury seems to be to his pride.”

	 

	Tabitha frowned. “What do you mean?”

	 

	Andrea sighed lightly, glancing at Eric before focusing on Tabitha. “He feels like he let you down, Tabitha. He’s worried you’ll hate him for not protecting you.”

	 

	Tabitha’s eyes widened, her voice sharp with emotion. “Oh my god, not at all! It wasn’t his fault. David hit him from behind—he couldn’t have done anything about it. Can I see him?”

	Andrea’s smile softened. “Of course you can. He’s down the hall in room three. I’m sure he’ll be pleased to see you.”

	 

	Tabitha nodded quickly and rushed off, her steps echoing down the hall. Andrea watched her go before turning her attention back to Madeline.

	 

	“Come on,” Andrea said gently. “Let’s get you checked out.”

	 

	Madeline followed her toward an examination room, her movements slower now as the adrenaline from the morning began to fade. Eric started to follow, but Andrea stopped him with a firm hand on his arm.

	“Give us a minute, Eric,” she said, her voice kind but resolute. “Madeline might need a little privacy right now.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, his jaw tightening. He didn’t trust himself to speak, the knot of worry in his chest too tight to untangle. Reluctantly, he nodded, stepping back but keeping his gaze on the door as Andrea led Madeline inside. He stood there, feeling both restless and helpless. The thought of letting Madeline out of his sight, even for a moment, twisted something deep in him. But he knew Andrea was right—Madeline needed space, and she needed care. For now, he would wait. But he wouldn’t be far. In fact, he would be right outside the door. 

	---

	In the examination room, Andrea asked Madeline if she wanted to change her top and borrow some scrubs as hers had a blood stain running down the back. Accepting the offer Madeline removed her top and let Andrea methodically check her over, her practiced hands gentle but thorough as she focused on the lump on the back of her head and her split knuckles.

	 

	“What did he hit you with, exactly?” Andrea asked, her tone professional but curious.

	 

	“A frying pan,” Madeline replied flatly.

	 

	Andrea paused mid-motion, raising her eyebrows. Their eyes met, and for a split second, there was silence. Then, as if a dam had broken, both women burst into laughter. It was loud, uncontrolled, and, for Madeline, almost hysterical. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she clutched her ribs.

	 

	“It’s so cliché,” Madeline managed between breaths. “But then, David was never really one for originality.”

	 

	Andrea chuckled, shaking her head as she dabbed antiseptic on Madeline’s knuckles. “You’re right about that. A frying pan? Really? Classic melodrama.”

	 

	Their laughter subsided, and Andrea continued her work. “Good news,” she said. “Your injuries are superficial. You’ll probably have a headache, but there’s no sign of a concussion. As for your knuckles, they’re already healing nicely.”

	 

	“Thanks, Andrea,” Madeline said, flexing her fingers experimentally.

	 

	Andrea hesitated, then set her tools aside and met Madeline’s gaze. “Before you go, can I ask you about something?”

	 

	Madeline tilted her head, curiosity flickering in her eyes. “Sure.”

	 

	Andrea’s expression softened, her voice gentle but serious. “Your scars. I noticed them during the exam. Look, you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to, but as your physician, I need to know if there’s anything I should consider for your care.”

	 

	Madeline’s breath hitched, and she looked down, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of the scrubs she was wearing. She took a deep breath and spoke, her voice quiet but steady. “They’re from... cosmetic surgeries. Surgeries David made me get.”

	 

	Andrea remained silent, her face carefully neutral as Madeline continued.

	 

	“He said if I was going to be his wife, I needed to be perfect. That meant a breast augmentation—bigger and ‘perkier,’ he called it. Liposuction because I wasn’t losing weight fast enough. A nose job to fix my broken nose. Skin treatments to ‘clean up’ my complexion.”

	 

	Madeline’s voice cracked, but she pressed on. “He even told the surgeon to leave the scars visible. Said they were a reminder that he made me and that I belonged to him.”

	 

	Andrea’s hands stilled, her jaw tightening, but she said nothing until Madeline finished. Then she did something unexpected: she leaned forward and hugged Madeline tightly.

	 

	“You were perfect just as you were,” Andrea whispered, her voice fierce with conviction.

	 

	Madeline’s eyes brimmed with tears, one slipping down her cheek as she smiled faintly. “Thank you.”

	 

	Andrea pulled back, her expression softening into a playful smirk. “And just so you know, before I started working here, I was a surgeon. If David ever comes near you again, let’s just say I’m very skilled with a scalpel.”

	 

	Madeline let out a watery laugh. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	 

	Andrea patted her knee and stood. “I’d better let Eric in before he wears a groove into the floor outside.”

	She opened the door, and Eric practically rushed inside, his face tense with concern. “Is everything okay? You’ve been crying!” he asked, his voice low but urgent.

	 

	Madeline gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine, Eric. Just a headache and some scrapes. They’ll heal on their own.” 

	 

	Eric exhaled sharply, relief flooding his features. Without a word, he pulled Madeline into his arms, holding her tightly against him. “Thank God,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion.

	 

	Madeline smiled into his shoulder, her voice teasing as she said, “Can we now go check on the actual injured?”

	 

	Eric laughed softly, stepping back but keeping a hand on her arm. “Let’s go.”

	 

	Down the hall, they found Tabitha and Dale in room three. Tabitha was curled up in Dale’s arms, her head resting against his chest. Dale, though pale and visibly tired, held her tightly, his hand gently stroking her hair as he whispered softly to her. Tabitha’s quiet sniffles filled the room, her tears soaking into Dale’s shirt as he reassured her in low, soothing tones.

	 

	Eric and Madeline paused in the doorway, watching the tender scene unfold. Dale’s protective embrace and Tabitha’s vulnerable trust in him said more than words ever could. Eric glanced at Madeline, and she met his gaze with a faint, bittersweet smile.

	 

	“They need this,” Madeline whispered, her voice barely audible. She reached out, lightly touching Eric’s sleeve. “Let’s give them some space.”

	 

	Eric nodded, and without a word, they turned and walked back down the hall toward the elevator. As the doors slid open, Eric guided Madeline inside, his hand never leaving the small of her back. Once the doors closed, he shifted, pulling her into his arms from behind. Madeline stiffened slightly at first, surprised by the gesture, but then she relaxed, leaning back into his chest. Eric’s arms encircled her, holding her securely as though he couldn’t bear to let her go. His chin rested lightly on her shoulder, and for a brief second, the chaos of the morning felt distant, replaced by a quiet, grounding warmth.

	 

	“I’m not letting you out of my sight again,” Eric murmured against her hair, his voice soft but resolute.

	Madeline smiled faintly, her hands resting over his as she closed her eyes. “I think I’d like that,” she whispered back.

	 

	The elevator chimed, announcing their arrival. As the doors slid open, Madeline let out a slow breath. “Now,” she said, her voice wry, “let’s go face the music with my parents.”

	 

	Eric chuckled, keeping one arm around her waist as they stepped into the hallway. “They’ll understand. And if they don’t, you still have me.”

	 

	Madeline tilted her head back to look at him, arching an eyebrow. “You’re awfully confident.”

	“When it comes to you? Always,” Eric replied with a smirk.

	---

	As soon as they entered the apartment, Simone’s voice rang out. “Madeline!” She rushed across the room, gathering her daughter into a tight embrace. Madeline returned the hug, feeling the overwhelming warmth and relief of her mother’s concern.

	 

	Marc stood a few steps away, waiting for his turn and Max was laying in his usual spot on the window seat. The second Simone released Madeline, Marc stepped forward, pulling her into a hug of his own. His strong arms squeezed her briefly before he leaned back, his hands resting on her shoulders as he studied her carefully. “You’re really okay?” he asked, his voice gruff but tinged with concern.

	 

	“I’m fine,” Madeline reassured them both. “Andrea gave me a clean bill of health. Sit down, and I’ll tell you everything,” she added, motioning toward the sofa.

	 

	As she glanced around, she noticed for the first time that Eric’s parents, Helene and Zach, were also in the room, seated on the sofa. This unexpected development brought a flush of embarrassment to her cheeks. The last time she had seen them had been Sunday, and she still felt the sting of her heated behaviour during that meeting.

	 

	In the kitchen, Mags and Maitland busily prepared drinks, their quiet efficiency offering a sense of calm amidst the tension. Eric’s brow furrowed slightly as he acknowledged his parents.

	 

	“What are you doing here?” Eric asked, his tone respectful but clearly surprised.

	 

	Zach stood, his imposing frame commanding attention. “We came to talk to you about what Maitland told us on Sunday,” he said, glancing at Madeline. “But it seems a lot more is going on here.”

	 

	Madeline shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. “I—” she started, but Helene cut in gently.

	 

	“Madeline are you sure you’re okay?” she asked, her soft voice filled with genuine concern. “Your parents told us more about the situation with David Llewellyn. If there’s anything we can do to help, please just ask.”

	 

	Madeline offered a faint smile, trying to steady herself. “Thank you,” she said. “I truly appreciate it. And I want to apologize again for my behaviour on Sunday. I was... rude, and it was uncalled for.”

	 

	“Not at all,” Zach replied firmly. “You stood up for yourself, and you showed you’re more than a match for my daughter and the perfect match for my son.”

	 

	Madeline’s blush deepened, but she couldn’t help the small smile that formed on her lips as she felt Eric’s hand slip to her waist. She leaned back into his steady presence, her nerves easing slightly as he whispered, “Yes, you are.”

	 

	The group moved to sit down, Mags bringing over steaming cups of tea and coffee on a tray. Maitland excused himself, citing the need to check in with the Keeper teams, but promised to return later to debrief Eric. Once everyone was settled, Simone broke the silence.

	 

	“Where’s Tabby?” she asked, her voice still shaky.

	 

	“She’s down in the infirmary with Dale,” Madeline explained. “The young man from the gallery who was hurt this morning. She wanted to check on him, and Andrea said it was fine. She’ll be up shortly.”

	 

	Marc, blunt as ever, crossed his arms and fixed Madeline with a sharp look. “So, what the hell happened this morning?”

	 

	Madeline drew in a steadying breath before recounting the morning’s events. She explained how David had broken into the house, attacked Dale from behind, and knocked him out when he hit the coffee table. She described how David had grabbed Tabitha and held her at knifepoint, waiting for her to come home. Carefully, she left out the part about the light bursting from her hand and some of the more vicious things David had called her, but the account was enough to draw horrified gasps from Simone and Helene.

	 

	By the time she finished, Mags looked stoic, Helene was clutching her hands to her mouth, and Simone was openly crying. Both Marc and Zach wore expressions of barely contained fury. Madeline leaned back into Eric’s arms, seeking his comfort as she prepared for the explosion she knew was coming.

	 

	It didn’t take long.

	 

	Marc and Zach began speaking at the same time, their voices raised in anger. Marc was threatening to kill David himself, his words sharp and cold, while Zach cursed the entire Llewellyn family, pacing the room in agitation. Eric let them go for a few minutes, understanding they needed to vent. But when it became too much, he raised his voice to cut through the chaos.

	 

	“Dad! Marc!” he said firmly, drawing their attention. “David is in the hospital under police guard. Alex and Uncle Charles will make sure this isn’t brushed under the carpet. David Llewellyn is no longer a threat.”

	 

	Marc grumbled under his breath, but he nodded, his fists unclenching slightly as he went to sit next to his wife. Zach, however, was not so easily appeased.

	 

	“Well, I’ll make sure that entire family is no longer a threat,” Zach declared, pulling out his phone and striding to the far side of the room. His tone was clipped as he made a call, his voice carrying enough to indicate this was not a conversation that boded well for the Llewellyn family.

	 

	Madeline sighed, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly as Eric’s arms tightened protectively around her.  Simone wiped her eyes and took a deep breath, her voice heavy with resignation. “I guess we should cancel dinner tonight, then.”

	 

	Madeline shot forward, pulling herself out of Eric’s arms with a sudden burst of determination. “Absolutely not,” she said firmly, her tone leaving no room for argument.

	 

	“Sweetheart,” Marc began, his voice gentle but wary, “maybe your Mum’s right—”

	 

	“No, Dad,” Madeline interrupted, her voice rising. “No. I will not let David ruin our family tradition or take away from Tabby’s achievement last night. We are going to dinner.”

	 

	“Baby,” Eric interjected carefully, “I think your parents might have a point. Maybe tonight isn’t the best time.”

	 

	Madeline whirled on him, her eyes blazing. “Don’t you start. David has already taken too much from me, from Tabby, and from my family. He is not taking this.”

	 

	Simone raised her hands in surrender, her expression both exasperated and admiring. “Fine,” she said, standing. “We’re having dinner. But right now, I need to see my other daughter.”

	 

	“I’ll take you,” Mags offered, stepping forward with a reassuring smile.

	 

	Simone and Marc stood, hugging Madeline tightly once more. Marc’s grip lingered a moment longer, his worry still etched into his features. Before they left, Simone turned to Eric. “You’ll be joining us for dinner, of course.”

	 

	Eric nodded, giving her a warm smile. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

	 

	With that, Simone, Marc, and Mags left, heading toward the infirmary. The apartment quieted, and Madeline let out a slow breath as Max trotted over, his large golden eyes filled with concern.

	 

	“Are you really okay?” Max asked, his voice low and rumbling in her mind as he nudged her leg.

	“I’m fine, Bubba,” she told him softly, scratching behind his ears.

	 

	Max hesitated before speaking again, his tone tinged with guilt. “I should have been there to protect you. I failed.”

	 

	Madeline crouched down, wrapping her arms around his neck and burying her face in his thick fur. “Max, if you had been there, he could have hurt you just to get to me. I couldn’t live with that. I know you would have protected me with everything you had.”

	 

	Max sighed heavily, pressing his head against hers. “Next time, though... I get to bite his nuts off, right?”

	 

	Madeline laughed, her voice lighter than it had been all day. “Well, I hope there isn’t a next time.”

	“But if there is,” Eric chimed in with a smirk, “you absolutely can.”

	 

	Max huffed and nudged Eric’s hand before heading back to his spot on the windowsill, flopping down with a dramatic sigh that left no doubt about his lingering upset.

	 

	“So, it’s true then?” Zach’s voice broke the quiet as he re-entered the room, his phone call clearly finished.

	Eric frowned slightly. “What’s true?”

	 

	“Come on, Eric,” Zach said, his tone pointed. “Now’s not the time to play coy. You two are Guardians, and Max over there is a Cerberus.”

	 

	Madeline and Eric exchanged a glance, the weight of the admission clear between them. Helene, still seated on the sofa, added gently, “Maitland let it slip on Sunday when he was defending you. Don’t be upset with him.”

	 

	Eric let out a long, exasperated sigh before answering. “Yes, we believe we might be the Guardians—Madeline the Prime, and me the Warrior. And yes, Max is a Cerberus. And believe me, since we figured that out, he hasn’t stopped talking about it.” He shot a pointed look at Max, who merely flicked his tail in response.

	 

	“Beyond that, we don’t know much. We’re still trying to figure it all out.”

	 

	“Have you spoken to the Archive about this?” Zach asked, his tone more serious now.

	 

	“No,” Eric replied firmly. “With Madeline not being Aelorian, we’re in uncharted territory. The Archive tends to be more like a bull in a china shop than anything else, and this has already been a lot for her to take in.”

	 

	Zach turned to Madeline, his expression thoughtful. “Madeline, dear, are you sure you’re not Aelorian? You did say you were a Safe Haven baby.”

	 

	Madeline’s brow furrowed as she considered his words. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m guessing there isn’t a DNA test to find out, right? But everything I’ve learned about your world and the Guardians points to Eric and me being them. The problem is, there’s so much we don’t know or understand.”

	 

	“This is why you need to bring the Archive in,” Zach insisted.

	 

	“Not yet, Dad. Please,” Eric said, his voice steady but firm. “We’ve already been through so much, and I don’t want Madeline put under a microscope by them.”

	 

	“How about this,” Helene interjected smoothly. “Thomas works with Madeline. You both can work out of the hotel, where it’s comfortable, and he’s someone we know and trust.”

	 

	Eric looked down at Madeline, silently asking for her opinion. She nodded after a moment of consideration. “Okay,” he agreed. “We’ll bring Thomas in. Discreetly.”

	 

	“Good,” Helene said with a satisfied smile. “Now, about your sister—”

	 

	“Nope,” Eric cut her off sharply, raising a hand. “Not today. I’m not dealing with her issues today. If she wants to apologize to Madeline, she can do it another time.”

	 

	“Fine,” Helene conceded, though she didn’t look thrilled. “Maybe we can try for another brunch in a week or so, when things have settled down?”

	 

	“I’d like that,” Madeline said softly, giving Helene a small, reassuring smile.

	 

	Zach stood, brushing down his jacket. “Right then. We’ll leave you two to it. Eric, I’ll see you at the Commander’s meeting on Friday. Madeline, get some rest. And I’m very glad to see you’re okay.”

	 

	With that, Zach and Helene hugged them both before heading out. As the door clicked shut behind them, the apartment seemed quieter, calmer—leaving Madeline and Eric to catch their breath before the next storm rolled in. Madeline let out a long, slow breath, her shoulders slumping as the weight of the morning settled over her.

	 

	“Well,” she said, her voice wearies but tinged with a faint smile, “that was... a lot.”

	 

	Eric stepped closer, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You handled it perfectly, as always.” 

	 

	Madeline gave him a wry look. “Perfectly? I don’t know about that. I nearly yelled at your parents, dragged my family into a dinner they probably don’t even want to have, and agreed to let Thomas help us with... whatever this is.”

	 

	Eric’s lips quirked into a small smile as he wrapped his arms around her. “They all need that dinner as much as you do. And Thomas is someone we can trust—he’ll tread lightly.”

	 

	Madeline sighed, leaning into his embrace. When she straightened, her expression becoming more serious. “I need to shower. I need to get the feel of David off my skin... and the blood out of my hair.”

	 

	Eric cupped her cheek, leaning in to kiss her softly. “Take your time. I’ll be right here.”

	 

	She gave him a small, grateful smile before heading to the bathroom, Max trotting along behind her. Eric watched her go, his brow furrowing with worry before he pulled out his phone to call Maitland for the debrief.

	 

	Madeline stepped under the steaming spray, the hot water washing over her like a balm. She let out a shaky sigh, tilting her head back and letting the water flow through her hair. As the rivulets ran down her body, she noticed the water swirling pink around the drain. Seeing the faint colour of blood in the water sent a sudden jolt through her. The severity of the morning came crashing down on her—how close David had come to actually killing her. Her breath hitched, and then the tears began to flow. Within seconds, sobs wracked her body, the weight of everything finally breaking through her fragile composure.

	 

	She didn’t hear the bathroom door open or the quiet footsteps that followed. It wasn’t until she felt strong arms wrap around her from behind that she realized Eric was there. He pulled her close, his embrace solid and unwavering as the water cascaded over them both.

	 

	“It’s okay,” he murmured softly, his lips brushing against her hair. “I’ve got you.”

	 

	Madeline let herself fall into him, her sobs spilling freely. She clung to him, the feel of his steady presence grounding her as the storm inside her raged. She had no idea how long they stayed like that, huddled on the floor of the shower, the water running over them in a soothing stream.

	 

	Eventually, Eric shifted slightly, his voice gentle but firm. “We should get out from under the water, Baby. You’re going to get cold.”

	 

	Madeline nodded wordlessly, her body still trembling. Eric moved with care, scooping her up in a bridal carry. She leaned into him, her head resting against his chest as he carried her to the bed.  Eric laid her down gently, then stripped out of his soaked clothes before climbing in beside her. He pulled her close again, wrapping her in his arms. Though her sobs had subsided, tears still trickled down her cheeks as she stared ahead. Max lay down on the other side of her. Eric held her tightly, whispering soft reassurances until her breathing evened out. Slowly, her exhaustion overtook her, and she drifted into a restless sleep. Eric stayed still, watching her, his heart aching at the sight of her tear-streaked face.

	 

	“I love you,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “Please don’t ever scare me like that again.”

	He placed a light kiss on her temple, lingering for a second before carefully extricating himself from her embrace. Pulling on fresh clothes, he glanced back at her one last time, ensuring she was resting peacefully before heading to his meeting with Maitland.

	---

	Eric sat at his desk, his office dimly lit by the muted glow of the afternoon sun filtering through the blinds. His fingers tapped restlessly against the polished wood, his mind replaying the events of the morning in an endless loop. When the door opened, Maitland entered, his usual calm demeanour in place despite the chaos they were trying to manage. Eric wasted no time. “How the hell did David get past the security detail?” he demanded, his voice sharp and edged with frustration. 

	 

	Maitland took a seat across from him, folding his hands on the desk. “Cyber is investigating. The team received voicemails early this morning, supposedly from you, instructing them to stand down and leave the premises. The messages were detailed enough to sound legitimate.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw tightened, his fists clenching against the desk. “I never sent those messages.”

	 

	“I know,” Maitland said evenly. “That’s why Cyber is involved. Someone used sophisticated mimicry to fake your voice. We’re tracing the origin, but it’s going to take time.”

	 

	Eric leaned back in his chair, rubbing a hand over his face. “Time we don’t have. This morning could’ve gone so much worse.”

	 

	Maitland observed him carefully. “It didn’t. Madeline is safe, and David is out of the picture. Focus on that.”

	 

	Eric let out a sharp breath, his eyes dark with emotion. “I can’t stop thinking about what could have happened. When I heard her enter the house and the call cut off...” His voice cracked, and he looked away, his hands gripping the edge of the desk. “I thought I was going to lose her, Maitland. I thought I was going to walk into that house and find her—” He couldn’t finish the sentence, the words too painful to voice.

	 

	Maitland’s voice softened, a rare moment of vulnerability in his otherwise stoic presence. “Eric, I get it. I’ve been in that headspace before. It’s dark, and it’s terrifying. But Madeline is far from helpless. She’s strong, resourceful, and she proved today that she’s not going to go down without a fight. She’s safe now, just down the hall. You did everything you could to protect her.”

	 

	Eric nodded slowly, but the tension in his chest didn’t ease. “I can’t shake it. That moment... the not knowing, the helplessness. I never want to feel that again.”

	 

	“You won’t,” Maitland assured him. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

	 

	Eric exhaled deeply, forcing himself to focus. “What’s the update on Llewelyn?”

	 

	Maitland shifted back into his professional tone. “He’s still in the hospital. Madeline did some serious damage—broken ribs, a fractured collarbone, and his face is unrecognizable. He’s under police guard, and no one except his medical team can see him. Not even his mother, who’s making a spectacle of herself, as usual.”

	 

	“Good,” Eric said coldly. “Let her stew.”

	 

	Silence hung in the room. Then Eric’s expression shifted, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Speaking of family drama... you let it slip about the Guardianship at brunch. My parents weren’t supposed to know. Not yet anyway”

	 

	Maitland rolled his eyes. “Your sister was being a bitch. She needed taking down a peg. It just slipped out.”

	 

	Eric chuckled, some of the tension finally leaving his shoulders. “I’ll allow it. She probably deserved it. And honestly, it’s been a relief to have my parents on board... mostly.”

	 

	“Mostly?” Maitland asked, quirking an eyebrow.

	 

	“Thomas is joining us in a few days,” Eric said, half exasperated, half resigned. “It’s a compromise to keep the Archive from descending on us like a pack of wolves. Dad wants answers, but he’s letting us handle it at our own pace.”

	 

	“Smart move,” Maitland said with a nod. “Thomas is a good choice. He’s discreet and thorough.”

	 

	Eric glanced at the door, the weight of the day still pressing on him. “Anything else I need to know?”

	Maitland stood, adjusting his jacket. “Just one more thing. Marc and Simone insisted on expanding tonight’s dinner invitation. Dale, Andrea, Mags, and I are now all expected to attend.”

	 

	Eric blinked, then let out a laugh. “Of course they did. One big happy family dinner, right? And you, Maitland, you’re the weird single uncle.”

	 

	Maitland shot him a glare, flipping him off as he headed for the door. “Enjoy your introspection, Guardian. I’ll see you tonight.”

	 

	Eric’s laughter followed him out, the door clicking shut behind him. Alone again, Eric leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. His thoughts drifted back to Madeline, resting just down the hall. The memory of holding her in the shower, her sobs wracking her body, filled his mind.

	 

	“I’ll protect you, no matter what,” he whispered to the empty room. “Even if it kills me.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 19

	 

	Eric and Madeline drove to Bella’s in silence, the hum of the engine filling the space between them. Eric had chosen to drive separately from the others, wanting some alone time with Madeline before dinner. Though she had napped earlier, she seemed quieter than usual, her fingers idly twisting a loose thread on her dress. Something was clearly on her mind.

	 

	“Are you okay?” Eric asked, his voice soft but filled with concern.

	 

	Madeline gave him a faint smile. “Just mentally exhausted,” she replied, brushing off the question. “It’s been a long day.”

	 

	Eric nodded but didn’t push, though he knew it was more than that. The slight furrow in her brow, the distant look in her eyes—he recognized the signs of something deeper troubling her. He reached over and gave her hand a gentle squeeze, silently reassuring her that he was there. 

	 

	When they arrived at Bella’s, they found everyone already gathered. The restaurant had provided them with a private room, the large table set with flickering candles and elegantly plated appetizers. Marc and Simone greeted them warmly as they entered, their concern still evident in their expressions.

	 

	“How are you both doing?” Simone asked, pulling Madeline into a quick hug.

	 

	“We’re fine,” Madeline assured her with a small smile. “It’s just been... a lot.”

	 

	Eric nodded in agreement, shaking Marc’s hand. “Thanks for agreeing on dinner going ahead. I think we all needed it.”

	 

	As they took their seats, Eric’s eyes swept the room. Dale looked pale, his shoulders slumped as he leaned into Tabitha. The two of them sat close, holding hands and whispering to each other, oblivious to the rest of the table. Andrea, seated nearby, caught Eric’s glance and offered a reassuring smile.

	 

	“He’s fine,” Andrea said quietly. “The pallor is just part of the concussion. He’ll be back to himself in a couple of days.”

	 

	Eric nodded, relaxing slightly. Dinner soon got underway, the first course served as conversation flowed around the table. The mood lightened as Simone praised Tabitha’s gallery showing, and Marc teased Dale about being Tabby’s personal art assistant. But as the main course arrived, Marc’s curiosity got the better of him. He leaned back in his chair, fixing Eric with a pointed look.

	 

	 “So, Eric,” he began, his tone casual but probing, “why exactly does a hotel have an infirmary? And how are you able to command security people like that?”

	 

	The room grew quiet, all eyes turning to Eric. Madeline stiffened beside him, but Eric remained calm, exchanging a brief glance with Maitland before answering.

	 

	“When my father retired,” Eric explained smoothly, “I took over the hotels and the domestic security services. My sister handles the international side of things.”

	 

	Marc raised an eyebrow but didn’t interrupt.

	 

	“For convenience,” Eric continued, “I moved the domestic security services into the hotel. Sometimes, unfortunately, personnel get injured during training or on the job. Andrea is there to ensure they’re cared for quickly. It also doesn’t hurt to have medical expertise on hand for hotel guests who might fall ill during their stay.”

	 

	Marc nodded slowly, seeming to accept the explanation. “Makes sense, I suppose. Just seems... a bit more involved than your average hotel operation.”

	 

	Eric gave a faint smile, steering the conversation back to safer ground. “I’ve always believed in taking care of my people. It’s just part of how I run things.”

	 

	Satisfied for now, Marc turned his attention back to Tabitha and Dale, teasing the younger man about his newfound role as Tabby’s muse. The rest of the dinner passed smoothly, with light and cheerful conversation about Tabby’s showing and the commission Eric had requested from her. As dessert was served, Eric glanced at Madeline, her smile more relaxed now as she listened to Simone recount a story from Tabby’s childhood. Though the day had started in chaos, the warmth of family and good company seemed to be soothing some of the edges. For tonight, at least, things felt just a little bit normal.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 20

	 

	The next few days passed in a blissful calm, a much-needed reprieve after the chaos that had engulfed their lives. Madeline returned to her teaching at the university, the familiar rhythm of lectures and office hours helping to ground her. She resumed her training sessions with Eric as well, the physical exertion and focus on technique bringing back a sense of normalcy. Eric, too, found solace in their routine, though he couldn’t shake the sense that something was weighing on Madeline. She seemed preoccupied, her thoughts often drifting during conversations, her smiles not reaching her eyes. Every time he asked, she dismissed it with a light-hearted “It’s nothing” or deftly changed the subject.

	 

	Meanwhile, Tabitha had decided to stay with their parents for a while. Neither sister felt ready to return to the house where the attack had taken place, the memories too fresh and raw. Despite this, Tabby seemed to spend more time at the hotel with Dale or in her studio than anywhere. Eric suspected it was her way of coping, throwing herself into her work and her budding relationship with Dale.

	 

	The week brought another development: Thomas was set to join them at the start of the following week. Eric and Madeline had spoken to him via video chat, outlining what they already knew about their potential roles as Guardians. Thomas had listened carefully, taking notes and asking pointed questions. He’d promised to bring additional resources with him, confident they could finally uncover some answers together. Still, Eric couldn’t ignore the quiet distance that seemed to be growing between him and Madeline. She was present in all the ways that mattered; attentive during training, warm during their evenings together; but there was an undercurrent of something unresolved. Determined to lift her spirits, he came up with an idea.

	---

	On Friday evening, Eric leaned against the doorframe of the room that had become Madeline’s office on the administrative floor of the hotel, a mischievous grin lighting up his face. Madeline glanced up from her laptop, her brow arched. “You look suspiciously pleased with yourself,” she noted, setting her pen down.

	 

	“I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said, his voice teasing. “We’re going out.”

	 

	Madeline tilted her head, curiosity flickering in her eyes. “Out? I thought you had a Commander’s meeting tonight.”

	 

	Eric shrugged nonchalantly. “I sent Maitland instead. This is more important.”

	 

	She blinked, surprised by his response. “Are you sure? I thought those meetings were pretty critical.”

	“They are,” he admitted, stepping forward and offering her his hand. “But not as critical as you. Now, come on. I promise this is worth it.”

	 

	Madeline hesitated briefly before closing her laptop and slipping her hand into his. “All right,” she said, standing. “But if this is some elaborate scheme to get me into another training session, I might throw you out a window.”

	 

	Eric laughed as he led her out the door. “No training, I promise.”

	 

	The drive through the city was quiet, the hum of the car engine filling the space. Madeline glanced out the window, watching the lights blur past, her curiosity growing. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” she asked.

	 

	“Nope,” Eric replied with a smirk. “It’s a surprise.”

	 

	Madeline sighed, leaning back in her seat. “You’re impossible.”

	 

	Eventually, they pulled into the university grounds, and Eric parked in front of the main library. Madeline frowned, glancing at him. “The library? Isn’t it closed by now?”

	 

	“It is,” Eric said, stepping out of the car and coming around to open her door. “But I made arrangements.”

	Her curiosity deepened as they walked up the grand steps. “Arrangements for what?”

	 

	“You’ll see,” he said, his smile cryptic as he pushed open the heavy doors.

	 

	The library was silent, its vast interior cloaked in stillness. Eric led Madeline through the rows of shelves to the main reading room, stopping in the centre. He gestured upward. “Look.”

	 

	Madeline tilted her head back, her breath catching as she saw the chandelier above them. Its ornate design glittered in the dim light, but her eyes were drawn to the central crystal. An intricate pattern glowed faintly from within, shifting as though alive.

	 

	“What is that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

	 

	“The seal,” Eric said softly. “I thought you’d want to see it.”

	 

	Madeline stared at the glowing design, unable to look away. After a moment, she lay down on the floor to get a better view. “It’s beautiful,” she murmured. “There’s so much detail.”

	 

	Eric chuckled and joined her on the floor, his head resting beside hers as they gazed up at the chandelier. “What do you see?”

	 

	Madeline’s eyes remained fixed on the intricate design. Her hand slowly rose, her fingers tracing the shimmering patterns in the air. As her movements grew more deliberate, the seal seemed to react, the glowing lines twisting and shifting as though they were alive, following her every gesture.

	 

	She tilted her head, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s responding to me. It’s not just a design—it’s... I don’t know how to describe it.”

	 

	Eric nodded, his eyes never leaving the seal. “From what Thomas told me it’s more than that. The Seal is a connection. A lock, a map, maybe even a language we don’t fully understand. But it only responds like this to the Guardian Prime.” He continued to explain, his voice steady. “Thomas said that only the Prime can manipulate the Seal like that. And only the First Families and the Guardians can even see it the way we are right now.”

	 

	Madeline hesitated, then moved her hand in a slow, sweeping arc. The glowing lines rippled outward from her motion like a stone skipping across a pond, creating new shapes and patterns. Some spiralled outward into intricate designs, while others folded back into themselves, forming new symbols entirely.

	 

	“It’s so precise,” she murmured. “Every tiny movement changes it. Look at that—it’s like it knows what I want it to do before I even think it.”

	 

	As she spoke, she drew her finger in a circle, and the glowing lines converged into a wheel-like design with radiating spokes. Experimenting, she flicked her wrist, and the image dissolved, morphing into a constellation-like map of stars.

	 

	“Eric,” she breathed, her voice tinged with awe, “it’s showing me things. Layers of patterns I didn’t even see before. Look at this.” She pointed upward, her fingers guiding the lines into what appeared to be an intricate labyrinth of pathways.

	 

	Eric leaned closer, his voice low and reverent. “It’s responding to your intent. Every design, every motion—it’s connected to you.”

	 

	 

	Madeline turned her hand palm-up, curious to see if the movement would change anything. Instantly, the Seal pulsed, the glow intensifying before forming what looked like a series of interlocking rings. She gasped softly, watching as the rings rotated, interweaving in a hypnotic rhythm.

	 

	“I can feel it,” she said suddenly. “It’s not just moving—it’s... resonating with me. Like it’s alive, and it knows I’m here.”

	 

	Eric smiled faintly, his tone steady but filled with admiration. “It does, Madeline. You’re not just seeing it—you’re activating it. This isn’t just a Seal to you—it’s part of you. That’s what it means to be the Guardian Prime.”

	 

	Madeline continued to experiment, marvelling as each new gesture revealed another layer of complexity in the glowing design. She swiped her hand through the air, and the Seal fractured briefly into shards of light, only to reassemble into a shifting spiral. With a sharp motion of her wrist, the spiral became a glowing orb, pulsating as though it were breathing.

	 

	“It’s... beautiful,” she whispered, her voice filled with wonder.

	 

	Eric watched her, a mixture of pride and awe in his expression. He stayed silent, letting her explore, knowing this moment was hers. But in his chest, his heart swelled with the certainty that they were standing at the beginning of something extraordinary. Madeline turned to Eric, her awe from the Seal giving way to a sudden seriousness. She shifted, sitting cross-legged on the floor, her gaze dropping to the polished wooden boards. “I need to tell you something,” she said, her voice low and hesitant.

	 

	Eric straightened, sensing the weight behind her words. He moved to sit cross-legged as well, mirroring her posture. “Whatever it is,” he said softly, reaching out to take her hand, “we can deal with it. Together.”

	Madeline’s fingers tightened around his as she took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling with the effort. “When I fought David... something happened,” she began, her voice trembling slightly. “Something I can’t explain. When I pushed him off me, there was this bright light—it came from my hands. It flung him across the room.”

	 

	She glanced up briefly, her expression a mix of fear and vulnerability. “At first, I thought it was adrenaline or some kind of hallucination. The shock of the fight, maybe. I mean, who wouldn’t think that? But the more I’ve read about the Guardians, the more I realized... it’s tied to my role as Prime.”

	 

	Eric didn’t interrupt, his gaze steady and patient as she poured out the thoughts she’d been carrying.

	 

	“And that’s what scares me,” she continued, her words coming faster now, like a dam breaking. “I don’t know how I did it, Eric. I don’t know how it happened, and I don’t know if I could do it again. What if I need it and it doesn’t come? What if I can’t control it, or worse, what if I hurt someone I’m trying to protect?” 

	 

	Her breath hitched, and her grip on his hand tightened. “It’s all I have been able to think about since. I didn’t tell you because…... Well because I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t handle it or that I was a liability. But I’m terrified, Eric. I don’t understand what’s happening to me, and it’s like I’m carrying this storm inside me that I can’t control.”

	 

	She finally stopped, her shoulders heaving slightly as she tried to catch her breath. Her eyes darted to his, searching for his reaction.  Eric said nothing, his expression unreadable. Then, to her astonishment, he laughed—a low, warm sound that broke through the tension in the room.

	 

	“Eric, it’s not funny,” she said, pulling her hand away and glaring at him, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

	 

	“No, no, it’s not that,” he said quickly, still chuckling as he reached for her hand again. “I’m not laughing at you, I promise. It’s just... you’ve been so preoccupied this week that I thought you were having second thoughts about us. I was so worried about us. Hearing that it could be your Guardian powers showing? That’s such a relief.”

	 

	“It’s not a relief to me!” Madeline shot back; her frustration evident. “I thought something was wrong with me, that I was hallucinating or losing my mind. And let’s not forget—I’m not even Aelorian! How is this even happening?”

	 

	Eric’s smile softened as he moved closer, pulling her gently into his lap. His arms wrapped securely around her, holding her as she sagged against him. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice calm and reassuring. “I don’t understand it either. But that’s okay. We’ll figure it out together. Thomas will be here next week, and he’s got more knowledge about this than anyone I know.”

	 

	Madeline rested her head on his shoulder, her breathing slowly evening out as his steady presence grounded her. “What if I can’t control it?” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “What if I fail when it matters most?”

	 

	“You won’t,” Eric said with quiet confidence. “Because you’re not in this alone. Whatever this is, whatever happens next, we’ll face it together. And we’ll learn how to control it. You’re stronger than you think, Madeline.”

	 

	His words settled over her like a balm, soothing the chaos that had consumed her thoughts. For the first time in days, she felt like she could breathe.

	 

	Eric pressed a kiss to the top of her head, his hold on her unwavering. “Now,” he said after a moment, his tone lighter, “do you want to stay here a bit longer, or should we go get some dinner?”

	 

	Madeline let out a faint laugh, the sound tinged with relief. “Dinner,” she said, a small smile curving her lips. “Definitely dinner.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 21

	 

	Madeline walked into Eric’s apartment, Max’s claws clicking softly on the polished floor as he followed her, to find Thomas sitting casually in the living room. She stopped short, her surprise evident, which immediately drew a low growl from Max, who was perched at her side.

	 

	“Max, it’s okay,” Madeline said quickly, resting a hand on his head. “Thomas is here to help us.” Max huffed, his golden eyes narrowing as he settled reluctantly next to her, his tail flicking in displeasure.

	 

	Thomas stood, offering an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry for surprising you. Eric had to deal with a hotel issue and told me to wait here.”

	 

	Madeline waved it off, setting her bag and a folder down on the breakfast bar. “It’s fine. I knew you were coming; I guess I’m just a little jumpy after... everything with David.”

	 

	“Of course,” Thomas said gently, his gaze steady but kind. “I’m glad to see you’re okay.”

	 

	“I am,” Madeline replied, glancing down at Max, who pressed closer to her side. “But, as you can see, Max has become a little overprotective since it happened.”

	 

	“I failed you,” Max interjected, his deep voice resonating in her mind. “I won’t do it again.”

	 

	Madeline crouched down and placed her hands on either side of Max’s face, looking into his eyes. “Max, we’ve talked about this. You didn’t fail me. You’ve always protected me, and I’ll never forget that.”

	 

	Max huffed again, his head lowering slightly as he sat obediently next to her, his expression still brooding. 

	Thomas observed the exchange with quiet curiosity before gesturing toward the sofas. “Why don’t we sit and talk a bit?”

	 

	Madeline settled into the sofa across from Thomas, her hands nervously clasped in her lap. Max lay at her feet, ever vigilant, his golden eyes fixed on Thomas as if he didn’t entirely trust him.  Thomas leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees as he studied her. “You seem uneasy,” he said, his tone gentle but perceptive.

	 

	“I guess I am,” Madeline admitted, smoothing her hands over her skirt. “It’s not you, really. It’s just... all of this is still so new. And I have no idea what the Archive is, other than that Eric was adamant about not involving them yet. He never really explained why. And that scares me.” 

	 

	Thomas leaned back in his seat, his expression thoughtful. “The Archive,” he began, “is the beating heart of Aelorian society. It is the collective memory of Aeloria—every prophecy, every battle, every sacrifice—all preserved in the Great Vaults.”

	 

	Madeline’s brow furrowed. “So... they’re historians?”

	 

	“Not just historians,” Thomas clarified. “They’re the moral leaders of the Aeloria. The Archivists who govern it are more than record-keepers—they’re judges, enforcers, and like the government or leading council that preside over us.

	 

	Madeline’s fingers tightened slightly. “And their connection to the Guardians?”

	Thomas sighed, leaning forward slightly. “The Archive has always had a special role in the Guardianship. According to the histories, when a Guardian Prime was discovered, they were sent to the Archive for training.”

	 

	“Training?” Madeline asked, her voice curious but edged with scepticism. “What kind of training?”

	 

	“The Prime’s role is deeply tied to the Seal and the energy that powers it,” Thomas explained. “The Archive would teach the Prime how to channel and control that energy, how to access the Seal’s deeper layers, and how to unlock its full potential.”

	 

	Madeline tilted her head. “And what about the Warrior?”

	 

	“The Warrior didn’t train with the Prime,” Thomas said. “They trained with the Keepers, focusing on combat, strategy, and leading the defensive efforts against Nexus’s forces. The Prime and Warrior wouldn’t meet again until the Thal’ran Velora Ceremony, where they formally took on their roles as Guardians.”

	 

	Madeline frowned, her unease growing. “So... the Prime and Warrior are separated during training?”

	 

	“Yes,” Thomas confirmed. “The idea was to strengthen each of their individual roles without distractions. The connection between the Guardians is powerful, but the Archive believed it could also be a vulnerability if developed too early.”

	 

	She let that sink in, her gaze drifting to the coffee table. “I can see why Eric wouldn’t want them involved then,” she said softly. “If involving them meant I’d be sent away... That must have been hard for previous Guardians. If their connection was anything like mine and Eric’s, being apart like that... it seems cruel.”

	 

	Thomas nodded, his expression serious. “You’re not wrong. But you should know—there haven’t been Guardians in centuries. The information I’m giving you is based on old texts and records. The Archive is deeply traditional, so if they were to find out that the Guardians have returned, they’d likely insist on using these old ways, whether they’re still practical or not.”

	 

	Madeline let out a slow breath, her mind racing. “So, if they get involved, there’s a good chance they’d want to separate me and Eric?”

	 

	Thomas hesitated before answering. “It’s possible. The Archive doesn’t just see the Guardians as people—they see them as roles, as instruments of balance. Their methods can be... impersonal. Efficient…. but impersonal.”

	 

	Madeline frowned, her hand absently stroking Max’s head as she considered his words. “That sounds... cold.”

	 

	“It is,” Thomas admitted. “But it’s also effective. The Archive has maintained Aeloria’ s stability for millennia by adhering to tradition. They see innovation as a threat to balance, which is why they’re often at odds with those who adapt, like the First Families.”

	 

	Madeline sat back, her mind swirling with questions. “This is why Eric didn’t want them involved,” she murmured. “Not just because of me, but because he knows they’d try to control how we do this.”

	 

	Thomas nodded. “Exactly. Eric doesn’t trust them to adapt to the unique circumstances surrounding you and him, and frankly, neither do I.”

	Madeline looked up at him, her expression a mix of determination and unease. “Then we figure this out ourselves. No Archive, no separation.”

	 

	Madeline and Thomas’s conversation had settled into an easy flow as they talked, their earlier tension giving way to genuine curiosity. By the time Eric returned to the apartment, they were deep in a discussion about Madeline’s research into cultural superstitions and their ties to ancient rituals. Eric paused in the doorway, a faint smile tugging at his lips as he watched them. “Glad to see you two are getting along,” he said, stepping inside. He crossed the room and leaned down to kiss Madeline, his touch lingering.

	 

	“Hey, you,” Madeline said softly, her face lighting up as she looked up at him. “How was your day?” 

	 

	“Busy,” Eric replied, dropping onto the sofa beside her and slipping an arm around her shoulders. “There was an issue with one of the event bookings at the hotel, but it’s sorted now. How about you two? Looks like you’ve been busy.”

	 

	Madeline glanced at Thomas, who gave her an encouraging nod. “We’ve covered a lot,” she said. “Thomas has been helping me piece together some of the more... complicated parts of the Guardianship.”

	 

	Eric smirked, giving his brother a pointed look. “See? I told you you’d be good at this.”

	 

	Thomas offered a small smile but said nothing, his gaze flicking between Eric and Madeline. As the conversation shifted to lighter topics, he found himself sitting back, more of an observer than a participant. He watched the way Eric’s hand lingered on Madeline’s shoulder, the way she leaned into him as though it was the most natural thing in the world, and the way they shared small, private smiles as they spoke.

	 

	It was... difficult to watch. Not because he begrudged them their happiness—he didn’t. But it was a stark reminder of what his role as an Archivist had taken from him—what it continued to deny him. Personal attachments, relationships, the chance to imagine a life beyond the Archive’s shadowed halls—these were forbidden luxuries, far out of reach. Watching his younger brother so openly, so deeply in love, and seeing that love mirrored in Madeleine’s every glance and touch, stirred a quiet ache he couldn’t suppress. It wasn’t just envy; it was the haunting memory of something he had once longed for—something he had perhaps even tasted, before duty had demanded its sacrifice.

	 

	Still, it wasn’t bitterness he felt. It was more like longing, a wistful yearning for something he knew wasn’t his to claim. He pushed the thought aside, focusing instead on the discussion at hand.

	 

	“I’ll leave you two to your evening,” Thomas said eventually, standing and smoothing out his shirt. “Mags is joining us in the morning to start digging into the texts. I’ll make sure everything is set up in the hotel’s conference room.”

	 

	“Thanks, Thomas,” Madeline said with a smile. “For everything today.”

	 

	He nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Get some rest, both of you. We’ve got a lot to tackle tomorrow.”

	 

	As he made his way to the door, he glanced back one last time. Eric had drawn Madeline closer, his voice low as he murmured something that made her laugh softly. They looked so at ease with each other, so utterly connected, that it was impossible not to feel a pang of quiet jealousy.

	 

	Thomas stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. He exhaled slowly, his mind already spinning with the challenges ahead. The Archive would inevitably find out about the Guardianship sooner or later, and when they did, they would bring their rigid traditions and unyielding scrutiny to bear. The thought troubled him more than he cared to admit. Not just because of what it could mean for Madeline and Eric, but because he knew the Archive wouldn’t adapt easily, if at all. And he wasn’t sure how much he could do to shield them when the time came.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER 22

	 

	The days blurred together as Madeline and Eric barely found time to catch their breath. Madeline divided her time between the university, her training sessions with Eric, and working alongside Thomas and Mags to unravel the mysteries of the Guardianship. Meanwhile, Eric was juggling his responsibilities at the hotel, managing the Keepers, and joining patrols with various units when they needed an extra hand. Their fleeting moments together were precious, often snatched during training sessions or in the quiet hours of the night. In those brief intervals, Madeline would share what she, Thomas, and Mags had uncovered about the Guardianship, piecing together fragments of ancient lore and prophecy that now governed her, and Eric’s lives.

	 

	The bond between Guardians, they discovered, was no ordinary connection. It was as if they were two halves of the same whole, their souls designed to fit together like perfect puzzle pieces. The texts described it as more than love or trust—it was a fated union, as essential as the Seal itself. The Seal, Madeline explained, was central to the Prime’s power. In the old accounts, the Guardian Prime wore it as a necklace, a conduit through which they could draw its immense energy. This power was versatile, able to take on many forms depending on the Prime’s need. The Seal’s energy could be forged into weapons for the Warrior or transformed into shields to protect them both, its strength limited only by the Prime’s will and skill.

	 

	Eric listened intently as Madeline described the Warrior’s role, his lips quirking when Thomas had likened it to Neo from The Matrix. The Warrior’s enhanced strength, speed, and reflexes set them apart from ordinary Keepers or even Aelorians. They could see and anticipate the moves of their enemies as if the battle were unfolding in slow motion.

	 

	But it was the Ritual, Madeline explained, that elevated the Guardians to their full potential. Once completed, the Ritual would unlock their combined power, making them an unstoppable force when they were together. Their life forces would become entwined, creating a profound connection that allowed them to share energy, even to heal one another. Yet, this incredible bond came with a harrowing cost: if one of them fell, the other would fall as well. Their fates, tied as they were, offered no room for separation.

	At the heart of their purpose was a singular mission: to protect the Seal. The Guardians’ existence revolved around this sacred duty, for the Seal was more than a source of power—it was a key. If Nexus’s followers, the Wraiths, ever succeeded in obtaining all five Seals, the dark entity would rise again, plunging the world into chaos and destruction.

	 

	As Madeline recounted these truths, her voice would often falter with the weight of it all. The enormity of their roles, the stakes they now bore, and the unrelenting pressure to stand against the forces of Nexus—it was enough to overwhelm anyone. Yet, in those moments, Eric would take her hand, his steady presence reminding her that they weren’t facing this alone. Together, they were stronger. Together, they would find a way to protect the Seal and each other.

	 

	By the time Friday rolled around, Madeline was running on fumes. All she wanted was to curl up on the sofa with a big bowl of popcorn, a good film, and Eric by her side. She finally managed to settle on the couch, Max curled up contentedly on the floor in front of her, when the door opened, and Eric walked in.

	“Join me?” she asked, patting the cushion beside her. “I thought we could watch the Matrix” 

	Eric smiled at her joke but there was a weariness in his eyes. “As much as I’d love nothing more than to do that, we’ve both been summoned to my parents’ house.”

	 

	Madeline groaned, leaning her head back against the sofa. “Both of us? Why? I thought we were going over for brunch on Sunday.”

	 

	“I know,” Eric replied, shrugging off his jacket. “Apparently, they have something they need to tell us, and it can’t wait until Sunday.”

	 

	Madeline whined softly as she got to her feet. “I suppose we’d better get this over with. Will Thomas or anyone else be there?”

	 

	“I don’t know,” Eric admitted, running a hand through his hair. “Thomas got a call earlier this afternoon and left in a hurry. He didn’t say where he was going.”

	 

	Madeline frowned, unease creeping into her chest. “You know, Eric, I have a bad feeling about this.”

	 

	Eric stepped closer, pulling her into his arms. His embrace was steadying, his voice calm as he reassured her. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it, just like always.”

	 

	She leaned into him, letting the warmth of his presence ease her nerves. “Let’s just hope it’s not more bad news,” she murmured.

	 

	Eric kissed the top of her head. “Let’s go find out.”

	 

	With Max trailing protectively at their heels, they headed out, bracing themselves for whatever awaited them at the Daranthas estate.

	---

	As Eric pulled into the long driveway of his parents' house, the sight of two unfamiliar cars parked beside the usual vehicles immediately set him on edge. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his jaw clenching as he parked the car.

	 

	“This doesn’t look good,” Madeline said softly, her gaze lingering on the unfamiliar cars. Her voice carried a note of apprehension.

	 

	“I know,” Eric agreed, his tone grim. He opened his door, stepping out, and Max jumped down to join them, his hackles already slightly raised as if sensing the tension in the air.

	 

	The front door opened, casting a sliver of warm light into the evening, and George, the family’s trusted butler, appeared in the doorway. His usually stoic face was shadowed with unease.

	 

	“Master Eric, Dr. Mackenzie,” George greeted them, his voice carefully neutral.

	 

	“George,” Eric said as they approached. “Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

	 

	George hesitated, his eyes flicking toward the house before meeting Eric’s gaze. “It’s not my place to say, sir, but I will say this: your parents are on your side.”

	 

	Eric and Madeline exchanged a worried look, the weight of George’s words settling heavily between them. Taking a deep breath, Eric placed a protective hand on the small of Madeline’s back and led her toward the entrance, Max trotting ahead of them but remaining alert.

	 

	The atmosphere inside the house was suffocating as Eric and Madeline stepped into the living room. The tension hit them like a wall, thick and unyielding. Zach stood near the fireplace, his stance rigid and his expression a mix of anger and frustration. His jaw was tight, his eyes flicking toward the room’s occupants as though barely containing his fury. Helene, Eric’s mother, sat on the sofa beside Diana, who sat upright, her posture rigid and unyielding. Her hands rested on her knees, clenched tightly into fists, her jaw set in a way that suggested she was holding herself together by sheer force of will. Zach stood nearby, his arms crossed, his piercing gaze fixed on Diana with a mixture of disappointment and restrained frustration. Helene’s hand rested gently on Diana’s shoulder, her other hand clutching a handkerchief, her expression a stark contrast to Zach’s as she silently offered comfort to Diana’s unbroken resolve. The tension in the room was palpable, the unspoken words heavy in the air.

	 

	Near the window, Thomas stood with his back to the room. His shoulders were taut, his fists clenched at his sides, and his entire posture radiated barely contained rage. He refused to turn, staring out into the night, but his silence was deafening. It was the three unfamiliar men, however, who drew Eric’s full attention. Dressed in immaculate black suits, they sat with an air of authority that was impossible to ignore. Each bore a small pin on their lapels, a shimmering crystal seal that seemed to shift through hues of green, blue, and amber with the light. Archivists. Senior members, Eric realized, and the weight of their presence immediately set him on edge.

	 

	Instinctively, Eric pulled Madeline closer to him, his arm wrapping protectively around her waist. Max moved forward, his hackles raised as he placed himself squarely between Madeline and the Archivists. His golden eyes locked onto the men, and a low, steady growl rumbled in his chest. The tension in the room seemed to amplify as Max bared his teeth, his stance unwavering. One of the Archivists, a man with a thin, silver beard, finally looked up, his calculating gaze sweeping over Eric and Madeline. His lips curved into a faint, unreadable smile, though it did nothing to ease the charged atmosphere.

	 

	“Eric,” Zach said, his voice clipped as he turned toward his son.

	 

	“Dad,” Eric replied coolly, his eyes darting between the Archivists and his father. “What’s going on?”

	 

	Before Zach could answer, the silver-bearded man stood. His movements were slow and deliberate, his voice smooth and edged with authority. “Commander Daranthas, Dr. Mackenzie,” he said, inclining his head. “I am Principal Archivist Leyland. Thank you for joining us. It seems we have much to discuss.”

	 

	Eric’s grip on Madeline’s waist tightened as he took a half-step forward, his body angled protectively. Max’s growl deepened, his head lowering as if ready to spring into action.

	 

	“I wasn’t aware we were having a meeting tonight,” Eric said, his tone cold. “Least of all one involving the Archive.”

	 

	Leyland’s gaze shifted to Madeline, his calm demeanour unshaken by the tension. “Dr. Mackenzie, I presume. You’ve caused quite a stir.”

	 

	Madeline straightened beside Eric, her fingers lightly brushing his arm in a silent reassurance. “A stir?” she asked, her voice steady despite the unease in her chest.

	 

	“Your involvement in the Guardianship,” another Archivist interjected, his tone sharper, his eyes narrowing. “It’s a matter the Archive considers of utmost importance.”

	 

	Eric’s patience snapped. “And who exactly told you about it?” he demanded, his voice rising.

	 

	The room fell silent, the weight of the question hanging heavy in the air. None of the Archivists spoke, but as Eric’s eyes swept across the room, they landed on Diana, still refusing to look at either him or Madeline. A realization hit him like a blow.

	 

	“You!” Eric’s voice was sharp and accusing as he took a step toward Diana. “You did this. It wasn’t enough for you to try and embarrass Madeline at brunch; you had to take it further because she stood up to you. Are you that jealous?”

	 

	“Eric, please,” Helene said sharply, trying to calm the situation. 

	 

	Max moved closer to Eric and Madeline, positioning himself firmly between them and the Archivists. His growl returned, louder this time, as if echoing Eric’s fury. Madeline placed a calming hand on Max’s head, her touch steady, and Max reluctantly quieted, though his body remained tense and ready.

	 

	“Eric,” Madeline said, her voice low but laced with steel. She placed her other hand on his arm, drawing his focus back to her. “You need to calm down. Let’s hear what they have to say, before we react.”

	 

	Eric hesitated, his gaze still locked on Diana, his anger simmering just beneath the surface. But he exhaled sharply and stepped back, though his posture remained defensive. He gave Madeline a brief nod, his jaw tight.  Leyland cleared his throat, his calm voice cutting through the tension. “If I may continue,” he said, his expression unreadable. “Dr. Mackenzie’s presence as the Guardian Prime presents certain... implications that must be addressed.”

	 

	Eric shifted slightly, his body still positioned protectively in front of Madeline. Max remained vigilant, his golden eyes locked on the Archivists as the room braced for what was to come. Madeline stood tall, her hand brushing Eric’s briefly before turning her calm, determined gaze to Leyland.

	 

	“And what implications would those be?” Her voice was calm, but the steel in her tone made it clear she was more than capable of standing up for herself. The room fell silent. She stood tall, her gaze unwavering as she addressed the Archivists.

	 

	The shortest of the Archivists, a balding man with round glasses perched precariously on his nose, adjusted his suit jacket before stepping forward. “Archivist Whitlock,” he introduced himself curtly. 

	 

	“For a start, the fact that you, Commander Daranthas, and your brother over there,” he gestured to Thomas, “did not see fit to inform the Archive of the return of the Guardians.”

	 

	Eric’s lips pressed into a thin line, his frustration boiling over. “We had slightly more pressing issues to deal with,” he snapped. “Like a psychotic ex who tried to kill Madeline.”

	 

	“Regardless,” Whitlock replied, his tone dismissive, “as soon as you became aware of the connection, it was your duty to inform the Archive. There are procedures and tests to ensure the connection is true and that you are, in fact, the Guardians. Especially given that Dr. Mackenzie is not, as far as we know, Aelorian.”

	 

	Max’s growl echoed through the room, a deep, resonant sound that seemed to vibrate in their very bones. “She is the Guardian Prime,” Max’s voice boomed in their minds, his golden eyes glowing faintly. “I am a Cerberus, and we are only ever called to protect the Prime. And I will do so against anyone.” The threat was palpable, his protective stance unwavering.

	 

	Whitlock stiffened, his lips tightening into a thin line. “Regardless of what the dog says—”

	 

	“Cerberus,” Max, Eric, and Madeline snapped in unison, their voices cutting him off sharply.

	 

	“Fine,” Whitlock amended, his irritation clear. “Regardless of what the Cerberus says, it is the Archive—and only the Archive—that can confirm her role as Prime. We are not yet convinced. Dr. Mackenzie must come with us to undergo the tests necessary to establish whether or not she is the Prime.”

	 

	“Absolutely not!” Eric shot back, stepping protectively in front of Madeline. “Madeline is going nowhere. Not with you, not with anyone.”

	 

	“This is not your decision, Commander Daranthas,” Whitlock retorted, his tone icy.

	 

	Madeline placed a calming hand on Eric’s arm, stepping forward. “No, it’s not his decision,” she agreed, her voice steady and unyielding. “It’s mine. And I sure as hell am not going anywhere with you.”

	 

	Whitlock bristled, his gaze narrowing. “Young lady, I don’t think you understand who you are talking to.”

	 

	“It’s Dr Mackenzie not young lady and I understand perfectly.” Madeline clarified as she stepped fully around Eric, standing toe-to-toe with the three senior Archivists, who now rose to face her. “From what I’ve gathered, you’re a bunch of old men stuck in a time that’s long gone. You haven’t seen a Guardian in centuries, so you have as much experience with this as we do. And as I am not an Aelorian, you have no authority over me.”

	 

	“You cannot speak to us like this,” The third Archivist growled, his tone thick with indignation. “We determine what happens with the Warrior and Prime, not you.”

	 

	Madeline let out a strangled laugh, shaking her head in disbelief. “Dude,” she began, 

	 

	“That is Archivist Wainwright, to you young lady”

	 

	“You are what? 3 years older than me….. and when you use my correct title; I will use yours, besides.” her tone incredulous, “in the last three weeks, I’ve had my psycho ex try to kill me twice. My sister’s gallery showing was vandalized by said ex. I’ve been attacked by Wraiths; where, by the way, I held my own; and I’ve learnt that there’s an eternal war between light and dark that, until recently, I thought was just a myth. You do not scare me. And you definitely do not have any authority to tell me what I will or won’t do.”

	 

	The Archivists’ jaws tightened, but before any of them could respond, Madeline pressed on. “Now, if you want to sit down and discuss what Thomas, Mags, and I have uncovered, we’re happy to share what we know. But if not, I’m sure you have a long drive back to wherever you came from.”

	 

	Leyland turned sharply to Zach, his voice cold. “Are you going to allow this level of disrespect to the Archive to take place in your home, Zach?”

	 

	Zach’s face remained impassive for a second before he straightened, his authoritative presence filling the room. “The only disrespect I see here,” he said evenly, “is yours to her. Madeline has every right to stand her ground. This is not the Middle Ages anymore, Leyland. You don’t get to dictate terms to anyone in my house.”

	 

	Leyland’s jaw tightened, and the room fell silent once more, the weight of Zach’s words hanging in the air. Madeline stood her ground, her chin high, while Eric stood beside her, Max still growling softly at her feet. For the first time, it seemed the power dynamic had shifted, and it wasn’t in favour of the Archive. Leyland scanned the room, his expression tight with frustration. 

	 

	“Well, I can see we’re not going to get anywhere tonight,” he said, his tone clipped. “Perhaps you need some time to consider the importance of the Prime coming with us and receiving proper training. The return of the Guardians suggests that Nexus is trying to break through, and that is bigger than everyone in this room.”

	 

	Thomas, who had been silent since Madeline’s outburst, finally spoke up. “We’re well aware of that,” he said, his voice sharp. “In the last three days, Madeline, Mags, and I have lived and breathed Guardian lore. At this point, we probably know more than you do.”

	 

	Archivist Whitmore, a stern-faced man with a perpetual scowl, sneered. “Archivist Daranthas, I think you’re in enough trouble as it is without adding insubordination to your list of offenses.”

	 

	“Shut up, Whitmore,” Thomas retorted, his voice biting. “You have no more authority than I do, and we both know the only reason you’re here is because you’re Leyland’s lapdog.”

	 

	“Enough!” Helene’s voice rang out, cutting through the rising tension. She stood, her usual grace tempered by a steely resolve that silenced the room. “All this bickering and insult-throwing is getting us nowhere. It’s clear that emotions are running high but let me make one thing perfectly clear: Madeline is not going to be leaving here with you tonight. If you try to force the situation, it will end badly for you.”

	 

	“Yeah, it will,” Max added, his voice a low growl that resonated in everyone’s heads. He shifted slightly, his golden eyes locked on the Archivists as if daring them to test Helene’s words.

	 

	Helene gave Max a small smile before continuing. “I suggest you leave now and take the time to think about how you can work with Madeline and Eric, rather than against them. Then, in the morning, we can meet in a more civil manner and find a way forward.”

	 

	Leyland’s jaw tightened, but he nodded stiffly. “Fine,” he conceded. “We will return in the morning. I trust by then you will be in a more... responsible mood.” He turned to Thomas, his voice sharp. “Thomas, come.”

	 

	Thomas hesitated, his body tensing as he took a step forward, as if preparing to follow.

	 

	“Oh no,” Zach interjected, stepping away from the fireplace. His voice was calm, but the undercurrent of authority in it was unmistakable. “My son is staying here, and don’t you ever speak to him like he is some sort of servant to you again. He is the eldest son of a first family, and you will treat him with that respect.”

	 

	Leyland’s lips pressed into a thin line. “He is an Archivist first and your son second, Zach,” he reminded, his tone condescending. “He knows where his loyalties lie.”

	 

	Zach took another step forward, his imposing presence dominating the room. “Not anymore,” he said evenly. “The moment you threatened my family—a First Family, at that—you lost the support of the Daranthas family. Keep pushing, and I guarantee the other First Families will follow us.”

	 

	Leyland’s expression darkened. “Don’t threaten me, Zach.”

	 

	Zach’s eyes narrowed. “Leyland, you and I have known each other a long time. When have you ever known me to threaten?” The two men locked eyes, a silent but charged standoff as neither was willing to back down.

	 

	“George,” Helene called, her voice calm but firm.

	 

	“Yes, ma’am.” George appeared in the doorway, his usual composed demeanour giving the scene an air of finality.

	 

	“Please show these men out. This meeting is over,” Helene instructed.

	 

	Leyland gave Zach a hard look, then turned to the other Archivists. “Let’s go,” he said sharply, his voice laced with frustration. The Archivists rose, their movements stiff with suppressed indignation. Wainwright shot Thomas a venomous glare, but Thomas didn’t flinch. He stood beside his father, resolute.

	 

	As George escorted the Archivists out, Leyland paused at the doorway and cast one last glance at Zach. “You’re making a mistake,” he said.

	 

	“Good night, Leyland,” Zach replied curtly, his tone dismissive.

	---

	Diana sat rigid, her arms crossed tightly across her chest, her gaze unwavering as she faced Eric. There was no trace of apology, only a deep, simmering contempt.

	 

	“She’s a gold digger,” Diana said flatly, as soon as the Archivists had left the room leaving just the family, her voice was as cold as steel. “I’ve seen it before. Women like her latch onto powerful families, using their charm and the circumstances to get what they want.”

	 

	Eric’s jaw clenched, his hands forming fists at his sides. “Don’t talk about her like that,” he snapped, his voice sharp with anger.

	 

	Diana didn't flinch. She pushed forward, her words icy. “If she really is the Prime, then you should be grateful to the Archive for their interest. They’re the experts, Eric! They know what they’re doing. They want to separate you two for the greater good—because it’s what's best for the Seal, and for all of us.”

	 

	Eric’s anger flared, his voice rising. “You heard what they said, Diana! They don’t care about the Seal or what's best for anyone—they care about power and control. They want to rip us apart, take Madeline away, and use her like a tool. And I won’t let that happen. Not now, not ever.”

	 

	Diana rolled her eyes, dismissing him with a wave. “You’re blinded by her. You’re too deep in it to see it. How convenient all of this is for her—she gets to be the Prime, gets all the power, and now you're defending her like this is some kind of fairy tale.”

	 

	Eric took a step forward, his face twisted with fury. “Convenient?” he thundered. “She didn’t ask for this, Diana. She didn’t ask for any of it. She has been thrown in at the deep end without any training or preparation but she’s still here—fighting for what’s right, no matter the cost. I love her, Diana. Prime or not. You don’t get to question that. You don’t get to undermine her like this.”

	 

	Madeline, standing nearby, took a deep, steadying breath before speaking. Her voice was calm, but every word was like a strike. “Diana, if you think I wanted any of this, you’re wrong. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be dropped in the middle of all this? I didn’t grow up knowing about Aeloria or Nexus, the keepers or the wraiths. This is all new to me, but regardless of that I don’t need your approval, but you need to understand: I’m not going anywhere. Eric and I are in this together. And if you can’t accept that, then that’s your issue, not ours.”

	 

	Diana’s lips pressed into a thin line, but her eyes narrowed. She crossed her arms tighter, refusing to yield, but the air had thickened with tension. Eric turned to Madeline, his hand reaching out to hers, grounding them both.

	 

	Zach’s voice broke through the charged silence. “Enough, Diana,” he said, his tone firm. “You’ve made your position clear, and it’s not one we’ll entertain. If you can’t support your brother and this family, then maybe it’s time you rethink your position in this family and maybe the company.”

	 

	Diana opened her mouth to retort, but Zach’s piercing gaze silenced her. With a sharp inhale, she stormed out, her footsteps echoing.

	 

	The room fell into silence watching as Diana disappeared down the hallway. Eric turned to Madeline oblivious to the other people in the room, his face becoming serious. “I meant what I said. Doctor Madeline McKenzie.” his voice softer than before. “You’re everything to me. I’ve known from the moment I met you. I love you. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”

	 

	Madeline’s breath caught in her throat, her heart fluttering in her chest. She looked up at him, her gaze filled with surprise and warmth. “Eric, I—”

	 

	“I didn’t want the first time I told you to be like this—under these circumstances.” He interrupted her “But you need to know I’m in this with you, all the way. Prime or not, I’m yours. And I’ll always be.”

	 

	For a time, all of the anger, the fear, and the chaos melted away, leaving only the two of them. Madeline stepped forward, standing toe to toe with Eric, and kissed him softly, a kiss full of everything she wanted to say but couldn’t find the words for. Eric held her close, kissing her back with a tenderness that made the world feel still. For a brief moment, there were no threats, no Archive, no family drama—just the two of them, and the promise that nothing could tear them apart. Their kiss broke, and they both pulled back, breathless. A polite cough from behind them made them jump, and they turned, embarrassed to have shared such a private moment.
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