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Chapter 1

Pain stabbed through Cerise’s skull,
rattling her thoughts into disarray. Her memory was a blank slate,
wiped clean of whatever had brought her here. She let her senses
ground her.

Hard. Cold. Uneven.

Not a bed. Not safety.

A groan escaped her lips as she forced
one eye open—then instantly regretted it. The throbbing in her head
intensified, and her vision swam. She squeezed her eyes shut and
fought through the discomfort, willing herself to focus. The pieces
weren’t fitting together. Where was she? What had
happened?

Then, she caught sight of
him.

Alistair Byrne. The heir apparent of
the rival clan.

A surge of alarm sent a fresh jolt of
adrenaline through her aching body. Why was he here? They weren’t
allies—they were barely even civil. Did he attack her? That would
explain the pain, the blank memory. But then... why was he injured
too?

Cerise’s gaze flicked to their
surroundings. A pile of rubble loomed nearby—dirt, jagged rocks,
tangled roots. A fresh cave-in. Alistair’s red and blue cloak lay
among the debris, half-buried. Slowly, her mind pieced it together.
He wasn’t standing tall and victorious over her—he was limping,
wincing with every movement as he lowered himself to a
crouch.

This wasn’t an ambush. Something else
had happened.

But what?

The answer was just out of reach,
taunting her from behind the fog in her mind.

Alistair sucked in a sharp breath as he
lifted his shirt to inspect his injuries. A vicious bruise ran
along his side, stretching up his back. He winced when his fingers
brushed against it.

“Damn,” he
muttered.

Cerise studied him. He must have taken
at least one hard hit—maybe a fall. His clothes were coated in dust
and dirt. He looked just as battered as she felt. Which meant… they
had both gone down together.

Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself
up onto all fours. Her arms trembled beneath her, her blue and
purple cloak dragging against the rocky ground. Then her elbows
buckled, her body collapsing under its own weight.

A strangled cry tore from her
throat.

Alistair twisted toward her, his own
groan of pain following suit. “Glad to have you back,” he said,
voice rough with exhaustion. “Don’t move too much.”

Cerise’s breath came in ragged gasps.
“Why… why does everything hurt?”

“We fell.” He nodded toward
the mound of debris. “That came down with us.”

She clenched her jaw against another
wave of dizziness and forced herself upright again—more carefully
this time. The motion sent another bolt of pain through her skull,
but she fought through it. Focus.

Her heart stuttered as a memory
surfaced.

“My friend,” she whispered.
“My friend was with me. I remember that.”

Her gaze lifted to the massive blockage
trapping them in. Her blood turned to ice.

“Where is she?”

Alistair hesitated before answering.
“She wasn’t with us on the shelf,” he said finally. “I didn’t see
anybody else.”

Panic gripped her chest. Had she
escaped? Had she been crushed?

Cerise swallowed hard, pushing past the
worst-case scenarios. Focus on what you can control. “We have to
get back,” she said, the words spilling out too fast. “We have
to—”

“We’re in no condition to
crawl through the cave or dig through that,” Alistair cut
in.

“We can’t just sit
here.”

Alistair let out a dry, humorless
chuckle. “Unless you’ve suddenly gained the ability to phase
through solid rock, I’d say we have very few options.” He gestured
toward the blockage. “I can barely walk.” He exhaled sharply,
pressing a hand to his bruised ribs. “Pulling you out of the rubble
already cost me enough.”

Cerise stilled. “Pulling me
out?”

Now that she was closer to the fire,
she could make out the redness on his face. It wasn’t just from
exhaustion. He looked... embarrassed.

“You helped me?” she asked
softly.

Alistair’s green eyes flickered away.
He exhaled sharply. “What choice did I have?” he
muttered.

Something in her chest tightened. She
hugged her knees, glancing down at the dirt-covered fabric of her
cloak. “Thank you.”

A beat of silence. Then, reluctantly,
“You’re welcome.”

Cerise studied him through her lashes.
She had never paid him much mind before—other than as a rival. She
knew his dark, quiet voice. His long black hair, always falling
into his eyes. His presence in battle while she was collecting
ingredients and he “coincidentally” happened to be in the same
place.

And now she knew he wasn’t a heartless
bastard who would leave her to die.

That… complicated things.

Cerise swallowed, pushing the thought
aside. There were more pressing concerns. “Where’s my bag?” she
asked, scanning the area. “I was collecting fungi.”

“You must have lost it when
we fell.”

She frowned. That was bad. She had
tools in there. Maybe even supplies that could help them
escape.

Alistair must have sensed her growing
unease because he reached into his bag and pulled out a strip of
fruit leather. He split it in half, offering a piece to her.
“Here.”

Cerise hesitated before taking it.
“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” he
said—less stiffly this time.

She took a bite, chewing slowly,
letting the familiar taste ground her. “Maybe we can heal up
quickly,” she said, more to herself than to him. “Find an alternate
route out of here before food and water become a life-threatening
issue.”

Alistair nodded, chewing his own piece
of fruit leather in silence. Occasionally, she caught him glancing
at her.

And maybe she glanced at him
too.

She wasn’t sure when
exactly it happened—but at some point, he stopped being
just her
enemy.

Alistair shifted uncomfortably beside
her. He turned his gaze back toward the rubble, jaw clenched, as if
trying to will away whatever thought had just crossed his
mind.

Cerise followed his line of sight,
landing on his discarded cloak. And something else.

A memory nudged at her.

She had fallen. He had been near her.
His cloak was still there, half-buried.

And if his cloak had fallen with them…
maybe her bag had too.

“If there’s even a chance
we can get my bag,” she murmured, “I have a few tools in
there.”

Alistair sighed, rolling his shoulders
as if testing his limits. “Then let’s hope it didn’t end up too
deep in that mess.”

Cerise swallowed, her fingers
tightening around the last piece of fruit leather.

“How do you propose we find
it?”

Cerise kept her voice steady, but her
mind raced. If her bag was buried too deep, they’d be in even more
trouble.

Alistair’s gaze drifted over the
wreckage, eyes unfocused, as if reliving the moment the cave-in
struck. “I was wearing my cloak when it happened. I took it off to
get out of the debris safely.” He met her eyes. “You were holding
your bag when we fell.”

Cerise’s stomach sank. “Damn. I
was?”

Alistair frowned. “Don’t you
remember?”

Cerise shook her head, frustration
tightening her chest. “No. Just flashes. Small things. You being
beside me. I found a cluster of champignon, picked them, put them
in my bag…” Her forehead creased as she reached for the memory, but
it remained elusive. A dull, insistent throb pulled her back to
reality. “I probably have a head injury.”

She pressed her fingertips to the
sorest part of her skull, only to flinch in pain. She pulled her
hand away and blinked at the smear of blood.

Alistair’s frown deepened. “You’re
bleeding?”

“Apparently.” She grimaced,
touching the wound again.

“Lean here.”

She hesitated. Then, reluctantly, she
tilted her head forward.

Alistair shifted closer, gently
brushing her hair aside. His touch was surprisingly careful—almost
cautious. He used his sleeve to dab at the wound.

“Is it bad?” she asked,
trying not to sound as uneasy as she felt.

“I don’t know.”

Her breath hitched. “How do you not
know?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of his
lips. “You have red hair. Remind me—what color is blood
again?”

Cerise let out an exasperated huff.
“Sorry for being worried I might die.”

Alistair exhaled through his nose,
amused. “You’re not dying. It’s just a cut. Head wounds bleed a
lot.”

Despite the lingering ache, she relaxed
slightly. “Alright. Good.”

She glanced at him and mustered a wry
smile. “How bad are your wounds?”

Alistair shrugged. “Mostly bruised.
I’ll live.”
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