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EPILOGUE 1

PROLOGUE :  The Night Everything Broke

The rain had no mercy that night.

It fell in violent sheets, hammering the tar road until it glistened under the fractured streetlights. The air smelled of petrol, burnt rubber, and something far worse something metallic, warm, and final.

Seventeen-year-old Landon Johnson stood barefoot on the cold road, shirt soaked, hair plastered to his forehead as he stared at the wreck that had just torn his life in half. The twisted metal no longer looked like the SUV he had argued with his father in just hours earlier. It looked like something from a nightmare, glass raining down in glittering fragments, steam rising from the open hood, wheels still weakly spinning as if refusing to accept what had happened.

A police officer tried to cover the bodies.

Another tried to move Landon away.

But Landon did not move.

His lips were pale, parted slightly as though a breath might come through at any second, but nothing did. His chest hardly rose. His eyes were usually warm, usually full of mischief or irritation or teenage arrogance were hollow. As though everything he had ever been had drained out of them and leaked onto the road.

“Son... you can’t stay here. Come with us,” one officer said softly.

Landon didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t even seem to hear him.

It was as if someone had pressed pause on his soul.

A few meters away, a black luxury car screeched to a stop. The doors flew open.

Mr. and Mrs. Johnson, his grandparents, powerful enough to own half the hotels in the city, stumbled out with frantic urgency. They didn’t look powerful tonight. They looked old, terrified, and desperately fragile.

“Where is he?” his grandfather barked, but there was a tremor in the man’s commanding voice.

“There,” a paramedic pointed.

Mrs. Johnson gasped when she saw Landon, her hand flying to her mouth. She ran toward him, but stopped halfway as if the grief hit her like a physical wall. Still, she forced herself to keep moving until she reached him.

She placed shaking hands on the boy’s wet cheeks. “Landon... baby... look at me.”

But he still stared at the wreck. At the sheet. At the bodies under it. At the life he had been living just moments before.

His grandmother turned to her husband with tears streaming freely down her face. “He’s in shock. He’s not hearing us.”

Mr. Johnson clenched his jaw. He had never met a problem money or influence couldn’t solve. But this...this shattered teenage boy in front of him wasn’t something money could repair. This required something he didn’t know how to give.

Help. Love. Comfort. Understanding.

All things he had long forgotten how to offer.

Mr. Johnson placed a firm but hesitant hand on his grandson’s shoulder. “Landon, come. Come with us. You shouldn’t see this.”

Still nothing.

The boy didn’t even look at him.

That’s when another car pulled up a smaller, older one. The door flew open and Vincent Khumalo, Landon’s best friend since they could crawl, sprinted toward the scene.

He slowed only when he saw the wreck. Then when he saw Landon, he broke into a run again.

“Landon!” he shouted, ignoring police warnings.

He slid to his knees next to his friend, gripping Landon’s face in both hands. “Landon. Hey. Hey, look at me. Look at me, bru.”

A flicker. A tiny shift.

A small, almost imperceptible twitch in Landon’s fingers.

But his eyes remained fixed.

Vincent swallowed hard, voice cracking. “Please man... You are okay.”

He pulled Landon into a rough, desperate embrace. Landon didn’t hug back. His arms hung limp at his sides.

Vincent looked up at the grandparents, his face drenched with rain and grief. “What happened?”

His grandmother choked out the impossible. “The car... it skidded. A truck... didn’t see them in time. They were on their way to fetch him from the school event.”

The words sliced through the night.

Vincent closed his eyes, pressing his forehead to Landon’s. “They were coming for you,” he whispered. “You didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

Still nothing from Landon.

No tears. No sound. Just a faint, broken breathing.

Paramedics approached again. “We need to take him to the hospital to get checked out.”

But Mrs. Johnson shook her head. “He’s not hurt. Not physically. It’s...” She wiped her tears. “It’s his heart.”

Vincent looked up sharply. “Then let me stay with him.”

Mr. Johnson shook his head. “We need to take him home.”

“No!” Vincent shouted, startling them all. “You can take him home, but he needs someone he trusts. Someone his age. Someone who doesn’t talk to him like he’s fragile porcelain. He needs me.”

Mrs. Johnson stared at the boy who had practically lived at their estate growing up. Vincent was the kind of friend who fought on Landon’s behalf, even when Landon couldn’t speak for himself.

She whispered, “He’s right.”

Mr. Johnson hesitated. “And what then? The boy needs time and support. He needs distance from this... from everything.”

Vincent nodded, wiping his rain-soaked face. “Now is not the time for that, I will take him with me .”

Mrs. Johnson gripped her husband’s arm. “We will figure things out after the funeral, let’s go.”

Her husband exhaled deeply defeated by grief and the truth he couldn’t fight.

Vincent turned back to Landon, holding his friend’s lifeless hand.

“You hear that?” he murmured softly. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll go with you. I’ll stay with you. Even if you don’t talk for a year. Even if you break. I won’t let you drown in this.”

Finally, finally, Landon blinked.

Just once. But it was enough.

A sign that somewhere behind the numb horror, the boy still existed.

The paramedics gently lifted him. He didn’t resist. Didn’t speak. Didn’t cry.

He just stared up at the sky as the rain fell harder, washing the blood from the road, but was never able to wash the memory from his mind.

Vincent walked beside the stretcher the entire way, and his hand never left Landon’s.

His voice was low, cracked, almost pleading.

“I’ve got you, bru. I swear on everything. I’ve got you.”

Behind them, the wreck of the car was finally covered.

Behind them, the night closed in.

And ahead of them, a future none of them could imagine was beginning, one shaped by loss, held together by loyalty, and destined to collide with a girl who would one day teach Landon Johnson how to breathe again.
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The plane sliced through the clouds like a silver blade, its engines humming steadily as Johannesburg slowly disappeared beneath it. Eighteen-year-old Landon Johnson sat by the window, watching the land shrink into nothing more than lights, roads, and memory. His hands were clasped tightly in his lap, knuckles white, shoulders stiff. He hadn’t spoken since they went through security. He hadn’t spoken much in the past eleven months, actually since the night everything broke.

Next to him, Vincent Khumalo adjusted his seatbelt and glanced over for the hundredth time since boarding.

“You good, bru?” he asked gently.

Landon didn’t respond. His chest rose and fell with that too-even, emotionless rhythm Vincent had grown used to. It was scary at first this silent, hollow version of his best friend. But now, it was familiar, like the echo of a wound that never quite heals.

Vincent sighed, running a hand over his short, curly hair. “Okay. You don’t have to talk. Just... blink twice if you need anything. Like water. Or food. Or... I don’t know... a hug.”

A beat. Then another. Landon didn’t blink.

Vincent leaned back in his seat with a soft groan. “Cool. Love that for us.”

The flight attendant passed by, pausing briefly. “Are you both all right? Need anything?”

Vincent smiled politely. “We’re good, thanks.”

Landon continued staring out the window, eyes glassy but intense. He wasn’t looking at the view. He was looking at nothing. Or everything. Hard to tell these days.

This wasn’t a trip. It was an exile.

A carefully constructed plan by the Johnson elders Alexander and Margaret Johnson, owners of the illustrious Johnson Hotels that spread across Sandton, Rosebank, Cape Town, and Durban like gems of wealth.

Landon was their only heir. Their only surviving link. And he was slipping away.

He ate because they forced him. He slept because his body shut down. He attended school because people moved him like furniture. But emotionally? Mentally? Spiritually?

He was a ghost.

The therapists said he needed a change of environment. The grandparents insisted the UK would offer better mental health resources. And Vincent,  sweet, stubborn, loyal Vincent refused to let them send Landon alone.

So the Johnsons paid for both boys’ flights, tuition, accommodation, therapy, and living expenses. They sent them to Brighton, where Mr. Johnson’s connections secured Landon admission into a prestigious architecture programme. Vincent was free to choose his own studies and chose business management “to be useful,” he’d said.

Useful to Landon. Useful to their future. Useful to the promise he made in the rain.

When they landed at Heathrow, the cold slapped them instantly. The air smelled different, the sky was greyer, the buildings sharper and colder. The terminal buzzed with accents and announcements they weren’t used to.

Vincent grabbed their luggage and gestured toward the taxi lines. “Welcome to your new prison, my guy.”

Landon followed silently.

Outside, the wind whipped aggressively, tossing Landon’s hair over his forehead. He shoved his hands deeper into his jacket pockets. Vincent signaled a black cab, and they slid into the backseat.

“Brighton,” Vincent told the driver.

The man nodded and pulled off.

As the city unfolded outside the glass buildings, narrow streets, neon signs, people rushing with purpose Vincent talked. He always talked. Sometimes to fill the silence, sometimes to fight the silence.

“So, Brighton is chill,” he said. “Beach. Seagulls. Cafés. I Googled it, and apparently the nightlife is properly mad.”

Landon didn’t look up.

“We’ll make friends,” Vincent continued. “Well, I will. You can just... tolerate people. Or stare at them until they think you’re plotting their murder. That also works.”

No reaction.

Vincent clicked his tongue. “You know what? At this point, I’ll take a sneeze. Just one sneeze, Johnson. Give me something.”

Still nothing.

The driver raised an eyebrow through the rearview mirror but said nothing.

Vincent finally sighed dramatically and leaned back. “Cool. Silent treatment it is. Again.”

But he didn’t stop talking.

He never stopped being the voice in the quiet.

Two days after arrival, Landon’s mandatory therapy sessions began.

The room was warm, decorated with soft carpet, framed art, and a view of a small garden. Dr. Evelyn Marks was a middle-aged woman with calm eyes and a voice like warm milk. She greeted him with a gentle smile.

“Hello, Landon. I’m glad you’re here.”

He sat stiffly in the armchair, arms crossed, jaw locked.

She waited five minutes before speaking again.

“You’ve gone through a tremendous loss. You don’t have to talk until you’re ready. My job is simply to help you carry the weight.”

He stared past her, unfocused.

She continued, “I see you feel safer not speaking. Silence can be a kind of shield. A place to hide when the world feels too loud.”

He did not respond.

But she noticed the slight tremor in his left thumb.

A sign of life.

A sign that something inside him was still fighting.

“We’ll take this slowly,” she said. “One breath at a time.”

Their flat was small but modern white walls, grey couch, tiny kitchen, two bedrooms. Landon’s room overlooked the sea. Vincent’s overlooked the street.

“You got the better view,” Vincent commented on move-in day. “It’s fine. I’ll survive with the sound of drunk British students screaming at 2 a.m.”

Landon dropped his suitcase on the bed and sat down. He didn’t react to the joke.

Vincent sat next to him. “Look... I know you didn’t choose this. None of it. But if we’re going to survive in this cold-ass country, you’re gonna have to let me bully you into eating proper food and sleeping enough.”

A pause.

Then Landon murmured softly, cracked “...Okay.”

Vincent froze.

“That’s...wow, wait...say it again. Say it again so I know I didn’t hallucinate.”

Landon blinked slowly. “Okay.”

Vincent grinned, eyes glassy. “Bru, I swear this is the best day of my life.”

Landon looked away, but something in his chest loosened.

Just a little.

Architecture lectures were brutal.

Hours of design, sketches, technical drawing, history. Landon was brilliant naturally, effortlessly. His father had taught him to see buildings like puzzles waiting to be solved.

But brilliance didn’t erase the bitterness twisting inside him whenever an instructor mentioned legacy. Or lineage. Or architecture families.

He worked late into the night, headphones on, refusing to socialize. His classmates liked him but from a distance. He was too quiet, too intense, too unreadable.

Vincent, on the other hand, joined every society possible sports, business club, even a dance society for a month “just to meet people.”

He dragged Landon out sometimes.

To cafés. To parks. To the pier at night.

They would sit together in silence, watching the waves crash against the shore.

“Do you ever miss home?” Vincent asked once.

Landon’s answer was a whisper carried by the wind.

“No.”

Not home. Not anything.

The years passed. Eighteen became twenty. Twenty became twenty-seven. Twenty-seven became thirty-two. And Landon Johnson transformed.

The silence remained but it sharpened, cold and controlled. He became the kind of man people noticed immediately:

Tall. Composed. Handsome in a severe, untouchable way.

The kind of man whose presence filled a room without saying a word.

He finished his degree top of his class.

Interned at top firms because his talent demanded respect.

Worked across London, Manchester, and Brighton.

Vincent built his own path too, earning degrees in business and project management. Loyal as ever, he stayed by Landon’s side, making sure the man didn’t slip back into the abyss. He forced him to eat, to sleep, to go out once in a while. Forced him to live.

Through every heartbreak Vincent had, every success, every failure Landon was there. Not talkative, not expressive but present. Reliable. Unshakeable.

And through every grief trigger Landon faced, every anniversary of the accident, every panic-inducing therapy session—Vincent was there. Loud, warm, and protective.

They were opposites. But opposites who survived together. At thirty-two, Landon finally returned to Johannesburg. His grandparents were older, slower, but proud. They welcomed him home like royalty.

He was set to take over major operations of the hotel empire. Wealth surrounded him—suits, boardrooms, penthouses, power. Everything he inherited from his parents... except love.

Emotionally, he still lived behind walls. He didn’t date. Didn’t trust. Didn’t laugh. Didn’t open up.

He moved through life with precision, focus, and ice.

But life, fate, destiny, whatever name one gives to the invisible force that rearranges futures was about to collide with him in a way no blueprint could predict.

And her name was Rory Malaki. But Landon didn’t know that yet. For now, he only knew one thing: He had survived exile. He had become a man carved from grief and discipline. But beneath the steel exterior... A crack still waited. A longing he had buried deep.

A part of him still reached silently for someone who could pull him back into the warmth he had forgotten.

Someone he didn’t yet know was already headed toward him, carrying her own ghosts, her own fear, her own hunger for safety.

Two broken paths. Two runaway souls. Soon to collide. Soon to ignite. Soon to change everything.
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Johannesburg had a way of swallowing sound. The city breathed with a pulse of taxis hooting, skyscrapers glittering, the faint scent of street food drifting on hot wind, and yet when Landon Johnson stepped back onto South African soil after fourteen years in the UK, everything felt muted.

Controlled. Distant. Like he was viewing it through glass.

He walked through OR Tambo’s arrivals section in a crisp black suit, his stride sharp and confident, his face unreadable. People stared because Landon had that effect on rooms. Broad shoulders. Tall frame. Clean-shaven jaw. Dark eyes that watched everything but revealed nothing.

Behind him, dragging two large suitcases, was Vincent Khumalo, grinning like he owned the place.

“Eish, bro, look at home!” Vincent exclaimed, opening his arms as though greeting the entire airport. “Look at this heat! This chaos! These accents! You feel that? That’s joy.”

Landon adjusted his cuffs. “It’s loud.”

Vincent snorted. “You’ve lived in Brighton. Everything is loud to you.”

They walked toward the pickup area where a sleek black Rolls-Royce waited. The Johnson family driver, Thomas, now older, slower, but still sharp bowed slightly.

“Welcome home, Mr. Landon. Mr. Vincent.”

Vincent winked. “Ah, you still remember me!”

“I could never forget you, sir. You caused too much trouble growing up.”

Landon’s lips twitched. Not a smile. But close enough for Vincent to nudge him.

They slid into the backseat, the AC sweeping over them like relief. As the car pulled off down the highway, the city unfolded glass buildings, highway billboards, the dust and gold glow of late afternoon.

Vincent stared out the window, nostalgia softening his features. “Joburg missed us, bru.”

Landon didn’t respond. His eyes were fixed on the skyline almost wary, as though returning here was a step he wasn’t fully ready to take.

The Johnson mansion sat on a secluded hill in Sandton white marble, black pillars, sprawling gardens trimmed to perfection. When the car pulled up, two figures stepped out onto the front steps.

His grandparents.

Alexander and Margaret Johnson looked older than he remembered. Much older. Age had crept into their bones, bowed their backs slightly. Margaret’s hair was now fully silver. Alexander’s cane trembled in his hand.

Landon exited the car, adjusting his suit jacket. For a moment, he hesitated. Memories he’d buried pressed against his ribs.

Then he walked forward.

“Landon,” Margaret breathed, tears already forming. She reached out, cupping his face with trembling hands. “My boy... you’re home.”

He leaned down so she could kiss his cheek awkwardly, gently. “Granny.”

Alexander stepped up, gripping his shoulder firmly. “You look like your father. Taller, though.”

Vincent stepped forward with a grin. “And I’m here too, you know. Not as tall, but equally handsome.”

Margaret laughed, touching Vincent’s arm. “Ah, Vincent. Our second grandson.”

Alexander nodded warmly. “Good to have you back, son.”

They ushered the boys inside, into the grand living room gold accents, velvet couches, chandeliers that sparkled like captured stars.

Yet Landon felt nothing. The beauty. The nostalgia. The warmth. It slid off him like rain on glass.

That evening, Alexander called a formal family meeting in his study a large wood-paneled room filled with old books, maps of hotel properties, and photographs of generations of Johnson men.

Landon stood by the window, staring at the manicured garden outside. Vincent sat on the leather couch, spinning a pen between his fingers. The grandparents sat opposite them.

Alexander cleared his throat. “It’s time, Landon.”

“For?” Landon asked without turning around.

“For you to begin the transition. You’ll take over management of Johnson Hotels. I’ll oversee for now, but my health...” He exhaled. “It’s declining faster than I expected.”

Landon finally turned. His expression was unreadable, but something flickered behind his eyes fear? Resentment? Responsibility? Hard to tell.

“I understand,” Landon said simply. “I’ll handle what needs handling.”

Vincent smirked. “Which is why I’m here. As your second-in-command. Also known as the only person who can stop you from firing everyone when they annoy you.”

Landon shot him a cold stare. “I don’t fire people when they annoy me.”

Vincent raised an eyebrow. “In the UK, you fired an intern because she used Comic Sans in a presentation.”

“It’s an unserious font,” Landon replied flatly.

Alexander chuckled. “Vincent, help him run things. Especially the staff. Landon’s... ah... personality is not always gentle.”

“Understatement of the decade,” Vincent muttered.
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