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Chapter 1: The Edge of the Storm
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Rain battered the cliffs with relentless force, each drop stinging like tiny shards of ice. The sea roared below, its dark waters surging and crashing against jagged rocks as though eager to consume the land. Arlen kept his head low, his soaked cloak plastered to his skin, and forced his boots to grip the treacherous path winding up the steep incline.

The sky had darkened so much it felt as though night had fallen early. Lightning cracked across the heavens, illuminating the sheer drop to his left, where the waves thrashed and churned in violent fury. He clenched his jaw and pushed forward. There was no turning back now.

The weight of the leather satchel on his shoulder grew heavier with every step. Inside it, the map’s fragile parchment threatened to disintegrate in the damp. He couldn’t let that happen—not after what it had cost him to obtain. The thought of the man’s screams as the flames devoured his house clawed at his mind, but Arlen shook it off. This was survival. Nothing more.

A sharp neigh cut through the storm’s howl. He froze, heart hammering. Ahead, a horse reared, silhouetted against the lightning. Its rider fought to keep control, dark cloak snapping violently in the wind. The rider’s voice rang out, sharp and commanding.

“Hold still, curse you!”

The horse staggered sideways on the narrow trail, hooves skidding dangerously close to the cliff’s edge.

Without thinking, Arlen lunged forward. His boots slipped on the slick rock, but he caught himself on a jutting root. Reaching out, he grabbed the horse’s bridle, his fingers numb from the cold. The animal snorted and tried to jerk away, its wild eyes rolling.

“Easy,” Arlen said through gritted teeth. “Easy, beast. You’ll kill us all if you panic.”

The rider turned sharply toward him, hood falling back to reveal a woman’s face streaked with rain and mud. Her eyes, dark as the stormclouds above, locked on his.

“Let go,” she snapped. “I have it under control.”

“No, you don’t,” Arlen shot back. “The ground’s giving way!”

As if to prove him right, a chunk of the path crumbled beneath the horse’s hind legs. The animal screamed and flailed. Together, Arlen and the woman dragged it forward onto firmer ground, their combined strength barely enough to keep it from plunging into the abyss.

The horse finally calmed, sides heaving. Arlen let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

“You’re welcome,” he said, meeting the woman’s glare.

“I didn’t ask for your help.” She pulled the reins tight and dismounted in one fluid motion. Despite her drenched state, there was a precision to her movements that spoke of training—soldier or mercenary, perhaps.

“You were about to lose your mount over the edge.”

“I had it handled.”

“Sure you did.”

She gave him a long look, then reached into her cloak and produced a dagger. Its blade gleamed wickedly as she held it steady in her hand.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “And why are you on this path?”

Arlen didn’t flinch. “I could ask you the same.”

“I’m not in the mood for games.”

“Neither am I.”

They stood in tense silence, rain pouring down around them. Finally, she lowered the dagger, though her grip on it remained tight.

“My name’s Kaelith,” she said reluctantly. “I’m headed to Briar Hollow.”

“That’s a long way from here,” Arlen replied. “And not a place you reach safely in weather like this.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know the terrain?”

“Well enough to know we won’t survive another hour out in this storm. There’s a hunter’s shelter not far from here. We should move before the path floods.”

Kaelith hesitated, then gave a sharp nod.

“Lead the way,” she said.

Arlen adjusted his satchel and set off again, Kaelith leading her horse behind him. The wind shrieked louder as if angry at their persistence.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Kaelith called over the storm.

“I wasn’t aware you asked one worth answering.”

“I asked who you are.”

“Arlen,” he said shortly.

“And what’s in the satchel?”

“None of your concern.”

She made a sound of irritation but didn’t press.

The trail curved sharply, forcing them to edge along a narrow strip of land with the cliff’s drop yawning wide to their left. Below, waves crashed like thunder, sending sprays of foam high into the air.

“Don’t slip,” Arlen warned without looking back.

“Do I look like a fool?”

He almost smiled. Almost.

The faint shape of a stone hut emerged from the rain ahead. Relief loosened the tightness in Arlen’s chest.

“There,” he said. “We’ll shelter until the storm passes.”

Kaelith said nothing, but he could feel her eyes on his back, assessing, weighing.

As they reached the hut, the wind howled so fiercely it seemed determined to tear the door from its hinges. Arlen shoved it open and stepped inside, Kaelith following with her horse in tow.

The air was stale but dry. A firepit lay in the center, cold and lifeless.

“Stay here,” Arlen ordered. “I’ll find wood.”

Kaelith gave him a flat look. “Do I seem like the type to obey orders?”

“You want to freeze, be my guest.”

He left her standing there, muttering something he couldn’t hear. Outside, the storm raged on, but the hut’s walls, for now, held firm.

When he returned, arms full of damp branches, he found Kaelith kneeling by the firepit, striking flint against steel. Sparks danced in the dimness.

“Move,” Arlen said. “You’ll waste it.”

“I know how to light a fire.”

“Not with wet wood.”

He set the branches down and pulled a small pouch from his satchel, extracting a bundle of resin-soaked kindling. Kaelith raised an eyebrow but said nothing as he worked.

Flames licked at the kindling, growing steadily until the fire crackled to life. Warmth spread through the hut, chasing away the worst of the chill.

Kaelith sat back against the wall, arms crossed.

“You’re prepared,” she said. “Too prepared for a simple traveler.”

Arlen didn’t look at her. “And you’re too observant for a simple rider.”

Her lips curved slightly. Not quite a smile, but close.

“Fair enough,” she said. “Looks like we’ll both be keeping secrets tonight.”

Arlen poked at the fire, the flames casting flickering shadows on the stone walls.

“Just don’t make the mistake of trusting me,” he murmured.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Kaelith replied.

The storm outside screamed louder, but inside the hut, the air was thick with a different tension—one that had nothing to do with wind or rain.
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Chapter 2: Strangers in the Fire
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The storm showed no mercy through the night. Winds howled like a pack of wolves circling their prey, and rain lashed the roof of the hut with a steady drumbeat. The fire crackled, throwing long, twisting shadows across the stone walls. Arlen sat cross-legged near the flames, his satchel resting against his knee. His eyes stayed fixed on Kaelith, who leaned back against the opposite wall, her dagger resting loosely in her hand as though she had no intention of sleeping.

For a long time, neither spoke.

“You don’t seem the type to travel alone,” Kaelith said finally, breaking the quiet. Her voice was low but edged with challenge.

“I prefer it that way,” Arlen answered without looking at her.

“No banners, no companions, no one to vouch for you. A man like that usually means trouble.”

“Or he’s trying to avoid it,” Arlen countered.

Her lips twitched faintly, though whether in amusement or skepticism he couldn’t tell.

“I’m still deciding which you are,” she said.

“Then take your time.”

Silence settled again, heavier this time. Outside, the wind screamed through cracks in the stone, and the horse snorted uneasily in the corner, hooves shifting restlessly.

Kaelith’s eyes flicked toward Arlen’s satchel. “What’s so important in there that you’d risk your life on a cliff path during a storm?”

“Important enough,” he said flatly.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’ll get.”

Kaelith pushed herself up to her feet with slow precision, the dagger glinting in her hand. Arlen tensed but didn’t move. She crossed the small hut in three measured steps and crouched near him, her dark eyes fixed on his.

“You don’t talk like a merchant or a scholar,” she said. “You move like someone who’s used to carrying steel.”

“Maybe I’m both.”

“Maybe,” she agreed. “But I don’t trust men with too many maybes.”

“And yet you followed me here.”

“I followed shelter here,” she corrected.

They stayed like that for a moment, the air between them thick with unspoken warnings. Finally, Kaelith stood again, spinning the dagger in her hand before sliding it back into its sheath.

“I should have left you on the path,” she muttered.

“Next time, feel free.”

She returned to her place against the wall, her cloak pooling around her like a shadow.

The fire began to burn lower, its light flickering weakly against the walls. Arlen rose and added more wood, the flames leaping back to life.

“You didn’t answer my question either,” he said without turning.

Kaelith raised an eyebrow. “What question?”

“Why you’re out here. No sane rider braves these cliffs during a storm unless she’s running from something.”

“Or chasing it,” she said simply.

“Which are you?”

Her gaze held his for a moment too long. Then she leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes.

“Maybe I’m both,” she said softly.

The
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