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Imogen

––––––––
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Imogen did another slow circuit of Ashbury House, trying to convince herself she was checking the final details when, in truth, it was an attempt to outrun her ghosts.

Fairy lights glittered, floors gleamed, and the air smelled of pine and gingerbread. The place buzzed with energy, ready for the festivities to begin.

She was the one ruining the aesthetic; her foul mood had no place in such genuine good cheer, and yet she’d needed an excuse to leave the office, if only to get a break from herself.

The rooms were bustling with activity, something she relied on when the noise in her head got too loud. She had established Ashbury House as a haven for women and children, most of whom had escaped a violent past.

Her own background was mired in darkness, a history she had kept hidden until recently. Now the skeletons were roaming free, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it – it was too late to stuff them back in the proverbial closet.

Imogen had been born Mary-Ann Jury, and for the first sixteen years of her life, her father kept her hidden away in the basement. She’d shared that space with her mother, as much of a prisoner as she was. Then, just before Imogen’s sixteenth birthday, her mother vanished.

For the latter part of her captivity, she’d slept in a cage and, looking back, she often wondered if being treated like an animal was the reason she’d turned feral when he tried to make her a substitute for her mother. Imogen had snapped; escape had been her only thought, and she’d succeeded. Her father was now serving time – he was the one behind bars. There was justice in that.

“Hi, Miss Imogen,” one of the children shouted as she walked through the foyer.

“Miss Jessica,” she returned. It was a game they played, one that began the night Jessica had moved into Ashbury House with her mother and younger brother. “You’re doing an amazing job with the tree.”

It had taken four of them to get it into the house, a twelve-foot monstrosity that had taken days to decorate.

The house was certainly big enough. After her escape, the media had rolled with the story, and she’d barely survived with her sanity. But from the ashes came her saving grace – her grandmother. It turned out she was filthy rich.

She’d never had the chance to build any kind of meaningful relationship with her grandmother. Eliza Jury had died shortly after Imogen turned eighteen and, though their interactions had been awkward at best, she’d still left her everything.

At first, she didn’t want to touch the money. She’d viewed it as another kind of prison. But then she remembered her grandmother’s kindness, her intelligent eyes and compassionate nature, and the moment she’d seen her grandmother’s home, she’d known exactly what she needed to do.

Her grandmother’s maiden name had been Ashbury, and so the charity was born. She had been supporting women and their families ever since.

“Are you coming to join the party?” Jessica asked when Imogen walked over to help hang the last few decorations. “It’s almost time.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” She hoped that didn’t sound as forced as it felt.

It was the first time they had opened the festivities to outsiders, though none of those attending could be described as such.

Picking up a bright red bauble, she chose a spot and worked in companionable silence for a few minutes.

The guests of honour were more family than supporting partners. Morgan and Fairchild were like the guardian angels of Ashbury House – a close-protection team who slipped in and out of the house like shadows, intercepting threats before most residents even knew they existed.

“Is Mr Kelvin coming?” Jessica asked. The fact that she had involved him in their game cut through Imogen’s heart.

She’d avoided the questions so far. Most residents loved Kelvin, so they must have wondered why, as a regular visitor for the last six months, he had vanished without a trace.

Of course, she couldn’t share with a twelve-year-old that she’d messed things up and driven him away. That she’d fallen back into old habits and mended the holes in her defences so she could hide.

“I don’t know, honey. He’s been busy, so he might not get the time off,” she said.

“Like Justin?”

Imogen smiled. “Yes, I suppose so.”

Justin Chambers was an integral part of the Morgan and Fairchild team and had taken a sabbatical of sorts. His last assignment involved teenage runaways, and it had stayed with him long after he’d rescued the group of children caught up in a trafficking ring.

He was on a personal assignment, and part of that was being involved with a close-protection team in the town of Ravensbrook. It was because of Justin that she’d set up her sister charity, The Chambers.

In a brief, wordless thank-you, she touched a hand to Jessica’s shoulder. “The guests should be arriving any minute, so I’ll leave you on the welcoming committee and make sure we’re ready.”

The child didn’t need to know the measures in place that meant nobody would even get to the door without being vetted.

Perhaps because Imogen had initiated the touch, Jessica hesitated only a second before stepping forward to give her a quick hug.

Imogen held back the tears until she’d turned away. Before Kelvin had broken down her walls, she had avoided touching others.

Still, the children had always pierced the bubble she kept herself in, so the affection lifted her mood.

As she walked into the main room, what they called the recreation wing, Imogen finally felt the first stirring of Christmas cheer. The room was buzzing with energy, quiet tunes playing in the background as people bustled around, finishing those last-minute preparations that made the party a success.

The tree in this room was more subtle, but it was no less stunning. Standing beneath the branches was Jonathan “JJ” Jukes, the reason she now had the full support of Morgan and Fairchild.

JJ had been visiting Imogen every year since losing his sister to an abusive husband. Julie had stayed at Ashbury House for a while, and that loyalty was why he’d introduced her to Brad Morgan and Kelvin Fairchild.

She felt his assessing gaze on her before she’d made it halfway across the room, but she ignored the concern shadowing his eyes and fell back on their old friendship.

“Jon, it’s lovely to see you.”

“You too, Imogen. Grace has been looking forward to the party for weeks.”

She looked around. “Where is your lovely wife?”

“Around here somewhere. If I know Gracie, she’s chatting to your newest resident.”
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