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For the ones still searching for where they belong—
may you find the people who feel like home.

	


PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	Sorry babe, not gonna make it tonight. The game ran over.

	Nora stared at the message on her phone, rereading it as if the words might rearrange themselves into something less disappointing. They didn’t. Jake was blowing her off again; choosing another endless gaming session with his friends over her.

	Tonight was supposed to be a celebration.

	After four years of gruelling training, sleepless nights, and placements that had tested every ounce of her resilience, Nora had finally secured her dream job. A permanent post as a neurology ICU nurse at Celsoran Medical in Havenford, working with patients in comas and persistent vegetative states. It was everything she’d worked for.

	It also meant moving from Ashbourne to Havenford in a few weeks’ time, but that part didn’t bother her. She’d miss her parents, still happily settled in the house she’d grown up in, but Havenford wasn’t far enough to make regular visits impossible.

	Jake, on the other hand… well, that was clearly another story.

	They’d been together just over a year. In the beginning, he’d been attentive, charming—even romantic. But the moment they moved in together, something had shifted. The effort disappeared. The dates stopped. And somehow, she’d gone from girlfriend to glorified roommate while he devoted himself wholeheartedly to his console and his mates.

	At least her name wasn’t on the lease. Small mercies.

	“So,” her sister Hannah said, sliding back onto the bar stool beside her at the Aeloria Hotel, a knowing look already on her face, “I take it Manchild won’t be joining us tonight?”

	“Nope,” Nora replied, locking her phone and setting it face down on the bar. “Apparently his game ran over.”

	Hannah snorted. “That man has no game whatsoever.”

	Nora couldn’t help laughing, the tension in her shoulders easing just a fraction.

	“You need to dump his manchild arse,” Hannah continued without hesitation, “and start fresh in Havenford. Find yourself a proper man. Not a child in a man suit.”

	“I know,” Nora admitted quietly. “And I will. I mean, I’m moving in a few weeks anyway, so it’s kind of ending by default.” She hesitated, then added, “It’s just… I still need somewhere to stay until the move. And I don’t exactly see Jake letting me stick around once I dump him.”

	“Not a problem,” Hannah said breezily. “I’ll get you a room here.”

	Nora blinked. “Han, I can’t let you do that. This place is ridiculously expensive.”

	Hannah worked in event management and practically lived at the Aeloria half the year. She was good friends with Mags Maitland, who ran the hotel day-to-day alongside its owner, Eric Daranthas—but still.

	“I’ll talk to Mags,” Hannah said, waving off the concern. “It’ll be fine. Otherwise—” she paused pointedly “—your only other option is Mum and Dad’s.”

	Nora groaned.

	She loved her parents. Truly. And she loved how deeply, unapologetically in love they still were after all these years.

	What she couldn’t cope with was the constant, enthusiastic displays of affection now that they had the house to themselves.

	Her mind immediately betrayed her, replaying the memory from a few weeks earlier—dropping by unannounced, opening the living room door, and finding her parents very much in the middle of something that should never be witnessed by a daughter.

	On the sofa.

	In broad daylight.

	No. Absolutely not.

	“I’ll take the hotel room,” Nora said firmly.

	“Excellent” Hannah grinned “I will go find Mags and get things squared away and then we celebrate. Your new job and freedom from Manchild” 

	 

	Nora laughed as Hannah stood and headed off toward the reception desk. Nora would still need to collect her things from Jake’s but that was a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, she would drink and laugh with her sister, then crash in a hotel room that was far more luxurious than she could afford. 

	 

	Nora had just order a new round of cocktails, and the two flutes of French 75s sat between them, the bubbles catching the low amber light of the bar, when she overheard a conversation happening a few seats down from her. 

	“Angelica,” the man said, his voice edged with a mix of pleading and exasperation. “I’ve told you before—we had a good time, but it’s over. I’m not interested in anything more.”

	It was painfully clear he was trying to let her down gently but firmly. Unfortunately, it wasn’t working.

	“But Benji, we’re so good together,” the woman whined, her voice high and tinny, pitched like a child begging for attention.

	Nora shook her head from her stool at the bar. Was that really her tactic? Did Angelica have no self-respect at all?

	“We were,” Benji replied evenly, “but not anymore. You need to stop following me. It’s starting to get creepy.”

	“But I love you,” Angelica insisted, her words thick with obviously manufactured tears.

	“I’m sorry,” Benji said, his tone final, “but the feeling isn’t mutual. And besides…. I’ve met someone else.”

	Whether that was true or simply a strategic escape, Nora didn’t know. Either way, she decided to help him out. Turning on her stool, she took in the man properly for the first time—tall, broad-shouldered, with unmistakable ginger hair and a toned physique that suggested regular training. Her gaze flicked briefly to the tattoo on his forearm: a sigil she recognised instantly. One of the Keepers. She didn’t know which House he served, but she was certain it wasn’t Daranthas—otherwise she would have crossed paths with him during her time in the ER.

	Standing, she crossed the short distance and slipped an arm around Benji’s waist. At just over five foot four, she fit neatly beneath his arm, her head barely brushing his chest.

	“Hey, Red,” she said lightly. “Sorry I’m late—my shift ran over at the hospital.”

	Benji’s eyes flashed with confusion for half a second—then understanding clicked into place.

	“That’s okay, babe,” he said smoothly, dropping a kiss to the top of her head to sell the lie. “You were saving lives.”

	“Benji!” Angelica shrieked. “Who is this bitch? What is going on here?”

	Nora tilted her head, unfazed, and looked up at Benji.

	“Wow,” she said dryly. “She’s charming. A friend of yours?”

	“Not anymore, babe,” Benji replied, his voice turning cold. He looked directly at Angelica, his expression hard. “No one speaks to my girlfriend like that and remains my friend.”

	“Girlfriend?!” Angelica screeched.

	“Yes,” Benji said calmly. “My girlfriend.”

	Nora squeezed his waist lightly. “Come on, Red. Hannah will be waiting. No need to let this ruin our evening.”

	“Absolutely,” Benji agreed.

	Together, they turned and walked away. Behind them, Angelica stamped her foot in a small, furious tantrum before spinning on her heel and storming out of the bar. Benji didn’t let go of Nora until they were back at her corner of the bar. When he finally stepped away, it was with a faint hesitation, like neither of them was quite sure when the act was supposed to end.

	Then Nora laughed. Not a polite chuckle but an unrestrained, surprised burst of laughter that had her bracing a hand on the bar.

	“Oh my god,” she said, shaking her head. “I cannot believe I just did that.”

	Benji grinned, rubbing the back of his neck. “You committed. I respect that.”

	“She called me a bitch,” Nora added, still smiling. “Right to my face.”

	He winced. “Yeah… I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to drag you into my mess.”

	“Honestly?” Nora said, turning to face him properly for the first time. “Worth it. Her face when you said girlfriend was priceless.”

	He laughed, low and genuine. “I thought she was going to implode.”

	“She stamped her foot,” Nora said brightly. “Like a toddler.”

	“That tracks,” Benji muttered. “I did tell her it was over. Apparently she disagreed.”

	Nora lifted her glass in mock salute. “Well, I’m happy to have provided emergency girlfriend services.”

	“I definitely owe you a drink for that,” he said. “At least one.”

	She smiled. “I won’t argue with that.”

	They clinked glasses, the sound light between them. The easy laughter faded into something quieter but not awkward. Benji glanced at her, then held out his hand. 

	“By the way—I’m Benji. Just in case that wasn’t obvious.”

	She laughed again, taking his hand. “Nora. Nice to meet you even under… unusual circumstances.”

	“Definitely not how I imagined introducing myself to a beautiful woman tonight,” he flirted, releasing her hand reluctantly. Nora blushed at his compliment but before either of them could say more, a familiar voice cut in.

	“All sorted, Mags has got you are room until your move. ”

	Hannah appeared beside them, drink in hand, her gaze instantly snapping between Nora and Benji.

	“I leave you alone for five minutes,” she said slowly, “and you’re already holding hands with a tall ginger stranger.”

	Nora groaned. “Han...  It’s not like that.”

	Hannah ignored her and beamed at Benji. “I’m Hannah, this one’s sister. And you are?”

	“Benji,” he replied politely. “And I owed your sister a drink for saving me from an awkward situation.”

	Hannah’s smile widened. “Oh….. I like him.”

	Nora dropped her forehead to the bar. “Please stop.”

	They were midway through Hannah interrogating Benji about where exactly he’d learned to be that charming when a familiar male voice cut in from behind him.

	“Was that Angelica I just saw storming out like she’d just been told she wasn’t the centre of the universe?”

	Benji groaned without turning. “Please don’t say her name, you might summon her back like some sort of demon.”

	Sawyer laughed and stepped closer, his gaze flicking briefly toward the bar entrance before settling on Benji—then stopping short when he noticed the two women beside him.

	“…And I’m guessing I missed something,” he said slowly. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to these lovely ladies that you have convinced to talk to you?”

	Benji shook his head and turned to Nora and Hannah. “This is Sawyer.... my annoying and less charming adoptive brother.”

	Sawyer straightened immediately. “But I am the better-looking adoptive brother.”

	Benji didn’t miss a beat. “Possibly. But Maggie-Ma loves me more.”

	Sawyer clutched his chest in exaggerated pain. “You wound me, how could she choose a ginger white boy over the ebony child of her own loins.”

	Hannah snorted. Nora laughed and just like that, whatever tension lingered from Angelica’s exit evaporated.

	“Nora,” she said, smiling.

	“Hannah,” her sister added. 

	Nora’s gaze drifted briefly to the tattoo visible on Sawyer’s forearm, then back to Benji’s. “I noticed your ink earlier,” she said to Benji. “Keeper markings, right? Which House?”

	Benji blinked, surprised but not displeased realising that Nora and Hannah are Aelorian. “Good eye. Solyriths.”

	Hannah whistled softly. “Fancy.”

	“We’re doing some training here in Ashbourne at the moment,” Benji added, “with the Daranthas team.”

	“That explains why I haven’t seen you around,” Nora said, nodding. “I work ER shifts at the Medical centre and we get a few Keepers in from time to time when Dr Clearwater can’t treat them here.”

	Sawyer raised his brows. “You do?”

	Hannah puffed up proudly. “She does but we’re actually celebrating tonight. Nora just landed her dream job at Celsoran Medical in Havenford.”

	Benji turned back to Nora. “Congratulations.”

	“Thank you,” she said. “Neurology ICU. Coma and long-term care.”

	Sawyer winced slightly. “That’s… intense.”

	“It is,” Nora agreed. “But I love it and I will still do a few shifts in the ER as well. Gotta get my excitement somewhere.”

	“So,” Sawyer said casually, leaning back against the bar, “important question.... are either of you single?”

	Nora opened her mouth, but Hannah beat her to it.

	“Extremely,” she said cheerfully. “Her manchild boyfriend stood her up tonight to play video games with his buddies. So now she’s young, free, and very much reconsidering her life choices.”

	Nora groaned. “Hannah.”

	Benji leaned closer, lowering his voice just enough that it felt like a shared secret. “For what it’s worth,” he said quietly, “if you were actually my girlfriend, I’d never stand you up. Especially not for a game.”

	Nora felt heat creep up her neck and laughed, shaking her head. “Duly noted.”

	The rest of the evening unfolded easily, drinks refilled, laughter flowing freely, conversation drifting from training horror stories to hospital mishaps to Hannah’s ruthless event-planning anecdotes. There was flirting—light, teasing, unforced—but nothing that crossed a line.

	Eventually, the night wound down, and goodbyes were exchanged, but no numbers were offered and promises of another time left comfortably unspoken. They went their separate ways but Nora couldn’t shake the feeling that something had quietly, unmistakably shifted. She shook her head; she was moving to Havenford in a couple of weeks and Benji and Sawyer were based in Thorndale it was unlikely they would ever meet again. 

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	 

	The Citadel sat just outside the heart of the Capital, set back behind wrought-iron gates and a sweep of manicured grounds. Its pale stone façade stretched wide rather than tall, multiple wings arranged in careful symmetry. It looked less like a seat of power and more like a private estate—old money, heritage-listed, the kind of place that hosted charity galas and historical tours.

	 

	Which, Benji knew, was exactly the point.

	 

	Every Keeper present knew what had happened to the Archive. They knew about the Voidbound infiltration, the lies that had festered behind locked doors, and the long-buried plan to release Nexus. The Citadel had been the heart of Aelorian knowledge and history, the foundation of their society—until Principal Archivist Leyland had been exposed as Voidbound alongside Fabian Fyrion and Diana Daranthas. Now Thomas Daranthas and Austin Aquendil had been sent to root out any remaining Voidbound influence and recover the Noctus Codex, a book of rituals used to access Nexus’s power.

	 

	They were met at the entrance by Thomas Daranthas himself, immaculate as ever, his presence calm and authoritative in a way that felt deliberately reassuring.

	 

	“Solyrith Keepers,” he said, inclining his head. “Welcome to the Citadel. Thank you for volunteering to support us while we search for the Codex. We understand you’ve put your lives on hold for this, and it’s appreciated.”

	 

	“Not exactly on hold when you work for Phoenix Security,” Sawyer chuckled. “Miles says jump, we say how high.”

	 

	“I was trying to be diplomatic,” Thomas replied dryly, a smirk tugging at his mouth. “But truly, we do appreciate you all coming.”

	 

	He gestured them inside. The interior was elegant and restrained—polished wood floors, high ceilings, long corridors lined with framed histories and subtle detailing. Then there was the staircase. It swept from the entryway to the first-floor landing, its ornate bannisters and carved balustrades impossible to ignore. Benji had always thought the Solyrith mansion was impressive, but this was on another level entirely.

	 

	“As you’re aware,” Thomas continued as they walked, “we’re still assessing the extent of Voidbound influence here. Certain areas will remain restricted while we determine who can be trusted.”

	 

	Cole frowned slightly. “Off-limits?”

	 

	“For now,” Thomas said. “You’ll have full access to the grounds, training rooms, gym, and kitchens. Your quarters are in the east wing. You’ll be sharing rooms, I’m afraid. When we sent the archivists away it was meant to be temporary, so their rooms still contain personal belongings. We want to respect their privacy.”

	 

	Benji, Sawyer, and Cole exchanged glances and shrugged. Sharing rooms was nothing new. They’d spent half their childhood rotating between each other’s places—privacy had never been a given. Their shared room overlooked the gardens, three neatly made beds arranged with military precision. Benji set his pack down and glanced out the window. The courtyard below was pristine, the fountain at its canter dry for now, though he could easily imagine it running. His thoughts drifted, uninvited, to Nora—the nurse from three months ago—and whether she would like it here.

	 

	“You okay, man?” Sawyer asked, dropping onto one of the beds. “You zoned out.”

	 

	“Bet he’s thinking about his nurse again,” Cole said with a smirk.

	 

	They’d both been teasing him about his so-called obsession. He’d spent one evening with her—nothing even vaguely romantic beyond the fake-girlfriend act—and yet she’d lodged herself firmly in his thoughts.

	 

	“Like either of you can talk,” Benji shot back, sitting heavily on his chosen bed. “Sawyer, you’ve been lusting after Charlie for years and still haven’t done anything about it.”

	 

	“I have too,” Sawyer protested, sounding petulant. “I have a plan.”

	 

	“Making Charlie jealous by dating anything with a pulse and boobs?” Cole asked, laughing. “Yeah, that’s working out great for you.”

	 

	“Shut up,” Sawyer snapped, lobbing a pillow at him. “What about you and Marisol Vega? We’ve all seen how you look at her when you’re both at the Dive.”

	 

	“Marisol is dating Peter Montrose,” Cole said flatly. “There’s nothing for me to do.”

	 

	“Not anymore,” Sawyer said with a grin. “You weren’t there the other night. I don’t know what Montrose said, but Marisol was furious. She and Charlie ended up dancing on the bar to some Dove Cameron song. Montrose stormed out looking like a slapped arse.”

	 

	“Really?” Cole asked, then shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. She’s not interested in me.”

	 

	Benji and Sawyer burst out laughing. They were still at it when there was a knock at the door and Captain Kate Benson stepped inside, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed.

	 

	“What are you three hyenas laughing at?” she asked.

	 

	“Nothing much,” Benji said. “Just our tragic, non-existent love lives.”

	 

	“Non-existent?” Kate echoed incredulously. “I’m pretty sure I saw Sawyer leaving the Dive with a redhead the other night.”

	 

	“Merely a distraction,” Sawyer said loftily. “Until the love of my life wakes up to my brilliance.”

	That set them off again.

	 

	“Dinner’s in the main dining room at six,” Kate said once they’d settled. “There’ll be a briefing afterward with Ash Thorne and Austin about tonight’s mission. Be on time.”

	 

	She wagged a finger at them. All three wore expressions of exaggerated offense—then promptly started laughing again.

	 

	--- 

	 

	Benji took his seat at the long conference table with an ease that often fooled people. He looked relaxed, almost careless, but everything about his posture was deliberate—line of sight, distance to exits, awareness of who sat where. Ash Thorne stood at the head of the room, calm and commanding, scanning the Keepers with a gaze that missed nothing.

	 

	Ten Keepers. Himself included. Alongside Austin Aquendil, Patrick Thorne, and Thomas Daranthas.

	 

	This wasn’t a room for bravado. It carried the weight of decisions that wouldn’t stay theoretical for long.

	Ash outlined the mission with quiet precision. Illegal. Necessary. Carefully layered security. Limited numbers. Benji listened without interrupting, mind already pulling the plan apart and rebuilding it piece by piece. Risk points. Timing windows. Where things would go wrong if they did. When she mentioned teams of three, his attention shifted automatically.

	 

	Sawyer sat to his left, sprawled just enough to look casual, but Benji knew better. Sawyer always looked loose before a job—never during. His eyes were sharp, tracking Ash, absorbing detail. Across the table, Cole sat upright, still as stone, already thinking three moves ahead.

	 

	Benji met Sawyer’s gaze first.  No words passed between them. None were needed. Cole caught the exchange and gave a single nod. That was it. Decision made.

	 

	They’d grown up together in everything that mattered. Benji didn’t remember his biological father at all, and his mother had died when he was barely two—memories of her nothing more than impressions and warmth that might not even be real. What he did remember was Maggie. Sawyer’s mum. The woman who never once made him feel like a guest, who fed him, yelled at him, worried about him like he was her own.

	Sawyer and Cole weren’t just teammates. They were his brothers.

	 

	And Benji was fiercely protective of that.

	 

	Ash continued, explaining perimeter security, fall back protocols, contingencies if things went sideways. Voidbound. Wraiths. Real threats. Benji leaned forward slightly, forearms resting on the table, instincts sharpening. 

	 

	He leaned forward slightly. “Why would the Voidbound or Wraiths even show up? It’s not exactly their usual hunting ground.”

	 

	Ash hesitated. Just for a second. Then her gaze flicked to Austin. Benji followed it, suddenly alert. Whatever was coming next mattered.

	 

	Austin took a slow breath. “Because Ash and I are the Calystral Guardians.”

	 

	The room went still.

	 

	Benji felt his eyebrows shoot up before he could stop himself. “Wait, Ash is a Prime? How long have you known?” The words tumbled out on instinct, not accusation—pure disbelief. “Didn’t you like disappear for a decade?”

	 

	“Actually it was 7 years,” Ash corrected, “and Austin is the Prime. I’m the Warrior.”

	 

	That… was not what Benji had been expecting. Austin lifted his hand, and suddenly the air itself seemed to hum. White flame bloomed around his palm—controlled, powerful, unmistakable. Benji felt it in his chest, a pressure like standing too close to a storm. He forced himself to stay still, to keep his reaction measured. Power like that demanded respect, not theatrics. Around him, the room shifted—shock, awe, recalibration—but Benji’s focus narrowed instead.

	 

	Beacon effect. Increased threat radius. Higher probability of engagement.

	 

	Which meant higher risk.

	 

	His gaze flicked briefly to Sawyer, then Cole. Both had registered the same conclusion without needing to say it. Sawyer’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Cole adjusted his position, grounding himself.

	 

	Good.

	 

	Ash brought up the map, and Benji’s attention locked onto it fully. The display was impressive—clean, digital, interactive. Layers shifted smoothly as she highlighted patrol routes, blind spots, timing windows. Benji leaned in, eyes tracking lines of sight, calculating intercept points and fall back routes. Sawyer would take elevated over watch—quick reactions, flexible angles. Cole would stay mobile, ready to reinforce or extract. Benji anchored the pressure point, where trouble was most likely to hit first.

	 

	It fit together cleanly. Efficient. Safe, as far as anything ever was.

	 

	He filed the map away mentally, already planning to talk to Miles about getting something similar for Phoenix. He liked a good gadget, sure—but this wasn’t about toys. Tools like this kept people alive. Kept families intact.

	 

	Austin wrapped up the briefing. Eleven hundred. Full tactical gear.

	 

	As the room slowly began to empty, Benji pushed to his feet, the familiar internal shift settling in as the lighter version of himself slipped away—the jokes, the easy grin, the armour he wore when things were calm. In its place came something colder and sharper, a focus honed by years of knowing exactly what was at stake. Tonight wasn’t about glory, or curiosity, or the thrill of history being rewritten; it was about survival, about making sure every single person who walked out with them came back in one piece.

	Sawyer rose at his side without a word, Cole already moving with quiet efficiency, his mind clearly a step ahead of the room, mapping outcomes and contingencies before anyone else had caught up. Benji didn’t need to speak. They’d faced worse together, walked into darker places with less certainty, and whatever lay beyond Ash’s carefully constructed plan would find all three of them exactly where they’d always been—standing firm, watching one another’s backs, unshaken and united.

	 

	--- 

	The night was cold, but there was something sharper beneath it—a wrongness Benji couldn’t quite name—as he, Cole, and Sawyer settled into the perimeter Ash had laid out. Sawyer had taken the high ground, perched on a rooftop with a clear line of sight and his bow within easy reach, while Cole and Benji stayed on the ground below. They were alert, vigilant, but deliberately unarmed. Glowing swords and a glaive were hard to explain to curious passers by, and Ash had been very clear that this mission already sat well past the line of legality. The last thing they needed was police involvement.

	Not that Benji was overly worried about that. The area was industrial—quiet, empty, the kind of place no one wandered into by accident. Ash had said she’d be in and out in forty-five minutes. She’d gone dark thirty minutes ago.

	Benji checked the time again, jaw tight.

	“Benji, dude, how much coffee have you had?” Sawyer’s voice crackled through the comms. “You’ve got Karlach-before-a-fight energy and it’s stressing me out.”

	“Shut it, Legolas,” Benji shot back automatically. Sawyer looked nothing like a fictional elf archer, but the nickname had stuck years ago and refusing to let it die had become a point of pride. Even as he said it, the uneasy knot in his stomach tightened. Something about tonight felt off. He just couldn’t work out why.

	“Hey! stop mixing your references,” Cole cut in, laughing softly. “Besides, Sawyer’s no willowy elf. If anything, he’s more gnome than anything.”

	“Fuck you, Cole,” Sawyer replied without missing a beat. “I am far too tall to be a gnome. I’m clearly a Half-Orc. Intimidating. Terrifying. Deeply misunderstood.”

	“If you nerds are done comparing yourselves to fictional creatures,” Kate’s voice cut cleanly through the comms, all business, “we’ve just had word that Ash is heading out. Waiting for her to clear the area, then we head home.”

	Relief barely had time to register before Austin swore sharply over the channel.

	“Fuck,” he bit out. “Ash is surrounded by wraiths.”

	The banter died instantly. Benji’s body snapped into readiness, every sense sharpening as he and Cole scanned their surroundings, searching shadows, angles, movement—anything out of place. The pit in Benji’s stomach dropped hard. This. This was what he’d been feeling.

	“We need her location,” Austin ordered, to everyone and no one.

	“Sawyer, you see anything?” Benji asked, already bracing himself for the answer.

	“I’ve got a flare of light,” Sawyer replied, tension bleeding into his voice. “Could be Aelorian weapons. Car park—about four blocks east of our position.”

	“You heard Legolas,” Matthew’s voice came through, clipped and commanding. “Move. Now.”

	Cole and Benji stayed put, forcing themselves to wait as Sawyer descended from the rooftop. As soon as he joined them, they set off at a run, heading straight for the light Sawyer had spotted.

	 

	They rounded the corner just as Austin let rip with a ball of white Seal light blasting through the wraiths that were holding Ash. 

	 

	Benji didn’t remember deciding to draw his weapon. One moment he was running, boots pounding concrete, breath burning in his chest—the next his glaive was in his hands, the familiar weight settling into his grip as its Aelorian edge flared to life.

	They hit the car park at full speed and straight into chaos.

	Wraiths poured out of the shadows, shrieking as the Keepers surged forward to meet them. Golden-white light ripped through the darkness as blades and Seal energy carved open the night. Benji spun the glaive instinctively, its long haft giving him reach as he swept through the first wave, the glowing blade cleaving through shadowed forms that dissolved the instant he struck.

	For a moment, it worked.

	Then something shifted.

	Every time Benji moved, the Wraiths adjusted. Not drifting. Not random. They turned toward him, slithering across the asphalt like smoke caught in a current. He pivoted, using the glaive in wide, controlled arcs, cutting one down, then another—yet the space he cleared filled again almost instantly.

	That’s not right.

	Cole was only meters away, fighting with brutal precision. Sawyer’s arrows streaked down from above, flashes of light punching holes through the dark. Austin’s Seal light tore through clusters of Wraiths like a miniature sun. Ash waded through the chaos, her daggers a blur.

	And still.... they came for Benji.

	He reversed his grip, driving the glaive’s blade down through a lunging Wraith and wrenching it free, heart pounding as more surged toward him. A pressure built beneath his skin, cold and insistent, like an invisible hook digging into his core. The Wraiths weren’t just attacking him.

	They were drawn to him.

	Benji retreated a step, angling toward Cole, spinning the glaive defensively—but the Wraiths followed, clustering tighter, faster. One slammed into him, shadowy claws wrapping around the haft of his weapon, another latching onto his arm.

	The pain was immediate and wrong—like ice flooding his veins. Benji gasped, twisting to free himself, but another Wraith slammed into him, then another and another pilling on top of him. They didn’t strike. They didn’t tear.

	They fed.

	Agony tore through his core as something was ripped loose, drawn out in long, burning pulls that left him choking on the air. The light along his glaive flickered violently, sputtering as if starved.

	“No—” Benji tried to shout.

	The glaive vanished from his hands entirely, dissolving into nothing as his Aelorian light collapsed. The sudden absence was terrifying—no weapon, no power, no anchor. The Wraiths swarmed, crushing him to the ground as the pain peaked, white-hot and all-consuming.

	Then it suddenly it all stopped.

	The agony vanished so completely it left him reeling. There was no impact, no weight, no sense of falling—just an abrupt, hollow nothingness. Benji couldn’t see. Couldn’t feel. Darkness wrapped around him, thick and absolute.

	The battle was still there, but distant. Sound reached him in fragments, distorted and muffled, like he was submerged deep underwater. A shout. Metal ringing. A burst of power. Someone screaming his name. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from or how far away it was—only that it was fading in and out.

	Benji could hear himself breathing.

	Short. Ragged. Too loud in his own head.

	“I’m here,” he tried to say; or more appropriately scream. He wasn’t sure which. He felt his mouth move, felt the effort—but no sound reached his ears. Panic surged as he tried again, forcing the words out, straining with everything he had left.

	Nothing answered.

	The fight raged on somewhere beyond him, the sounds slipping further away with every heartbeat. The darkness pressed in, heavy and endless, and Benji drifted within it, trapped inside his own awareness.

	Whatever the Wraiths had taken from him wasn’t just his light.... It was his way back.

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	Nora sat behind the nurses’ station, updating electronic notes and signing off observations, her fingers moving on autopilot as her thoughts drifted—again—to how completely her life had shifted in the last three months.

	Accepting the post in Havenford had been the first domino. The second had fallen during what was supposed to be a simple night of celebration at the Aeloria Hotel. By the end of that week she’d ended things with Jake—an ending so anticlimactic it had almost been insulting. He hadn’t argued, hadn’t asked questions, hadn’t even seemed to notice how final her leaving was.

	She’d stayed at the hotel for a week while she sorted housing, paperwork, and the endless admin that came with moving cities and starting a new role. When she finally settled into a small, slightly wonky but charming apartment in Havenford, the overwhelming feeling had been relief. Freedom. For the first time in years, her life felt like it belonged to her.

	She loved her job in the Neurology ICU; truly loved it and still picked up occasional emergency department shifts to keep her broader clinical skills sharp. She’d made friends easily enough among the hospital staff, but the person she’d unexpectedly grown closest to was Adam Celsoran.

	Adam wasn’t someone Nora ever thought she would be friends with. Heir to the Celsoran First family, Chief Medical Officer of Havenford General, and a Consultant Neurologist specialising in intensive care. On paper, he shouldn’t have had the time, or inclination to notice a relatively new ICU nurse.

	But Adam had a way of making titles irrelevant. Their friendship had started the night he’d found Nora rage-crying in the break room after learning the apartment she’d just moved into was being condemned. He hadn’t asked questions she couldn’t answer. He’d just handed her tissues, then helped her find the quirky slightly wonky apartment she now lived in. He had even helped her to move her things and brought her pizza as a moving in gift. 

	At work, they functioned seamlessly. Adam never spoke down to her, never treated her input as secondary. He listened, asked questions, and credited her ideas when they improved patient outcomes. The rumour mill had done what it always did, but it had died quickly after Adam stopped by the unit on his way to a formal event, bringing his date with him and proudly introducing Nora as “my newest, bestest friend.”

	That had settled things nicely.

	Today, Nora was working the second shift, 1 p.m. to 10 p.m. It was just after three, and the unit was unusually quiet. She’d reviewed the handover from the morning shift, cross-checked lab results, and was annotating care plans when the door to the unit opened and Adam stepped inside.

	He looked… off. Jacket still on. Tie loosened. A little too tense for someone just popping in to review patients.

	“Hey,” Nora said, glancing up from her screen. “You okay?”

	Adam exhaled and leaned briefly against the desk. “Yeah. I’m fine. But we’ve got a Keeper coming in shortly.”

	That got her full attention. Nora straightened, eyebrows lifting. While the hospital treated non-Aelorians regularly, Keepers were different.

	They were the soldiers—Aeloria’s shield against the Wraiths, the creatures Nexus had created to drain Aelorian light. As a result, Keepers were classified as VIP patients within Celsoran medical facilities. They received the highest level of care, immediate access to resources, and—most importantly—no questions about how their injuries were sustained.

	A dedicated team handled their treatment: doctors and nurses who were Aelorian themselves, trained to understand the realities of Wraith combat. There was no need for lies, no careful half-truths, no awkward omissions. Just treatment, trust, and the unspoken understanding of what the job cost them.

	“He’s being transferred from the Citadel,” Adam continued. “Details are thin. Wraith-related attack. He’s in a coma.”

	Nora was already standing. “Do we know how deep?”

	“Unclear,” Adam said. “John McAlister’s accompanying the transfer. He’ll brief us when they arrive.”

	“Any injuries?”

	Adam shook his head. “None reported. Physically healthy. Unresponsive to stimuli, but breathing independently—no airway intervention required at this point.”

	“Vitals stable?”

	“So far.”

	Nora nodded, already moving. “I’ll prep 406. Neuro obs protocol, continuous monitoring.”

	“Exactly what I was thinking.”

	She paused briefly. “ETA?”

	“Within the hour.”

	“Got it.”

	Nora headed down the corridor toward the private ICU room, mentally running through preparations—cardiac monitoring, EEG access, IV lines ready, emergency airway equipment on standby just in case. Whatever had put this Keeper into a coma, she intended to be ready for it.

	She was just finishing the last checks in the room—monitor leads laid out, suction tested, emergency airway equipment positioned—when Adam appeared at the door.

	“They’ve arrived.”

	Nora set her tablet down and followed him back to the nurses’ station just as the lift doors opened. The calm of the unit fractured into controlled motion.

	The bed emerged first, orderlies guiding it smoothly into the unit. Nora stepped forward automatically, eyes scanning posture, breathing, skin tone. She moved to the head of the bed, positioning herself for the transfer—

	And then she saw his face properly.

	Red hair, unmistakable even now. Freckles scattered across pale skin. A face she recognised instantly.

	For a split second, everything else fell away.

	The Aeloria Hotel bar. Ashborne. Bright lights and clinking glasses. Cocktails shared with her sister Hannah. A fun, slightly reckless red-haired Keeper she’d rescued from a clingy ex with a well-timed interruption and a sharp smile. Laughter that had come easily. A night that had felt light, uncomplicated—right before she’d left the city and that version of her life behind.

	Benji.

	Her fingers stilled for a fraction too long.

	Across the bed, Adam noticed.

	His gaze flicked from Benji to Nora, catching the brief hesitation, the almost imperceptible shift in her expression. One eyebrow lifted; just slightly. He didn’t say a word and neither did she.

	“Room 406,” Nora said evenly, the moment already sealed away.  The orderlies moved, pushing the bed down the corridor. Adam and John McAllister peeled away toward Adam’s office for handover, but not before Adam gave Nora one last, assessing look, curious, not concerned but letting her know he wanted the story later.

	Inside the room, professionalism took over completely.

	“Transfer on three,” Nora instructed, voice calm and precise. The move was smooth. She adjusted Benji’s position immediately, checking alignment, ensuring there was no strain on his neck or limbs. She attached the cardiac leads, eyes on the monitor as it powered up. Heart rate steady. Blood pressure acceptable. Oxygen saturation holding well on room air.

	All good.

	She clipped a pulse oximeter onto his finger, checked capillary refill, then assessed his pupils—penlight steady. Equal. Reactive. No response to voice. Minimal motor response to pain. Glasgow Coma Scale scored and logged without hesitation.

	“Do we have his file?” she asked, already reaching for her tablet.

	“It should be on your system,” an orderly replied. “Dr McAllister transferred it before we left. Name’s Benji Ayrdon.”

	Nora didn’t react this time, she pulled up the file and scanned labs and vitals, comparing them to her own observations. No visible trauma. No external injuries. Whatever the Wraiths had done, it had gone deeper than skin.

	She turned to the nurse assisting her. “Let’s start continuous neuro observations. Half-hourly for now. Prep repeat labs, and get EEG access ready once Adam signs off.”

	Only once the room had settled into its steady ICU rhythm did Nora allow herself a brief, silent acknowledgment of the past. Adam might have noticed the moment—might even have understood it—but this wasn’t the Aeloria bar, and whatever had existed there belonged firmly to another version of her life. Benji Ayrdon wasn’t a memory she could afford to linger on. He was her patient now, and that was all that mattered.

	 

	---

	 

	An hour later, Benji was fully settled. Adam and John McAllister had finished updating Nora on her patient’s condition and on the nature of the attack itself—details that left her with more questions than answers. None of them quite knew what to make of it. As far as anyone could tell, this had never happened before. There was no precedent, no clear path forward.

	They divided the responsibility as best they could. John McAllister would return to the Citadel to comb through the Archives, searching for anything—any fragment of knowledge—that might offer insight or hope. Adam planned to explore every possible medical avenue, conventional or otherwise. And Nora’s role was clear: keep Benji comfortable, monitor him closely, and watch for even the smallest change.

	Once John had taken his leave, Adam didn’t follow Nora back onto the unit. Instead, he steered her down the corridor and into his office, closing the door behind them.

	“Okay,” he said, folding his arms across his chest, one eyebrow lifting. “Out with it.”

	Adam might have been in his early forties, but he easily passed for five years younger. The neatly trimmed beard, the bright green eyes—features that hadn’t gone unnoticed by half the hospital staff—only added to his appeal. Nora knew exactly why so many people fawned over him. That, and the fact that his family owned the Celsoran Medical Group, making them obscenely wealthy. What fewer people knew was that he was next in line to take over as head of the family.

	Despite all of that, Adam wasn’t pretentious. He’d worked hard for his position, earned the respect that came with it.

	Unfortunately, he was also an incurable gossip.

	Nora sighed, already knowing there was no dodging this. He’d seen her reaction when Benji had been wheeled in, and Adam never let things like that go.

	“It’s nothing,” she said finally.

	Adam snorted. “That was not nothing. The look on your face when you realized it was Benji on that gurney? That tells me there’s a story here—and I want to hear it.”

	“I promise you, there is no story,” Nora said, keeping her voice even. “Nothing that compromises my ability to care for him. And nothing that puts the hospital in an ethical bind.”

	Adam’s gaze sharpened. “I don’t care about that, but you know him.”

	“I wouldn’t say that” she replied carefully. “We met before I started working here. At the Aeloria in Ashbourne. I was out celebrating my new job with my sister, and Benji was there with a friend. He had… a situation with an ex, and I helped him out. The four of us hung out for the evening. That’s it. Nothing happened. I haven’t seen or thought of him since.”

	Adam studied her for a long moment, then shook his head. “I call bullshit on that last part. You’ve definitely thought about him—otherwise you wouldn’t have reacted the way you did.”

	“It doesn’t matter, Adam,” Nora said firmly. “He’s my patient now. That means nothing can happen. He’s probably forgotten I ever existed. And besides,” she added sarcastically pointing out the obvious, “he’s in a coma.”

	“Fine” Adam conceded “but I think there is more going on here, even if you won’t admit it” 

	Nora laughed at this “You are just fishing for gossip because you have no life outside this hospital” 

	“Harsh” Adam laughed back as they both headed out of the office and back to the ward floor. 

	


CHAPTER 3

	 

	Over the next few days, Benji’s condition remained stubbornly unchanged. Stable. Predictable. Tests were run to assess neurological response, reflexes, and pain stimulus. A physiotherapy routine was introduced to prevent muscle atrophy, his limbs carefully moved through their range each day with clinical precision. The monitors stayed calm—no spikes, no dips, no warning signs.

	If someone didn’t know better, they might have thought he was simply asleep. That, more than anything, unsettled Nora. She and Adam reviewed the data again and again, searching for something—anything—that explained why Benji wouldn’t wake. But there was no swelling, no structural damage, no medical cause they could point to with confidence. Beyond maintaining his comfort and monitoring for change, they were at a standstill.

	Benji had been at Havenford General for three days when he received his first visitors.

	Nora heard them before she saw them.

	Laughter—low, familiar, unrestrained—carried down the corridor and slipped through the open door of Benji’s room. Male voices, overlapping and animated. Not hushed. Not reverent. Just… normal.

	She paused just outside the doorway, tablet held loosely against her chest.

	Inside, two men stood near Benji’s bed. A tall blond man leaned against the wall with easy confidence, arms crossed, while the second she recognised from the hotel bar as Sawyer had claimed the chair beside the bed, sprawled in it like he owned the place. Both were talking to Benji as if he were awake, as if he might interrupt them at any moment.

	“And then,” Sawyer was saying, grinning, “Thea realises it’s a trap—but it’s too late. We’d already aggro’d the whole dungeon.”

	The blond man snorted. “She still thinks it was an accident.”

	“It absolutely was not an accident,” Sawyer replied proudly. “You were the one who said, ‘Let’s see what happens if we pull everything at once.’”

	Blondie shrugged. “For science.”

	“For violence,” Sawyer corrected. “She’s been sulking ever since. Logged off without saying a word.”

	“That little betrayed gasp she made,” Blondie added, shaking his head fondly. “Devastating.”

	Sawyer leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially toward Benji. “She messaged me later. Said she hopes my next character gets one-shot by a mudcrab.”

	Blondie  laughed. “She means it too.”

	Their laughter filled the room—warm, affectionate, entirely unconcerned with machines or monitors. They talked over each other, replaying the moment, teasing, recounting how they’d absolutely ganged up on this Thea and how she’d sworn revenge the next time they played.

	Through it all, Benji lay motionless, breathing slow and even, but they spoke to him anyway.

	Nora watched quietly from the doorway, something easing in her chest. So often she had to remind families that coma patients could still hear, that they weren’t gone, that silence wasn’t kindness. Yet here were these two men, instinctively doing exactly what she wished everyone would—treating Benji like he was still part of the room.

	Nora was still standing in the doorway when the blond one glanced up and noticed her.

	“Hey—sorry,” he said easily. “Were we too loud?”

	Sawyer turned, following his line of sight, his brow furrowing as he looked at her more closely. “I know you,” he said slowly, clearly rifling through his memory. “From… somewhere.”

	Nora smiled and stepped fully into the room. “I’m Nora,” she said, keeping her voice light but professional. “Benji’s nurse.”

	Sawyer’s eyes widened. “That’s it. Ashbourn. A few months ago—you saved Benji from Angelica.” He snapped his fingers in triumph. “At the Aeloria.”

	Nora nodded, a faint smile tugging at her lips.

	The blond man pushed himself off the wall and crossed the room, extending his hand. “Cole,” he said. “And yeah—you’ve already met Sawyer.”

	“Hi,” Nora replied, shaking his hand. “I wouldn’t say we really know each other. We just… hung out for an evening.”

	“It was a great night,” Sawyer added, standing from the chair and stretching. “How’s your sister doing?”

	“She’s good,” Nora said as she moved toward Benji’s bedside, eyes automatically flicking to the monitors. “She just landed Daranthas Industries as a client for her event management firm, so she’s been run off her feet.”

	Sawyer grinned. “Knew she’d smash it. And what about that ex of yours?”

	“Still very much an ex,” Nora replied dryly, though she smiled as she spoke. She adjusted a sensor and checked Benji’s vitals, the steady rhythm of the monitor reassuring in its consistency.

	Cole watched her for a moment, then cleared his throat. “So… how is he? Really.”

	The levity in the room softened, not gone, but quieter now.

	Nora straightened slightly, hands resting lightly on the rail of the bed. “He’s stable,” she said honestly. “Which is good. We’re still exploring possibilities—running tests, reviewing everything we can. There’s no medical reason we can point to yet for why he hasn’t woken up.”

	Sawyer’s jaw tightened, just briefly.

	“But,” Nora continued, meeting their eyes in turn, “what you’re doing right now? Talking to him like this? That helps. More than you might think. Hearing familiar voices, normal conversation—it can make a difference.”

	Cole nodded slowly. “Then we’ll keep coming.”

	Nora smiled at that. “I think that’s a very good idea.”

	She gave Benji one last glance—checking the monitors, the lines, the steady rise and fall of his chest—then stepped back.

	“I’ll leave you to finish your visit,” she said softly. “Just… keep doing what you’re doing.”

	With that, Nora slipped out of the room, letting Cole and Sawyer return to Benji’s bedside, their voices following her into the corridor as the door closed gently behind her.

	--- 

	Hours later, Nora slipped quietly back into Benji’s room, the ward already settling into its familiar evening rhythm. She wanted to do one last check before heading out for the day. She didn’t mind any of the shifts she worked, but early finishes were a small luxury she’d learned to appreciate—time enough to meet friends, decompress, or simply exist outside fluorescent lights and steady beeps.

	Tonight, she had plans with Adam. Dinner first, then their favourite ritual: book shopping. It still made her smile, how something so simple had drawn them together. Adam devoured crime thrillers and horror novels, the darker and more twisted the better, while she was a complete cliché—hopelessly devoted to romances where the characters survived heartbreak, distance, and impossible odds just to find each other in the end. He teased her relentlessly for it, but it was affectionate, familiar. Safe.

	Crossing the room, Nora paused beside the monitors and—following her own advice—began to talk.

	“You’ve got two really good friends, Red,” she said softly, the nickname slipping out as naturally as it had that night in Ashborne. “They’re funny… even if I didn’t understand a word of what they were talking about when I came in.”

	She smiled faintly as she checked his vitals, her hands moving with practiced ease, eyes scanning the steady rise and fall of numbers she knew by heart. Her voice continued, calm and warm, filling the quiet space between machines.

	“They care about you. A lot. You can tell when people show up like that—when they stay, even when there’s nothing they can do but sit and hope.”

	She made a note on the chart, then glanced back at him, her expression softening.

	“I’m heading out soon,” she added lightly. “Adam and I are grabbing dinner. Probably somewhere simple. Then books. Always books.” A quiet laugh escaped her. “He’ll roll his eyes at whatever love story I pick up, pretend he’s horrified… but I know he’ll still read the blurb when he thinks I’m not looking.”

	She adjusted a line, careful and precise, then lowered her voice just a fraction.

	“I think they want you to wake up just as much as I do,” she said honestly. “So you’d better not keep all of us waiting too long, okay?”

	The machines answered for him, steady and patient. Nora lingered a moment longer before stepping back, giving him one last look; professional on the surface, quietly hopeful underneath before heading for the door and dinner with Adam. 

	--- 

	Darkness had weight to it.

	Benji sat cross-legged on the floor, palms resting loosely on his knees, as if he’d chosen the position rather than being placed there. The space around him felt like a pocket torn out of the world—an in-between place where reality had been stripped down to its bare minimum. No walls. No sky. No horizon. Just an endless black void, broken only by the faint sense of solid ground beneath him, as though he were standing inside a realm meant for thought and waiting rather than movement.

	It reminded him of those moments in games where you’re pulled out of the world entirely—into a suspended space where time doesn’t advance and nothing exists unless it’s meant to. A place where you’re not dead, not alive, just… held.

	Sound behaved strangely here. Most of it reached him distorted and distant, like dialogue echoing from far beyond the edge of the map. Voices blurred together, softened and warped, stripped of meaning before he could grasp them. Sharp noises lost their bite, dissolving into dull reverberations. Time itself felt unreliable, stretched thin, as if he were caught between turns with no way to end the round.

	And then there was her voice.

	Clear. Immediate. Anchored.

	It cut through the void like something deliberately allowed inside—fully formed, untouched by the distortion around it—reminding him that the world still existed somewhere beyond the dark. He could hear the machines in fragments—their rhythm more felt than heard—but when she spoke, it was like someone had reached into the dark and turned the volume up on just one channel.

	“You’ve got two really good friends there, Red…”

	His breath caught.

	Red.

	Only one person had ever called him that but it couldn’t be her, it couldn’t be his nurse from that night in Ashborne, it couldn’t be Nora. 

	He let out a quiet, disbelieving laugh that vanished into the void. “Wow,” he muttered, rubbing a hand over his face as he remembered, not that he ever forgot. 

	The hotel bar. Cocktails he definitely shouldn’t have had. A nurse with kind eyes and a sharp smile who’d rescued him from a clingy disaster of an ex and called him Red like it was the most natural thing in the world.

	“It really is you,” he said softly, angling his voice toward where he felt her presence, even though he knew—absolutely knew—she couldn’t hear him. “Of all the people…”

	He listened as she talked, her words wrapping around him, anchoring him in a way nothing else had since the wraiths tore his light apart. When she mentioned Sawyer and Cole, his mouth curved into a familiar grin.

	“Yeah,” he said quietly. “They’re idiots. But they’re my idiots.”

	He pictured Sawyer’s grin, Cole’s steady presence. His brothers. The fact that they’d come sent something warm and aching through his chest. When she mentioned heading out, his attention sharpened.

	“Adam and I are grabbing dinner… then books. Always books.”

	Benji tilted his head back, staring into nothing. “Adam, huh.”

	He rolled the name around thoughtfully, not bitter, not really and he told himself that it wasn’t jealousy either, he had no right to be jealous, but he was … curious.

	“So that’s the lucky guy,” he murmured. “Figures you’d end up with someone decent.”

	He remembered her standing in that bar, checking her phone, pretending she wasn’t disappointed when whoever she’d been waiting for never showed.

	“I’m glad you didn’t waste any more time on that idiot,” he added, a little more firmly. “Anyone who stands you up deserves exactly zero more thoughts.”

	He listened to her laugh, soft and fond, and imagined her wandering through a bookstore with Adam—him reaching automatically for something dark and gruesome, her drifting toward shelves full of hope and happily-ever-afters.

	“Romance suits you,” Benji said quietly. “You always struck me as someone who believes things can work out. Even when they really shouldn’t.”

	Her voice dropped then, gentler, more sincere.

	“I think they want you to wake up just as much as I do.”

	Something tightened in his throat.

	“I’m trying,” he whispered, the words meant only for the dark. “I really am.”

	He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, suddenly very aware of how alone he was—and how not alone at the same time.

	“Go enjoy your night, sweetheart,” he said softly, affection threading through the nickname as he gave it back to her. “I’ll be right here. Listening. Waiting.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	 

	Havenford had never impressed him.

	 

	He had walked its manicured streets too many times in the past to be dazzled by the symmetry of its architecture or the curated charm of its waterfront cafés, had sat in polished boardrooms under the polite smiles of people who believed their surnames meant something eternal, and each visit had only confirmed what he had long suspected—that the city’s power was performative, inherited rather than earned, and deeply afraid of anything it could not catalogue or control.

	 

	Tonight was no different.

	 

	Rhys sat in the driver’s seat of a dark sedan parked half a block from Celsoran Medical – Havenford General, engine off, windows cracked just enough to blur the reflection of his face in the glass, and above him the shard hung from the rearview mirror on a thin black cord, swaying almost imperceptibly with each passing car. In the dim glow of the dashboard lights it looked innocuous, almost decorative, like some tourist trinket picked up in a market stall, but he could feel the pulse within it—subtle, alive, responsive.

	The VirethiaPrime was tied to healing, to restoration, to the delicate manipulation of life itself.

	If the Prime had surfaced in Havenford, then the hospital was the most logical epicentre.

	He did not rush his search; Rhys had never relied on speed when patience yielded far richer rewards. Instead, he watched the entrance as the evening shift change began, observing the natural rhythm of the building as clusters of nurses filtered out in soft blue and dark green scrubs, junior doctors emerged in animated conversation, and consultants drifted toward waiting cars with the quiet confidence of those accustomed to authority.

	 

	Each time the shard flared—heat blooming outward in a sharp, unmistakable pulse—his gaze sharpened.

	He lifted his phone and took a photograph. Not hurriedly, not suspiciously, but casually, as though documenting nothing more than a quiet evening street.

	 

	A trio of nurses laughing as they descended the steps.

	 

	A young female doctor with dark curls tied hastily at the nape of her neck, irritation etched across her features as she scrolled through her messages.

	 

	Adam Celsoran stepping outside alongside two members of the hospital board, posture relaxed yet watchful in a way that betrayed generational training rather than instinct.

	 

	The shard’s glow intensified briefly at that moment, catching the edge of the windscreen in a fractured glimmer.

	 

	Rhys’s mouth curved, though not in surprise.

	 

	He had expected as much.

	 

	Back in his hotel room—one he had stayed in more than once over the years, always requesting the same corner suite with its clear vantage over the marina—he closed the curtains with deliberate care and spread the printed photographs across the desk in methodical rows. He preferred physical copies; there was clarity in being able to arrange evidence beneath his hands, to shift pieces across polished wood like a strategist positioning forces before a decisive strike.

	The shard lay at the centre of the arrangement now, its faint luminescence brushing the edges of glossy paper.

	 

	Rhys began to compare the images, not merely searching for repetition but for proximity, for subtle overlaps in background figures, for patterns in who appeared near whom when the shard reacted most strongly. He examined posture, eye lines, the unconscious signals of deference or leadership that revealed more than titles ever could.

	 

	Three faces emerged as consistent variables.

	 

	Two women…… and Adam Celsoran.

	 

	He studied Adam’s photograph longer than the others, his expression cooling as old resentment surfaced. Adam was heir to the Celsoran First Family, groomed to inherit influence, protected by legacy, and insulated by a system that had convinced itself it was indispensable to the stability of the Aelorian world. Rhys had spent enough time around the First Families to understand the quiet arrogance in their glances, the unspoken assumption that they alone safeguarded civilisation while others existed merely to orbit them.

	 

	They believed themselves superior.

	 

	They believed blood made them chosen.

	 

	The irony almost amused him.

	 

	Nexus had not chosen a First Family heir.

	 

	Nexus had chosen him.

	 

	While Damian Musgrave had postured and failed—allowing himself to be captured like an amateur by those same sanctimonious families—Rhys had advanced the ritual further than any of them thought possible. He had forced his sister Ash and the Calystral Warrior into combining life force with her Prime, Austin Aquendil, tearing open a seam in the Veil that should never have been touched, and in doing so he had drawn Nexus’s attention fully, unmistakably, irrevocably.

	 

	The reward had not been symbolic.

	 

	It had been tangible.

	 

	Control over the Wraiths.

	 

	Their hunger bent to his will.

	 

	Their shrieking chaos shaped into obedience.

	 

	As he looked again at the three potential candidates for the VirethiaPrime, a quiet certainty settled into him. Adam’s inclusion among them was almost insulting in its predictability; of course the shard would react around a Celsoran, around blood so steeped in Prime history that it practically vibrated with inherited resonance. But resonance was not identity.

	 

	And Rhys would prove it.

	 

	He would approach each candidate separately, narrowing the field not through guesswork but through pressure, proximity, and calculated disturbance. The true Prime would not be able to mask their nature when confronted properly; the shard would not merely flare—it would blaze.

	 

	His fingers brushed the crystal where it rested against the photograph of the curly-haired doctor, and a faint tremor of heat answered him, restrained but present.

	 

	Rhys leaned back in his chair, gaze sharpening with anticipation rather than doubt.

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	 

	Darkness did not shift or breathe or ripple with hidden movement; it simply existed, dense and absolute, pressing in from every direction as though it possessed weight and patience and an infinite reserve of time, as though it could afford to wait him out for eternity.

	 

	Benji could not.

	 

	He sat cross-legged because it was the only posture that felt deliberate, the only configuration of his body that suggested choice rather than confinement, his palms braced against his knees and his shoulders locked tight with restrained energy. There was something beneath him — a suggestion of ground, solid enough to anchor him — but beyond that there was nothing. No horizon to orient himself by, no walls to test with outstretched hands, no ceiling to measure distance. Just black stretching endlessly outward, like a game stalled mid-load, frozen in that infuriating state between command given and action executed, where you know the world exists but you cannot access it.

	 

	The outside world reached him in fragments, fractured and unreliable. Sound bled through as though filtered by deep water, muffled and distorted, voices warping at the edges before dissolving entirely. Words blurred into each other. Laughter snapped into static. Sentences arrived amputated, stripped of context and meaning.

	 

	“—you should’ve—”

	“—not your fault—”

	“—protocol—”

	 

	The pieces taunted him.

	 

	He hated that most of all — the effort of straining toward meaning and grasping only shards, the awareness that conversations were happening about him, around him, because of him, and his utter inability to insert himself back into them. Helplessness scraped along his nerves, raw and relentless. Even when the words failed, the tones did not. He knew them instinctively, could identify them even through distortion. Sawyer’s irreverent rhythm, edged with humour even when tension ran high. Cole’s steadier cadence, grounded and deliberate. Kate’s clipped authority, sharp as a blade. Miles’ controlled restraint, the weight of command carried in every syllable.

	 

	They flickered in and out like unstable radio signals, sometimes clear enough to anchor him, other times dissolving before he could hold onto them. Occasionally a full sentence broke through the murk.

	 

	“You don’t get to check out mid-operation, Ayrdon.”

	 

	The reflex was immediate. Benji straightened in the dark as if he were standing at attention in a briefing room rather than suspended in nothingness.

	 

	“Yes, sir,” he muttered automatically, jaw tightening with familiar discipline.

	 

	But more often it was only atmosphere that reached him — a shift in the air, a heaviness in the cadence of a voice, something quieter and more careful.

	 

	Pity.

	He recognised that without needing to hear it fully, and it ignited something sharp and furious inside him.

	He had endured enough of that tone for a lifetime.

	Poor kid.
Lost his mum so young.
Living with Maggie now.
Lucky the Solyriths took him in.

	 

	The memories rose unbidden: adults lowering their voices when he entered a room, as though grief were a contagious illness that might flare up if spoken too loudly; teachers offering him extended deadlines he had not asked for; neighbours ruffling his hair with softened expressions that made him feel smaller rather than supported. Sympathy had always come wrapped in suffocating layers, padding him in cotton wool he had never requested.

	 

	He would not be reduced to that again.

	 

	Not by his team. Not by Ash. Not by anyone who had ever fought beside him.

	 

	“I’m not gone,” he snapped into the void once, the words flung outward with more force than sound, swallowed instantly by the oppressive dark. “I’m right here.”

	 

	Silence absorbed the declaration without echo or resistance. Frustration surged hot and violent beneath his ribs, coiling tight until he could barely contain it. He shoved himself to his feet, muscles straining with the effort, demanding response from whatever held him in place.

	 

	Nothing shifted.

	 

	The darkness did not push back; it simply refused to acknowledge him.

	 

	He tried again, forcing motion through sheer will, commanding his body to move, to wake, to breach the barrier that separated awareness from action.

	 

	Nothing.

	 

	The effort burned through him, fast and useless, leaving only the bitter taste of impotence behind.

	 

	“I am not a tragic backstory,” he muttered, dragging both hands through his hair, pacing a step that led nowhere. “I am not your cautionary tale. I am not—”

	 

	The words unravelled before he could finish them, dissolving into the same void that consumed everything else, because that was the truth of it: he was aware. Painfully, infuriatingly aware. He could think with clarity. He could remember with precision. He could hear enough to know he was not alone, but he could not wake up. And that was worse than pain, worse than fear, worse than any physical wound he had ever sustained in battle.

	 

	Awareness without agency.

	 

	Consciousness sealed behind glass.

	 

	The only light spot was when she came to talk to him, Nora. 

	He did not need sound to know when she entered the room. It was like the void altered before her voice ever reached him, the oppressive dark thinning at its edges as though something warmer had pressed against it from the outside. At first it had been nothing more than a subtle shift in pressure, a lightness in the air that did not belong to this place, but now there was colour with it; faint, diffused, a barely there soft green haze bleeding into the black like bioluminescence deep beneath the ocean’s surface. It never appeared for anyone else. Not for the fractured echoes of Sawyer’s laughter, not for Miles’ clipped authority, not for the heavy quiet that followed Ash’s voice.

	 

	Only her.

	 

	The green did not banish the darkness; it simply existed within it, gentle and persistent, pulsing once as her presence settled fully into the space beyond whatever separated them.

	 

	“Hey Nora,” he breathed, the name reverent in the stillness.

	 

	Her voice followed a heartbeat later, clear and unbroken where every other sound arrived distorted.

	 

	“You’ve had visitors today, Red.”

	 

	The green brightened almost imperceptibly at the nickname, and he exhaled slowly, some tight coil in his chest loosening.

	 

	“Yeah?” he murmured into the dark, even though he knew she could not hear him. “Who’s causing chaos?”

	 

	“Sawyer nearly knocked over your IV arguing about dragons,” she continued lightly.

	 

	A quiet laugh slipped from him. “That tracks.”

	 

	The green shifted as she moved in the physical world, stretching faintly in the direction her voice seemed to come from, pooling low at his feet before rising in thin wisps around his hands. He flexed his fingers and watched the colour flicker beneath his skin.

	 

	“You’ve also had a lecture,” she added. “Very stern. Very dramatic.”

	 

	“Kate,” he guessed. He leaned back against the suggestion of ground, staring up into endless black now stained faintly with green around its edges. “Tell her I’m on a strategic pause.”

	 

	Her laugh drifted through him, warm and unguarded, and the light responded again, not dramatically, not explosively, just a steady strengthening, as though something inside him recognised the sound and answered it.

	 

	She did not speak to him like he was fragile. She did not lower her voice or weigh her words with pity.

	She talked as though he might roll his eyes at her, as though he were simply choosing to rest rather than being trapped between consciousness and action.

	 

	“I’m meeting Adam after shift,” she said a moment later, the soft rustle of fabric suggesting she was adjusting a blanket or checking a monitor. “We’re trying that new place on the marina. He insists the seafood is life-changing, then we are heading to bookshop to check out the new books.”

	Adam. The name landed heavily in the void, and Benji felt a stab of jealousy. Jealousy that Adam got to take her out for sea food, take her to the bookshop… just be with her.

	 

	“He says I need to read something other than romance novels for once,” she continued, amusement colouring her tone. “Apparently serial killers are more intellectually stimulating.”

	 

	“Adam sounds like a prick,” Benji replied under his breath, she did not react, of course. She could not hear him.

	 

	“But I like my romance novels,” she said after a moment, her voice thoughtful now. “I know they’re unrealistic. Half the behaviour in them would have me running for the hills in real life. The jealousy when another man talks to the woman? Absolutely not. Grand gestures that ignore boundaries? Red flag. And don’t get me started on the stalker like behaviour…. Eww.”

	 

	A faint smile tugged at his mouth. 

	 

	“But,” she continued, her voice softer now, thoughtful in that unguarded way she slipped into when she forgot she was meant to be the professional in the room, “I love the honesty in them, the way they have no problems telling each other how they feel, they don’t disguise it or minimize it. I love when they treat each other as equals, none of that simpering heroine stuff that annoys me. But most of all I love that they are there for each other, they want to spend time together. Okay the time frames are a little icky but it is fiction.” 

	 

	The green deepened instantly. It had begun as a faint haze, barely distinguishable from the void, but now it gathered with purpose, pooling low at his feet before rising in thin strands that traced beneath his skin, lighting him from the inside like veins remembering what they were meant to carry. The darkness did not vanish, but it no longer felt infinite. It felt… contested.

	 

	Honest.

	 

	Choose each other.

	 

	Partners.

	 

	The words tugged something loose in him, and without warning he was no longer staring into endless black but remembering warm amber light, clinking glasses, the low hum of the Aeloria bar in Ashbourn. He remembered the way she’d walked over; confident, amused, utterly unbothered by Angelica’s dramatics, slipping her arm around his waist like it was the most natural thing in the world and calling him Red as though she’d earned the right. He remembered how easily she’d laughed. How she’d lifted her glass in celebration even though her boyfriend hadn’t shown up. How she’d tried not to look disappointed when she checked her phone.

	 

	He’d noticed…. He’d noticed everything.

	 

	“You’re clearly picking the wrong men,” he murmured into the void, watching the green flicker brighter with the sharpness of the thought. “That idiot stood you up the night you were celebrating your dream job. Who does that?”

	 

	The memory sharpened, her sister teasing her, her brushing it off, pretending it didn’t sting.

	 

	“I’d have celebrated everything,” he said quietly, jaw tightening. “Big things. Small things. First day. Bad day. You wouldn’t have to pretend it didn’t matter.”

	 

	The green pulsed again, steady and warm. She continued, unaware of the storm she was stirring.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		PROLOGUE


    		CHAPTER 1


    		CHAPTER 2


    		CHAPTER 3


    		CHAPTER 4


    		CHAPTER 5


    		CHAPTER 6


    		CHAPTER 7


    		CHAPTER 8


    		CHAPTER 9


    		CHAPTER 10


    		CHAPTER 11


    		CHAPTER 12


    		CHAPTER 13


    		CHAPTER 14


    		CHAPTER 15


    		CHAPTER 16


    		CHAPTER 17


    		CHAPTER 18


    		CHAPTER 19


    		CHAPTER 20


    		CHAPTER 21


    		CHAPTER 22


    		CHAPTER 23


    		CHAPTER 24


    		CHAPTER 25


    		CHAPTER 26


    		CHAPTER 27


    		CHAPTER 28


    		CHAPTER 29


    		CHAPTER 30


    		CHAPTER 31


    		CHAPTER 32


    		CHAPTER 33


    		CHAPTER 34


    		EPILOGUE


    		(Untitled)


    		The Eternal Balance: Guardians of Aeloria


  





