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​Chapter 1: Dream In Colour
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The soft glow of sunset poured through the window of Ethan Hawthorn’s cramped studio, casting a golden hue over the chaos of his workspace. Canvases leaned haphazardly against the walls, each telling a story of dreams he dared not voice aloud. His fingers were streaked with shades of blue and gold as he worked on his latest piece—a vivid cityscape drenched in light and shadows. Each brushstroke seemed to whisper both hope and doubt.

He stepped back, studying the painting with a critical eye. It wasn’t right—something was missing. With a sigh, he ran a hand through his unkempt hair, leaving a paint smudge on his forehead.

“You overthink, Ethan.”

Ethan turned to see Carter Vance leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed and a familiar smirk playing on his lips. “Maybe that’s why your art feels alive,” Carter added, stepping inside. “But if you keep staring at it like that, you might set it on fire with your mind.”

Ethan allowed a faint smile. “It’s not alive enough. Something’s off.”

Carter shrugged. “Artists are their own worst critics. Just don’t let that get in the way of brilliance.”

Their exchange was lighthearted, but Carter’s words struck a deeper chord. Ethan couldn’t shake the weight of his expectations—and the fear that he would never live up to them.

The sound of a phone buzzing broke the moment. Ethan picked up the device and glanced at the screen. His heart skipped a beat as he read the message. It was an invitation to the Solterra Art Exhibit, the most prestigious event in the region. His work had been selected—a rare honor for someone of his modest background.

“This is it,” Carter said, reading over his shoulder. “Your chance to show them what you’ve got.”

Ethan nodded, but his excitement was tempered by the knowledge that Henry Caldwell, a rival artist known for his biting critiques, would also be exhibiting. Caldwell’s opinions carried weight, and his scorn had already cast shadows over Ethan’s confidence in the past.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Ethan stood before his painting once more. His brush hovered over the canvas, hesitation evident in his stance. Could he break through the doubts and rise to the challenge? The answer seemed to hang in the air, waiting to be discovered.

As night blanketed Virelia, the studio fell into an almost sacred silence, broken only by the rhythmic tapping of Ethan’s brush against the canvas. The faint hum of the city outside drifted in—a reminder of life carrying on—but Ethan remained lost in his world. His phone screen, illuminated by the soft glow of a desk lamp, displayed the message for the Solterra Art Exhibit invitation. The words seemed to mock him: Your chance has arrived.

His fingers trembled slightly as he set the brush down, stepping away from the painting to examine it from a distance. The vibrant hues of blue and gold danced across the canvas, blending seamlessly to create a cityscape drenched in light. It was breathtaking, yet incomplete. The blank spaces within the painting seemed to echo his uncertainties—a reflection of how he felt deep down: unfinished, yearning for something more.

“Are you going to keep sulking, or celebrate this win?” Carter’s voice rang out, startling Ethan out of his thoughts.

Ethan sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s not a win yet. I mean, look at this—” He gestured at the canvas. “It doesn’t even feel like me anymore.”

Carter frowned, his usual smirk replaced with concern. “What are you talking about? That’s you, Ethan. Every stroke, every shade—it’s your heart on that canvas. The question is, do you believe that?”

Ethan opened his mouth to respond but stopped short. Did he believe it? The self-doubt, ever-present and unrelenting, whispered that he didn’t.

“I can’t afford to mess this up,” Ethan muttered. He walked over to his desk, glancing at the message on his phone once more. “The Solterra Exhibit... It’s a different world, Carter. People like Caldwell—they’ll eat me alive.”

Carter chuckled softly. “People like Caldwell only have power if you let them. Look, you got this far, and that wasn’t luck. You’ve got the talent, Ethan. Now you just need the guts to show it.”

Ethan looked at his friend, a small spark of gratitude in his eyes. Carter always seemed to know what to say, even if Ethan didn’t always believe him.

The faint hum of the city was interrupted by a lively knock on the studio door. Ethan glanced up, puzzled. Carter, too, raised an eyebrow. The knock came again, this time accompanied by a voice that sent a jolt of surprise through both of them.

“Don’t just sit there—open up! You two haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

Carter jumped up, recognizing the voice instantly. “No way... Naomi?”

Ethan stared in disbelief as Carter swung the door open to reveal Naomi Greer, her radiant smile lighting up the dim hallway. She stepped inside, her presence filling the room with a mix of confidence and familiarity. Her curly hair framed her face perfectly, and her outfit spoke of someone who had embraced the world beyond Virelia. Yet, she carried with her an undeniable warmth—a reminder of the friend they once knew.

“Surprise!” Naomi said, throwing her arms around Carter before turning to Ethan with an affectionate grin. “Ethan Hawthorn, the brooding artist extraordinaire. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Ethan managed a smile, though he felt slightly overwhelmed. “I thought you were off painting murals in Montrevia or something.”

“Close enough. I just wrapped up a stint in Florencia. But Virelia will always be home.” Naomi’s eyes wandered to the studio, taking in the unfinished canvases, the mess of brushes, and the faint smell of paint in the air. Her gaze finally landed on the cityscape Ethan had been working on.

“This,” she said, gesturing to the painting, “is incredible. But I can tell you don’t think so.”

Carter chuckled knowingly. “Ethan here likes to swim in the deep end of self-doubt.”

Naomi tilted her head, studying the painting more closely. “I think you’re holding back, Ethan. This feels safe, but not for you. What are you afraid of?”

Ethan hesitated, caught off guard by her directness. “It’s not that simple. The Solterra Exhibit... It’s a big deal. And it’s not just about me—it’s about proving I belong.”

Ethan hesitated, then said quietly, “It’s not that simple. The Solterra Exhibit... I got an invitation.”

For a moment, Naomi froze, her eyes widening in disbelief. Then, her expression exploded into uncontainable joy. “Ethan! You’re joking, right? The Solterra Exhibit! That’s incredible—it’s only the most prestigious showcase in the region! I always knew you had it in you!”

Her excitement was infectious, and even Carter couldn’t help but grin. Naomi stepped closer, her energy filling the studio. “This is your chance to show the world what you’ve got. I mean, do you realize what this means?”

Ethan shifted uncomfortably under her enthusiasm, managing a small smile. “It means I have a lot to prove.”

Naomi’s joy didn’t falter, but her expression softened slightly. She tilted her head, her perceptive gaze cutting through his words. “Proving to whom? Henry Caldwell? Critics? Look, I’ve faced my fair share of doubters, and trust me—they’ll always be there. You just have to decide whose voice matters more: theirs or yours.”

Her words struck a chord, though Ethan wasn’t sure how to respond. Carter, sensing Ethan’s struggle, jumped in. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him, Naomi. Maybe you can knock some sense into him.”

Naomi laughed, her confidence unshaken. “Don’t worry, Ethan. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. How about this—we’ll spend the next couple of days working together. I’ll push you out of your comfort zone, and you’ll show me that fire you’ve been hiding. Deal?”

Ethan glanced at the painting once more, the vibrant strokes of blue and gold seeming to shift under her words. Maybe it was time to let someone else help him see beyond his doubts.

“Deal,” he said finally, his voice steady.

The next few days passed in a whirlwind of late nights, laughter, and creative breakthroughs. Naomi’s presence in the studio had become a force of nature, sweeping through Ethan’s doubts like a gust of fresh air. Where Carter had nudged, Naomi pushed, challenging him to break free of his careful strokes and embrace the wild, raw energy within.

“You’re overthinking again,” Naomi said one evening, watching as Ethan hesitated with his brush mid-air. “Let go of the plan and feel the moment. Trust yourself.”

Ethan inhaled deeply, steadying his hand. This time, the strokes came without hesitation—bold streaks of color that transformed the painting into something alive. The cityscape now pulsed with vitality, its imperfections telling a story of courage and resilience.

Carter leaned back in his chair, his signature grin wider than ever. “I hate to admit it, but you’re starting to listen to us. That, or we’re just annoying enough to wear you down.”

Ethan chuckled softly, the tension in his shoulders finally easing. For the first time in weeks, he felt a spark of confidence—a feeling that maybe, just maybe, he was ready for what lay ahead.

As the days of the exhibit slowly approached, Ethan stood before his finished piece, his heart pounding. Naomi and Carter flanked him, their expressions filled with pride.

“It’s not perfect,” Ethan said quietly, “but it’s me.”

Naomi placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “That’s all it ever needed to be.”

The exhibit was still days away, but for the first time, Ethan wasn’t afraid of what would come next. The doubts were still there, lurking at the edges of his mind, but they no longer held the power to stop him.

This was his journey, and he was ready to take the first step. Outside Ethan’s studio, Virelia was beginning to stir with its usual evening rhythm—a city that didn’t quite sleep but hummed with a steady, stubborn sort of life. The distant chime of a street musician’s harmonica drifted through the cracked window, blending with the voices of vendors and laughter echoing off cobblestone alleys.

Ethan stepped out briefly, brushing his paint-streaked hands against the side of his jeans, needing air—or maybe just perspective.

The studio was nestled in the heart of Old Virelia, a neighborhood teeming with eccentric artists, stubborn dreamers, and enough gossip to fuel a thousand conversations. Across the narrow street, old man Harrold was once again arguing with his cat, which had stubbornly taken up residence on the roof of his pastry shop.

“I told you, Pudding, you’re not a gargoyle! Get down from there or I swear I’ll call the mayor!”

“Pretty sure the mayor’s got bigger fish to fry than a philosophical cat,” called a passing flower vendor, her cart rattling behind her. Her cheeks were sun-kissed, her hands calloused, and her laughter genuine.

Ethan smiled despite himself. Virelia may have been worn around the edges, but it had heart. It was the place where people held doors open, where a broken easel might get repaired by your neighbor before you even asked. A city led by a mayor known not for his power, but for his humility—a man who rode the tram like everyone else and made surprise visits to bakeries to check if the tarts tasted like childhood. Most folks didn’t even know his name. They just called him “Mr. Mayor,” like he was everybody’s kindly uncle.

As Ethan watched the scene unfold, his eyes caught the glimmer of a memory, sharp and uninvited.

A few months earlier...

The gallery had smelled of marble floors and polished egos. Ethan had been there by invitation, his first real break—until Henry Caldwell showed up, trailing a pack of critics like ducklings.

Caldwell, with his perfectly tousled hair and signature smirk, had stopped in front of Ethan’s painting. A study in contrast and emotion. It had taken Ethan weeks.

“This,” Henry had said, lips pursed, “is a valiant effort. Very... rustic.”

The critics chuckled. Ethan’s stomach dropped. He tried to explain the intention behind the piece, but Henry had already moved on, leaving behind the words that would stick like wet paint: “He’s talented, but unrefined. A bit too emotional. I Need direction.”

Ethan hadn’t painted for two weeks after that.

Back in the present...

He leaned against the brick wall, exhaling slowly. The city smelled of paint, pastries, and coal smoke—a strange comfort. Carter and Naomi were still inside, probably arguing over whether his skyline should have more orange or more chaos.

A group of children darted past him, chasing after a homemade kite that fluttered wildly above the rooftops. One of them tripped, laughed, and rolled down a slight slope, shouting, “It’s flying like the mayor’s promises!”

Ethan chuckled. The humor of Virelia was it's kind of poetry.

From the corner came the soft beat of a busker’s drum, and beside him, a painter was trying to sell tiny canvases to couples passing by. One woman paused, holding up a tiny painting of a night sky.

“Why is the moon upside down in this one?” she asked.

The painter shrugged. “That’s how I saw it when my heart was broken. It hasn’t flipped back since.”

They laughed. She bought it anyway.

Ethan’s gaze wandered back to his studio window, the golden-orange light of early evening curling around the curtains. He thought about the exhibit again, the invitation that sat lit up on his phone like a dare.

He hadn’t told Carter or Naomi everything. Hadn’t told them how Henry’s words still echoed. Hadn’t told them that sometimes, when he stared too long at a blank canvas, all he heard was: Too emotional. Unrefined. Needs direction.

But then—Naomi’s voice echoed from inside, loud and unmistakable: “Ethan Hawthorn, if you don’t come back in here and finish what you started, I swear I’ll repaint your entire cityscape in glitter.”

He smiled. Virelia was loud, flawed, unpredictable—and so was he. Maybe that wasn’t something to hide from.

Maybe it was something to celebrate

Back in the studio, Naomi had kicked off her boots and was lounging on an old paint-stained sofa that had somehow survived both a burst water pipe and one of Carter’s accidental fire experiments involving a toaster and “artistic innovation.” Carter sat cross-legged on the floor, holding a mug of tea like it was a delicate chalice, pinkie raised obnoxiously.

“So,” Naomi said, grinning over the rim of her cup, “how long are you two planning to keep pretending everything’s fine? Because I know that look, Ethan. That ‘I’m okay but I’m one emotional sneeze away from falling apart’ look.”

Carter nearly choked on his tea. “She’s still terrifying.”

Ethan exhaled and leaned against the edge of his desk. The painting behind him was still drying—its bold strokes now looking a little more certain. Still, Naomi’s gaze was sharp, and Carter’s silence was rare enough to be unsettling.

“I didn’t tell you everything about the exhibit,” Ethan finally said. “I’ve been... holding back because of Henry Caldwell.”

Naomi’s smile faded. “Wait—Henry Caldwell? The pompous one with the scarf addiction and the permanent smug face?”

“The one and only,” Carter chimed in, mock-bowing. “Last seen giving unsolicited critiques and ruining fragile artists’ self-worth.”

Ethan chuckled dryly. “He’s going to be at the Solitera Exhibit. And... Well, last time I saw him, it wasn’t exactly pleasant.”

He paused, then recounted the moment in the gallery. Naomi didn’t interrupt—her face unreadable. Carter, meanwhile, pulled out a bag of popcorn from who knows where, muttering, “Drama hour. Let’s go.”

“I worked weeks on that painting,” Ethan continued, voice low. “Put everything into it. And when he walked by, he barely looked at it. Just said it was a ‘valiant effort’... called it rustic and said I needed ‘direction.’ I thought I was going to be sick right there.”

Naomi leaned forward, eyes full of fire. “First of all, your work is stunning. Second, who even uses ‘rustic’ as an insult? And third—Henry Caldwell probably hasn’t painted anything from the heart in his life.”

Carter waved a hand. “Can we all agree Henry peaked in college when he accidentally glued his pants to the auditorium seat?”

“I forgot about that!” Naomi laughed, her mood lifting again. “Okay, true story: in Florence, I was at this open gallery event, and this big-deal sculptor was showing off his latest work. Half the crowd was pretending to understand it. You know what it was? A chair. A literal chair. Upside down. With spaghetti draped over it. Called it ‘The Collapse of Ego.’”

Carter gasped. “Oh my God, he is Henry Caldwell’s overseas cousin.”

They all burst out laughing.

“But seriously,” Naomi said after a moment, softer now, “art critics will come and go. But you know what matters? The people who keep showing up for you. That’s what I missed most abroad. The people. You two.”

Ethan smiled, touched. “We missed you, too. This place hasn’t been the same.”

“It’s been quieter,” Carter muttered. “Less emotional shouting. Less glitter on everything.”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “And what about you two? What’s life been like here? Besides, Ethan is brooding dramatically over canvases.”

Ethan and Carter exchanged a look. Carter raised a finger. “You know how some people ‘make it’ in the art world? Yeah. We’re more in the ‘barely making rent and surviving on midnight noodles’ stage.”

Ethan grinned. “He means I’m making art, and he’s pretending to be a freelance art consultant while secretly doing pet portraits for rich families in Montrevia.”

Carter looked wounded. “Excuse you, ‘Baroness Tibbles the Third’ was a commissioned masterpiece. I was paid in both money and organic cheese.”

Naomi laughed until her stomach hurt. “I swear, if you two weren’t artists, you’d be street performers. Or con men. Or both.”

“Con men with taste,” Carter corrected.

“Struggling con men,” Ethan added.

They all laughed again, the kind of laughter that came from shared struggle and too many late nights. The kind that made the room feel warmer than the creaky old radiator ever could.

Naomi’s gaze lingered on the painting again. “You know... you’re closer than you think, Ethan. To something bigger. This city? It raised you. Just like it did me. It won’t let you fall.”

Ethan looked around the studio—the old wood floor, the cracked window, the city sounds just outside. Virelia wasn’t perfect. But it was his. And for the first time in a long while, that felt like enough.

“I don’t know what’s waiting at that exhibit,” Ethan said quietly, “but I think I’m ready to face it.”

Naomi smiled. “And we’ll be there. Me, Carter, and maybe even Baroness Tibbles.”

Carter lifted his mug in toast. “Art, anxiety, and absurdly expensive cheese.”

They clinked imaginary glasses.

The studio slowly emptied of laughter and paint-stained memories. Carter had gone to grab late-night snacks, Naomi had dozed off on the old couch beneath the window, and Ethan, too restless to sleep, stepped outside.

Virelia at night was it's kind of masterpiece.

Streetlamps cast warm amber pools onto the cobblestones, flickering slightly as if the city itself were blinking away sleep. A pair of musicians strummed under an ivy-covered archway near the town square, their tune somewhere between joy and longing. Shopkeepers packed up the last of their wares, murmuring goodbyes in thick Virelian accents. From a tiny upper window, a child’s laughter echoed, followed by the clatter of a dinner plate.

Ethan tucked his hands into his jacket pockets and walked without a destination, letting the city pull him forward.

He passed the bakery that used to let him trade sketches for rolls. A mural he and Naomi painted as teenagers still survived—faded but stubborn, just like them. He smiled at it, then let the smile fade as his steps slowed in front of an old, rusted gate.

It was here, a year ago, that he had met Henry Caldwell for the first time.

A flashback unrolled.

The courtyard had been buzzing with young artists—chalk on pavement, wild canvases, raw talent everywhere. Ethan, back then, was proud of what he’d made. A portrait of a woman with sorrow in her eyes and fire in her hair.

Henry had approached him, his entourage trailing behind like shadows.

“You’ve got energy,” he had said flatly. “But your composition is juvenile. You’re painting emotion, not discipline.”

And just like that, Ethan’s hope had cracked. Henry’s words echoed longer than applause ever did.

Now, under the soft hum of the Virelian night, Ethan exhaled.

“Emotion is the point,” he murmured to no one. “Discipline can come later.”

His feet led him to a small bridge that arched over the Soléa River. The water shimmered in the moonlight. A vendor across the way snored in his cart, surrounded by wilting flowers and unsold balloons. Even in sleep, Virelia pulsed with life.

When Ethan finally turned back toward the studio, he felt lighter.

Maybe he wasn’t ready. But he was going anyway.

Back inside, Naomi stirred as he entered, her eyes fluttering open. “Where’d you go?” she asked sleepily.

Ethan looked at her and smiled. “Just... reminding myself why I started.”

She nodded, the answer enough.

The paintbrushes stood ready. The city held its breath.

Tomorrow will come. But tonight? Tonight belongs to dreamers.
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Chapter 2: Sparks of Renewal 
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The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the studio, curling into every corner like an early-morning wake-up call. Naomi stirred on the couch, her head buried in the crook of her arm as she resisted the inevitable pull of consciousness. Her curls stuck out at odd angles, and she groaned softly, half-burying her face deeper into the pillow.

The smell won out.

Naomi sat up groggily, rubbing her eyes and sniffing at the air. “Carter’s coffee magic strikes again,” she mumbled, dragging a blanket off her lap. She shuffled to her feet, stretched her arms high above her head, and let out a yawn loud enough to echo through the studio.

Her first stop was, naturally, the source of the glorious smell. Carter stood meticulously pouring steaming coffee into mismatched mugs in the kitchen area. He glanced at her over his shoulder, a smug grin already in place.

“Morning, sunshine. Coffee?”

Naomi took one look at him and smirked. “You’re a saint, Carter. But let’s see if you’re even half as good at waking him up.” She grabbed a mug, took a long sip, and set her sights on Ethan’s door.

She didn’t bother knocking gently. Instead, she thudded her knuckles against the doorframe with enough vigor to wake the dead.

“Wake up, sleepyhead! You’re not a prince and this isn’t a fairy tale—we’ve got work to do!” she called out, grinning.

From inside, a muffled groan. “Five more minutes.”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “Five minutes? Cute. Meanwhile, Carter’s out here brewing coffee like a wizard.”

“You’re the worst,” Ethan muttered from behind the door.

“And yet,” Naomi replied sweetly, already pushing the door open a crack, “you keep inviting me over.”

She marched in and flung open the curtains with dramatic flair. Sunlight burst into the room.

Ethan flailed an arm and groaned again. “I swear, you two are conspiring to ruin my life.”

“Technically,” Carter called from the kitchen, “I’m just providing the caffeine. She’s the chaos.”

Naomi crossed her arms and surveyed the sight before her: Ethan tangled in his blankets, hair a complete disaster, eyes blinking in protest. “You look like a mop that gave up on life,” she teased.

Ethan sat up slowly, rubbing his face. “Why are you both like this?”

“Because we love you,” Naomi said. “And because your bedhead is a masterpiece. Honestly, we should enter you in the Solitera Exhibit.”

Ethan grunted. “If I’m going to be harassed at this hour, I want my coffee black.”

“That’s the spirit,” Naomi said, tossing him a hoodie from a nearby chair. “Get dressed. I’m not letting you hide in here all day.”

Grumbling, Ethan climbed out of bed and shuffled behind her toward the kitchen, following the scent of Carter’s brew like a sleep-deprived moth to a flame.



By midmorning, the trio sat in the main studio, their mugs half-empty, the room flooded with soft golden light. Naomi perched on a stool, swinging her legs; Carter leaned back on a threadbare couch, flipping through his notebook of ideas; and Ethan stood before his easel, arms crossed, staring hard at the cityscape he had been trying to finish for weeks.

“Okay,” Naomi said, her tone brisk. “Coffee’s done. Pep talk is complete. Time to face the beast.”

Ethan sighed. “It’s not a beast. It’s a mess.”

Carter raised a brow. “Same thing.”

Naomi stood and approached the canvas. “It’s not bad. Just... too careful. You’re holding something back.”

“I’m not trying to play it safe,” Ethan said defensively. “It’s just... this piece means something. It’s my chance to get into the Solitera Exhibit. I can’t afford to screw it up.”

Naomi exchanged a look with Carter before replying. “Ethan, you’re not here to play by anyone else’s rules. Remember that mural you painted on the old clock tower in East Virelia? You climbed up the scaffolding with two cans of spray paint and a flashlight.”

Ethan snorted. “And nearly got arrested.”

“Exactly. That’s the Ethan we love. The one who creates from fire, not fear.”

Carter leaned forward. “You remember what happened the last time you showed your work in public?”

Ethan’s face tightened. “Yeah. Henry Caldwell.”

Naomi immediately softened. “You don’t have to go there if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s fine,” Ethan said, swallowing hard. “Back when I was still in school, Henry visited the university for a lecture. I showed him my portfolio. He didn’t even look through it all—just said my work lacked a voice. That I’d never be more than a ‘decent street artist with delusions of elegance.’”

The silence that followed was thick.

“He’s wrong,” Naomi said firmly. “And you’re not that kid anymore.”

“You’ve got more voice than half the galleries in Montrevia combined,” Carter added, his tone unusually serious. “The guy’s a fossil with an ego problem.”

Ethan gave a small smile. “Thanks, guys.”

Carter shrugged. “Hey, it’s what we do. Naomi brings the chaos, I bring the commentary.”

Naomi grinned. “And together, we bring the fire.”



Later, the trio ventured into the heart of Virelia. The city buzzed with the energy of a late morning rush—vendors shouted from colorful stalls, peddling everything from handwoven scarves to spicy stew buns that steamed in woven baskets; performers juggled and danced for coins while children darted between grown-up legs, laughing.

A man in a green tunic argued with a fruit vendor over the exact size of his oranges, while a group of elderly women across the street laughed at their antics, sipping tea under a shaded pergola. A street bard sang off-key near the tram stop, his lyrics increasingly ridiculous with each verse.

“Listen to that,” Carter said, nudging Ethan. “That guy just rhymed ‘heartache’ with ‘pancake.’”

Naomi burst out laughing. “Now that’s poetry.”

Ethan’s smile came more easily now. The air felt charged, like the city itself was trying to remind him that beauty wasn’t always perfect—it was messy, vibrant, hilarious, and alive.

They ducked into a small eatery on a side street—The Cracked Kettle, run by a woman known only as Mama Lira. Her laugh boomed through the kitchen as she welcomed them with her usual, “No menus—only miracles!”

They found a spot in the corner, surrounded by walls covered in scribbled quotes, sketches, and declarations of undying love. Naomi’s eyes scanned the walls like she was reading a sacred text.

“Alright,” she said, “today’s question. What’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever done for your dream?”

“Oh, I got this,” Carter said instantly. “Back in college, I snuck into a playwright’s roundtable by pretending to be a visiting poet from Norvella. I wore a fake mustache and everything.”

Naomi nearly snorted her drink. “You? A poet?”

“I had a beret and everything,” Carter said proudly. “Until someone asked me to recite something and I panicked and said, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue, I’m very important, and so are you.’”

Even Ethan burst into laughter. “That’s... actually kind of profound.”

Naomi shook her head, wiping tears of laughter. “You two are a disaster.”

“And yet,” Carter said, placing a hand on his chest, “we persist.”

Naomi turned to Ethan, her tone softening. “What about you?”

Ethan glanced toward the window, watching the sun catch on the rooftops. “I once painted a mural on the back wall of an abandoned theater in Virelia’s West End. I was up all night, completely alone. I didn’t even sign it. But it felt... like I had poured everything I had into that wall.”

“Did anyone see it?” Naomi asked.

“I don’t know. But I saw it. That was enough.”

Naomi smiled, eyes shining. “That’s the artist I believe in.”

Carter raised his cup. “To artists, lunatics, and lost causes.”

They clinked mugs and fell into a quiet moment, surrounded by the life of the city—the chaos, the laughter, the stories being lived in every corner.

And as the warmth of the meal and the company settled in, Ethan found himself thinking, Maybe this city has a little more left to give me. Maybe I’ve just started listening again.

––––––––

[image: ]




After lunch, they wandered through the winding streets of Virelia’s Old Town, where the cobblestones told stories and the air smelled like spiced bread and history. The trio didn’t talk much at first—just soaked in the warm hush of a city catching its breath before afternoon’s rush.

Naomi broke the silence first. “Do you remember when Carter tried to sell poetry at that street corner because he swore he could make a living out of being mysterious?”

Ethan burst into laughter. “How could I forget? He wore that black coat that swallowed him whole and just muttered quotes from dead poets.”

Carter put a hand over his heart, mock offended. “Those quotes were atmospheric. I was a tortured artist!”

“You were a sweaty mess,” Naomi retorted. “And someone tried to tip you a sandwich, remember?”

“I still say that was the highest form of respect,” Carter said proudly. “Art is nourishment.”

Ethan nearly choked on his laughter. “You ate the sandwich.”

“I was broke!” Carter cried. “And starving for both food and validation!”

Naomi grinned and slung an arm around him. “I may not know what that’s like,” she teased gently, “but I’ve seen the struggle up close. You two have made surviving an art of its own.”

Ethan smirked. “You mean thriving on vending machine snacks and hope?”

Carter nodded solemnly. “With the occasional stolen café napkin for a canvas.”

They shared a round of laughter that echoed off the sun-warmed walls. The mood lightened, their steps slower now. Ethan lagged just a little behind, his eyes trailing over Virelia’s skyline, where spires peeked through swaying laundry lines and cracked balconies. The city felt more alive with Naomi and Carter beside him, like the streets pulsed in rhythm with their friendship.

“You guys,” Ethan said, voice quieter now, “I know I’ve been a bit of a mess lately. But I mean it—if anything ever comes of this painting, of the Solitera Exhibit... I won’t forget who was here from the start.”

Naomi slowed, looking back. “Ethan—”

“I’m serious,” he said, catching up. “If I ever get rich—like, actually selling-paintings-for-real-money rich—I’m dragging both of you with me. Naomi, you’ll have your gallery. Carter, you can wear velvet jackets and pretend to hate your poetry in public.”

Carter gave a low whistle. “Ooh. Tragic artist chic? I’m in.”

Naomi smirked. “And you? What will you do with your success, oh great Ethan Hawthorn?”

He thought for a second. “I’ll probably cry. And then buy a studio with real heating.”

They laughed, but Naomi’s eyes lingered on him, softer now. “We’re with you no matter what, Ethan. Rich, poor, successful, rejected—this whole thing isn’t about the exhibit. It’s about us choosing to believe in something bigger than failure.”

Carter nodded solemnly. “Even if your painting ends up looking like a flaming goat instead of the Virelia skyline.”

Ethan grinned. “That was one time.”

They made it back to the studio just as the light shifted again, turning golden and dusty, spilling over everything like a soft promise.

Inside, the mood turned contemplative. Naomi curled up on the windowsill, sketching idly in her journal. Carter sprawled across the couch, fiddling with lines of a poem, muttering rhymes to himself. Ethan stood at his easel again, brush poised but unmoving.

Then he looked back at them—his chaotic, loyal, painfully honest team—and the tightness in his chest eased.

“We’re going to make it,” he said softly. “Somehow.”

Naomi didn’t look up, just smiled. “Of course we are. We’re already doing it.

Back at the studio, the golden light of late afternoon painted the walls in a soft amber hue. It settled on the scattered brushes, half-finished sketches, and dusty shelves like a gentle reminder that time was moving, but not too fast. The world, for now, was quiet.

Naomi had curled herself onto the windowsill, a familiar place where she often perched like a thoughtful cat. Her journal rested on her knees, and her pencil scratched idly across the page—absentminded sketches of rooftops and teacups and half-formed memories. Across the room, Carter was sprawled on the couch, muttering lines of a poem and making exaggerated faces with each new rhyme. The soft murmur of his voice was comforting, like background music to their lives.

Ethan stood at his easel again. His brush hovered above the canvas, not quite touching, but no longer afraid.

For a while, no one spoke.

Then Ethan let out a quiet sigh, low and almost lost in the stillness. “You know,” he said, “sometimes I wonder how we’ve made it this far. My mom and I... we didn’t have much. Still don’t.”

Carter looked up, brows raised. Naomi glanced at her journal but said nothing yet.

Ethan continued, his eyes fixed somewhere beyond the canvas. “Years ago, just when things were getting really bad, she got a loan. Out of nowhere. A kind of small business startup fund, enough to open a tiny shop down by Halden Lane. But the weird thing is, she didn’t apply for it. Not officially, anyway. She just... got approved. Almost like someone pushed it through.”

Naomi sat up straighter. “You’re saying someone helped her anonymously?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah. And she never found out who. The paperwork came through an official office, but there were no names—just stamped documents and a smiling agent who said we were ‘lucky to have support.’” He smiled faintly. “She always said it felt like someone was watching over us.”

Carter whistled low. “That’s either sweet or terrifying. Maybe both.”

Naomi tilted her head, thoughtful. “Do you think it’s connected to now? The exhibit, I mean?”

Ethan gave a soft shrug. “All I know is—I never would have paid the entrance fee to the Solitera Exhibit on my own. But two weeks ago, it was suddenly covered. Paid in full. Same kind of thing. No explanation, just a message saying I’d been ‘sponsored by a private patron.’”

Naomi leaned back, lips pursed. “That’s not luck, Ethan. That’s someone rooting for you. Someone who believes in you.”

“Or someone who’s testing me,” he muttered.

Carter sat up, serious for once. “Hey. Whoever they are, they picked right. You’re here, painting your guts out, chasing something most people wouldn’t even dare. That’s worth something.”

Ethan looked at his friends—his wild, talented, chaotic friends—and felt the knot in his chest loosen just a little more.

“Still feels weird,” he said. “Like I’m being led somewhere and I don’t know why.”

“Maybe you’re not meant to know yet,” Naomi said gently. “Some stories don’t unfold all at once.”

The sun dipped a little lower, casting long shadows across the studio floor. Carter yawned dramatically and let his notebook fall to his chest.

“Well,” he said, “mystery benefactors aside, I vote we call it a day soon. My brain is melting.”

Naomi snorted. “Your brain melted years ago, darling.”

But Ethan just smiled, gripping his brush tighter. “I’ll stay a bit longer. I think I’ve got something in me worth putting down.”

They didn’t argue. Naomi turned back to her journal. Carter closed his eyes with a satisfied sigh. And Ethan dipped his brush into paint—bold, deep, alive.

Outside, the wind rustled against the window, carrying with it a whisper of something unseen. And inside, in a small studio nestled in the heart of Virelia, something quietly began to bloom.

Back at the studio, the golden hour light filtered through the windows like a whispered memory. It bathed the cracked floorboards in amber and caught the edges of canvases leaning against the walls. Carter was already half-asleep on the couch, a book resting open on his chest, while Naomi sat by the window, eyes on the dusky skyline, silently sketching something in her journal.

Ethan, brush in hand, stood before his canvas again—but his thoughts wandered elsewhere. His hand hovered above the paints, yet he couldn’t bring himself to move. The day’s laughter, the promises, the warm afternoon—they all lingered in the room like a lingering note after a song ends.

And then, his phone buzzed.

He glanced at the screen. Mom.

His heart jumped a little. He hadn’t called home in days. Not because he didn’t want to—but because he didn’t know what to say. Progress was slow, money was tighter than ever, and every day felt like a fragile bet he wasn’t sure he’d win.

He stepped out onto the small balcony before answering, letting the cool evening air hit his face.

“Hey, Mom,” he said softly.

“Ethan!” came the warm, familiar voice of Emily Hawthorn, full of sunshine and gentle worry. “We were just talking about you. Julia’s been trying to bake those chocolate rolls you love—she nearly set the kitchen on fire, but she swears next time, they’ll be edible.”

Ethan chuckled, his chest tightening. “Tell her to just stick with toast.”

“She misses you. We both do. How’s everything going?”

There was a pause.

“It’s... good,” Ethan said. “Tough, but good. I’ve been painting like crazy. There’s this exhibit in Solitera—kind of a big deal. I’m trying to get in.”

“Oh, honey. That sounds incredible. Do you need anything?”

He hesitated. “I already paid the entry fee. I had help.”

“Help?” Emily asked, curious.

“Yeah. A sponsor,” he lied gently. “I don’t know who it is. But someone out there’s looking out for me.”

A pause followed on her end. A quiet understanding seemed to hum through the line.

“I know what that’s like,” Emily said at last. “Remember when I opened the café? It wasn’t just the bank loan that got us started. Someone helped me, too. Never told me their name. Just... gave me a chance when we needed one.”

Ethan blinked. “You never told me that.”

“I didn’t want you to worry about how close we were to losing the house. I figured you had enough to carry. But maybe we both got lucky in our ways.”

Ethan leaned against the railing, heart heavy but warm. “Whoever it is... I hope I get the chance to thank them one day.”

“You will,” she said simply. “And even if you don’t, you’ll pay it forward. That’s the kind of man you are.”
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