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Chapter 1: The Orphan
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Mist blanketed Elm Hollow, rolling low over the valley like a tide, swallowing fields and cottages alike. In the dim haze of early morning, everything seemed subdued, hushed. Even the crows that usually gathered atop the hollow’s warped wooden fence were silent.

Rhys Caelwyn knelt in the half-frozen earth, struggling with a root that refused to yield to his numb fingers. His breath came out in ragged wisps, curling into the chill as he wrestled with the brittle soil. The root snapped suddenly, sending him sprawling backward, palms scraping against the stones hidden beneath the mud.

“Still wrestling with dirt, I see.”

The voice belonged to Tarin Hillis. Tall, broad-shouldered, with an ever-present grin that made him seem braver than he was, Tarin leaned against the skeletal remains of an old oak tree, watching Rhys with crossed arms.

Rhys wiped the dirt from his face, fighting the urge to smile. “Still hiding from work, I see.”

Tarin chuckled. “If you worked faster, I wouldn’t have to rescue you from your own clumsiness.”

Rhys stood, rubbing the sting from his hands. The cracked leather of his boots squelched as he stepped out of the muddy trench. “Doran’ll have my head if I slack off.”

Tarin’s grin softened. “Doran’s got worse things to worry about.”

Before Rhys could press him, the sound of footsteps on brittle grass drew his attention. Lena Brynn emerged from the mist, cradling a small bundle of herbs in her arms. A headscarf framed her sharp, freckled face, and her eyes held that mixture of concern and curiosity that made Rhys feel exposed.

“Tarin dragging you away from honest work again?” she asked.

Rhys shrugged. “Something like that.”

Lena nodded toward the cottage in the distance. “Your foster parents are talking again. I heard them while gathering greens.”

Tarin’s grin faded. Rhys stiffened.

“About me?” Rhys asked, though he already knew.

Lena’s silence said enough.

The three stood there a moment, caught between lingering mist and rising unease. Rhys forced himself to break it.

“I’m leaving soon,” he said, more to himself than to them. “I just don’t know when.”

Tarin kicked at a rock near his foot. “Not if we leave first.”

Lena shot him a look. “Tarin...”

“What? We always talked about it,” Tarin replied. “Leaving Elm Hollow. Finding a place that isn’t scraping a living from rock and dirt. Why not now?”

Rhys couldn’t meet either of their eyes. He’d dreamed of leaving for years, but now the idea felt like a sharp stone in his shoe—always present, always uncomfortable.

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” Rhys muttered.

“It never is,” Lena said softly.

They fell into silence again, save for the wind threading through the bare branches. Somewhere in the woods, a lone crow cawed.

After a long pause, Lena shifted. “Come on, let’s walk.”

They wandered through the thinning trees, following a worn path littered with broken twigs and the gold-brown remains of autumn leaves. They passed the twisted old birch where Tarin used to dare Rhys to climb to the highest branch. Further down, the crumbling stone remnants of an ancient wall emerged from the undergrowth.

“This place feels smaller every year,” Tarin said, kicking aside a moss-covered stone.

“Everything does,” Rhys replied.

They reached a clearing by the stream, where they used to play as children. The water was sluggish this morning, its surface glazed with thin ice. Rhys crouched by the edge, staring at the faint reflection of his hollow-eyed face. He barely recognized himself anymore.

“Do you ever wonder,” Rhys said, breaking the quiet, “if there’s more than this? Beyond the valley. Beyond the harvest and winters and...” He gestured vaguely.

Lena knelt beside him. “Every day.”

“I think that’s why people don’t leave,” Tarin said, sitting on a nearby rock. “They’re too afraid that out there is worse than here.”

Rhys nodded, but a part of him didn’t believe it. He wasn’t afraid of what lay beyond Elm Hollow.

He was afraid of never finding out.

The wind shifted suddenly, carrying with it the scent of smoke and stew from the village—and something else.

A faint whisper.

Rhys stiffened. His friends must’ve heard it too, judging by the way Lena’s gaze darted through the trees.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered.

“The wind,” Tarin said quickly.

But Rhys wasn’t so sure. It sounded like words, indistinct but urgent, carried on the breeze like a secret.

His name.

“Rhys.”

It was barely audible, like breath through clenched teeth.

He shivered.

“We should head back,” Lena suggested.

Tarin nodded, already on his feet.

Rhys lingered, eyes searching the misty tree line. But there was nothing—just gray fog and the bare skeletons of trees.

As they returned to the edge of Elm Hollow, Rhys glanced toward the cottage, where thin trails of smoke curled from the chimney. He spotted Doran and Mara through the window, their silhouettes hunched and tense.

His stomach tightened.

“I’ll meet you both later,” Rhys said.

“You sure?” Lena asked.

Rhys forced a smile. “Yeah.”

Tarin gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Stay out of trouble, would you?”

As they left, Rhys stood alone, staring at the cottage. The door creaked open, revealing Doran’s grim expression.

“We need to talk,” Doran said.

Rhys hesitated.

The wind tugged at his sleeve, and the whisper returned, softer now.

“Rhys.”

He stepped toward the house, but his thoughts remained in the woods.
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Chapter 2: Fast feet
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The hollow’s clearing was quiet, save for the soft babble of the stream winding its way through the woods. Dappled sunlight filtered through the bare branches overhead, throwing fractured patterns across the leaf-strewn ground. Rhys sat with Tarin and Lena near the water’s edge, where the ice had begun to thaw into sluggish trickles.

The three of them shared a loaf of stale bread Tarin had pilfered from the baker’s window that morning, their laughter occasionally shattering the quiet.

“Did you see the way Halwin’s face went purple?” Tarin said between bites, grinning as he reenacted the village reeve’s furious expression.

Lena smirked. “He nearly tripped over himself trying to catch you.”

“Fast feet, see?” Tarin wiggled his booted toes. “That’s what years of avoiding chores gets you.”

Rhys managed a weak chuckle, tearing a small piece from the bread. The weight of the earlier conversation at the cottage still pressed against him.

Lena noticed. “You’re quiet,” she said gently.

Rhys stared at the stream, watching the ice drift lazily toward the thicker woods. “They’re sending me away,” he said at last.

Tarin’s grin faltered. Lena’s breath caught.

“Where?” she asked.

“Grelshaw,” Rhys replied, voice flat. “A merchant cousin of Mara’s.”

Tarin swore under his breath. “That’s... far.”

Lena tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “When?”

“Soon. Doran didn’t say.”

The silence between them was heavier than the mist clinging to the ground.

“They’ve been talking about it for a while,” Rhys admitted, tracing circles in the dirt with a stick. “I always hoped they’d change their minds.”

“They won’t,” Lena said quietly, bitterly. “Not in Elm Hollow. They’ll keep the strong hands and send off anyone they can’t feed.”

Rhys clenched the stick tighter, his jaw tight.

Tarin broke the tension with forced cheer. “Maybe Grelshaw’s better. Bigger town, more to see. Could be your chance to escape this wretched hole.”

Rhys gave him a sideways glance. “Escape to what?”

Tarin shrugged, tossing a pebble into the stream. “Adventure. Coin. Maybe even a real bed.”

Lena frowned. “It’s not that simple. Grelshaw’s no place for someone alone. Not with the guilds and the street lords.”

Rhys sighed. “I know.”

The three sat in uneasy quiet, the only sounds the rustle of wind through the trees and the soft gurgle of the stream.

“I don’t want to go,” Rhys admitted. “But staying’s not an option either.”

“You’re not alone,” Lena said firmly. “You’ve got us.”

“For now,” Rhys murmured.

Tarin stood abruptly, pacing. “We could leave together. There’s more than Elm Hollow or Grelshaw. North, toward the highlands. Or west, to Vallorn.”

Lena shook her head. “And starve before we get there?”

“We’d find a way,” Tarin insisted.

Rhys remained seated, staring at the ripples in the stream. “It’s too late. The decision’s made.”

Lena placed a hand on Rhys’ shoulder. “You’ll survive this, Rhys. You always have.”

He looked up at her, seeing the quiet resolve in her eyes. Lena never said what she didn’t mean.

“I’ll write,” Rhys said, though even as the words left his mouth, they felt hollow.

Tarin crouched beside him, resting an arm on his knee. “And when we’re old and gray, you’ll tell us how you became a merchant king, eh?”

Rhys laughed, though it sounded more like a sigh. “Right. That’ll be the day.”

For a while, they talked about everything but the inevitable. Tarin spun wild tales about sea voyages and treasure-filled ruins, while Lena offered quiet corrections, grounding each fantasy with practical concerns. Rhys listened, smiling faintly, soaking in the fleeting comfort.

Eventually, the sun dipped lower, casting longer shadows through the trees.

“We should head back,” Lena said.

Tarin stood, brushing dirt from his trousers. “Race you to the oak?”

Lena rolled her eyes, but Rhys nodded.

They sprinted through the clearing, laughter echoing behind them. For a moment, it felt like the weight of decisions and looming goodbyes had been left behind.

Rhys reached the oak first, breathless, heart pounding. Tarin clapped him on the back. “See? Fast feet.”

Lena caught up, grinning despite herself. “Enjoy it while you can.”

As they stood beneath the twisted branches, a sudden gust of wind stirred the fallen leaves.

Again, faint and lingering—Rhys heard it.

His name.

“Rhys.”

He turned sharply toward the woods, but the trees stood silent.

“You alright?” Lena asked.

Rhys forced a nod. “Yeah. Just the wind.”

But deep inside, he knew it wasn’t.
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Chapter 3: A Whisper
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The sun had dipped low behind the jagged ridge to the west, leaving Elm Hollow swathed in creeping shadows. Smoke from hearthfires rose sluggishly into the dusk, mingling with the ever-present mist that clung stubbornly to the earth.

Inside the Fallow cottage, the weak glow of a single candle struggled against the gloom. The room smelled of smoke, damp wood, and thin stew.

Rhys sat at the table, a knot twisting in his stomach as he stared at the bowl before him. Across the table, Doran slurped quietly, while Mara shredded a crust of stale bread into smaller and smaller pieces.

Doran’s shoulders were hunched and heavy beneath his threadbare tunic, his weathered face creased by years of sun and labor. His grizzled beard, streaked with gray, twitched with each sip of stew. He seldom spoke more than necessary, preferring the hard certainty of toil to conversation.

Mara, by contrast, was all sharp angles and sharp words. Lines around her mouth hinted at a life spent worrying, her eyes small and sharp beneath a furrowed brow. A thin shawl draped over her bony shoulders, and her hands moved with quick, nervous energy as she tore the bread.

No one spoke.

Finally, Doran cleared his throat, the sound rough as gravel. “You leave at first light.”

Rhys stiffened.

Mara’s sharp eyes remained fixed on the bread, but her words were steel. “There’s a trader passing through. Marek will take you in.”

Rhys set his spoon down. “You decided this without telling me?”

Doran didn’t meet his gaze. “There’s no use dragging it out.”

“We’ll manage,” Mara added flatly.

Rhys felt heat rise in his chest. “You mean you’ll manage without me.”

A long silence followed. The only sounds were the wind scraping against the window shutters and the faint pop of sap in the fire.

“It’s for the best,” Doran muttered, though even he sounded unsure.

Rhys stood abruptly, the bench scraping harshly on the earthen floor. “For who?”

Mara’s head snapped up. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

Rhys clenched his fists. The tiny cottage, its low beams and crumbling hearth, felt suffocating.

“I’m going out.”

Neither of them stopped him.

Rhys stepped out into the night, the door creaking as it swung behind him. Cold air bit at his cheeks, sharper now as the last light drained from the world.

The village was quiet. Smoke from chimneys clung low over the rooftops, mixing with the mist. He wandered past the shuttered windows and closed doors, past where Halwin’s mutt usually slept, now nowhere to be seen.

Elm Hollow’s narrow lanes felt different at night, the usual familiarity replaced by uneasy quiet. Rhys found himself near the village well. The bucket swayed gently on its fraying rope. He leaned against the stone edge, staring down at the dark, rippling water.

“Out late.”

Reeve Halwin’s voice cut through the quiet. The man stood near the shadows of the baker’s shop, arms folded, face a disapproving scowl beneath his leather cap.

The reeve—the village’s lawkeeper—was as much a fixture of Elm Hollow as the hollow itself. Charged with keeping order and collecting the Mayor’s due, Halwin was feared more than liked. His thick leather jerkin bore the scuffs of years on patrol, and a worn cudgel hung at his belt.

Rhys straightened, jaw tight. “Just walking.”

Halwin strode forward, heavy boots crunching frostbitten grass. “Leave your wandering for Grelshaw.”

“I’m not gone yet.”

Halwin’s eyes narrowed, hard as flint. “But soon enough.”

Before Rhys could respond, Halwin turned on his heel and disappeared between the cottages.

Rhys exhaled, tension still tight in his shoulders.

The wind picked up, carrying a soft whisper across the square.

His name.

“Rhys.”

He spun around, but there was no one.

No movement, no voices. Only the creak of the well’s bucket and the moan of the wind.

Heart racing, he hurried away, leaving the square behind.

He trudged past the last of the cottages, feet pulling him instinctively toward the fields. The hollow expanded out before him, stretching into the woods beyond. The sky above was smeared with low-hanging clouds, pregnant with the promise of snow.

The familiar silhouette of the twisted dead tree marked the edge of the fields. Rhys slumped against it, sliding to the ground. The cold seeped through his worn trousers, but he didn’t care.

Minutes passed, or maybe longer.

The quiet pressed in, and with it, the bitter ache of rejection.

“You alright?”

Lena’s voice pulled him from his thoughts. She stood nearby, her green cloak pulled tight against the cold.

“I’m fine,” Rhys lied.

She approached, crouching beside him. “Tarin said you didn’t meet him by the oak.”

Rhys shrugged.

Lena sat fully, pulling a small bundle from beneath her cloak. “Thought you’d be hungry.”

Inside, a hunk of bread and some dried berries.

Rhys accepted it with a grateful nod.

They sat beneath the dead tree in silence. Lena’s breath came in soft clouds. “When do you leave?”

“Dawn.”

“I’m sorry.”

Rhys gripped the bread tighter. “They’re glad to be rid of me.”

“They’re afraid,” Lena corrected. “Of hunger. Of loss.”

“I’m afraid too,” Rhys whispered.

Lena leaned her head against his shoulder. “You’ll be alright. You always find a way.”

Rhys closed his eyes. For a fleeting moment, the world felt still, like the years hadn’t yet driven a wedge between him and the life he’d known.

When Lena finally rose to leave, Rhys caught her hand. “Will you... will you remember me?”

Lena smiled faintly. “Always.”

He let go, watching as she disappeared into the mist.

Rhys remained beneath the skeletal tree, listening as the wind returned, whispering through the branches.

His name.

But when he looked, there was only mist.
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Chapter 4: The Road 
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Morning broke gray and bitter, a sullen light filtering through the cloud-swollen sky as Rhys stood at the edge of Elm Hollow. Frost clung to the grasses along the narrow road that curled out of the valley, winding into the forests beyond. The air smelled of damp earth and woodsmoke, heavy with the hush of early winter.

His belongings amounted to little more than a threadbare pack slung over his shoulder, carrying a patched woolen cloak, a waterskin, and a small pouch of dried meat that Lena had pressed into his hand before dawn. The faint scent of herbs clung to the wrapping, a quiet reminder of home.

A creaking cart waited on the rutted track, drawn by a shaggy, half-starved mule. The driver, an older man with a crooked back and a tangled beard, sat hunched beneath a heavy cloak. His eyes were a dull gray, peering warily down the road as if expecting trouble.

“You the lad bound for Grelshaw?” the driver asked, voice rough as gravel.

Rhys nodded.

“Climb up. Won’t wait long.”

Rhys hesitated. Elm Hollow stood behind him like a memory made of mist and stone. The smoke curling from the chimneys. The skeletal silhouette of the dead tree by the fields. The faint scent of Lena’s herbs on his fingers.

By the well, Lena stood watching him. She didn’t wave, but her presence anchored him for one last heartbeat.

Then Rhys climbed into the back of the cart.

The wheels groaned as the driver coaxed the mule into motion, and soon Elm Hollow began to shrink behind them, swallowed by fog. Rhys stayed facing backward for as long as he could, until the familiar shapes were gone.

The woods pressed close as they passed into the treeline. Branches arched overhead, creating a tunnel of gnarled limbs. Dark moss clung to the trunks, and the scent of old rain and decay filled the air.

“You from the hollow, then?” the driver asked after some time.

Rhys nodded.

“Folk from there always got that look,” the driver added.

“What look?”

The driver grunted. “Like you’re carrying ghosts.”

Rhys pulled his cloak tighter.

Further in, silence swallowed them. No birdsong. No breeze. Just the creak of the cart and the rhythmic clop of hooves. Somewhere deep in the thicket, a raven croaked, loud and jarring.

“These woods,” the driver muttered, scanning the shadows, “been cursed long as I can remember.”

Rhys raised a brow. “Cursed how?”

The driver spat into the dirt. “Old stories. Dark ones. Says the trees here whisper, but only fools listen.”

Rhys forced a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

The path narrowed to a choke, flanked by towering pines with roots like gnarled fingers clawing at the earth. The wind stirred, threading through the branches above with a low, mournful sigh.

Then the cart slowed.

The driver’s hand moved to the short blade at his belt. “Quiet,” he whispered.

Rhys’ pulse quickened.

Ahead, the road curved sharply, and from beyond the bend came a flicker of movement—a glint of steel.

Three figures emerged from the mist. Ragged leathers, rusted blades. Their faces hidden beneath the shadows of their hoods.

Bandits.

The leader, lean and fox-eyed, grinned as he rested a short sword on his shoulder. “Well met, traveler,” he called. “Coin and goods, if you please.”

The driver’s jaw clenched. “Easy now,” he said quietly.

The fox-eyed leader stepped forward. “No sudden moves.”

The second bandit flanked to the right, spear in hand. The third, hefting a notched axe, circled toward the mule. The animal skittered, braying nervously.

Rhys slid to the back of the cart, heart pounding.

“You,” the leader barked. “Out of the cart.”

Rhys climbed down, legs trembling.

The fox-eyed man’s gaze lingered on Rhys’ pack. “Hand it over.”

Rhys hesitated.

The spear-wielder lunged, grabbing at Rhys’ shoulder. Instinct took over, and Rhys pulled away, nearly losing his footing.

The driver moved faster. A dagger flashed through the air, burying itself in the spear-wielder’s forearm.

The bandit cursed, blood splattering the frost.

The axe-wielder charged, swinging wildly at the driver, who ducked and tackled him into the underbrush.

Rhys stumbled backward as the fox-eyed leader advanced, blade gleaming.

“Bad choice,” the bandit hissed.

Rhys’ breath fogged before him. That strange sensation returned—threads pulling at the edges of his mind, heat building behind his eyes.

“Don’t,” Rhys whispered, backing toward the trees.

The bandit lunged.

Something deep inside Rhys snapped.

A wave pulsed outward, unseen but undeniable. Frost shattered from nearby branches. The fox-eyed bandit was flung backward, crashing into the brush with a gasp.

The woods fell still.

The spear-wielder froze mid-step, eyes wide.

“Mage,” the leader choked, scrambling to his feet.

The bandits vanished into the trees, leaving only their footprints in the frost.

Rhys stood, trembling, staring at his hands.

The driver emerged from the brush, bloodied but alive. His expression was one of awe and fear.

“What in the gods’ name was that?”

Rhys shook his head, unable to answer.

The wind whispered through the woods, softer now, curling around Rhys like breath.

“Rhys.”

He shivered, heart racing.

The driver crossed himself, muttering a prayer.

Rhys could only stare into the woods, where shadows deepened and the whispers faded.
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Chapter 5: Grelshaw
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The road gave way to muddy, wagon-rutted paths as Rhys and the driver finally reached the outskirts of Grelshaw. What passed for gates were little more than splintered timber beams lashed together with rope and iron nails, manned by a pair of bored-looking guards in mismatched armor.

Grelshaw smelled of wet earth, smoke, and something fouler—slaughtered animals or stagnant water. The air was thicker here, heavy with the clamor of too many voices packed too closely together.

The driver pulled the cart to a halt near a sagging wooden post where notices curled and flapped in the breeze. “End of the road for me,” the old man said, wiping dirt from his brow. “You’ll find Marek at the market. Ask anyone.”

Rhys dismounted, shouldering his pack. His legs wobbled, sore from the jostling journey.

“Thank you,” he said.

The driver simply grunted, already steering the mule away.

Rhys turned toward the town.

Grelshaw’s streets twisted like veins, lined with ramshackle buildings that leaned into one another as if conspiring. The stones beneath Rhys’ boots were slick with mud and slush, and everywhere he looked, people hustled—traders hawking wares, beggars with hollow eyes, and children darting between stalls like shadows.

Men haggled over crates of eels still writhing in nets. A knife-grinder plied his trade beneath a cracked wooden sign, sparks flaring as he sharpened a worn blade. The air thrummed with energy, desperation woven into every shouted bargain.

He walked cautiously, clutching his pack.

As he rounded a corner into a busier thoroughfare, a woman at a stall waved him over. “Herbs, poultices, salts for aching bones!” she called.

Further down, a toothless man bellowed about smoked fish, while a glassblower demonstrated delicate trinkets that caught the weak light.

Rhys paused near a blacksmith’s forge, where iron sang beneath the hammer’s rhythm. The heat radiating from the glowing coals was a welcome relief from the chill.

He asked a passing boy, “Marek’s stall?”

The lad pointed past the forge. “Up the hill, red awning.”

Rhys offered thanks and moved on.

The crowd thickened as he approached the marketplace proper. Carts jostled for space, oxen snorted, and the din of barter filled the air. Somewhere nearby, a scuffle broke out—a drunk shouting as two guards dragged him away.

Rhys finally spotted the red awning, faded and threadbare, strung over a cluttered stall. Behind it stood Marek, a stout man with heavy jowls, sleeves rolled to his elbows as he argued with a customer over a sack of grain.

Marek’s voice carried like gravel scraping stone. “Full weight, no less!”

When Marek noticed Rhys, his scowl deepened. “Well? What do you want?”

“I’m Rhys,” he said. “Mara Fallow’s cousin.”

Marek grunted. “Took you long enough.”

Up close, Marek smelled faintly of grease and sour ale. His fingers were thick, stained with ink and flour, and he moved with the weariness of someone accustomed to hard bargaining.

He waved Rhys behind the stall and thrust a crate toward him. “Carry that to the back.”

Without further greeting, Rhys obeyed.

The rear of the stall opened into a cluttered alleyway where crates, sacks, and broken barrels piled high. The air smelled of mold and damp straw.

Marek barked orders all morning—move this, fetch that—and Rhys followed, exhausted but silent. He noticed how Marek rarely met his eyes, how his words felt more like commands than conversation.

When Rhys stumbled under the weight of a crate, Marek snorted. “Soft hands. You’ll toughen up soon enough.”

“Where should I—?”

“In the loft, behind the stall,” Marek interrupted, wiping his brow. “Unless you’d rather sleep in the gutter.”

Rhys swallowed his frustration and hoisted the crate onto a stack of barrels.

By midday, Rhys’ muscles ached, and his stomach growled. Marek finally tossed him a scrap of bread and a cup of watered ale.

“You’ll sleep in the loft,” Marek said flatly. “Coin comes after a week.”

Rhys nodded, biting into the bread.

Marek leaned back, eyeing the marketplace with arms crossed. “This place’ll eat you if you let it. Stick with me, do as I say, and maybe you’ll last.”

There was something guarded in Marek’s tone—a warning beneath the gruffness.

“Not like your folk sent much word ahead,” he muttered after a pause. “No warning, no thanks.”

Rhys shifted awkwardly. “They... didn’t have much choice.”

Marek’s frown deepened, but he didn’t push further. Instead, he gestured toward the market. “Keep your eyes sharp. Grelshaw’s got plenty of wolves dressed as men.”

The hours dragged. Rhys mended frayed ropes, swept sawdust, and hauled goods between alley and stall.

Later, Marek tossed a knife to Rhys without warning. “For protection. Just don’t wave it around like an idiot.”

Rhys nodded, surprised. The blade was dull, but the gesture hinted at a grudging concern.

Late in the afternoon, as Rhys returned from fetching water, Marek motioned him over with a jerky nod.

“You’ll run deliveries come morning,” Marek said. “Keep your head down, and don’t get clever.”

Rhys nodded, biting back the urge to ask more.

As Marek returned to haggling with a customer, Rhys noticed something strange.

At the edge of the market, half-shrouded in mist, a figure stood cloaked in gray, face hidden beneath a deep hood.

The figure tilted its head, as if watching him.

Rhys blinked—and the figure vanished into the crowd.

A shiver crawled up his spine.

The wind stirred through the stalls, carrying faint whispers.

His name.

“Rhys.”
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Chapter 6: Unfamiliar voices

[image: ]




Grelshaw’s evening tide rolled in heavy and cold, the mist thickening like breath across the narrow streets. The market’s bustle had ebbed somewhat, but pockets of life still clung to the muddy avenues—merchants packing away their wares, guards on patrol, drunkards weaving through puddles with half-lidded eyes.

Rhys lingered near the back of Marek’s stall, tucked in the shadows between leaning buildings. The acrid scent of smoke and damp straw clung to the alley’s walls, mingling with something faintly metallic. Somewhere in the distance, the forlorn wail of a nightbird echoed.

His limbs ached from the day’s labor, but it was the gnawing unease that kept him rooted. The image of the gray-cloaked figure refused to fade, pressing at the edges of his thoughts like a half-remembered dream. He felt like a frayed cord, pulled taut.

He rubbed at his arms, fingers clumsy against the chill seeping through his worn tunic. His gaze flickered to the muddy cobbles, as if hoping the ground itself might steady him. Around him, the market slowed but never truly slept—lanterns casting dim pools of light, the occasional rattle of chains as merchants secured their wares.

Marek’s voice slashed through the air.

“Your scales lie, Harwin! And so do you!”

Rhys turned, catching sight of Marek squaring off with a wiry man across the square. Marek’s thick hands were clenched, jaw taut beneath his beard. His stance was that of a bear about to charge.

Harwin, visibly smaller, shifted nervously from foot to foot, his grip tightening on the sack in his arms, his mouth working soundlessly before words tumbled out in a plea.

Rhys felt a flicker of amusement. The scene was familiar, the gruff merchant battering others with sharp words and sheer stubbornness.

But the levity passed as quickly as it came. His gaze drifted back toward the alley behind him, where the mist pooled thick and silent.

Something tugged at him—a quiet dread coiling at the base of his spine.

His feet carried him past the rear crates, deeper into the labyrinth of refuse and shadows behind the market.

The passage narrowed, hemmed in by broken barrels and discarded scraps of canvas. Damp planks creaked underfoot. The air grew heavier, thick with rot, mold, and stagnant water.

A stray cat darted across his path, fur matted, eyes gleaming like coals.

Rhys startled, heartbeat quickening. His breath came in shallow bursts. He could feel the cold pressing in around him, dense and clinging.

The stillness deepened.

And then he heard it—soft, curling around him like smoke.

“Rhys.”

His name, whispered into the mist.

He turned sharply, shoulders bunching. His eyes darted from shadow to shadow where the fog wove between the debris.

At the alley’s far end, the gray-cloaked figure emerged.

The world narrowed.

Rhys could feel the chill radiating from the figure, pressing against his skin.

“Who are you?” Rhys rasped, voice brittle.

The figure took another slow step forward, boots silent against the damp stone. A tilt of the head, deliberate and patient.

The alley seemed to close in.

Rhys' instincts screamed, but his body rooted to the spot. A part of him, strange and unfamiliar, leaned forward inside his mind—drawn to the presence.

“Stay back,” he managed.

The figure paused.

The glint of pale eyes beneath the deep hood locked onto him, sharp as ice.

The figure raised a gloved hand slowly, palm outward—a gesture Rhys couldn’t read.

His throat tightened. His feet edged backward, the damp boards beneath him creaking in protest. His breath misted heavily in the narrow alley.

The mist thickened, swirling between them, dense and suffocating.

And then the figure receded, dissolving into the fog without a sound.

Rhys stood trembling, heart hammering in his ears, the alley stretching out before him like a grave.

“Rhys!”

He whirled around.

Marek stood at the alley’s mouth, arms crossed, lips pressed into a grim line.

“What’re you skulking about for?” Marek demanded, voice pitched low but firm.

Rhys’ breath came uneven. “I thought I saw...” His words faltered under Marek’s glare.

Marek’s eyes narrowed beneath his furrowed brow.

“Enough wandering.” Marek strode forward, boots splashing through the muck. His voice dropped to a rumble. “You hear me? Stay away from these alleys after dusk.”

Marek loomed close now, his broad shoulders blocking out the last sliver of evening light.

“Grelshaw’s teeth come out at night.”

Rhys nodded, still rattled. His fingers trembled as he tucked them beneath his arms.

Marek’s expression softened—barely—and his hand landed on Rhys’ shoulder, firm but not unkind.

“Head up,” Marek muttered. “This city eats the weak.”

Rhys nodded again, jaw clenched against the rising tremor in his limbs.

Marek exhaled through his nose, eyes scanning the alley behind Rhys. Whatever he saw—or didn’t—he didn’t mention.

“Up in the loft. Sleep.”

Rhys climbed the narrow ladder behind the stall, boots slipping on the slick rungs.

The loft greeted him like a cold embrace, dust swirling beneath the moonlight filtering through splintered beams. From here, the city stretched outward in pockets of dull firelight and creeping fog.

He laid the blankets over a straw-stuffed sack, then slumped onto them. The ache in his arms and back was dwarfed by the gnawing tension threading through his chest.

He stared at the rafters, listening to the muffled din of Grelshaw beyond the walls—the cries of distant merchants, the shuffle of guards’ boots, and Marek’s gruff muttering as he locked down the stall below.

Yet none of it drowned out the whisper still echoing in his mind.

His name.

“Rhys.”

And beneath it, deeper.

Colder.

“Soon.”

Rhys squeezed his eyes shut, clutching the blankets to his chest, willing sleep to come.

But the fog and whispers followed him, threading into the fabric of his dreams.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7: Delivery
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The morning came heavy with drizzle, a persistent mist that blurred the edges of Grelshaw’s crooked rooftops. The streets pulsed with life despite the gray veil—merchants shouting their wares, carts clattering over cobblestones, and the low hum of conversations blending into the churn of city life. The faint scent of rain-soaked wood and roasting meat curled through the air.

Rhys stood stiffly beside Marek’s stall, rain slipping down the back of his neck as he adjusted a stack of crates beneath the sagging red awning. The chill sank deeper with every drop. His thoughts lingered on the figure from the night before—its pale eyes, the oppressive stillness.

Marek’s sharp whistle shattered the thought.

“Keep moving,” Marek barked, tossing him a bundle wrapped in coarse cloth.

Rhys caught it clumsily, the weight unfamiliar in his arms.

“Delivery. Brewer’s quarter,” Marek said, voice lowering as he leaned closer. The merchant’s breath smelled faintly of bitter ale. “Don’t let it out of your sight.”

Rhys nodded, tucking the bundle beneath his cloak. The fabric brushed against his chest like a warning.

“You’ll pass the Cutters’ alley,” Marek added, eyes narrowing beneath his thick brows. “Stay clear.”

Rhys’s chest tightened. He had heard whispers about the Cutters—how they worked the alleys like wolves circling a straggler.

Marek gave him a firm pat on the back, jolting him forward.

Rhys stepped into the street, weaving through the throng of townsfolk. Rain drummed softly on the wooden awnings above, and mud splashed against his worn boots with every step.

The deeper into the market he ventured, the more the stalls seemed to crowd inward, narrowing the path. Vendors shouted—tanned hides, barrels of salted fish, tarnished trinkets—while buyers haggled with frantic gestures.

The din pressed on him, voices echoing off the slanted buildings.

Near a crooked tavern, Rhys noticed a sharp exchange unfolding at the mouth of an alley. A hunched woman, cloak frayed at the edges, was bartering with a gaunt man in a patched coat. His hand lingered on the pommel of a knife tucked beneath his belt as they argued in hushed tones.

Rhys couldn’t hear the words, but he could see the tension in the woman’s hunched shoulders, the sharp flick of her fingers as she gestured toward the pouch at her waist.

A child, no older than seven, peeked out from behind the woman’s skirts, clutching a ragged doll.

The man’s grin was thin and sharp as a blade. After a tense pause, he snatched the pouch from her hand and vanished into the alley, leaving the woman staring after him, trembling.

Rhys averted his gaze, heart pounding. His feet carried him forward, though the image burned behind his eyes.

At a corner near a dilapidated inn, two children darted past him, clutching a stolen loaf. Their laughter rang out sharp and wild as a rotund baker gave half-hearted chase, slipping in the mud.

Rhys kept his grip tight on the bundle, shoulders hunched as he pressed forward.

Soon, the familiar murmur of the crowd dulled. He glanced up and found himself nearing the alley Marek had warned about.

The Cutters’ alley.

It yawned between two leaning buildings, darker than the surrounding streets. The rain barely touched the filth-streaked cobblestones within. Figures loitered in the gloom, faces obscured beneath threadbare hoods, their postures slouched but their eyes alert.

Rhys felt their gazes hook onto him, sharp and unblinking.

“You look lost, boy,” came a voice—oily, laced with mockery.

Rhys didn’t slow, but his pulse quickened. His hands curled tighter around the bundle.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a tall man peel away from the shadows, steps light and predatory.

“You deaf?” the man called, stepping closer with a wolfish grin.

Rhys quickened his pace, head down, breath shallow.

The man chuckled darkly. Another figure melted from the shadows further ahead.

Rhys turned a corner sharply, nearly colliding with a woman leading a goat by a frayed rope.

“Watch it!” she snapped, pulling the animal aside.

He muttered an apology, barely meeting her glare before pushing onward.

The alley’s tension clung to him like a second skin, but gradually the crowd thickened again, and the Cutters’ alley disappeared behind him.

Rhys exhaled shakily, adjusting his grip on the bundle.

As he neared the Brewer’s quarter, the air shifted—thicker with the scent of yeast and smoke. Wooden signs depicting tankards swung in the breeze, and workers hefted barrels from wagons to cellars beneath aging taverns. The clatter of casks and the occasional burst of laughter spilled into the street.

He paused by a row of barrels, stealing a glance over his shoulder.

No sign of the Cutters.

Rhys delivered the bundle to a grizzled woman outside a brewery’s rear door. Her sleeves were rolled to the elbows, arms streaked with flour and grime.

She squinted at him, rubbing one temple. “Marek’s boy, eh?”

Rhys nodded, words catching in his throat.

She took the parcel with a grunt. “Tell him next time I want coin first.”

Rhys nodded again, stepping back.

As he retraced his path, weaving back through the bustling streets, the whispers returned.

Not the crowd’s.

His name.

“Rhys.”

He spun, heart hammering.

Only merchants and townsfolk.

Yet behind the sea of faces, at the mouth of a nearby alley, stood the gray-cloaked figure.

Still.

Watching.

Rhys’ breath caught.

The figure raised a hand—not a threat, but a beckon.

Rhys blinked, and the figure was gone.

He stood frozen as the drizzle thickened, blending with the fog curling along the alley floor.
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Chapter 8: A Murder in Grelshaw
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The rain had eased to a fine mist by late afternoon, leaving Grelshaw slick and gleaming beneath the shrouded sky. The streets glistened like wet stone, and the dampness seeped through Rhys’ worn boots, chilling his feet to the bone. As he returned to Marek’s stall, the scent of wet timber, smoke, and damp wool hung heavy in the air.

“Took you long enough,” Marek grumbled, scratching ink-stained fingers through his beard. The tip of his quill left a smear on his cheek.

Rhys handed over a crumpled note from the brewer, avoiding Marek’s narrowed eyes.

“Coin next time, she says,” Rhys murmured.

Marek grunted and tucked the note into his belt. “Brewer’s always grumbling.”

Rhys stepped back beneath the awning. The fabric sagged under gathered rainwater, threatening to spill. His eyes drifted across the square. The market remained busy despite the gray light—tanners stretched hides taut over frames, while traders barked from beneath faded tarps, smoke rising from food stalls mixing with the earthy smell of wet cobblestones.

Nearby, a lantern flickered in the growing mist, its flame dimming before guttering out entirely as a gust of wind swept down the lane.

A group of townsfolk clustered near a weathered noticeboard, murmuring beneath the sagging thatch of an abandoned smithy. Curiosity pulled at Rhys. He edged closer, keeping to the shadows.
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