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CHAPTER 1 — THE EMPTY ALTAR
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Emma Hart arrived at her wedding with the kind of composure people confuse for confidence.

The flowers were perfect—exactly the color palette she’d spent weeks obsessing over. The guests were perfect: tailored smiles, polished shoes, the soft clink of glasses timed like a soundtrack. Even the schedule—typed, printed, laminated—sat in her planner bag like a promise that nothing could possibly go wrong.

The only thing missing from the entire plan was her groom.

At first, Emma told herself it was normal. Delays happened. A car got stuck. Someone ran late. A phone call would come any second and it would all snap back into place.

But minutes passed the way anxiety stretches time—slow, cruel, and unwilling to let you look away.

Emma stood at the front of the venue, her bouquet heavy in her arms, her smile already starting to ache. The aisle felt longer than it had during rehearsal. The lights overhead seemed too bright, too unforgiving, like they were searching her face for signs of failure.

Claire, her wedding planner, appeared beside her with that calm voice planners use when they’re quietly drowning.

“Emma,” Claire said gently. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Emma replied automatically, because that’s what you say when you want the world to believe you.

Claire hesitated, then lifted her phone slightly, as if the screen itself might explain the universe. “We have... an update.”

Emma’s heart tightened. “What kind of update?”

Claire swallowed. “Mark isn’t here.”

The sentence didn’t sound real at first—like someone reading from a script that had missed its cue. Emma blinked once, then again, hoping her eyes would correct the information.

“His car—his route—there’s no way,” she said, though she knew she was already bargaining with air.

Claire’s expression said the opposite.

“He was supposed to arrive hours ago,” Claire continued. “And... he didn’t.”

Emma’s fingers tightened around her bouquet until the stems creaked softly. She tried to stay inside the version of reality where weddings were supposed to go. The version where men showed up. Where plans held. Where the world played fair.

But then she heard it—the faint shift in the room. People weren’t whispering anymore. They were talking in that nervous, public way that turns a private disaster into community entertainment.

Her mother dabbed at her eyes like she’d practiced it. A guest laughed once, sharply, and then realized no one else was laughing.

Claire leaned in closer. “Just—breathe. We can handle this. We can stall. We can—”

Before she could finish, Emma saw a movement near the back doors. A staff member approached in a crisp, official hurry.

“Mrs. Hart?” he said, voice polite but clearly terrified beneath it. “We apologize, but there’s a situation.”

“A situation?” Emma repeated, her tone too steady to be believable.

He glanced down at his clipboard, then up at her again. “Mr. Hart—Mark—has not reached the venue.”

Emma felt her brain searching for the loophole. A missed turn. A parking problem. A misunderstanding.

Something reasonable.

But the staff member’s eyes didn’t contain anything reasonable. They contained panic.

“Is there an ETA?” Emma asked.

“We’re trying to contact him,” he said, and that—right there—was when it became official. When “trying” replaced certainty.

Claire moved beside Emma again, her hand hovering near Emma’s elbow without touching. Like she was afraid comfort might break.

Then Claire’s phone rang.

Emma saw the screen from where she stood. She didn’t need Claire to say it aloud. The name already lit up the air between them.

Insurance.

The word didn’t belong in the middle of vows. It didn’t belong next to lace and flowers and the music swelling like it meant something holy.

Claire’s fingers trembled just slightly as she answered. Then her face changed.

Emma didn’t need to hear every word to understand what was happening. Claire went still in that particular way people do when they’ve just received bad news that isn’t allowed to be comforting.

Emma’s smile finally slipped.

Claire cleared her throat. “Emma... they want to speak to you.”

“What do they mean, they—” Emma started, but the answer arrived in her own hands, in the form of Claire holding out the phone like it might explode.

Emma took it.

“Ms. Hart?” a man’s voice asked, smooth and professional. Not cold—just impossibly controlled. “We’re calling regarding the delayed fulfillment of your wedding clause.”

Emma’s mouth went dry. “Delayed fulfillment?”

“We apologize,” the voice continued. “However, an automatic contingency procedure has been triggered. We need to confirm you are available for immediate legal action.”

Emma stared ahead as the altar looked suddenly absurd—too empty, too staged, too bright.

“Immediate legal action?” she echoed.

“Yes,” he said. “Within the next twenty-four hours.”

Twenty-four hours.

Emma felt her body continue to stand, but something inside her sat down hard, like it had been thrown onto the floor.

“That’s—” she began. “That’s not how any of this works.”

“I understand this is unexpected,” the voice replied calmly. “But the contract is binding. And the contract states your payout can only be recovered if a legal marriage takes place before the deadline expires.”

Emma blinked, once, twice, as if her eyes could clear up the language. “A legal marriage... by someone else?”

Silence. Then, like he was reading from a file that had been waiting for this exact moment, the voice answered.

“A backup match has been identified,” he said.

The words landed slowly. Heavy. Impossible.

Emma swallowed. “Who?”

The man didn’t hesitate. “Noah Bennett.”

Emma’s chest tightened so sharply she almost couldn’t breathe.

Noah Bennett.

The name wasn’t familiar in the way you learn names from introductions or wedding seating charts. It felt familiar in the way you recognize a street you haven’t walked in years—suddenly real, suddenly dangerous, suddenly connected to something you can’t quite remember.

Emma tried to speak. Nothing came out.

Claire watched her like she’d been carved into place.

The insurance voice continued, unbothered by Emma’s silence. “We require your confirmation that you will initiate contact and proceed with the listed contingency match within the allotted time.”

Emma finally forced the words out. “If I don’t—”

“Then the claim is denied,” he said. “And the payout will not be released.”

Emma’s mind flashed through images that didn’t fit her life. Bills. Hospital paperwork. Debt notices stacked like evidence. Not because she wanted them—because they existed, quietly, in the background of everything she’d pretended was fine.

She didn’t want to think about why insurance could know so much about her.

She didn’t want to think about why her life was suddenly balanced on a clause written by someone she’d never met.

But she didn’t have time not to.

Emma’s voice sounded small. “How do you expect me to—”

“We will send the documents immediately,” the voice said. “But first, we need your presence on the phone until we finalize the initial step.”

Emma’s fingers tightened around the phone. “And the initial step is...?”

A pause.

Then the voice delivered the sentence that made everything else collapse.

“We need you to speak to the backup match,” he said. “Now.”

Emma’s heart thumped once, hard enough to bruise. The music in the venue continued—someone else’s world still pretending it was normal—but Emma stood inside her own silence.

Noah Bennett.

A man named as if he’d been waiting for Emma her whole life.

Or as if someone had decided fate like it was a form you filled out.

Claire whispered, barely audible. “Emma... we have lawyers on standby.”

Emma stared at the altar, at the empty space where Mark should have been. She didn’t know what she was supposed to feel—anger, panic, betrayal, grief.

She felt something worse.

She felt the trap click into place.

The insurance voice spoke again, steady as a clock. “We will arrange the call. Please remain available.”

The line stayed open.

Emma didn’t move, like if she stayed perfectly still the universe might reverse itself.

Then, at the exact moment she expected nothing—after all the waiting and praying and pretending—her wedding planner’s phone rang again in a sharp, unstoppable burst of sound.

Emma’s stomach turned.

Claire glanced at the screen and mouthed the name before the first full notification even finished loading.

Noah Bennett.

Emma’s gaze snapped to the phone in her hand.

Her day wasn’t ending as a wedding.

It was beginning as a deadline.
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