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​tunnel vision
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The stone floor was cold under my hands.

I pushed myself up, my throat burning where the King’s grip had crushed it. Every breath scraped raw inside my chest. But worse than that, there was this ache—no, a pull, like something inside me was stretching, like it was tethered to something far away.

“Thalia?” I rasped.

The name left my mouth without thinking.

Vilo scrambled to his feet beside me, wings twitching in the low red torchlight.

“Thalia?” he echoed, baffled. “Who’s Thalia?”

I didn’t answer. I just clutched my chest tighter.

The feeling wasn’t going away. It was getting stronger.

Vilo didn’t wait. He grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the crypt doors.

“Whoever she is—we gotta go, man,” he said, voice tight. “Now.”

Vilo tugged urgently at my sleeve, “Rowen,” he whispered, “We can’t get caught. Come on.”

I stayed a second longer before I let him drag me forward.

The tomb around us was still and silent, the red flames in the sconces flickering low, as if even the magic here was afraid of what just happened.

Stone coffins lined the walls. Shadows pressed into every corner.

We moved fast, retracing our steps through the long, empty crypt, past the cracked carvings and broken statues, toward the stairwell carved into the rock.

Vilo reached it first and started up, not looking back to see if I followed.

Every step up the stone staircase made my chest ache worse, I couldn’t escape the question—what did I just do? But I pushed through it, grabbing the rough wall when my legs nearly gave out. Somewhere above us, the air changed, it had gotten sharper—colder.

When we finally climbed out into open air, I staggered, blinking hard against the sudden gray light.

The battlefield.

The Field of Last Light stretched around us, silent and broken. Unfazed by the darkness I just released, like it was more than familiar with what was to come.

The scars from the old war were everywhere—craters, shattered weapons, pieces of armor half-buried in ash. The spot where we had fought the wolves was just ahead, still marked by blackened soil and the smell of burnt fur.

The empty wind whistling across the stones.

Vilo didn’t slow down. He crossed the field at a jog, leading the way toward the rocky outcrop at the far end; the place where we had first found the tunnels hidden beneath the broken banners.

I stumbled after him, legs shaking, heart hammering harder with every step.

I could still feel that pull, and Thalia was on the other end of it every time.

But why? 

Why now?

We found the tunnel entrance half-hidden by a fallen column. Vilo slipped inside first, and I followed without thinking, the darkness swallowing us up.

All of my senses were heightened—tunnels were colder than before.

The walls seemed to breathe with every footstep we took, exhaling damp air that clung to my skin.

We moved fast, feet slapping against the slick stone floor.

At the second curve, Vilo froze, throwing out an arm to block me.

Voices.

Low, rough, echoing off the walls.

I pressed myself against the stone, heart racing.

“...the Queen grows impatient,” one voice said, thick with anger.

“The girl has the mark,” another voice answered, higher, twitchier. “She doesn’t even realize what she carries.”

The mark?

My hands curled into fists.

Are they talking about Thalia?

“If she unlocks it...” the first voice growled, “we lose everything.”

I must have had a look on my face because Vilo could clearly tell something was up.

“Who are they talking about?” He asked.

I didn’t answer.

I edged closer to the bend, careful not to make a sound.

In the faint glow of the wall’s old enchantments, I caught a glimpse of two figures standing near a broken arch.

One tall, broad-shouldered, armor strapped across his back.

The other hunched and restless, glancing around like a trapped rat.

Kraelus.

And a meron I didn’t recognize yet.

Vilo tugged urgently at my sleeve. “Rowen,” he whispered. “We cannot get caught. Come on.”

I stayed a second longer, trying to burn their words into my memory.

Then Vilo yanked harder, and I stumbled after him, leaving the voices behind in the dark.

We didn’t stop until we saw the faint, familiar glow of The Guild’s higher tunnels far ahead.

Vilo dropped my arm and muttered, “Whatever’s going on... it’s way bigger than us.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “Way bigger.”
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​spoils of victory
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The torches lining The Guild tunnels blurred past as we ran, boots slapping against the stone floor.

My throat still burned, the faint reminder of Valyn, barely drowned beneath adrenaline.

We didn’t slow down until the heavy black gates of The Guild came into view, twisted into the shapes of wings and fangs.

Vilo shoved them open just enough for us to slip inside.

The halls were quieter than usual. The normal noise of weapons, footsteps, and low conversation felt muted, like the whole place was holding its breath.

We sprinted across the marble floor toward the Chairman’s tower.

As we rounded a bend, I nearly collided with someone.
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