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Dafydd Jones ambled down the mist-draped cobblestones of Dolgwyn, hands tucked in his pockets, his faithful Dalmatian, Dyzzy, trotting alongside him with the enthusiasm of a pup let loose in a sausage factory.  The sun had only begun to sneak over the treetops, casting warm puddles of light that poked through the morning fog and spilt across the uneven stones.  Dolgwyn was waking up slowly—some might say grudgingly—like an older man stretching out stiff joints before deciding whether or not he wanted to leave his bed.

As Dafydd passed the first little shops of Market Square, he nodded to Rhys, the baker propping open his door and releasing the warm scent of fresh bread into the chilly air.  A few paces down, Mrs Lloyd arranged flower boxes outside her knick-knack shop, muttering to herself as she wrestled with a particularly stubborn potted geranium.

"Morning, Mrs Lloyd!" Dafydd called, tipping an imaginary hat.  "Looks like that flower's got more fight in it than half the lads in town."

Mrs Lloyd huffed, flashing him a grin, and turned her attention back to the rebellious geranium.

Market Square held that same sleepy charm it always had, with its ancient oak tree in the middle, branches wide and sagely, as if it were presiding over the town’s daily gossip.  Someone had pinned a bright, garish flyer to the event board just below it, which Dyzzy noticed first.  He stopped dead, nose twitching, and let out a series of barks—sharp and insistent.

"Now, now, Dyzzy.  No need to bark at paper."  Dafydd peered at the flyer and felt a twist of something uncomfortably familiar settle in his stomach. Dolgwyn’s Annual Chainsaw Carving Contest was blazoned across the top in bold red letters, as though the event weren’t permanently etched in every town person’s mind.  The cheerful clip-art of a chainsaw below the words felt about as comforting as a guillotine drawn in crayon.

He crouched down to scratch Dyzzy’s ears.  “You’re right, old boy.  It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”  Dyzzy looked up at him, tail wagging, eyes glinting with a look that could only be described as doggy sympathy.

It wasn’t that Dafydd was bitter.  Well—he wasn’t only bitter.  He’d once been Dolgwyn’s carving prodigy, taking home the top prize two years running.  But things were different now, and the sight of that chainsaw on the flyer was a little reminder of what he’d gained – wisdom, a sensible fear of machinery – and what he’d lost - a leg and, perhaps, his nerve.

“Thinking of dusting off the old saw, Dafydd?” called Emrys, who’d just emerged from the butcher’s with an armful of sausages.  His grin was as wide as his belly, which was saying something.

Dafydd laughed it off, waving a hand dismissively.  “Ah, I wouldn’t want to show you all up.”  He shrugged, keeping his tone light, but a faint crease formed between his brows.  Even if he had the skill (and the leg), his stomach still turned at the thought of standing on that stage again, chainsaw in hand.

He straightened up and gave Dyzzy a reassuring pat.  The dog wagged his tail with renewed vigour, barking once more for good measure.  They continued their walk, passing the last of the early risers, each one nodding or waving, each one familiar, and all of them blissfully unaware of the things that kept Dafydd up at night.

The mist had begun to lift fully, revealing the market square in all its quaint glory.  Dyzzy led the way toward the oak tree, nose to the ground, clearly on the trail of something fascinating.  Dafydd couldn’t help but smile as he watched his new friend, appreciating the quiet charm of this town he’d come to know so well—a place where everyone knew everyone’s secrets, or at least thought they did.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




The Green Dragon Pub greeted Dafydd like an old friend, with a warm glow flickering from the stone hearth and the comforting, slightly musty smell of stale ale mixing with fresh coffee.  The ceiling beams were low and dark, polished by decades of hands and the occasional forehead of a taller patron.  Scattered across the shelves behind the bar, wood carvings of all shapes and sizes peered down on the morning scene: owls with wise, watchful eyes, foxes in mid-pounce, and the occasional abstract piece that might have once been a tree if you squinted.

Bryn, the pub’s barrel-chested landlord, stood with a rag, aggressively wiping down a table as if it had just insulted his mother.  His usual grumble reverberated through the room as he caught sight of Dafydd and nodded a greeting.

“Ah, morning, Dafydd,” Bryn called, waving him over.  “Come to gawk at the contestants this year, then, or just doing your rounds?”

“Just keeping an eye on things, Bryn,” Dafydd replied, leaning casually on the bar.  “Figured I’d stop in and see what you think of this year’s competition.”

Bryn snorted, leaning on the bar and fixing Dafydd with a conspiratorial grin.  “Bringing out the worst in folks, that’s what I think.  Newcomers stirring up trouble, and Gethin’s got his nose so high in the air, it’s a wonder he doesn’t choke on a cloud.”  He shook his head, his bushy eyebrows practically dancing with disapproval.

Dafydd gave a wry chuckle, though his mind lingered on Rhys, his old mentor and former champion, who’d been none too pleased about Gethin’s rise.  A glance at the wall behind the bar confirmed it—there they were in black-and-white: snapshots of past champions—Rhys, looking proud but modest with his winning piece—a meticulously carved owl.  And then, of course, Dafydd himself in his prime, flashing a young, triumphant grin that seemed a far cry from the man he was now.

“Old Rhys isn’t thrilled, then?” Dafydd asked, keeping his tone casual.

“Not in the least.  The man’s got pride,” Bryn said with a knowing look.  “He’s been eyeing that Gethin like he’d fancy carving him up next if you get my drift.”  He winked.  “Mark my words; the contest’s turned into a right mess.  Maybe it's best you retired when you did, eh?”

Before Dafydd could reply, there came a loud snuffling noise as Dyzzy, who’d made his way to the pub’s shadowy corners, found what looked suspiciously like a half-eaten pastry beneath a stool.  With an eager chomp, he devoured it, much to the delight of a couple of regulars watching nearby.

“Dizzy Dyzzy’s on crumb patrol!” one called out, chuckling.  “A top investigator, that one!”

“Good lad,” Dafydd said, trying to keep a straight face.  “Can’t let any pastry crumbs go uninvestigated, can we, Dyzzy?”

Dyzzy, now licking his lips with great satisfaction, let out a triumphant bark, drawing a round of laughter from the regulars, who seemed to consider him the actual mascot of the Green Dragon.  Dafydd scratched his head, muttering in mock exasperation.  “I suppose that’s another case closed, then.  Sharp eye, Dyzzy.  Sharp eye.”

The laughter settled into a comfortable hum, and Dafydd’s heart lifted slightly.  Here, with Dyzzy’s antics and Bryn’s well-worn grumbles, he felt anchored.  Despite the creeping unease around the upcoming contest, the familiar rhythms of Dolgwyn’s life softened the edges of his memories, grounding him in a place where—despite all the rivalries and secrets—he was never entirely alone.
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Dafydd stepped out of the Green Dragon, the warmth of the pub quickly replaced by the crisp bite of autumn air.  The fog had finally lifted, revealing Dolgwyn in all its rustic charm, with the early morning sun catching the gold and russet leaves clinging to the trees that lined the street.  It was a picturesque scene that would have made for a lovely postcard if only the inhabitants hadn’t come with their bundle of grudges and gossip.

Leaning against the weathered stone wall just outside the pub, pipe in hand, Rhys Llewellyn stood as sturdy as the wall itself.  Rhys had that air of someone contemplating the mysteries of the universe on the one hand and also mulling over how to tell someone off.  His face broke into a half-smile as Dafydd approached, though the frown lines remained firmly etched, giving him a look of permanent dissatisfaction—a look that suited him well enough.

“Ah, Dafydd, lad,” Rhys greeted, nodding with his pipe clamped between his teeth.  “Thinking about the good old days of the contest, were you?”

Dafydd chuckled.  “Can’t say I was, exactly.  But it sounds like you might be.”

Rhys took a long, thoughtful puff, his gaze fixed somewhere beyond the treetops as though he could see into the past.  “Back in my day,” he began, “the contest was about true craftsmanship, about honouring the timber.  Not all this flashy nonsense you see now.”

Dafydd followed his gaze, biting back a smile.  He’d heard Rhys’s version of the “glory days” more times than he could count, each retelling a bit more dramatic than the last.  “Flashy nonsense, you say?  Seems to pull in a good crowd, though.”

Rhys let out a derisive snort, waving his pipe for emphasis.  “A crowd of gawkers, maybe!  They’re here to see Gethin’s over-the-top chainsaw tricks, not real art.  Twirling the chainsaw around like a toy—he might as well be juggling!  It’s a disgrace; that’s what it is.”

The irritation in his voice was unmistakable, and Dafydd could feel a prickling curiosity stir.  Rhys’s tone went beyond mere nostalgia.  There was a bitterness, an almost personal resentment.  As he looked at his old mentor, Dafydd felt a pang of respect and a twinge of doubt mingling.

“Gethin’s got folks stirred up, I’ll give you that,” Dafydd said diplomatically.  “But he’s got talent, Rhys.  Can’t deny that.”

Rhys’s frown deepened, and he muttered something into his pipe.  “Talent?  Flash is what he’s got.  And it’s no wonder half the town is in a frenzy with him at the centre.  Bound to cause trouble, that lad.”

Before Dafydd could press further, Dyzzy trotted up, nosing at the leaves around Rhys’s feet.  Spotting Rhys’s pipe, Dyzzy gave a sharp bark, and Rhys jumped, nearly dropping it.  He glared down at the dog, but even he couldn’t hide a chuckle as he composed himself.

“Ha!  Quite the watchdog you’ve got there, Dafydd.  I reckon he’d bark at his own shadow if it looked at him funny.”

Dafydd grinned, giving Dyzzy an approving pat.  “He’s got an eye for suspicious characters, I think.”  The comment slipped out with just enough of a tease to draw another rare smile from Rhys, who nodded in amused resignation.

The moment of laughter lightened the air between them, but as the autumn leaves rustled in the brisk breeze and the earthy scent of wood shavings drifted over from a nearby workshop, the unspoken tension lingered.  Dafydd could feel it, thick as the smell of damp leaves—Rhys’s disdain for the “new ways” of the contest, his resentment toward Gethin’s brash confidence.  And, perhaps, something more profound that Dafydd couldn’t quite place yet.

“Well, I’ll leave you to your memories, Rhys,” Dafydd said, tipping his imaginary hat before stepping away.  But as he walked, he couldn’t shake the sense that his old mentor’s grumbles held more than harmless nostalgia.
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Market Square was buzzing, alive with the gentle clamour of stalls being set up, the scent of freshly baked bread mingling with earthy whiffs from piles of pumpkins, and the occasional clinking of jars filled with preserves.  Bright orange, green, and purple patches dotted the square as vendors proudly displayed their wares, the autumnal colours announcing the season almost as loudly as the chatter of Dolgwyn’s townsfolk.  Dafydd and Dyzzy wove their way through the crowd, each with their purpose—Dafydd to pick up the town's pulse and Dyzzy to sniff out any crumbs that might have strayed from the pastry stall.

As Dafydd approached a group gathered near the vegetable stand, he caught the unmistakable drift of gossip floating on the cool morning breeze.  Naturally, it was about Gethin.  The young chainsaw carver had somehow managed to be the main dish at every conversational banquet in town lately, and Market Square was no exception.

“Mark my words,” said Mrs Pugh, arms crossed over her apron, a look of disapproval etched onto her face.  “All that flash Gethin’s bringing to the contest—spinning his chainsaw about like a circus performer!  It’s not natural, I tell you.”

Across from her, a younger carver, barely out of his teens and sporting a leather jacket two sizes too big, scoffed.  “You’re all just stuck in the past, Mrs Pugh.  It’s called modern style!  People come from all over to see him.  He’s putting Dolgwyn on the map.”

“Hmph!” Mrs Pugh huffed, adjusting her grip on a hefty pumpkin as if she might lob it at him.  “Flashy types never last.  Dolgwyn doesn’t need any showboating to be proud of its traditions.  Real art speaks for itself, doesn’t need a fanfare.”

Dafydd’s mouth twitched as he listened.  In some ways, Mrs Pugh’s opinion mirrored his struggles—straddling that fine line between the town’s heritage pride and grudging admiration for the crowd Gethin’s antics attracted.  The youth beside her shook his head, muttering about “old timers,” while Mrs Pugh continued to level the glare that would have made lesser men pack up their chainsaws and leave town.

Dyzzy, meanwhile, had wandered over to the vegetable stand. He was unimpressed by the conversational drama and far more intrigued by a particularly inviting cabbage. He poked at it with his nose, startling the vendor, Mr Hughes, who let out an indignant squawk.

“Oi!  That’s for sale, not for sniffing, you daft hound!” Mr Hughes barked, waving a dish rag at Dyzzy.

Unable to resist, Dafydd strode over with his best stern expression, crouching down to meet Dyzzy at eye level.  “Dyzzy Jones, what did we say about sniffing other folks’ cabbages?” he asked in mock seriousness, folding his arms as if he expected an answer.

Dyzzy tilted his head, tail wagging in oblivious delight as the crowd chuckled, a few onlookers tossing a couple of “good boy!”s his way.  Dyzzy promptly sat, eyes wide and innocent, looking every bit the chastened dog who’d only been inspecting the cabbage with noble intentions.

“Best detective in Dolgwyn, and he still can’t tell a cabbage from a biscuit,” Dafydd sighed, shaking his head as if despairing of Dyzzy’s talents. Still, he gave him a gentle pat, which only encouraged the dog’s sniffing.

The laughter broke the tension, and the cluster of townsfolk around them started to disperse. The younger carver gave Mrs Pugh a parting eye roll as he wandered off.

As they moved away, Dafydd couldn’t help mulling over the chatter about Gethin.  Something was simmering in Dolgwyn beyond harmless rivalry, a rift between the old ways and the new traditions clashing with ambition.  And for all Gethin’s bravado, Dafydd felt the contest was beginning to stir up more than good-natured competition.  He rubbed the back of his neck, giving Dyzzy an absent scratch behind the ears as they walked, both man and dog soaking up the warmth of Dolgwyn’s bustling heart while each lost in his thoughts—or, in Dyzzy’s case, scents.
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Dafydd strolled along the forest path, the familiar crunch of leaves underfoot and the scent of damp earth providing a calm he didn’t quite get anywhere else.  Morning sunlight filtered through the trees in golden patches, dappling the ground and casting playful shadows that danced as the wind stirred the branches overhead.  Dyzzy trotted beside him, nose to the ground, occasionally glancing up as if checking to make sure Dafydd was still right there, even though they both knew this forest as well as they knew each other.

The sounds of the village, with all its gossip and hustle, had faded behind them, leaving only the rustle of leaves and the faint chirping of birds overhead.  This was Dafydd’s sanctuary, where his thoughts could wander without interruption.  Today, though, those thoughts seemed stubbornly fixed on Gethin.

“Gethin Pritchard,” Dafydd muttered under his breath, shaking his head.  There was a time when Gethin had been... well, tolerable, if not precisely pleasant.  They’d shared a bond over the art of carving in those early years when every slice of timber felt like uncovering a secret waiting to be told.  But somewhere along the way, Gethin’s passion had morphed into something else, something loud and boastful, with all that “twirl your chainsaw for the crowd” nonsense that rubbed the old-timers the wrong way.

Dafydd slowed his pace, letting the memories roll over him.  Somewhere in the midst of it all was Ffion.  He’d known her long before Gethin had swept her off her feet when she’d been just a sweet, nature-loving girl with a quiet strength that needed no fanfare.  She was the one thing Gethin couldn’t boast about, and perhaps that’s why it stung just a bit more.

Dafydd could tell something was off in their marriage, though.  Lately, Ffion had seemed distant, her ordinarily bright eyes dulled as if she were carrying some weight that no one else could see.  There’d been whispers in town, of course—there were always whispers in Dolgwyn.  But he hadn’t paid them much attention until recently when he’d seen that same shadow himself.

Lost in thought, Dafydd barely noticed Dyzzy had stopped ahead, watching him with an expression so earnest it was almost human.  The dog let out a low whine, trotting back to nudge Dafydd’s leg with his nose as if to say, “Enough with the brooding, already.”

Dafydd chuckled, reaching down to scratch Dyzzy behind the ears.  “You’re right, Dyzzy,” he murmured with a smile.  “Some mysteries are better left unsolved.”  But even as he said it, he knew he wasn’t ready to let this puzzle go.  A bit of unfinished business, perhaps.  Or maybe it was just the pull of nostalgia, the faint reminder of a time when things felt simpler—even if that was more a trick of memory than anything else.

The forest around them seemed to breathe, a gentle sigh of wind through the pines.  Dafydd took a deep breath, letting the scents of pine and moss settle his mind.  As much as he tried to push the tangled mess of memories and feelings aside, he knew their weight would linger.  Whatever had turned Gethin into a bragging whirlwind and cast that shadow over Ffion’s face, it wasn’t something that could be neatly filed away and forgotten.  The cracks were showing, small but undeniable, and no amount of morning walks or faithful dogs could patch them over.

“Well, Dyzzy,” Dafydd said, slightly stretching his leg.  “Time to head back.  The world won’t solve itself, even if it would be better off with us poking around.”

With one last lingering look at the path ahead, he turned, Dyzzy falling into step beside him, tail wagging with renewed enthusiasm.  They moved back toward town, humour and nostalgia brushing off the edges of the darker thoughts.  But as the sunlight filtered through the leaves, Dafydd knew one thing for sure—something in Dolgwyn had shifted, and it was only a matter of time before the quiet cracks broke open.
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The clearing at the edge of Dolgwyn Forest buzzed with excitement as visitors and residents alike streamed in from all directions, their laughter and chatter mingling with the rustling of leaves.  Sunlight dappled the arena, breaking through the trees to cast warm patches on the makeshift staging, where colourful banners draped over branches gave the whole scene an air of rustic festivity.  The scent of pine hung thick in the air, mingling with the irresistible waft of freshly baked pastries and warm cider from nearby stalls.

Dafydd stood a little off to the side, leaning against a sturdy log with Dyzzy by his side. The dog practically vibrated with excitement as he took in the crowd. Everywhere Dafydd looked, there were familiar faces—Mrs Pugh clutching her prized thermos of tea, Bryn, the pub landlord, already eyeing the cider stand, and the kids from the village school faces sticky with pastry crumbs and eyes wide with anticipation.

He felt a pang of nostalgia watching the scene unfold.  Once, he’d been part of the action, standing in the centre of this arena with a chainsaw in hand, ready to make the first slice into his timber block.  Those were the days, before his accident, when the sound of a chainsaw was thrilling rather than... well, unsettling.  He was more comfortable on the sidelines these days, though he couldn’t deny that old familiar spark stirring as he watched the preparations.

Dyzzy, on the other hand, had no such reservations.  When he spotted a group of children, he was off, dragging Dafydd toward them with the single-minded determination only a Dalmatian in social mode could muster.  The kids squealed in delight as Dyzzy arrived, tail wagging furiously and nose twitching as he soaked up all the attention, thoroughly convinced he was the main attraction.

“Don’t let him fool you—he’s just here for the crumbs!”  Dafydd called after him with a grin, earning a few chuckles from the parents.  Dyzzy, however, ignored the teasing, too busy accepting belly rubs and sneaking hopeful glances at the pastries in the children’s hands.  Dafydd shook his head, looking stern, but his heart wasn’t in it.  Dyzzy had a way of lifting everyone’s spirits, and today was no exception.

As he turned back to the crowd, Dafydd noticed the subtle shifts in mood as various groups settled in.  The town’s usual joviality was tinged with a bit of tension, primarily focused on the main event of the day: Gethin Pritchard, the reigning chainsaw champion, and his increasingly large ego.  He could hear snatches of conversations floating by—some folks admiring Gethin’s “flair” and “style,” while others muttered about his “arrogance” and “showboating.”

“Did you see him last year?  Twirling that saw about like a flaming baton!” someone scoffed, shaking their head.  “Ridiculous, if you ask me.”

“Oh, but the crowd loved it, didn’t they?” another countered, leaning in with a gleam in her eye.  “Can’t deny the boy’s got talent.”

Dafydd’s smile faded slightly.  This divide was new, a quiet rumble of resentment mixed with admiration, and he wondered if the contest was taking on a sharper edge this year.  Dolgwyn’s traditions were deeply rooted, and for all the excitement around Gethin’s flair, not everyone was thrilled about the spotlight he was bringing.  He shifted on his feet, feeling that familiar push-and-pull between his loyalty to Dolgwyn’s old ways and a curiosity about the changes creeping in with each new contest.

A bark from Dyzzy snapped him out of his thoughts, and he turned to see his loyal sidekick trotting back, tail still wagging, ears flopping happily as he pranced.  Dafydd couldn’t help but laugh, reaching down to ruffle the dog’s ears.

“Alright, alright, Detective Dyzzy.  I think you’ve made quite the impression.  Shall we take our seats and let the show begin?”

With a final glance at the arena, Dafydd settled into the sidelines, knowing he was precisely where he needed to be, yet sensing that today’s contest might be anything but predictable.  The familiar excitement mixed with a hint of apprehension, but with Dyzzy beside him and the autumn sunlight dappling the forest floor, he felt ready for whatever the day might bring.
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The contestant area was a hive of nervous energy. Chainsaws gleamed in the morning light, lined up like some bizarre museum exhibit dedicated to Dolgwyn’s timber-obsessed pride. Each tool was polished to a shine and laid out on the makeshift stage with almost reverent precision. The crowd shuffled closer, buzzing with anticipation, craning to catch glimpses of the contestants, each appearing to be equally sizing up their competition and equipment.

Dafydd stood nearby with Dyzzy, who was already sniffing out potential suspects among the contestants’ boots as if he were the official “scent judge” for the day.  A smirk tugged at Dafydd’s lips.  “Keep an eye on the flashy ones, Dyzzy,” he murmured, getting a happy tail wag in response.

Front and centre was Gethin, the man of the hour.  With that easy grin and the confident gleam in his eye, he looked more like he was preparing to sign autographs than to carve wood.  He stood by his saw, glancing over his shoulder now and then at the crowd like he was about to start posing for photographs.  Next to him, Owain gripped his own chainsaw’s handle with white-knuckled intensity, casting sidelong glances at Gethin that suggested a mixture of resentment and maybe even a touch of envy.

Their silent exchange didn’t go unnoticed.  Rhys had arrived on the scene, surveying the younger carvers with the air of a stern headmaster inspecting a particularly unruly class.  He pursed his lips, then muttered just loudly enough for half the town to hear,  “Flashy moves and a bit of grin don’t make art.  The show’s for the stage, not for the wood.”

A few chuckles drifted from the crowd, causing Owain’s face to flush a faint pink.  He shifted on his feet, clearly uncomfortable under Rhys’s scrutiny but too proud to defend himself.  Gethin, however, seemed unfazed.  He flashed a smile, giving his chainsaw a cocky little pat as if to say, Watch and learn, old timer.

Dafydd observed the dynamics with a mixture of amusement and intrigue.  If looks could cut wood, they’d already have a week’s worth of firewood by now.  Each contestant stood like a gladiator waiting for the gates to open, their postures tight, shoulders squared.  But beneath the bravado, Dafydd could see the nerves—except Gethin, who was either supremely confident or blissfully unaware of the simmering resentment around him.

Dyzzy, oblivious to the drama, trotted up to Owain and sniffed his boot. Then, looking up with his tail wagging, he offered his wordless opinion. Owain cast a sidelong glance at the dog, the tension melting momentarily, and he cracked a faint smile.

Dafydd chuckled and whispered, “What do you think, Dyzzy?  Gethin’s got all the flash, but I reckon it’s the quiet ones we should be watching.”

The forest stood as a silent witness, towering pines framing the scene with a dignified stillness as if even the trees held their breath, waiting for the first roar of chainsaws to split the air.  And though the stage was set, Dafydd could feel that the actual show wasn’t in the carving itself but in the subtle glances, the clenched fists, and the quiet rivalries simmering beneath the surface.  He’d seen enough competitions to know when something was brewing—and this year, it seemed, there was a storm on the horizon.

For now, though, he relaxed, giving Dyzzy an affectionate scratch behind the ears.  After all, whatever trouble might come, at least he’d have his trusty “assistant” on hand, sniffing out clues... or just crumbs, as the case may be.
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Chapter 8
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Near the front of the crowd, Megan stood with her arms crossed, a thin line of disapproval tightening her lips as she watched Gethin, who was busy flaunting his chainsaw like it was a royal sceptre. Beside her, Ffion was quiet, her face an unreadable mask, save for the slight movement of her fingers absent-mindedly turning over a tiny pine cone she’d picked up from the forest edge.

“Look at him,” Megan muttered under her breath, the simmering annoyance in her voice unmistakable. “Strutting around like he’s the king of Dolgwyn. You’d think he invented chainsaw carving.”

Ffion gave the faintest smile, her gaze fixed on Gethin with a curious detachment as if watching a stranger rather than her husband. She didn’t respond to Megan’s remark and instead shifted her attention to the pine cone, rubbing its rough edges in her hand. But Dafydd, watching them from a short distance away, sensed a flash of something behind that calm expression—tiredness, perhaps, or a hint of frustration smothered under layers of patience.

Around them, the crowd buzzed with whispers as villagers cast sidelong glances at Ffion and muttered to one another. Gethin’s recent behaviour had not gone unnoticed, and some relished the idea of a bit of drama behind the champion’s flawless facade. Megan, quick to spot every prying eye, shot icy glares at anyone who dared look too long, as though her stare could slice through the gossip.

“Honestly,” she muttered, leaning closer to Ffion. “It’s a wonder half the town hasn’t tripped over themselves trying to figure out every last detail of your life. Wouldn’t be so smug if they had a look at their own.”

Ffion’s lips twitched in what could almost be called a smile, and she finally looked away from Gethin, turning to Megan with a calm, unreadable gaze. “Let them talk, Meg,” she said softly. “I’d rather be their curiosity than their pity.”

Megan softened, her protective edge dimming a little, though she still seemed ready to defend her friend against unwelcome attention. But Ffion’s composure held the practised calm of someone who had long learned to endure the scrutiny of others without flinching. Dafydd wondered how much patience that reserve had cost her over the years.

Just then, Dyzzy bounded over, his tail wagging like a metronome, his big, bright eyes trained on Ffion. He gave a delighted bark, nudging her leg to remind her he was there for cuddles and the occasional crumb-related incident. Ffion’s face softened as she bent down to give Dyzzy an affectionate pat, her fingers weaving through his fur in a way that looked both grateful and resigned like she was leaning on him for silent support.

Dafydd watched her reaction, a flicker of sadness in her brief smile.  There was something else in her expression, a hint of sorrow that he suspected ran deeper than the layers of patience she’d learned to wear.  Dyzzy sensed none of this, basking in the attention with absolute glee as if he’d personally saved her from all the village’s prying eyes.

The air between Megan and Ffion was thick with unspoken words, with a shared history and quiet understanding, the kind that needed no explanation.  The forest around them seemed to close in protectively, casting a dappled shadow over the two women, a shield against the lively noise of the crowd that somehow set them apart.

As Gethin geared up for his performance, his chainsaw roaring to life, Ffion straightened, her face slipping back into that composed mask as if nothing had changed.  And as Megan resumed her disapproving stare at the stage, Dafydd couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more brewing under Ffion’s calm exterior than anyone in Dolgwyn realised.
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Chapter 9
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Back in the contestant area, Owain hunched over his chainsaw, his hands trembling ever so slightly as he fussed with the tension on the chain.  He muttered under his breath, a string of mumbled curses barely audible over the crowd's buzz but enough to betray the nerves fraying his composure.  Each time he tried to steady himself, his fingers seemed clumsier, as if his hands were conspiring against him.

Meanwhile, Gethin was in his element, strutting around like he’d just been crowned king of the chainsaws.  He spun his saw in an over-the-top “twirl,” drawing gasps and cheers from the crowd.  The sound of his chainsaw roaring to life was as practised and intentional as the crow of a rooster at dawn.  Every wink and grin was calculated to land perfectly with his audience, who ate up his performance like it was the main act.

“Oh, Owain, a bit of the jitters, have we?” Gethin called out, his voice loud enough to carry over the crowd.  His eyes glinted with playful malice as he winked at a few onlookers.  “Better watch that shaky grip—don’t want you losing a finger or two, eh?”

Owain forced a grin, but the smile barely reached his eyes.  Inside, a fire crackled, a mixture of frustration, resentment, and gnawing fear that Gethin was right—that he’d always be in Gethin’s shadow.  He managed a laugh, though it came out brittle, cracking mid-breath.  The crowd chuckled, entertained by Gethin’s swagger, and Owain’s shoulders sagged just a bit.

He swallowed, staring at his chainsaw fiercely, willing it to be the ticket to prove his worth finally.  “Maybe,” he thought, “just this once, I could let go a little—do what it takes to shine”.  It was a fleeting thought that left a sour taste in his mouth.  He shook it off, focusing on adjusting the saw one last time as if the proper tension might somehow ease the knot in his chest.

As the tension peaked, Dyzzy trotted over, giving Owain a hearty sniff before rearing back and letting out a loud sneeze right in his direction.  A few spectators nearby burst into laughter, and even Owain couldn’t help but chuckle, though it came out halfway between a laugh and a sigh.  Dyzzy cocked his head, seemingly pleased with his interruption, and trotted off with his usual nonchalance.

Standing a few feet away with his arms crossed, Dafydd stifled a grin as he watched the scene unfold.  He saw the look of simmering determination in Owain’s eyes, so different from Gethin’s easy bravado.  The air was thick with unspoken rivalry, each contestant as distinct as a finely carved owl and a flashy, chainsaw-twirling showpiece.

The audience, still buzzing from Gethin’s performance, shifted their attention back to Owain, waiting for him to make his move.  The forest around them stood in expectant silence, the tall pines seeming to lean in as if watching the contest themselves.  Chainsaws glinted like medieval swords lined up before a joust, the scene charged with the tension that only competition could bring.

Dafydd shook his head, muttering to himself.  “Ah, Dyzzy, this is turning into quite the spectacle, right?”

Dyzzy glanced up, giving a small woof as if in agreement.  Dafydd reached down to pat him, wondering if the drama brewing here was more than friendly competition.  But for now, with Dyzzy at his side and a good show ahead, he decided to sit back and let the chips—or sawdust—fall where they may.
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Chapter 10
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At the edge of the crowd, half-hidden by the dappled shadows of a tall oak, Iwan leaned against a tree, arms crossed, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on Gethin.  A ruggedness about Iwan blended seamlessly with the shadows—grizzled hair, a sun-weathered face, and the sort of brooding expression that gave the impression he might be part tree himself, rooted deeply in Dolgwyn’s forest and secrets.

From where Dafydd stood, he could see Iwan’s gaze locked onto Gethin, narrowing each time Gethin executed one of his flashy chainsaw moves, to the crowd’s delight.  Gethin, oblivious to his uncle’s intense stare, whirled his chainsaw in another theatrical arc to the gasps and cheers of the front-row spectators.  But Dafydd caught the look in Iwan’s eyes—a dark, simmering resentment, barely masked by a calm expression.  It might seem like mere family drama to most, but Dafydd sensed there was more to it than that.

Nearby, several townsfolk nudged each other, nodding toward Iwan with raised brows and lowered voices.  “Bet he’d like to see Gethin trip on his showboating,” one whispered, a touch of humour in her tone.  Iwan’s gruff reputation and his murky relationship with Gethin were well known, and in a town as small as Dolgwyn, folks delighted in spinning their tales to fill in the gaps.

Dafydd’s gaze flicked back to Iwan, recalling bits and pieces of the family tension that had become akin to a bitter rivalry.  It was more than mere resentment, he suspected—years of grievances, old slights, perhaps some financial fallout between the two men.  Watching Gethin soak up the crowd’s adoration was, to Iwan, a reminder of everything he felt he’d lost, whether in money, pride, or family ties.

Oblivious to the thickening tension, Dyzzy took it upon himself to say hello, trotting up to Iwan with his usual curiosity, tail wagging in cheerful ignorance.  But the greeting was short-lived.  Iwan took a half-step back, his face twitching in irritation as he glared at Dafydd, then down at Dyzzy, whose enthusiasm wasn’t contagious.  Without a word, Iwan turned on his heel, fading back into the shadows, leaving only a trace of his brooding presence behind.

Dafydd raised an eyebrow as he watched Iwan disappear, mentally filing away the interaction.  There was something about how Iwan lingered on Gethin’s every move, a controlled bitterness that felt... deliberate.  It was as if the contest wasn’t just about chainsaw skills for Iwan but something deeper, something personal that had yet to surface.

The festive air took on a slightly sombre undertone as the sun began to dip, casting long shadows across the clearing.  The crowd’s energy was focused on the contestants, but Dafydd could feel Iwan’s departure lingering, an unresolved tension that felt like a loose thread in the fabric of the event.  It was the kind of subtle darkness that didn’t belong at a cheerful contest yet fit all too comfortably into the shadowed corners of Dolgwyn’s quiet rivalries and old grudges.

Dafydd scratched Dyzzy’s ears, murmuring, “There’s more brewing here than wood chips, eh, boy?”  Dyzzy barked in agreement—or maybe just at a passing bird—and wagged his tail, unfazed by the complexities swirling around him.  Dafydd watched the crowd momentarily, taking in the familiar faces, each with its own set of loyalties, resentments, and secrets.  The contest might be today's main event, but he felt Dolgwyn’s true drama was only beginning to unfold.
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Chapter 11
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The forest clearing was buzzing with excitement, a sea of townsfolk murmuring and exchanging knowing glances as Gethin Pritchard took centre stage.  He was dressed to impress, naturally, in a fitted flannel shirt that looked like it was one flex away from ripping at the seams and boots polished to an impossible shine.  Gethin raised a gloved hand, giving the crowd a confident wave, which sparked a mix of cheers, polite claps, and a few muted scoffs.  Theatrics were Gethin’s speciality, and he was milking the moment for all it was worth.

In the crowd, Rhys Llewellyn stood stiff as a fence post, arms crossed, the faintest shake of his head betraying his irritation.  “This isn’t a circus,” he muttered to anyone who’d listen—or rather, anyone within earshot unfortunate enough to catch his complaint.  Rhys, Dolgwyn’s former carving champion and purist to the bone, had no time for Gethin’s “flashy antics,” as he liked to call them.  In Rhys’s day, carving was about precision, respect for the wood, and a quiet sort of pride.  Not whatever this was.

Standing toward the back with his faithful sidekick Dyzzy, Dafydd Jones watched Gethin’s antics with a strange mixture of admiration and something bordering on disdain.  There was a time when he, too, had basked in the thrill of the competition, driven by a love for the craft.  But now, watching Gethin twirl his chainsaw like a prop in a nasty action film, Dafydd couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret—a reminder of the leg he had lost and, with it, a piece of his past.  His hand drifted down to tap his prosthetic leg, almost unconsciously.  He noticed Dyzzy's tail down and nose wrinkling, giving Gethin a low growl.

“Not your favourite either, eh, Dyzzy?” Dafydd quipped, scratching Dyzzy’s ears.  A few townsfolk nearby chuckled, sending curious glances his way.  Dyzzy gave a huff that might as well have been a bark of agreement, settling back down with his eyes trained suspiciously on Gethin.

The forest clearing had an almost enchanted feel. Sunlight filtered through the trees, dappling the ground with shifting patterns that seemed to pulse with the crowd’s energy. Towering pines loomed around them, leaning like they were eager for the show. The carved wooden sculptures, completed and in progress, cast long shadows across the clearing, and for a moment, it felt like the whole forest was holding its breath.

Gethin’s chainsaw roared to life with a deafening snarl, slicing through the hum of anticipation as if on cue.  The crowd broke into scattered applause, and Gethin, the showman, gave the saw a jaunty spin before lowering it to the wood.  Nearby, Rhys let out a derisive grunt, muttering something about “kids these days” under his breath.  But the crowd was captivated, leaning forward to catch every flash of the saw blade and twist of Gethin’s hands.

Yet, even amid the crowd’s cheers, there was an undercurrent, a faint prickle of unease that seemed to ripple through the audience.  The kind of feeling that gnawed at the back of the mind, whispering that something just wasn’t right.  Perhaps the dark shadow flitted across Rhys’s face, or maybe it was the intense look in Dafydd’s eyes as he watched Gethin closely.  Or it could’ve simply been Dyzzy, his hackles up and his ears flicking this way and that as though sensing something no one else could.

But, the crowd’s spirits remained high, laughing and joking to mask the tension.  After all, it was just a chainsaw demonstration.  What could possibly go wrong?
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