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About the Author


Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs; being purg’d, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes; being vex’d, a sea nourish’d with lovers’ tears; what is it else? a madness most discreet, a choking gall, and a preserving sweet.

— William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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Preface
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RIGHT, RECKON I OWE you lot a bit of context. Last time you saw me — properly saw me — was before everything went sideways. Before the fire, before the vanishing act, before Kalypso and I dropped off the map. In your heads, I probably just disappeared into the smoke and didn’t bother to send a postcard. Fair. That’s about what it looked like from the outside.

Problem is, what happened after Book 2... it wasn’t just me goin’ bush to dodge the coppers or start some new life. It was her. Kalypso. And if you’re sittin’ there wonderin’, “Who the hell’s Kalypso?” ...well, that’s half the reason this story exists.

You only got scraps of her before — a few lines, a shadow in the background, maybe a sharp word or two — but Kalypso’s the sort of person you don’t see comin’ until she’s already rewired your whole bloody brain. She’s not the side character here. Never was. She’s the reason I’m still breathin’. She’s the reason I’m still fightin’... and, truth be told, she’s the reason I didn’t go under in the first place.

We didn’t meet in some meet-cute bullshit way. There wasn’t a slow dance or a sunset. It was chaos, straight off. The kind that sticks in your ribs. She’s got a way of looking at you like she’s already mapped out every bad decision you’ve ever made — and every worse one you’re about to. And I’ve never been great at saying no.

When the Madness came for me — and if you’ve been payin’ attention, you know what I mean by that — she didn’t run. She didn’t flinch. She planted herself between me and the abyss like she’d been training for it her whole life. She was my tether. My gaoler. My executioner. My only shot. Sometimes all at once.

This little novella? It’s not some romance. Don’t expect flowers and bloody candlelight. It’s the in-between — the motel walls, the busted blinds, the hiss of the air con when the heatwave’s trying to choke you to death. It’s what survival looks like when you’ve run out of clean edges. And it’s the truth of who Kalypso is, in my eyes, when no one else is watchin’.

Because if you only know the me from before we disappeared, then you don’t really know me at all. And if you don’t know her, then you’ve got no clue why I came back the way I did.

So... here it is. The missing chapter. Our exile. The two of us, the Madness, and the long crawl toward the point where somethin’ had to give.

Read it if you want. Just don’t expect it to make either of us look like heroes.

– Vaelyn Hawthorne
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THE CROWD PULSED LIKE a single lung, screaming themselves hoarse under the weight of bass and heat. Strobe lights cut across sweat-slick faces, and the floorboards of the old venue rattled like they might split. Vaelyn thrived in that chaos—the way noise folded into him until he was almost louder than himself, until Oblivion couldn’t quite find a way in.

But Oblivion always found a way.

It licked the edges of his vision even now, in the middle of the set, shadows twitching where there shouldn’t be any, teeth in the rafters, eyes in the fog machine haze. He blinked too often, laughed too hard into the mic, kicked over his monitor like that would keep the ghosts back. It worked, for a while. Long enough to make the room roar louder. Long enough to feel Rexar’s gaze burn from the side of the stage.

He saw him—arms crossed, jaw set, that impossible hair catching every light. Watching. Measuring. Waiting.

Vaelyn couldn’t stand to be measured. Couldn’t stand to come up short.

So when the set edged toward its close, when the opening riff of “Light Eater” clawed out into the air, Vaelyn decided to go bigger. To burn brighter. To show Rexar he was worth the risk, worth the loyalty, worth anything.

The pyros weren’t in the plan. They weren’t even tested. A back-alley deal with a cut-rate supplier had left him with canisters that sweated butane when they sat too long, wires that sparked if you looked at them wrong. But he’d watched enough videos. Enough reckless idols with fire in their hands and worship at their feet. He wanted that moment—no, needed it.

So when the chorus hit, when the floor shook with feet pounding like war drums, he stomped the pedal.

Flame exploded skyward, a pillar of white-gold that cracked the rafters. The crowd shrieked, ecstatic. For a second, it was everything he’d dreamed: fire like a second spotlight, his silhouette cut godlike against the inferno.

Then the rigging snapped.

A spray of sparks showered the crowd. One canister blew sideways, kissed the curtains, turned velvet into a torch. The flames spread too fast. The air thickened. Smoke clawed down throats, children of fire hissing across every surface.

People screamed, not for him this time.

Oblivion swallowed the room whole.

Vaelyn didn’t see flames anymore—he saw mouths. Blackened teeth, a hundred of them, opening in the walls, the floor, the ceiling. He saw shadow fingers curl through the crowd, plucking them one by one. The heat was just breath, the fire just hunger. He stumbled, mic stand clattering down, guitar feed back howling like a siren.

He laughed, or maybe sobbed. He couldn’t tell.

In the real world, three wouldn’t make it out alive. In his world, he was the last one left standing in a nest of monsters, and Rexar was a blur on the edge of it all, shouting something he couldn’t hear. Shouting his name.

Vaelyn swayed in the middle of the blaze. Oblivion’s jaws opened wide.

And then he walked into them.

That was the last Rexar saw—Vaelyn stepping forward, swallowed by flame like it was a curtain call.

But fire didn’t want him. Fire spit him out the back door, staggering, half-conscious, coughing smoke and bile, his hands blistered, his lungs wheezing like broken machinery. No one followed. No one even looked. They were all busy running the other direction, away from the inferno, away from the boy who started it.

So he disappeared.

One block. Then two. Then down into the subway, where the walls dripped and echoed. He found an exit no one used, climbed into the stink of an alley, and kept walking until the city blurred into nothing. He didn’t check the news. Didn’t check his phone. Didn’t think about the bodies pulled out behind him.

He just thought about Rexar’s face, lit by firelight, watching him vanish.

Oblivion followed. Always.

The motel didn’t have a name, at least not one anyone cared to remember. The sign out front had lost half its neon letters years ago, buzzing a tired M—TE into the night. The carpet in the lobby smelled like wet ashtray. The desk clerk didn’t ask for ID, just slid a key across the counter like he’d done it a thousand times for ghosts trying to disappear.

Vaelyn didn’t know how he got there. Only that his lungs still burned with smoke and his shirt was stiff with soot and blood that wasn’t his. His head rang like a feedback loop. He paid in crumpled bills and staggered down the hall until a door gave way beneath his shoulder.

Room 19. His kingdom of exile.

The first thing he did was lock the door, twice. The second was yank the curtains shut so hard the rod nearly came down. He couldn’t stand the daylight. Couldn’t stand the idea of eyes peering in, of someone recognizing him, of sirens pulling up with his name already stamped on their mouths.

For two weeks, the curtains never opened again.

The room grew stale with breath and sweat. He stripped the bedding off the mattress because the floral pattern looked too much like teeth. The television glowed with soap operas he didn’t follow, the endless babble of strangers betraying strangers, and he let it run because silence was worse. Silence was where Oblivion lived.

He didn’t sleep. He couldn’t. The moment his eyes closed, the fire replayed, but it wasn’t fire—it was them. Oblivion’s children, dripping black, laughing through their crooked teeth. They crawled out of the walls at night, perched on the dresser, whispered through the vent. He spoke back sometimes, to keep them from getting bored.

“Not tonight,” he’d say, eyes bloodshot, knees hugged to his chest on the carpet. “Not yet. You’ll have me when you’ve earned it.”

The mirror became his enemy. His reflection twitched at the edges, eyes too dark, smile too sharp. He smashed it once with the heel of his hand, just to watch himself shatter into a dozen Vees, each one laughing in a different pitch. The blood on his knuckles didn’t register until hours later, dried into black threads he picked at absentmindedly.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He never picked it up. The screen lit with Rexar’s name once—he saw it, frozen, a single call cutting through the noise of junk messages and missed alerts. He couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t bring himself to see what came after.

Because what if Rexar hated him? What if Rexar pitied him? What if Rexar never wanted to see him again?

Oblivion whispered the answers: He does. He will. He won’t.

The news carried the fire on every channel. Three dead. Dozens injured. Investigations underway. Toad Biscuit’s name dragged through the muck. There was footage—grainy cell phone captures of him in silhouette, flames curling behind, the moment that was supposed to crown him but instead branded him a killer. He watched once, then unplugged the TV from the wall, tossed it onto its side. Couldn’t risk it repeating.

Days bled into nights. Nights into days. Time stopped carrying shape. He measured it by cigarettes burned down to the filter, by ramen packets left empty on the floor, by the holes he clawed into the mattress whenever Oblivion pressed too close.

Sometimes he hallucinated Rexar in the room—leaning against the wall, arms crossed, disappointment etched sharp across his jaw. Other times it was Kalypso, a faint outline in the corner chair, her eye catching the flicker of static and watching him with the patience of a saint or the cruelty of a god. He never knew which.

But mostly, it was Oblivion. Always Oblivion.

The walls breathed. The carpet pulsed beneath his bare feet. He woke from a micro-dream with teeth marks on his shoulder that didn’t match his own. He spent an hour staring at them in the dim glow of the bathroom bulb, wondering if maybe he’d already been eaten, and this was just what came after.

By the end of the second week, the motel room looked like the inside of his skull—trashed, sleepless, crawling with shadows. He hadn’t touched social media. He hadn’t touched his guitar. He hadn’t touched anything human. He’d simply vanished, the boy who walked into the blaze and never came out.

And in that silence, in that absence, Oblivion nested deeper.
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