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	Light and darkness exist within us all.
Love is finding someone who sees both and stays anyway.

	


PROLOGUE

	 

	The Nexus Shard pulsed with molten red and black light, its glow washing the chamber in a sinister hue. The Voidbound Cabal stood before it, the weight of ancient purpose pressing down on their shoulders.

	 

	Fabian Fyrion was the first to speak, his hand steady against the shard’s jagged surface. “Nexus,” he said, his voice low and unwavering. “We await your guidance.”

	 

	The shard’s shadows twisted and coiled, and a voice emerged—dark, resonant, seething with ancient power.

	 

	“You have failed me,” Nexus snarled, the shadows around him deepening. “Two Primes remain. They have met their Warriors, yet they wander blind, unaware of their place in the Eternal Balance.”

	 

	A flicker of unease passed among the Voidbound, but Fabian’s eyes stayed fixed, hard as iron. “Tell us what we must do, and it will be done,” he vowed.

	 

	The shard shifted, images forming within—a pair of dark crystals shot through with veins of crimson light, each one pulsing as if with a heartbeat.

	 

	“Crystals of The Void,” Nexus declared. “Forged in the first war, they are tied to the essence of the Primes. When brought near, they will glow—revealing those who carry the last Seals.”

	 

	Damian’s brow furrowed, his frustration crackling like lightning. “The world is vast,” he snapped. “Thousands of Aelorians—how are we supposed to know where to even begin?”

	 

	A hiss of cold amusement rippled through Nexus’s reply. “You forget the nature of the Seals,” he said, each word cutting like glass. “The Primes are drawn to them—whether they know it or not. They are pulled to the echoes of their Seals, compelled by the bond that lies dormant within them.”

	 

	He paused, his voice a rumble of dark certainty. “Let the Crystals of the Void guide you. Scry for the Seals’ presence—where they burn brightest, the Primes will be drawn.

	 

	Diana’s lips curved in a faint, cold smile. “Then we have our starting points,” she said "We know where the last two seals are located. The Primes will be near by.”

	 

	“You will do more than find them,” Nexus growled, his voice coiling around them like a serpent. “You will awaken them. You will prepare them for the Velithor Arkanis ritual. The Eternal Balance must be remade.”

	 

	Fabian inclined his head; each word he spoke a vow etched in steel. “We will not fail. The Primes will be found. And they will stand ready.”

	 

	A low growl of satisfaction pulsed through the shard. “See that you don’t,” Nexus said, his voice falling to a whisper that echoed in their bones. “The cost of failure is the end of you and all that you hold dear.”

	 

	The shard’s light faded, leaving the chamber cloaked in darkness and the echo of purpose ringing in the still air. One by one, the Voidbound withdrew their hands, each lost in the weight of the hunt that had begun.

	 

	Fabian turned to them, his gaze cold and unyielding. “You heard him,” he said quietly. “We know where to start and we have the means to find the remaining Primes.”

	 

	In the silence that followed, the five Voidbound felt the gravity of their master’s command settle over them. The final hunt had begun—and there would be no turning back.

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	 

	The Dive Bar had no sign out front—just a rusted metal “D” bolted crookedly above the black-painted door and a flickering red neon arrow pointing toward it. It shared a building with the tattoo shop upstairs, and the scent of antiseptic ink sometimes drifted down when the artists opened a window. The place wasn’t trendy. It wasn’t even particularly inviting. But it was clean, the drinks were cold, and the music wasn’t shit. That was enough.

	 

	Charlie, the bar manager, was Aelorian—she knew the Keepers and understood the role they played in keeping Thorndale safe from wraith attacks. She and the Dive Bar offered them a rare refuge: a place where they could relax, have a drink, and not worry about watching their words. The Keepers had even reinforced the building with Aeloria’s light, ensuring it was protected from wraith incursions. Unfortunately, there was little they could do about the Voidbound.

	Cole sat at the bar, shoulders hunched, a bottle of beer balanced between his hands. The label was already half-picked clean. He’d been nursing it for the better part of forty minutes, and not because he was savouring the flavour.

	Sawyer was late. No surprise there.

	Cole had shown up mostly out of obligation. Sawyer had insisted they get out of the compound for a few hours—"for your own sanity,” he’d said. And Cole, after a long pause and a longer sigh, had agreed, but now he had been here for close to an hour and Sawyer still wasn’t here.  Sat near the end of the bar, nursing a beer he hadn’t taken more than two sips from. He turned the bottle slowly in his hands, stripping away the edge of the label bit by bit. He didn’t notice the music playing or the quiet laughter from the couple tucked in the corner booth. He was too busy trying not to think.

	Charlie leaned on the bar in front of him, her posture casual, but her eyes sharp. “If that beer was a girl, Cole, she would’ve dumped you for ignoring her this long.”

	He looked up, startled. “Sorry.”

	“You want another?” she asked, already reaching for a fresh bottle.

	“No, I’m—” He glanced at the one in front of him. “I’m good.”

	Charlie studied him, then swapped it anyway, placing a cold bottle down and swiping away the old one with practiced ease.

	“You flying solo tonight?” she asked, her voice low and warm, Cole had known Charlie for years and loved her because she had never taken any shit from him and didn’t care that his last name was Solyrith, the unofficial Royals of Thorndale and an Aelorian First Family, not that the second was public knowledge outside of their world. As far as Thorndale was concerned the Solyriths were a wealthy family who gave back to the community extensively. 

	Cole didn’t look up. “Sawyer was supposed to meet me.”

	Charlie rolled her eyes. “Of course he was. So, where is Prince Charming now? Chatting up his next conquest?”

	Charlie and Sawyer had a love hate relationship. Sawyer was madly in love with the curly haired sarcastic bar manager, but Charlie kept her distance for reasons unknown other than Sawyer had a reputation as a playboy, and she wanted nothing to do with that. 

	“Probably lost track of time mid-monologue,” Cole muttered. “Or just forgot me.”

	“Typical,” Charlie said as she wiped down the bar top getting rid of the bits of label Cole had littered across it. 

	As if summoned, the door creaked open and in walked Sawyer—hair windswept, coat unzipped, and the kind of energy that said he hadn’t slowed down once today. He spotted Cole and grinned like he’d just won something.

	“Sorry I’m late!” he panted. “Hey, gorgeous can I get a beer?” he added with a grin to Charlie, who flipped him off at the use of the nickname he knew she hated, but there was a glint of humour in her eyes. 

	“You dragged me out here, then left me alone for over an hour,” Cole grumbled. “And why the hell do you have my guitar?”

	Sawyer flopped onto the stool next to him. “My mother cornered me wanting to know what’s going on with you and Luca, annnnnnd…… I have your guitar because you’re singing tonight.”

	“No,” Cole said flatly. “I’m not, I just want a drink and a quiet night.”

	“But it’s open mic night!” Charlie chimed in brightly, placing Sawyer’s beer in front of him. “You always sing.”

	“I’m not in the mood,” he said quietly, his voice dull.

	“Then do one of your sad country songs,” Sawyer said with a grin. “Sing your feelings.”

	Cole shot him a look, unimpressed.

	“If you don’t,” Sawyer added, waggling his brows, “I’ll tell my mother that something is wrong and you won’t talk about it. Rather than lying and saying you're all good like I did tonight.”

	Sawyer’s mum, Maggie Jacobs, had been Cole’s family’s housekeeper growing up, but that title barely scratched the surface. She’d been just as much a mother to him as his own, firm and unshakable, the kind of woman who patched you up without fuss, made you eat your dinner before you got dessert, and could silence a tantrum—or a teenage sulk—with a single look. Now well into retirement, Cole’s parents were busy enjoying endless back-to-back cruises around the world, sending postcards and blurry selfies from sun-drenched decks. But Maggie? She was still very much present. She treated every grown adult she’d once cared for like an errant child in need of guidance—no exceptions. Not Cole, not Sawyer, and definitely not Luca, who despite his rank as head of the family would still get a full dressing-down for swearing in the house or not putting his shoes on the rack. Maggie didn’t care about rank or blood—just whether you were behaving yourself. And God help you if you weren’t.

	Cole stared at him in horror. “You wouldn’t dare.”

	Sawyer smirked. “I would. And I will. And you know damn well you’ll be summoned within the hour.”

	Cole sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Fine! One song.... That’s it.”

	Charlie clapped with delight and high-fived Sawyer, victorious. Then, hearing her name called from the other end of the bar, she excused herself, leaving the two of them alone.

	There was a beat of silence before Cole sighed heavily and muttered, “You’re a manipulative bastard.”

	“Love you too,” Sawyer said brightly.

	Cole grumbled, but he reached for the guitar anyway, popping the case open to check the strings. Familiar calluses met familiar wood. The weight of it felt grounding—steady. Like home.

	Sawyer watched him for a moment, the teasing fading from his expression. He leaned forward, elbows on the bar. “You still not gonna talk about it?”

	Cole paused, fingers ghosting over the frets. He didn’t look up.

	“It’s nothing,” he said. “It’s just... Luca.”

	Sawyer sat back with a wince. “Ah. That kind of nothing.”

	For the past month, Luca had been downright antagonistic, especially toward Ash Thorne, the Calystral Warrior. He’d been outrageously rude, dismissive in every interaction, pushing her buttons at every opportunity. But something had shifted at the last Conclave. In front of the entire assembly, Luca had stood and offered a formal apology—not just to Ash, but to the other Conclave members as well. He’d claimed recent personal news had knocked him off balance. They had accepted it. Cole hadn’t. He’d waited until the meeting ended, then cornered his brother to demand the truth.

	When Luca finally told him what was going on, it hadn’t been what Cole expected. Not by a long shot.

	He’d known Luca and Elana had been trying for a baby. They hadn’t exactly kept it a secret; there had been hopeful smiles, quiet toasts, subtle glances exchanged across family dinners. But as the months passed with no news, Cole had suspected something might be wrong. What he hadn’t expected was just how wrong.

	After nearly a year of disappointment, they’d gone in for tests. The results blindsided them.

	As part of the fertility work-up, the doctors had run a full genetic panel. That was when they found it—something hidden, something inherited. Huntington’s disease.

	It was early. Too early for symptoms. But the diagnosis had been clear. Confirmed.

	Cole could still remember the way his brother had said it—calm, almost clinical, as though keeping it emotionless might make it less real. But nothing about it felt anything less than devastating.

	Luca wasn’t showing signs yet, but the clock had started ticking. His future as Head of the Solyrith family—once secure, expected—was now uncertain. How long he had in good health, no one could say.

	He and Elana had decided that having biological children was too much of a risk, passing on the disease to any children, so they were speaking with adoption agencies, still determined to build a family, still reaching for the life they’d imagined—just a different version of it. But when it came to the legacy of the Solyrith bloodline, that was non-negotiable.

	The title of Head of House had to remain in the blood.

	And that left only one person.

	Cole.

	The weight of it had landed like stone. It wasn’t just the expectation that he would lead someday. It was the knowledge that he might have to take the mantle that he never seen as his path. That he might need to act not only as Head of House Solyrith, but as regent for his own brother as his health deteriorated. It hit like a blow to the chest.

	Cole was the younger brother, the Keeper, the guy who never wanted command—was now expected to be the one to provide an heir.  He felt like his life had been pulled out from under him. Like everything he’d worked for, everything he’d chosen, was no longer his to control.

	He liked being a Keeper. He didn’t want promotion or power. He didn’t want fame or fortune, his family already had that. What he wanted was nights like this, open mic and a drink in hand, a little freedom to be who he was without expectations.

	And now, even that was slipping away.

	Sawyer nudged him gently with an elbow. “Still in your head?”

	Cole nodded again, Sawyer sighed. “Then sing it out, man. Let it go, just for tonight.”

	Cole didn’t answer. He just turned his gaze toward the corner stage where Charlie stood behind the mic, her ever-present notebook in hand.

	“Alright, welcome to open mic night at The Dive,” she said, flashing a grin. “You know the deal—no stand-up, no poetry, and definitely no interpretive dance. Just music. Preferably country, rock, or indie, but if you’ve got something good, we’ll listen. First up tonight, give it up for Tyler!”

	A polite round of applause followed as Tyler, a lanky guy in a trucker cap, stepped onto the stage with an acoustic guitar. He launched into a twangy road song about leaving home and chasing nothing in particular. His voice was rough but heartfelt, and the lyrics had just enough grit to get a few head nods.

	Next came Michelle.

	She sauntered up, red lipstick, black boots, and attitude for days. No introduction, just her guitar and a voice like smoke and broken glass. She tore into a cover of Jolene, slowed down and dirtied up. The room held its breath.

	Sawyer leaned closer to Cole. “Michelle’s got that ‘ruin your week’ energy, huh?”

	Cole raised a brow, but Sawyer just smirked and took a sip of his beer, eyes still fixed on the stage. “Trust me that goes beyond her stage presence. Christ I couldn’t walk straight for a week after the last time we hooked up.”

	Cole shook his head.

	Third up was Calvin—an older regular, nervous as ever, but sweet. He played a song about cheap beer and summer nights, and the crowd clapped along by the second chorus, like they always did.

	Last before the break was Joelle. Petite, upbeat, with a banjo that looked like it had its own personality. She played something fast and funny, and left the room laughing and tapping the tables.

	Charlie returned to the mic, grinning. “Alright, quick break, grab a drink. After that… Cole will be gracing us with his sultry tones!”

	When the break ended, Charlie returned to the stage, notebook in hand and a grin tugging at her mouth.

	“Okay, Dive Bar faithful,” she said into the mic. “You’ve waited long enough. We wore him down and convinced him to perform tonight. Give it up for Cole.”

	Cheers burst through the room, followed by whistles and table knocks. Cole stood slowly, guitar gripped tightly in his hand, expression unreadable. He stepped up to the mic, sat on the stool, and adjusted the stand. Then he bent his head and tuned quietly and precise, unhurried, his fingers sure but tense. He didn’t speak to introduce himself, just a small cough to clear his throat, then came the first soft strum of his guitar.

	It was clean. Steady. Aching.

	He began to sing, his voice low and rough, almost too quiet to carry—until it did.

	Is this as bad as it gets or is it gonna get better?
 Is this some kind of test, or will it be like this forever?
 'Cause I ain't ever seen a cloud this dark…
 And I ain't ever been down this far…

	The words poured out slow and heavy, like they’d been living in his chest, waiting for a way out. He kept his eyes closed; every word weighed with something unspoken. Regret. Resignation. The quiet ache of someone who’d held it together too long.

	I know it ain't gonna be no easy ride
 And what doesn't kill you makes you stronger…
 But I'm running outta places I can hide.

	The Dive was silent, no clinks of glass, no murmurs. Just Cole, the strings, and the sound of a heart unravelling note by note.

	Then, mid-verse, he opened his eyes.

	And saw her.

	Marisol Vega.

	Leaning at the end of the bar beside Charlie, arms crossed, expression unreadable; but her eyes were locked on him. That steady, unflinching stare he’d come to recognize from a distance, usually beside the bar or slipping in and out of the back room like she didn’t want to be noticed. But Cole had noticed. Every time she came into the bar, every time she walked into a room. For years he had noticed everything about her from a far. 

	A careless braid swept her dark, violet-streaked hair back, stray wisps curling to frame her face, the zipper of her black jacket half-down to reveal a worn band tee that clung in all the right ways. She looked like trouble and salvation wrapped in ink and steel, and Cole had no idea how he was supposed to keep singing with her watching him like that. At her feet, sprawled like a sentinel, was the large dog he’d seen with her over the last month, a silver-black beast with predator eyes that tracked him just as intently.

	Cole faltered for half a breath.

	Then kept going.

	So, I’m asking myself ‘cause I can’t tell…
 If this is hell or just high water…

	His voice caught, not from nerves, but from truth. Raw and rough-edged, like something he hadn’t meant to let anyone see had slipped out under the lights.

	It’s killing me to just keep on climbing…
 Looking for a silver lining…

	He sang that line to her. Only her. Eyes on hers, because if he was honest, she was the silver lining he was looking for.

	When the last chord faded, the silence held for one stunned heartbeat.

	Then came the eruption, applause, hoots, whistles, a roar of cheers that rolled through the bar like thunder. Cole exhaled and stood. His fingers curled tighter around the neck of the guitar than they needed to, but he made his way off the stage.

	Sawyer greeted him with a wide, dazed grin. “Okay. Wow. That was… that was unfair. You can’t just unload like that and expect people to function.”

	Cole didn’t answer. He just offered a small smile and took a long drink from his beer; eyes still fixed on the end of the bar where the woman who haunted his thoughts stood.

	She was still watching him.

	So was the wolfdog, its yellow eyes unblinking, steady as stone.

	Then Charlie’s voice rang out from the stage.

	“That’s a wrap on open mic night! But don’t head out yet—the drinks are still pouring, the music’s picking up, and you all know what time it is. Time to dance!”

	The crowd erupted into cheers. Lights dimmed, the playlist kicked in, and laughter sparked through the room. Cole turned his head slightly, just for a moment, watching Charlie lift her glass with a grin. When he looked back toward the bar; she was gone. No trace. No empty glass. No movement. Just the quiet pulse of the music rising behind him and the weight of something unspoken pressing in his chest. He set his beer down and frowned faintly, scanning the room once more, but there was only Sawyer beside him, still grinning like a fool, and the Dive alive again with noise.

	---

	An hour later, the Dive Bar was in full swing.

	Music boomed through the speakers, low and thumping, while lights pulsed with warm amber and red. The staff weaved between tables with practiced ease, beers in hand and banter on their lips. Charlie never stopped moving, yet somehow still found time to laugh with regulars and greet newcomers like old friends.

	This was the Dive’s magic—if you were a regular, you were family.

	Cole sat at the bar, nursing what was technically his third beer—not that he’d made it far through any of them. A few people had stopped to compliment his performance, offer a clap on the back, or drop a quick, "Hey, man, great set." He nodded, gave the usual polite smile, murmured a soft “thanks”—but none of it really landed.

	Because he wasn’t focused on them.

	He was scanning the room.

	Looking for her.

	Marisol.

	He knew her name—who didn’t? Marisol Vega. Charlie’s best friend. Co-owner of the building. Tattoo artist with a reputation that stretched far beyond these walls. He’d nursed a quiet crush on her from the first time he had seen her, drawn to the way she carried herself with effortless confidence and how her eyes always seemed to be seeing something more.

	But that was it. She’d never shown the slightest hint of interest in him, no flirtatious smiles, no lingering looks. Just polite nods and brief, efficient conversations. A hello in passing. A beer poured without comment. She was a constant in his peripheral vision, always there but never close enough to touch. And Cole had told himself that was enough, just to be near her. Even if she never looked his way.

	But tonight, the way she’d looked at him while he sang… it had felt like she had finally seen him. It had landed like weight, heavy, deliberate. And now she was gone.

	Sawyer, on the other hand, was halfway through seducing someone who could’ve walked off a modelling runway. Typical. Cole barely spared him a glance. He knew Sawyer wouldn’t be heading back to the Keeper house tonight. Cole had just finished his drink and was considering heading home himself when a smooth voice spoke from his left.

	“You’ve got a good voice.”

	He turned and there she was.

	Marisol.

	No wolfdog this time. No crowd, no distance. Just her, close enough for him to notice the faint purple in her hair, the way her dark eyes held his like she was reading more than just his expression.

	“But seriously,” she added, lips curving into a smirk, “Bailey Zimmerman? That song’s basically emotional sabotage.”

	Cole let out a breath of surprised laughter. “Not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

	“Definitely a compliment,” she said, settling onto the barstool beside him. “Just a depressing one.”

	“I’ll take it,” he replied, his smile tugging wider. “Noted for next time: fewer sad-boy anthems.”

	“Not fewer,” she said, teasing. “Just... maybe ease into the heartbreak instead of drop-kicking us into it on verse one.”

	Before Cole could respond, Charlie appeared behind the bar with a knowing grin.

	“Hey, you two,” she said, sliding a fresh beer in front of Marisol. “You decided tonight was the night huh?” she said in a mock whisper to Marisol.

	Marisol shrugged with mock innocence. “He sounded like he needed friend, so I figured why not.”

	Charlie laughed, then nodded toward Cole. “You know Marisol, my best friend and the other half of this place. Marisol, Cole, officially the only guy who’s ever made our Saturday crowd go completely silent.”

	Cole ducked his head a little, modest but pleased. “We’ve met... kind of,” he said. “I think you once handed me a beer and told me my shirt was stupid.”

	Marisol raised a brow. “Was it a band tee with the sleeves cut off?”

	“It might have been.”

	“Then it was stupid,” she said, deadpan, and took a sip of her drink.

	Cole grinned, and for the first time all night, forgot about everything except the woman beside him.

	“So,” she said, turning to face him fully. “What’s your opinion on pineapple on pizza?”

	He blinked. “Excuse me?”

	“Pineapple. On pizza,” she repeated. “Important question.”

	Cole stared at her. “That’s a pretty random topic change.”

	“Not random,” she replied, deadly serious. “Foundational. You can tell a lot about a person based on their pizza topping choices.”

	“Oh, really?”

	“Absolutely,” she said, grinning behind the lip of her beer bottle. “For example—pepperoni? Safe. Predictable. Solid, but not adventurous. Pineapple people? Bold. Rebellious. They crave contrast. Sweet and salty, chaos with a purpose.”

	Cole raised an eyebrow. She kept going.

	“Mushrooms? Those people live in the grey. Thoughtful. A little weird, in a good way. Plain cheese?” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “That’s a red flag. Either they’re control freaks or they’ve had their heart stomped on too many times.”

	She leaned in slightly, eyes narrowing.

	“‘Everything’ people—like, pile it high with meat and veggies? They’re usually running from something. Can’t commit. Want too much, too fast.”

	She leaned back and took a sip, then shrugged. “Pizza toppings. Window to the soul.”

	Cole let out a low laugh. “I had no idea pizza was so psychologically revealing.”

	“Oh, it is.”

	“So, what does it say about me if I’m a straight pepperoni guy—with extra cheese?”

	Marisol made a face like he’d told her he kicked puppies. “Wow. That’s tragic. I had such high hopes for you.”

	“Guess I’m just boring and predictable,” he said, his voice low and playful.

	Her eyes lit up as a new song rolled through the speakers. “I love this one,” she said, already rising to her feet. “Dance with me.”

	Before he could argue, she grabbed his hand and pulled him from his stool. Cole barely had time to think and put down his beer, let alone protest. One second, he was at the bar, the next he was in the middle of the dance floor, swept into Marisol’s rhythm.

	She moved with an easy, natural confidence—hips swaying, arms loose, smile wide.

	“Come on,” she called over the beat. “Dance.”

	“I don’t dance,” Cole said firmly.

	Marisol turned, sticking out her tongue, and then pressed back into him, guiding his hands to her waist. She moved with purpose, moulding her back to his chest and drawing him into the motion. He could feel the warmth of her, the curves, the unfiltered energy that poured from her like music itself.

	Cole didn’t know what was happening.

	This woman was wild and impulsive, untethered. One moment she was asking him about pizza toppings, the next she was wrapped in his arms, pulling him into her orbit like gravity.

	And he didn’t want to leave it.

	She spun to face him, draping her arms around his neck. Their bodies moved in time now—fluid, effortless. The crowd disappeared, the music blurred, and all that remained was her.

	Then she leaned in.

	No hesitation. No second-guessing.

	Her eyes locked on his. And she rose onto her toes.

	Their lips met; soft, sure, electric. It stole the breath from Cole’s lungs, stunned him for a heartbeat. But then heat surged through him, instinct overriding surprise. He pulled her closer, one hand at the small of her back, the other threading into her hair. He deepened the kiss with a low, involuntary sound, his tongue sweeping along her lower lip in a wordless request. Marisol parted her lips for him without hesitation, meeting him with equal fire. The kiss turned hungry, all-consuming—something too big for this moment, too right to be denied.

	And in that instant, Cole heard a voice not his own.

	Embrace her.

	Aeloria’s voice. Clear. Absolute.

	 Embrace her.

	And then—just as quickly as the kiss had started—Marisol ended it.

	She pulled back, breathless, eyes still locked on his—then something shifted. Her gaze flicked past him, over his shoulder, and in an instant, her expression changed. Whatever she saw across the bar wiped the softness from her face, replacing it with a sharp scowl. Without a word, she spun on her heel and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Cole standing alone in the centre of the dance floor, dazed.

	He didn’t move.

	Couldn’t.

	It took a few seconds for his brain to catch up to the sudden absence of her—her heat, her hands, her mouth.

	“Fuck,” he breathed, dragging a hand through his hair.

	Then came the voice.

	Embrace her.

	Low, electric, insistent.

	Cole shook his head, jaw tight. “I really don’t need this right now.”

	But the truth sat heavy in his chest. He may not need it, but he wanted it.

	His pulse thundered in his ears. The music felt distant now, muffled under the rush of adrenaline. He didn’t know whether to chase after Marisol or collapse into a chair or just leave the bar. He was still frozen in place when Sawyer wandered over, arm slung comfortably around the blonde he’d been dancing with. Sawyer took one look at his face and frowned. “You good, man?”

	Cole blinked. Twice. His voice was barely above a whisper. “I honestly don’t know.”

	Sawyer followed his gaze toward the crowd, brows lifting. “Wait—was that Marisol you were just locking lips with?”

	Cole turned toward him slowly, eyes wide, like he was still trying to make sense of it.

	Sawyer let out a low whistle, already grinning. “No way. You finally talked to her, and your opening move was that?” He gave an exaggerated nod of approval. “Bold. Respect.”

	Cole didn’t answer. Just kept staring after where she’d vanished, as if he could still feel her mouth on his.

	Sawyer, clearly enjoying himself, leaned on the girl in his arms. “Man, you’ve had that quiet little crush for, what, years? Every time she walked by you got all weird and broody.”

	“She’s Charlie’s best friend,” Cole muttered, more to himself than to Sawyer.

	“Yep. And runs the tattoo shop upstairs. You’ve seen her a hundred times,” Sawyer said, still half-laughing. “How you managed to pine after her and not know her is honestly impressive.”

	Cole finally looked at him, brow furrowed. “I didn’t know she—” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “I don’t know how I missed it.”

	“She’s tattooed half our team,” Sawyer added not hearing what Cole was saying, pushing up his sleeve to reveal the swirling design on his forearm. “Including this masterpiece. And yes—you’ve complimented it. Repeatedly.”

	Cole stared at the ink, then at the floor, like none of this made sense.

	Sawyer’s grin started to falter realizing that Cole wasn’t responding to his ribbing. “What’s going on Cole? You look like you just walked out of a lightning strike.” Cole hesitated. The voice still echoed in his head—Embrace her. Sharp and electric, but he wasn’t about to say that.

	Instead, he shook his head once, grounding himself. “I need to go.”

	Sawyer blinked. “Go where?”

	“Just... out. I need air.”

	Sawyer stepped back, eyes narrowing slightly in concern now. “Cole—”

	“I’m fine,” Cole cut in, already moving toward the back door. “I’ll see you later.”

	And before Sawyer could say another word, Cole was gone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	The next morning, Marisol was unlocking the front of the tattoo shop above The Dive Bar when the familiar soft padding of paws followed her up the stairs behind her. The wolfdog—Valkyrie, or Val for short—strode in like she owned the place and promptly curled up behind the front counter. Marisol didn’t even blink. Val had started showing up around six months ago, wild-eyed and wary, but persistent. After a few cautious weeks and the occasional meal, it had become clear the animal had chosen her.

	Marisol had done what she could. She’d managed to get Val cleaned up—an impressive feat in itself—and had even coaxed her into a few brushing sessions. But a vet visit? That was a hard no. She couldn’t get Val into a car and trapping her inside long enough for a mobile vet to arrive was a disaster waiting to happen.

	Charlie had been the one to voice what Marisol had already suspected: if a vet saw too many wolf in Val, they might report her—or worse, try to take her away. Something deep and instinctual in Marisol had rebelled at that idea. Val wasn’t dangerous—just misunderstood at times. Besides, she’d proven surprisingly useful. On more than one occasion, Val’s presence had been enough to send an angry or drunk customer packing. No one argued with a 100+ pound wolfdog staring them down from behind the counter.

	Val came and went as she pleased, but she’d been spending more time with Marisol lately. Last night hadn’t been the first time she’d followed her into the bar, though it was a new habit. More surprising was finding her waiting outside Marisol’s apartment door after she helped Charlie close up.

	Marisol lived in the small apartment attached to the building. She and Charlie had bought the place together five years ago from the previous owner. The Dive Bar, downstairs, had belonged to Charlie’s parents, and she’d been working behind that bar since she was old enough to reach the taps.

	Marisol had met Charlie during her first-year apprenticing at the tattoo shop above The Dive Bar. At the time, Charlie was juggling long shifts working behind the bar for her parents while studying for her business degree at the university. They’d clicked almost instantly; bonded by their shared sarcastic humour, a mutual intolerance for male ego, and the exhausting experience of navigating male-dominated spaces. Marisol was usually the louder of the two, quick with a laugh or a comeback, but Charlie had a sharp wit that cut clean when it landed. She didn’t need to be loud—her quiet confidence and calm command of any room she walked into spoke volumes. Together, they were unshakable.

	Their friendship was natural—after-hours drinks, venting about customers, studying or sketching late into the night, and exchanging survival strategies for dealing with know-it-all men who assumed they didn’t belong in their respective fields. Over time, they stopped feeling like two people working above and below each other and started feeling like a unit.

	It was kismet when, a few years later, Big Mike—Marisol’s mentor and the owner of the tattoo shop—announced his retirement just weeks before Charlie’s parents made the same decision about the bar. Both women were offered first refusal on their respective businesses, and it had been a no-brainer.

	With the help of Marisol’s older brother, Matteo—a lawyer working for Aquendil Legal who had a talent for navigating red tape and a quiet pride in his sister’s ambition—they secured the necessary loans and bought the building outright.

	The last five years had been a whirlwind. What started as two separate businesses had grown into something more—a partnership, a home, and a place with real weight in the Thorndale community. They’d modernized the equipment, refurbished the building, and expanded their teams, turning both the bar and the shop into successful, welcoming spaces.

	As an Aelorian business The Dive Bar had become a regular hangout for the Solyrith Keepers, thanks in part to the no-nonsense atmosphere and Charlie’s reputation for not tolerating any crap. Their presence helped keep away the rougher elements who sometimes assumed a female-run business would be an easy target.

	They soon found out otherwise.

	Kate—one of the Solyrith Captains and a longtime supporter of the bar—had offered Charlie and Marisol self-defence training years ago. She taught them how to handle Aelorian weapons and defend themselves if things ever turned ugly. They’d taken her up on it without hesitation and still sparred with her every week. It wasn’t about posturing—it was about being ready. About knowing they could stand their ground and protect what they’d built without relying on anyone else.

	Over time, Kate had become more than just a teacher. She’d become a friend—someone who joined in on their girls’ nights and helped behind the bar whenever Charlie was short-staffed. Someone who felt like family.

	Charlie and Marisol been giddy signing the papers, practically vibrating with excitement. The rest of that night was a blur of drinking and dancing, the kind of memory you kept in a haze because it felt too big to hold all at once. Even now, five years later, Marisol sometimes had to pinch herself to believe it was real. They owned this place. She wasn’t just tattooing—she was building a stable life.

	Because it hadn’t always been that way.

	Marisol’s childhood had been... unconventional. Her parents were free-spirited artists, kind-hearted and creative, but completely untethered from practical reality. They moved often, chasing inspiration, following “the muse,” as her mother liked to say. School, structure, and routine had all fallen to the wayside more times than she could count.

	It had been her older brother, Matteo, who stepped in.

	He’d taken on the parenting role before he was even out of high school—packing lunches, checking homework, and making sure Marisol and their much younger brother, Javier, had something close to stability. Now, Matteo worked as a lawyer for Aquendil Legal at their Thorndale office. He wore suits, carried a leather briefcase, and had very strong opinions about spreadsheets.

	Matteo had hoped his siblings would follow him into the corporate world, but while Marisol hadn’t gone that route, he was proud of what she’d built. He’d never said it directly, but she could tell in the way he always asked about new equipment, or how business was trending, or whether she was thinking about expanding.

	Javier, though—that was more complicated.

	He was a surprise baby, born when Marisol was fifteen and Matteo was already balancing adulthood at 19. Javier had been raised more by his siblings than his parents. Now nineteen, he was supposed to be studying mathematics and computer science at a level Marisol couldn’t begin to understand. Instead, he seemed more focused on hanging out with a group of sketchy “friends” neither she nor Matteo approved of.

	He still came around. Still texted. Still acted like the sweet, brilliant kid he’d always been—sometimes. But Marisol saw the signs. The evasion. The excuses. The late-night messages that didn’t quite add up.

	She didn’t know how to reach him yet.... But she would.

	For now, she looked down at the wolfdog curled at her feet and gave a quiet sigh.

	“Guess we’re both strays,” she murmured.

	Val thumped her tail once but didn’t move. Just kept watch, like always.

	---

	Marisol was at the front desk, scanning through the day’s appointments on her computer, when the bell above the door chimed and Val let out a distinct, low-pitched howl of greeting.  She smiled without looking up. “That better be you, Charlie. Val just did the ‘Bitch-is-here’ howl.”

	“She really has different howls for everyone, huh?” Charlie called back as she strolled toward the reception desk, a cardboard drink tray in hand.

	“She’s a complex girl,” Marisol said. “Please tell me that’s coffee. I will not be responsible for my actions if that is not caffeine.”

	Charlie gave her a flat look. “Do you really think I’d show up at this hour without it?”

	Val yipped as Charlie passed, tail thumping against the floor.

	“Yes, yes, I’ve got your pup cup too, Missy,” Charlie said, setting the tray down and pulling out a small cup. She reached over the counter and gave Val a fond scratch behind the ears.

	“You spoil that dog,” Marisol teased.

	“Yes, I do,” Charlie agreed without shame. “Because you don't piss off an animal that could eat you.”

	Marisol laughed as Val let out another approving yip, clearly in on the joke.

	Charlie handed over Marisol’s coffee, then leaned casually against the counter, eyeing her friend. “So... you and Cole got rather cozy last night.”

	Marisol raised an eyebrow as she took a sip. “And?”

	“And,” Charlie continued, arching a brow, “I thought you were off Keepers. After everything you went through with Peter?”

	“We danced and talked,” Marisol said evenly. “It’s not like we exchanged wedding vows or anything. Besides, he looked like he needed cheering up.”

	Charlie sighed and nodded. “Yeah. He’s got something heavy going on with his family. Didn’t say much, but based on that song? I’m guessing his brother’s riding him again about responsibility and legacy.”

	Marisol made a noise of agreement and took another sip. They slipped easily into casual chatter, swapping stories from the night before and mapping out plans for the weekend. Their rhythm was easy, familiar—the kind of friendship built on years of trust and shared caffeine.

	Eventually, Marisol glanced at the clock and stood, tossing her empty cup into the trash. “Alright, I’ve got a client in ten. Gotta get my station prepped and Joan is due in soon to cover the front.” 

	Charlie nodded and pushed off the counter. “I’ve got a delivery coming to the bar anyway. Swing by when you take your lunch break?”

	“You know I will,” Marisol said with a grin.

	Val stretched and padded after her as she disappeared into the studio, the scent of coffee and ink already curling through the air—another day at their little empire just getting started. Saturdays were her busiest day, and she had back-to-back appointments until nearly 4pm. She kept thinking about hiring another artist but yet hadn’t found anyone she had meshed with. 

	----

	It was almost five when the last customer left the shop. Marisol had spent the afternoon finalizing a tattoo design with a woman wanting to cover her mastectomy scars—a phoenix rising from the ashes, vibrant and fierce, symbolizing a new chapter. They would begin the ink once the doctors signed off.

	Now, with her studio nearly closed, she was wiping down her station when the front door chimed and Val let out a sharp yip of warning. Puzzled, Marisol stepped into the front room—only to find her brother Javier squatting beside the couch, cooing at Val as he scratched behind her ears. The dog was accepting the attention but wore a thoroughly unimpressed expression.

	“Javi,” Marisol said flatly, her tone making it clear she wasn’t pleased. “What are you doing here?”

	“Nice to see you too, Ñaña,” he said without looking up.

	“I saw you last night, remember? You and your so-called friends.”

	Javier stood and met her eyes, irritation already building in his posture. “Yeah, and you didn’t have to embarrass me like that.”

	“Embarrass you?” she snapped, stepping closer. “Javi, those guys are sketchy as hell, and you know it. I don’t want them near you—or anywhere near the Dive.”

	“You’re not my mother, Mari,” he shot back.

	“No,” she said, arms folding tightly across her chest, “but I might as well be. Matty and I raised you, remember? We put everything on hold so you could have some kind of chance.”

	“They’re just my friends,” he insisted, his tone defensive. “We were just hanging out. I thought we could stop by the bar, maybe chill for a bit—”

	“You mean you thought you could walk into my friend’s bar and get free drinks,” she cut in sharply.

	Javier winced but didn’t deny it.

	“The Dive belongs to Charlie, not me,” she went on. “And even if it didn’t, I still wouldn’t give you or your leech friends a free tab. That’s not how this works, Javi.”

	“Come on, Ñaña,” he whined, like a petulant kid. “It was just a couple drinks. You could’ve spotted us—”

	“No, Javier,” Marisol said, her voice low but firm. “We’ve talked about this. Those guys aren’t your friends. They’re using you.”

	“They’re not using me!” he snapped, voice rising. “They need help with stuff, and I like helping. It’s not a big deal!”

	“It is a big deal when the stuff you’re helping with involves illegal shit on the internet and counting cards.”

	That stopped him cold. His eyes narrowed. “You’ve been spying on me?”

	“No,” she said simply. “I’ve been watching out for you—because someone has to.”

	He stepped back, bristling, arms crossing over his chest. “You never trust me.”

	“I trust the version of you that isn’t getting dragged into illegal shit by guys who’ll ditch you the second it goes sideways.”

	They stood in silence, the air heavy with a dozen versions of this same argument.

	Marisol sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Why are you here, Javi? I’ve got to lock up and meet Charlie and Kate. I don’t have time for this.”

	Javier hesitated, eyes dropping to the floor. He scuffed the toe of his sneaker against the mat. “I… I need some money.”

	“No,” she said instantly.

	He looked up, brows drawn in frustration. “You didn’t even let me finish.”

	“Because I already know how it ends. And I’ve told you—I’m not funding your mistakes.”

	“It’s not like that—”

	“Yes, it is,” she cut in. “Every time you’re short, every time they ‘need help,’ it’s always the same story. You want to act grown, Javi? Start standing on your own feet.”

	He stepped back, face hardening. “You know what? Screw it. I’ll figure it out without you.”

	He turned and stormed out, the bell above the door jingling violently in his wake.

	Marisol stared at the closed door for a long second, then exhaled slowly and looked up at the ceiling like she was asking for patience from the universe.

	“Dios mío...” she muttered, pulling out her phone.

	She opened a text thread with Matteo and typed:

	Javi just came by the shop. Asked for money. Keep an eye on him tonight, yeah? He’s slipping.

	She hit send, then took one last breath to centre herself, grabbed her gym bag from behind the counter, and headed out to meet Charlie and Kate. She needed to punch something.

	 

	


CHAPTER 3

	The sleek black SUV cut through the sunlit streets of Thorndale, its engine a low purr beneath Damian’s gloved hands. He watched the city glide past—gleaming spires of glass, wide avenues lined with manicured trees, the perfect calm of the Solyriths’ vision. Thorndale had always been beautiful, but it was a beauty that felt cold and distant, like the polished mask of a queen who never smiled.

	 

	He snorted softly to himself. It had been years since he’d last driven these streets—years since he’d tasted the Solyriths’ brand of perfection. And nothing had changed. Their influence still shaped every corner, every inch of pavement scrubbed clean until even the shadows felt curated. But Damian wasn’t here for their light. He was here for what lay beneath it.

	 

	He turned off the main thoroughfare, jaw tightening as his mind drifted back to the real irritation thrumming in his veins. Rhys. Fucking Rhys—still playing the part of the Void’s favoured son, still commanding the Wraiths with that perfect, cold authority of his. Damian’s lip curled. It should have been him leading them—he had the skill, the hunger, the will to see the mission done without hesitation. Rhys was too measured, too patient. Damian was the predator Nexus needed.

	 

	But he wasn’t the one commanding the Wraiths anymore, was he?

	 

	His fingers flexed on the wheel, the memory of his capture still a bitter taste in his mouth. The First Families had him in their grasp once—thanks to Emma and her cunning mind, slipping through every crack he thought he’d sealed. Emma—Rowan—whatever the hell she was calling herself now. She’d played him perfectly, and the First Families had closed the trap around him like a noose.

	 

	He’d escaped. But Nexus hadn’t forgotten that failure. And so, Rhys held the Wraiths’ leash while Damian was sent to skulk in the shadows, running errands and sniffing out the Primes. A recon mission, like he was some disposable scout instead of the one who should be standing at the head of the Void’s armies. He turned the SUV down an older street, where the Solyriths’ careful touch hadn’t yet reached. Crumbling facades and rust-streaked fire escapes clung to life in the late afternoon sun, a reminder that not even the Solyriths could erase everything. Damian’s lips twitched into a faint smile. He knew better than to be fooled by pretty facades.

	 

	Damian guided his car into the private forecourt of the Elysian Casino, where polished stone steps rose toward an entrance framed by marble pillars and soft pools of golden light. The building exuded refinement rather than flash—elegance crafted to attract power, not desperation. Thorndale’s elite drifted in and out beneath the portico, their laughter muted against the low murmur of strings from the lobby beyond.

	The concierge greeted him with quiet efficiency, pressing a keycard into his hand with a respectful nod. His suite was everything the Elysian promised—sprawling rooms of silk-draped windows, handcrafted furnishings, and a view across the city that shimmered beneath the evening sky.

	 

	Damian let his gaze sweep across the space, appreciating the detail but unmoved. Luxury meant little to him. He would spend little time here. The Elysian was more than a hotel—it was leverage. Its owner, a polished acquaintance of Fabian Fyrion’s, was not Voidbound but no stranger to the darker currents Fabian navigated with ease. Men like him greased wheels, opened doors, and asked no questions. The casino’s elegance was a mask; a civilized facade draped over dealings that ran far deeper. For Damian, it was a convenient cover while he turned his focus to the business that had brought him to Thorndale.

	 

	He knew the Prime was here in the city somewhere, pulled by the echo of the Seal even if they didn’t understand why. And he wouldn’t find them by wandering the Thorndale’s perfect streets, hoping for fate to show him mercy. No—he’d do as he had done before. Watch. Wait. Let the Keeper compound be his vantage point. Let the city reveal its secrets to him, piece by piece.

	 

	He leaned back on the leather couch, eyes half-lidded, the weight of his frustration pressing down on his chest. The First Families would be hunting him still—if they caught him again, there would be no escape. But he wasn’t afraid. Let them hunt. Let them fear the darkness that walked in their perfect city.

	 

	Rhys could have his borrowed throne and his borrowed power. Damian would find the Prime. And when the time came, he would show them all what true command looked like.

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	Cole and Sawyer had just returned from Havenford General, where they’d spent the afternoon visiting Benji. Their best friend was still in a coma, the aftermath of a wraith attack that had nearly cost him everything. Their Keeper unit had been helping Ash Thorne and Austin Aquendil when the wraiths had swarmed Benji, devouring so much of his Aelorian light that he’d collapsed. Now, he lay in that sterile hospital room, silent and still, and no one could say if he would ever wake up.

	They’d met Benji’s nurse, Nora, during the visit. She’d been a petite, gentle woman with quick hands and a quicker smile, and she’d spoken to them like she was sure of something they couldn’t see. “He’s just taking a long nap,” she’d said, her tone light and confident. “We have long talks, Benji and me—he’s actually a wonderful poet when he’s not pretending to be asleep.” It had been such a simple, hopeful joke, but it had lifted the weight from both of them, if only for a moment.

	Now, back at the Keepers’ compound, Sawyer was more interested in a different topic altogether. His grin was unrepentant as they walked through the corridors. “So,” he drawled, “are you gonna tell me what happened with Marisol last night, or do I have to bribe Charlie for details?”

	Cole shook his head, refusing to bite. He couldn’t share what had really happened—the voice he’d heard in his head, Aeloria’s voice, clear and undeniable. The weight of it still sat heavy in his chest. If he and Marisol were the Solivarn Guardians, it meant… everything. And he didn’t know what to do with that truth yet. He certainly wasn’t about to lay it at Sawyer’s feet before he’d had time to think. So instead, he changed the subject. “What about you and that girl you were dancing with last night?” he asked, brow raised.

	Sawyer laughed, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Nothing happened. We danced, I walked her home, and that was it.” He hesitated, then admitted more quietly, “There’s only one woman for me anyway. She just… doesn’t want me.”

	Cole chuckled. “Maybe if you didn’t flaunt your man-whore ways in front of Charlie every chance you get, she might consider it.”

	Sawyer grinned, though his eyes were rueful. “What, you think the jealousy thing isn’t working?”

	Cole gave him a look. “Mate, if it hasn’t worked by now, it’s not going to. Maybe you should try actually being serious about her instead of playing games.”

	Sawyer laughed again, though this time it was softer, tinged with something almost like hope. “Yeah, yeah. Maybe. But this tactic’s fun for now.”

	Cole just shook his head, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

	As they neared the training room, the sharp snap of Kate’s voice echoed down the corridor. She was in the middle of a training session, her tone as commanding as ever. Sawyer’s eyes lit up with mischief. “Wanna watch her tear the rookies apart?” he asked with a grin.

	Cole nodded, and they stepped up to the door. Kate’s voice was a force of nature in there, relentless and unyielding. They’d both been on the receiving end of it enough times to know exactly how much sweat—and swearing—she demanded from her trainees.

	But as they drew closer, a ripple of laughter spilled out, light and warm—unexpected.

	Cole pushed open the door and stopped short.

	It wasn’t a group of nervous trainees in the ring. It was Marisol and Charlie.

	Charlie held two short swords, their blades aglow with Aeloria’s golden light. Marisol moved with twin sai in her hands, their glow tinged with violet; further proof to Cole that she was the Solivarn Prime, even if she didn’t know it yet.

	But it wasn’t the light that had him frozen. It was the way they moved.

	Charlie and Marisol circled each other in perfect sync, each step a study in lethal grace. Their movements were fluid, seamless, more like a dance than a fight. Sparks of energy lit the air with every clash of blade against blade, but they didn’t miss a beat—each block, each strike precise and controlled. Between hits, they traded insults, voices low and teasing, like two sisters sharing a private joke in the middle of the storm. Cole found himself transfixed, his breath caught in his chest.

	Sawyer let out a low whistle beside him. “Damn,” he murmured never taking his eyes of Charlie.

	Cole didn’t answer. Couldn’t. He didn’t know if he’d ever seen anything so fierce—or so beautiful—in his life.

	Marisol and Charlie moved with lethal grace, their bodies weaving in perfect counterpoint. Charlie’s twin short swords shimmered with radiant Aelorian light, each blade a rippling arc of gold and silver energy that danced with deadly precision. Marisol’s twin sai mirrored the ethereal glow, their tips flickering like captured starlight as she deflected each of Charlie’s strikes. The clash of light against light filled the training floor with a soft, resonant hum, a dance of brilliance and purpose that blurred the line between beauty and danger.

	Their footwork was a dance—fluid, deliberate, every shift of weight and turn of wrist a silent conversation. Charlie grinned as she pressed forward, blades blurring in a quicksilver flurry. “Getting slow, Mari,” she teased, her voice light despite the sharp edge of her strikes.

	Marisol’s dark eyes glinted as she pivoted on the ball of her foot, parrying with the smooth, controlled grace that had become her signature. “Not slow—just making sure you’re feeling confident before I put you on your ass,” she shot back, her lips curling into a wicked grin.

	Charlie let out a low laugh. “Promises, promises.”

	In a sudden burst, Charlie shifted her weight and feinted low, her left blade slipping past Marisol’s guard. Before Marisol could recover, Charlie’s second blade swept up, pressing against her throat as she used her momentum to spin Marisol to the ground in a controlled fall. Marisol let out a grunt of surprise, landing with a soft thud on the training mat.

	“Yield,” Charlie said, her face inches from Marisol’s, breathless but triumphant.

	Marisol narrowed her eyes, but a slow smile curved her lips. “Yield,” she conceded, her tone more amused than defeated.

	From the sidelines, Sawyer’s whoop split the air. “Damn, Charlie! That was impressive!” He clapped his hands together, grinning as the three women turned to look at him. “Not bad… for girls.”

	Charlie arched an eyebrow as she rose, offering Marisol a hand. “For girls?” she echoed, her voice dangerously sweet.

	Kate, lounging against the wall with her arms folded, lifted an eyebrow. “Careful, Sawyer,” she drawled. “If you are that confident how about you and Cole step onto the mat and see if they’re only good ‘for girls?’”

	Sawyer’s grin widened. “Oh, I’d love to,” he said, though his tone was half-challenge, half-flirtation. Cole, leaning against the doorway with his arms folded, let out a quiet sigh.

	“I’d really rather not,” Cole said dryly, though there was a spark of mischief in his eyes.

	Marisol tilted her head, her smile turning sly. “Oh, come on, Cole. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little friendly sparring,” she teased, stepping closer. “Or maybe you’re worried you can’t keep up with a girl?”

	Cole’s gaze met hers, one eyebrow lifting in silent challenge. “Fine,” he said after a beat, his voice low. “But only because you’re the one asking.”

	Sawyer let out another whoop. “Let’s make it interesting, yeah?” He flicked his gaze to Charlie, eyes glinting with playfulness. “If I win, Charlie, you owe me a date—no running, no excuses.”

	Charlie gave a sharp bark of laughter, her eyes narrowing in mock challenge. “And if I win, Sawyer? You work the bar for a month—open to close. Every shift when you are not on patrol. No whining.”

	Sawyer’s grin faltered for a moment, then he nodded. “Deal,” he said, though his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

	Marisol turned to Cole, her voice low and teasing. “What about you, Cole? Up for a bet?”

	Cole’s eyebrow arched, a lazy smile curving his lips. “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

	Marisol tapped her chin thoughtfully. “If I win,” she said slowly, “you get a tattoo. My choice.”

	Cole blanched, his head shaking almost before she finished.  She laughed, relenting. “Alright—if I win, you sing at the bar every Saturday night for a month. But none of that Sad cowboy shit you sang last night.”

	He considered her for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. And if I win?” he asked, his voice dropping just slightly.

	Marisol quirked an eyebrow, her smile mischievous. “I don’t know… my firstborn?” she joked.

	He snorted softly. “Tempting,” he said, his tone flirty and warm. “But how about if I win, you train with me for the next month. Every day.”

	Kate blinked, her head snapping up in surprise. “Cole—”

	A tiny shake of his head silenced her. Just enough to say I’ll explain later.

	Marisol studied him for a beat, then inclined her head in agreement. “Deal,” she laughed. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

	Cole and Sawyer quickly headed to the changing rooms to change into workout gear whilst the women stayed in the training room talking and laughing. As soon as they were alone Cole turned to Sawyer. 

	“A date? Really?” he asked his friend. 

	“Hey even if I lose, I still get to spend time with Charlie so it’s a win win for me.” Sawyer shot back before turning on his friend “What about you? Training with Marisol for a month? Where did that come from?” 

	Cole shook his head “You saw how she moved; she is elegance personified. Why wouldn’t I want to train with her?” 

	They changed quickly and headed back into the training room. This time, there was no discussion—no glowing blades or summoned light. For a close-quarters spar, Sawyer’s bow was useless, and both of them knew it.

	Charlie reached for a pair of short swords, well-balanced and familiar, their weight resting comfortably in her hands. The choice was deliberate—close enough in size and feel to her Aelorian blade that her muscle memory barely needed adjusting.

	Sawyer, on the other hand, went straight for twin axes, their blades solid steel, worn smooth at the grips. They suited him—broad, powerful, demanding commitment with every swing.

	They faced each other, circling slowly.

	Sawyer’s mouth curved into a grin as he rolled his shoulders. “You’re moving like a dream today, gorgeous.”

	Charlie shifted just out of his reach, light on her feet, eyes bright with challenge. “A dream?” she said lightly. “Careful, Sawyer. I’d hate for it to turn into a nightmare.”

	“Nothing with you ever is,” he shot back, stepping in, one axe cutting through the air with controlled force.

	Steel teaches honesty. Charlie met his strike head-on, blades flashing as she deflected with a dancer’s precision, twisting away before the second axe could follow through.

	“Such pretty words,” she purred, slipping past his guard. “Is that how you sweet-talk everyone?”

	“Only the ones who can handle me,” Sawyer replied, breath quickening as he pressed forward.

	Their weapons clashed, the sharp ring of metal echoing through the room. Sawyer fought with raw strength, wide arcs meant to dominate space. Charlie answered with speed and finesse, her short swords weaving a tight, teasing defence that never stayed still for long.

	Charlie laughed softly as she pivoted behind him. “What’s wrong, Sawyer? Getting hot under the collar?”

	“Maybe I just like the view,” he said, catching her next strike with the haft of his axe. His grin was lazy, appreciative. “You look damn good when you’re being violent.”

	She ducked low, spun, and swept his leg out from under him in one smooth motion.

	Sawyer hit the mat with a surprised grunt.

	Before he could recover, Charlie stepped in, placing the tip of one short sword lightly beneath his chin.

	“Still think we’re only good ‘for girls’?” she asked sweetly, triumph dancing in her eyes. “I expect to see you at the bar tonight. First shift starts at nine.”

	Sawyer groaned, head falling back against the mat, laughter bubbling up despite himself. “Goddamn it,” he muttered, admiration clear in his voice. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

	Next up was Cole and Marisol. 

	The bright afternoon sun streamed through the high windows of the training hall, catching the glimmer of violet light that danced along the edges of Marisol’s twin sai. Across from her, Cole’s sword—sleek and sure in his grasp—hummed with a warm, steady glow, ready and waiting. They circled each other slowly at first, the quiet tension crackling like an unspoken promise. Cole’s movements were deliberate, his sword held low, watching her with that patient, unreadable intensity that always made Marisol’s heart race. 

	Marisol arched an eyebrow, a playful smirk on her lips. “Taking it easy on me, Cole?” she teased, twirling her Sais in her fingers as she tested his guard.

	Cole’s lips quirked in a faint smile. “Just watching,” he said, his voice calm and quiet. “Like a good fighter does—before he attacks.”

	Then he moved, fast, a sudden lunge that had her flipping back, the clash of their weapons filling the air with a brilliant shimmer of purple and white light. Marisol laughed, dancing away from him as his blade sliced through empty space. Cole pressed forward, using his size and strength to keep her on the defensive. She twisted and darted away, each step graceful and quick as she deflected his strikes, the violet glow of her sais flashing in tight arcs. But when Cole’s next swing forced her back, she let out a low breath and her weapons shifted. The sai flickered and disappeared, replaced by a gleaming purple sibat, the spear spinning in her hands with an easy, fluid grace.

	“Unfair,” Cole said, his brow lifting even as his grin widened.

	From the sidelines, Kate let out a soft laugh. “You never said you couldn’t switch weapons, Cole,” she called.

	Cole let out a low groan, but there was a gleam of mischief in his eyes. He let his own sword dissolve into radiant light, the Aelorian energy twisting and solidifying in his hands as a sibat of his own formed—sleek and deadly, matching hers stroke for stroke. They met in the centre of the mat, the clash of spear against spear a blur of purple and gold light. Marisol moved like water, her strikes fast and dancing, but Cole’s reach and strength forced her to weave tighter, each step a calculated flick of weight and balance. She dipped low to sweep his feet, but he leapt lightly over the attack, a bright laugh breaking free as he landed in a controlled spin.

	“Nice try,” he said, his voice warm, almost fond.

	Marisol only grinned, her green eyes bright. “I’m not done yet,” she said softly.

	In a breath, her sibat shimmered and vanished; replaced by a whip of purple light that cracked through the air with a low hum. She lashed it out, catching his ankle with a snap that stole the breath from his chest. Before Cole could react, she gave the whip a sharp twist, sending him sprawling to the mat with a startled grunt. She was already moving, the whip dissolving as her twin sai reformed in her hands, a blade’s edge flickering at his throat as she pinned him with a satisfied smirk. The entire shift between weapons had been flawless, fluid, instinctive, as if the weapons themselves moved with her thoughts. 

	Cole blinked up at her, his chest heaving with surprise and the lingering adrenaline of the fight. “I call foul,” he said, though his tone was more impressed than angry.

	Kate pushed herself off the wall, her lips curved in a wry smile. “I’d agree, actually,” she said. “One shift of weapons is fair but shifting to a third is unfair when your opponent is unaware. I’m calling it a draw.”

	Marisol let out a soft laugh, stepping back and letting the sais fade into purple mist. “A draw it is,” she said lightly.

	Cole pushed himself up, a smile tugging at his lips. “So, I have to sing at the bar every Saturday night for a month,” he said with a sigh.

	“And I train with you every day for the next month,” Marisol finished, her eyes glinting. “I can live with that.”

	Kate raised an eyebrow, catching the tension between Cole and Marisol. She didn’t miss much, and she’d make sure Cole spilled every detail later. Charlie, always the practical one, broke the moment. “We need to get going, Mari,” she reminded her. “We still have to shower and eat before the bar opens.”

	Marisol let out a low chuckle and turned to Cole. “See you tonight for your first set,” she said lightly, and then she and Charlie disappeared from the training room.

	As soon as the door closed, Kate rounded on Cole.

	“What the hell was that?” she demanded, eyes sharp. “Is there something happening between you and Mari?”

	“They kissed last night,” Sawyer interjected with a grin, earning a sharp look from Cole and a shocked one from Kate.

	“You kissed Marisol?” Kate asked, seeking confirmation.

	Cole shot Sawyer a glare. “Thanks, mate.” But there was no real heat in it. He turned back to Kate. “Technically she kissed me.... but yes, we kissed. Once. But that’s not why I’m rattled.”

	Kate crossed her arms, waiting for more. “Then what is it?”

	Cole took a steadying breath. “I have a couple of questions for you first. Has Marisol always been able to shift her weapons like that? I know some of us can manifest maybe two different weapons, but three? That’s… rare.”

	Kate’s brows rose. “Three? Cole, I’ve seen her wield at least five different weapons in sparring over the years. The first time I noticed it, I tried to recruit her as a Keeper. She shot me down flat, said that wasn’t the path she wanted.”

	“Five,” Cole muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. “And did you notice her light? The purple tinge to it?”

	Kate nodded, her curiosity sharpening. “I did. It only showed up a few months ago, but I didn’t think much of it. Why?”

	Cole drew in a long breath, then exhaled slowly. He closed his eyes, steeling himself. When he opened them, he looked at Kate and Sawyer in turn. “You can’t say a word about this—not to Charlie, not to Marisol, and definitely not to Miles or Luca.”

	Both of them nodded, moving closer to hear what he had to say.

	“I think Marisol is the Solivarn Prime,” Cole said quietly, “and I’m her Warrior.”

	The room fell silent.

	“Shit,” Sawyer finally muttered.

	Kate was more measured, her voice calm but serious. “What makes you think that?”

	“When I kissed her last night, I heard a voice in my head... it was mine, but not my words. It said, ‘Embrace her.’ The same way Eric and Seb described it when their bonds formed. And the violet tint to her light? Like Emma’s red, but different. Then there’s the way she can wield so many weapons—it’s beyond anything I’ve seen.”

	Kate nodded slowly, absorbing every word. Sawyer just looked at Cole like he’d grown a second head.

	“Are you going to tell her?” Sawyer finally asked.

	Cole snorted. “Oh, sure. Let me just walk up to her tonight at the bar: ‘Hey Marisol, great sparring today... Oh and by the way, you’re the Solivarn Prime and I’m your Warrior. And that also means we are in love.’” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

	Sawyer laughed. “Well, maybe with a bit less sarcasm and a lot more charm.... but you have to tell her.”

	“He’s right,” Kate agreed. “But you need to be careful. None of the other Guardian pairs had an easy start to their bond. And you and Marisol… you’re barely more than acquaintances. I don’t know how she feels about you, so tread carefully.”

	“I know,” Cole admitted. “I know.”

	Sawyer gave him a crooked grin. “Well, fuck me sideways.... I didn’t see this coming from your months-long crush. But as always, I’ll be your wingman. You’re going to need it.”
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