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Prologue.

Charlie.
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It’s been nearly two years since my cousin died.
No... that’s not right. Nearly two years since the Gods’ Lightning Warrior was murdered by the Shadow.
The official report claimed it was internal haemorrhaging caused by complications from an old overdose. A tragic relapse. A body finally giving out after years of damage. That was the story the police sold to the public, the lie printed in newspapers and whispered about at the funeral. But that isn’t what happened to Tom.

The truth is far worse.

The Shadow liquified his organs from the inside out and tore his soul in two as if it were paper. I can still remember the smell of burnt ozone in the air afterwards, the unnatural cold that settled over the room, the way the lights flickered like the world itself was recoiling from what had happened. Nothing human could have done that to him. Nothing human could have left behind a corpse that looked untouched on the outside while everything within had been reduced to ruin.

Holly and I took it hard. Harder than anyone realised.

People expect grief to look dramatic at first and then slowly fade away into something manageable, something quieter. But real grief doesn’t work like that. It settles into the walls of your home, into routines, into silence. It lingers in empty bedrooms and untouched mugs and songs you can’t listen to anymore. Life carried on because life always does, cruelly and without permission, but our house has never felt the same since Tom died. It feels darker now. Colder. Like something vital was ripped out of it the night we lost him.

And somewhere along the way, Holly and I drifted apart.

Not because we stopped loving each other, but because grief hollowed out the space between us. We mourn differently. Holly buries herself in work, forces herself to keep moving so she never has to stop and think for too long. I do the opposite. I dwell. I remember. I replay every moment leading up to Tom’s death until I can barely breathe under the weight of it. Sometimes we’ll go entire evenings barely speaking, both of us sitting in the same room haunted by the same person but unable to reach each other through the pain.

I’ve started training to become a shaman. Mags has been teaching me for almost a year now, and honestly, he’s incredible. Patient when I lose focus, strict when I need discipline, and wise in that frustrating way older shamans always seem to be. He says I have potential, though I’m still not sure whether that’s a blessing or a curse.

The spirit world is louder than I expected.

Sometimes I hear whispers in places where there shouldn’t be sound. Sometimes I feel eyes on me when I’m alone. Mags says that means I’m beginning to open myself properly to the veil between worlds. I try to trust him, but there are nights where all I can think about is Tom and whether opening that veil means I might somehow reach him again.

Because I miss him. God, I miss him so much.

I miss his stupid jokes and the way he acted fearless even when he was terrified. I miss hearing his voice from the next room. I miss having someone who understood all of this without needing it explained. There are so many things I still want to ask him. So many things only he would know how to answer. Sometimes I catch myself turning to tell him something before remembering he isn’t there anymore.

And if I’m being honest... sometimes I still talk to him anyway.

Usually when nobody else is around. I’ll sit in his old room or stand outside late at night and just speak as if he can hear me. I tell him about training. About Holly. About how angry I still am. Maybe it’s pathetic, but I’m terrified of forgetting him. Terrified that one day his voice will fade from my memory or I won’t remember the exact shape of his laugh. Keeping his memory alive feels like the only thing I can still do for him.

The dreams stopped last year.

For months after Tom died, Holly and I had the same nightmares over and over again. We never described them exactly the same way, but the feeling was identical: darkness, thunder, something calling to us from far away. Sometimes we’d wake up at the exact same moment, shaking and unable to breathe.

Mags believes the dreams were born from guilt. Shared trauma manifesting through our connection to Tom and the spirit world. Rationally, I know he’s probably right.

But part of me doesn’t want him to be.

Part of me still hopes the dreams were real somehow. That Tom was reaching out to us. That some piece of him survived what the Shadow did. I know souls aren’t supposed to survive being split apart, but the rules of magic have been broken before. Maybe they can be broken again. Maybe somewhere out there, beyond the veil, he’s still watching over us. Still protecting us the way he always did.

I hope so.

I think Holly and I are as happy as we can be without him.

She passed her driving test recently, which Tom would’ve absolutely never stopped teasing her about. And last month she got promoted to deputy manager at work. I’m proud of her. Really proud. She acts stronger now, more confident, like she’s finally starting to build a future for herself again.

But grief doesn’t disappear just because life improves.

There are still nights where I hear her crying through the wall after she thinks I’ve gone to sleep. Quiet, muffled sobs she tries to hide because she doesn’t want me worrying about her. Sometimes I nearly go into her room to comfort her, but I never know what to say. What words could possibly make any of this better?

The truth is, I think we’re both still waiting for the impossible.

For the front door to open.
For Tom’s voice to echo through the house again.
For this nightmare to finally end.
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Chapter 1.

Holly.
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I sit on my bed flicking through pictures of Tom, I can’t believe he’s been gone for two years. Tears prick my eyes, I feel so lost without him.

“Memories consume, like opening the wound and picking me apart again.” My heart aches as the memory of his death replays through my mind. 

‘The Shadow’s hand punched through Tom’s back so suddenly that for a moment my mind refused to understand what I was seeing. One second Tom had been standing in front of me, wounded but still fighting, and the next the Shadow’s arm was buried inside his chest.

Tom gasped. The sound barely even sounded human.

Then the Shadow slowly pulled his hand back out and clenched in his grasp was Tom’s core — glowing faintly, fractured with veins of fading light. The very centre of his being. His essence. His soul.

“No...” The word left me in a whisper.

The Shadow looked at it almost curiously before tightening his fist.

The core shattered. Light burst between his fingers like crushed glass and dying stars, and I felt something tear through the world itself. Tom convulsed violently before collapsing forward into me, his weight slamming into my shoulder hard enough to nearly knock me over.

He fell.

And I couldn’t stop it.

I grabbed for him too late, sinking to my knees as his body slipped into my lap. Nors pressed against my back protectively, growling low and vicious at the Shadow, but I barely heard him. My hands shook as I cradled Tom’s head against my thigh.

This couldn’t be happening. Not Tom. Not him.

“H-Hol...” His voice broke apart halfway through my name. Weak. Wet. Dying.

I looked down and watched the life draining from his eyes. The colour clouded over, fading into pale white as his spirit began to unravel. Panic clawed through my chest so violently I could barely breathe.

“Shh... It’s ok.” The words left my mouth automatically, desperate and trembling.

Tom turned his face weakly into my leg and exhaled softly.

Then came stillness.

Cold, horrible stillness.

No.

That couldn’t be the last thing I ever said to him.

It couldn’t be a lie.

Because it wasn’t ok. None of this was ok.

I felt his spirit dissipate in my hands like smoke stolen by the wind. One moment he was there — broken, fading, but still there — and the next there was only emptiness. An absence so complete it felt impossible.

I stared at the space where his essence had been.

“Tom?” My voice cracked. “No... Tom!”

The Shadow cackled.

The sound echoed through the ruined street as he casually tossed what remained of Tom’s shattered essence aside like discarded rubbish. Tiny fragments of fading light scattered across the ground before blinking out forever. Then, with disgust twisting across Tom’s stolen face, the Shadow wiped his hand against his leg as though trying to clean dirt from his skin.

He tilted his head toward me and grinned.

“Hmm. One...” He paused thoughtfully before chuckling to himself. “Ha. That made twenty-one.”

My stomach twisted. “What?”

“Twenty-one foolish shamans. Well...” He shrugged casually. “That’s how many I’d outright killed anyway. If we were counting the ones who became my minions instead...” His grin widened. “The number would’ve been in the hundreds.”

Rage flooded through me so fast it burned.

He said it so casually. Like Tom had been nothing. Like every life he destroyed had been meaningless.

The Shadow stepped closer, his boots scraping softly against the ground. He was still wearing Tom’s face, still speaking through familiar lips twisted into something monstrous.

“Lay down your arms, Lightbringer,” he purred. “Give up this pointless fight. I’m sure your shaman was resting peacefully in the halls above...”

How could he be?

Without his essence, his soul had been destroyed.

Tom wasn’t waiting somewhere beyond the veil. There was nothing left to wait with.

Tom was gone.

“But you and I?” The Shadow smiled wider. “Oh, I still had plans for you, Lightbringer.”

Hatred tore through every inch of me.

He tortured Tom because he was a shaman. Murdered him because he was a shaman. And he had done this over and over again for centuries, leaving nothing behind but ruined lives and grieving families.

How many people had he taken?

How many others had knelt exactly where I was now, holding someone they loved while this monster laughed over the body?

No more.

I couldn’t allow this evil to keep existing. If I didn’t stop him, nobody would.

Slowly, rose to my feet. Every muscle in my body trembled with grief and fury, but I forced myself to stand tall.

“You will never lay a finger on anyone else,” I said, my voice shaking with rage. “You will not destroy another couple. Another family. I would lock you away and throw away the key. Then I’d right every wrong you caused.”

Energy crackled violently around me.

“This world is already dark enough without the likes of you.”

The Shadow chuckled softly at first, still amused, still arrogant.

“You can’t bring him back,” he said with a grin.

I stepped forward. The fury in my eyes must finally have reached him because his smirk faltered. For the first time since the battle began, the Shadow took a step backwards.’

The emotions steal my breath and make every muscle in my body ache. Grief, rage, guilt, fear — all of it is trapped inside me, buried so deeply into my body and soul that sometimes it feels less like memory and more like poison. Some days it sits quietly beneath my skin, heavy but manageable. Other days it claws its way back to the surface without warning and consumes everything else.

I wish I could explain it to Charlie. I really do.

But how do I possibly put any of it into words? How do I explain what it feels like to watch someone’s soul be destroyed right in front of me? To feel their spirit, disappear in my hands? To carry the knowledge that no matter what anyone says, no matter how much time passes, there is no fixing it?

There are moments where I almost tell her. Moments where the words climb into my throat and I nearly let them out. Usually late at night when the house is quiet and the loneliness becomes unbearable. But every single time I stop myself.

Because it’s too much. Too dark. Too painful. Too impossible for someone else to carry.

So instead, I bottle it all up.

I smile when people expect me to smile. I nod along to conversations I barely listen to. I pretend I’m coping better than I actually am because that’s easier than watching people look at me with pity. Easier than admitting how badly I’m falling apart inside.

And lately, it’s only getting worse.

The dreams are returning.

Not every night, but often enough that sleep no longer feels restful. Sometimes the dreams are painfully beautiful — fragments of happier memories that feel so real I wake up expecting Tom to still be alive. I dream about late-night conversations, stupid jokes, training together, the sound of his laugh echoing through the house. In those dreams, everything is warm again. Normal again.

But the good dreams never last.

Eventually they always twist into nightmares.

The sky darkens. Shadows stretch unnaturally across the ground. Tom’s voice begins to distort, like something else is speaking through him. Sometimes I watch him die all over again. Sometimes I see his spirit tearing apart in my hands while I scream helplessly into the dark. Other times I see the Shadow standing at the end of a long corridor wearing Tom’s face, smiling at me with those hollow, lifeless eyes.

And every single time, I wake up gasping for breath. Cold sweat clings to my skin while my heart hammers hard enough to hurt.

I have a sinking feeling deep down that it’s Skygge.

That somehow, despite the chains restraining him, despite the prison I sealed him inside, he’s still pushing against the cracks. Testing the limits of his cage. Searching for weakness inside me.

I can’t prove it.

Maybe the dreams are nothing more than trauma and exhaustion twisting together in my head. Maybe Mags would tell me I’m overthinking things again. But the fear lingers anyway, quiet and constant in the back of my mind.

Because if Skygge really is reaching through the darkness...

Then it means he isn’t as contained as I want to believe.

I know I’ve become more distant lately.

I spend most days locked away in my room where nobody can see how exhausted I really am. When I’m not hiding there, I bury myself in work and take every extra shift I can just to keep my mind occupied. As long as I stay busy, I don’t have to think. Don’t have to remember. Don’t have to feel the weight of the darkness I’ve locked away.

Silence is easier.

Distance is safer.

And honestly... nobody seems to mind.

Or care, for that matter.

People leave me alone because they assume I’m safe here. Safe as long as I’m not trying to reach Tom again. Safe as long as I keep the Shadow buried deep inside the spirit realm and pretend everything is under control.

Maybe they’re relieved to pretend I’m fine.

Maybe I’m too difficult to understand now.

Either way, nobody knocks on my door anymore unless they need something.

At first, that hurts.

Now it just feels normal.

I tell myself I don’t want to be the one the battles always choose. I’m tired of fighting. Tired of carrying responsibilities that never should belong to me in the first place. Every time peace finally seems close, another war drags me back in.

But deep down, I realise the truth isn’t that simple.

The thing that truly frightens me is that without Tom here... I don’t know who I am anymore.

For so long, every fight made sense because he was beside me. Every sacrifice had purpose because we carried it together. Even in the darkest moments, there was always someone there reminding me why it mattered.

Now there is only silence.

And inside that silence, I no longer know what’s worth fighting for.

I no longer know why the anger inside me still burns so fiercely, why every emotion feels trapped beneath my skin like a scream desperate to escape.

All I know is that some part of me is still screaming anyway.

There’s a soft knock on my bedroom door, barely loud enough to pull me from the haze I’ve been trapped in for the past hour.

I stare blankly at the ceiling, one arm draped over my eyes while the other hangs limp over the side of the bed. My room is dark apart from the faint orange glow leaking through the gap in my curtains. Empty mugs, crumpled clothes, and half-finished notebooks litter the floor around me. I know I should clean it. I know I should probably shower too.

I just can’t bring myself to care.

Another knock sounds, gentler this time.

“What?” I snap, my voice rough from disuse.

There’s a brief pause on the other side of the door before Charlie speaks.

“Holly, I’m worried about you.” Her voice is soft, careful, like she’s trying not to scare off a wounded animal. “Can I come in, please?”

I squeeze my eyes shut and groan quietly to myself. “No. Piss off, Char.”

Silence follows for a second. “B-but Hol...”

A muted thud hits the door, and I immediately know she’s leaned forward and knocked her forehead against it again. She always does that when she’s frustrated or upset. Normally it would make me smile.

Now it just makes guilt twist in my stomach.

“I’m fine, Charlie,” I mutter, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. “Just leave me alone.”

“I don’t want to leave you alone.” Something in her voice cracks slightly, and despite myself I feel my chest tighten.

“You shouldn’t be alone, Hol...” she whispers. “I don’t want to lose you too.”

The words hit harder than I expect.

For a moment, I can picture her standing outside my door: tired eyes, arms folded tightly across herself, terrified I’m going to disappear the same way Tom did. The same fear has been living inside her ever since that night.

And instead of comforting her, all I’ve done is shut her out.

I groan loudly and roll onto my back, dragging my hands down my face in frustration. “You’re driving me insane.”

“Come on, please, Hol.” Her voice sounds smaller now. “I’ve barely seen you for days.”

“That’s the point.”

The words come out colder than I intend. I stare at the ceiling again, jaw tightening as anger and exhaustion churn together inside me.

“I want to be alone,” I say quietly. “I need to be alone.”

Charlie doesn’t answer straight away.

I can hear her shifting outside the door, probably debating whether to keep pushing or finally give up. A part of me desperately wants her to keep trying. Another part wants her gone before I say something cruel again.

Unfortunately, the cruel part wins.

“I shouldn’t have healed you that day,” I mutter bitterly. “I should’ve gone after Tom instead.”

The second the words leave my mouth, I regret them.

A sharp gasp sounds from the hallway.

Then silence.

Complete, awful silence.

My stomach drops.

It’s not the first time I’ve lashed out like this. Ever since Tom died, it’s like all the grief and anger inside me searches for somewhere to go, and somehow Charlie always ends up caught in the crossfire. I don’t know why I keep doing it. Maybe because pushing her away feels easier than facing how terrified I am of losing someone else.

Or maybe because some broken part of me still blames myself for choosing her.

“Charlie...” My voice softens instantly. Panic creeps in. “I-I didn’t mean that—”

“Yeah,” she says quietly through the door. “You did.”

The hurt in her voice cuts deeper than shouting ever could.

I sit upright immediately, guilt crashing over me so hard it makes me feel sick.

“Char—”

But it’s too late.

Her footsteps retreat slowly down the hallway, heavy and uneven like she’s trying not to cry. A moment later, I hear her bedroom door close with a soft click.

And then there’s nothing.

No shouting.

No anger.

Just silence.

The kind of silence that makes the whole house feel emptier than before.

I stare at my bedroom door for a long time, unable to move. Because the worst part is that somewhere deep down, beneath all the anger and grief and self-hatred... there’s a part of me that fears she’s right.

Maybe I did mean it.

And that thought terrifies me more than being alone ever could.

My heart races so violently it feels like it’s trying to claw its way out of my chest. I pace back and forth across my bedroom floor, my footsteps uneven against the creaking boards. The room feels too small tonight, the walls too close, the silence too loud.

I tug anxiously at the cord bracelet around my wrist, picking at the frayed threads until my fingertips ache. I  made it for Tom years ago, back when he was still training to be a shaman. Back when things were simpler. Back before death and shadows and responsibilities I never asked for became tangled into every part of my life.

I don’t know why I keep doing this.

Why I keep instigating fights. Why I say things I don’t mean just to watch the hurt spread across people’s faces. Every time the words leave my mouth, regret follows almost instantly, but by then it’s already too late. The damage is done. Another crack forms between me and the people trying to care about me.

I don’t know how I became this version of myself.

Angry. Bitter. Exhausted. Broken.

And the worst part is that I know it isn’t alright. The guilt presses down on me so heavily I can barely breathe.

My hands tremble as I reach for the one thing that still feels grounding: Tom’s grimoire.

The worn leather cover is cold beneath my fingertips as I clutch it tightly against my chest, almost desperately, like holding it close might somehow stop me from falling apart completely. The corners are scuffed from years of use, pages warped with age and magic. It still smells faintly of smoke, old paper, and him.

My cure. Or maybe just the closest thing I have left to him.

I walk to the bedroom door and lock it with shaking hands. The click echoes through the room louder than it should.

A stupid part of me feels safer knowing nobody can come in. Nobody can stop me.

I lean back against the door and squeeze my eyes shut, forcing myself to breathe.

In.

Out.

In.

My chest tightens painfully.

No matter how hard I try, I can’t calm down. The ache inside me tonight feels worse than usual, sharper somehow, like something buried deep beneath my ribs is finally splintering apart. Every emotion I’ve spent months suppressing churns violently beneath the surface.

Grief. Rage. Loneliness. Fear.

It all crashes together until I feel like I’m drowning in it.

I slide slowly down the door until I’m sitting on the floor, clutching the grimoire against me hard enough that it hurts. I don’t have any options left. Not anymore.

I’m so tired of being the one the battles always choose.

Tired of being the Lightbringer. Tired of carrying responsibilities that only ever seem to destroy the people around me. Every fight takes something else away, and I don’t know how much of myself is even left at this point.

I tell myself things will get better eventually.

But deep down, I don’t believe it anymore. I’ll never be alright. The thought settles over me with horrifying clarity.

My breathing turns uneven as memories flash through my head: Tom collapsing into my arms, Charlie’s broken voice outside my bedroom door, the Shadow grinning through a stolen face. Every mistake. Every failure. Every person I couldn’t save.

I bury my face against the grimoire and let out a shaky laugh that sounds dangerously close to breaking.

“So, this is it then,” I whisper to the empty room.

I can feel myself slipping further and further into the darkness I’ve spent so long trying to ignore. And maybe... maybe I’m done fighting it.

I slowly push myself back to my feet and stare blankly at the walls around me. Bare. Empty. Safe. The complete opposite of the chaos inside my head.

I’m the one at fault.

The thought repeats over and over until it becomes deafening. Tom is dead because I wasn’t strong enough. Charlie is hurting because I keep pushing her away. People keep suffering because I can’t carry this burden properly.

The battles follow me everywhere, poisoning everything they touch. Maybe this is how it ends. Maybe there’s no fixing me anymore.

A strange calm begins creeping in beneath the panic, cold and numb and terrifyingly clear. For the first time in weeks, my thoughts stop spiralling long enough for me to understand one thing:

I can’t keep avoiding this.

I’ve spent too long hiding from the spirit realm. Too long ignoring my duties as the Lightbringer because I was afraid of what waited for me there. Afraid of the darkness sealed away in my light. Afraid that if I faced it again, I’d finally break completely.

But avoiding it hasn’t saved me. It’s only made everything worse.

I wipe harshly at my eyes and move toward the bed, exhaustion weighing down every step. The mattress dips beneath me as I sit on the edge, gripping the grimoire tightly in both hands.

The room feels unnaturally still. Even the air seems to be waiting.

I let myself fall backwards onto the bed and stare blankly at the ceiling for a moment before finally whispering the words I’ve been avoiding for months.

“Nors... I need your guidance.”

For a second, nothing happens.

Then the world tilts violently.

My head spins as cold rushes through my body like ice water flooding my veins. The ceiling above me twists and fractures
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