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The road through the Greystone Mountains wound like a scar across the stone, narrow enough in places that two wagons could not pass abreast. On either side, black cliffs rose toward the clouds, jagged and immense, their peaks crowned with old snow that gleamed blue in the autumn light.

At the narrowest point stood Greywatch Fortress.

It was less of a castle than a grand wall carved directly into the mountain itself—towering granite battlements sealing the only safe route through the Iron-Fang Pass. Thick iron gates barred the road, flanked by watchtowers where banners snapped violently in the cold wind. Ballistae crouched along the parapets like sleeping beasts.

Every caravan travelling between the eastern kingdoms and the bustling harbours of Port Royale on the coast passed through Greywatch eventually.

Including the Vaelor Trading Company.

The caravan emerged from the southern switchbacks in a long procession of creaking wagons, pack mules, and armed outriders. Canvas covers snapped in the wind. Bells tied to harnesses chimed softly beneath the groan of wheels.

Keegan rode near the rear guard, cloak wrapped tightly around his shoulders against the mountain cold. Dust coated his boots, his gloves, even the dark stubble along his jaw. Three quarter-moons on the road had left every muscle in his body aching.

“Greywatch at last,” muttered Derrek beside him, spitting over the cliff side. “Maybe they’ll have hot food that isn’t smoked goat.”

Keegan grunted faint agreement, though his attention had already drifted ahead.

The fortress gates were opening.

A line of guards emerged first, steel-shod boots striking the stone bridge in disciplined rhythm. Their armour gleamed dull silver beneath heavy blue surcoats bearing the crest of Greywatch: a white tower beneath crossed spears.

Then Keegan saw him.

Young. Perhaps twenty summers at most. Blond hair escaped beneath the rim of his kettle helm, catching sunlight like pale gold. His spear rested easily against one shoulder as he moved to help guide the incoming wagons into inspection lines. He was lean rather than broad, quick in his movements, cheeks reddened by the mountain wind. And smiling.

Not the hard, suspicious look most fortress guards wore around merchants. A real smile—easy and bright as morning sunlight breaking through cloud.

Keegan stared before he could stop himself.

The young guardsman glanced toward the caravan. Their eyes met. Only for a second, but something caught painfully in Keegan's chest.

“Move along!” barked one of the senior gate officers.

The moment shattered. Wagons rolled forward. Drivers shouted to their oxen. Trade papers exchanged hands.

Yet Keegan found himself searching for flashes of blond hair among the fortress soldiers as the caravan finally rolled into Greywatch’s immense outer courtyard.

The fortress smelled of coal smoke, horse sweat, and cold stone. Smithies rang from somewhere deeper inside the walls. Soldiers crossed elevated walkways overhead while stable boys rushed between the arriving animals.

Keegan dismounted stiffly beside the supply wagons.

“Guard rotation’s tomorrow,” said Caravan Master Oren. “We stay three nights while the local quartermasters inspect cargo. No gambling yourself into debt.”

Derrek laughed. “No promises.”

Keegan barely heard them.

Across the courtyard, the blond guardsman stood near the inner gate speaking with another soldier. Up close, he looked even younger than Keegan first thought. Fine-featured. Windburned cheeks. Clear blue eyes that seemed strangely out of place in a fortress built for war.

The young man looked over again.

Recognition flickered instantly. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled. Small. Quick. Almost shy.

Keegan felt absurdly warm despite the mountain air. Before he could approach, a sergeant clapped the guardsman sharply on the shoulder and pointed toward the western tower. Duty called him away immediately.

The blond guard hesitated only briefly before hurrying off.

Keegan watched until he vanished through an archway.

“You look lovestruck,” Derrek observed dryly.

Keegan shot him a glare. “Shut up.”

“Oh, gods above,” Derrek laughed. “You are.”

Keegan ignored him, though his pulse still hadn’t settled.

That night, Greywatch Fortress echoed with life.

Merchants crowded the lower tavern beneath vaulted stone ceilings while soldiers drank watered ale at neighbouring tables. Dice rattled. Fires crackled. Someone played a mournful tune on a reed flute near the hearth.

Keegan spotted the blond guardsman only once.

The guardsman passed through the tavern carrying a message satchel, pausing near the doorway when he noticed Keegan seated among the caravan guards. For a heartbeat, the noise of the tavern seemed to fade. The young guard inclined his head politely.

Keegan returned the gesture before he could think better of it.

Then the guardsman was gone again, disappearing back into the corridors of Greywatch like a passing ghost.

And somehow that brief exchange lingered with Keegan more than any flirtation or tavern embrace ever had.
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Morning came hard and grey over Greywatch Fortress.

A cold mist clung to the mountainside, swallowing the upper towers until they seemed to float among the clouds. Frost silvered the courtyard stones. Soldiers moved through the dawn carrying crates of bolts and sacks of grain while stablehands cursed at stubborn mules steaming in the chill air.

Keegan stood watch beside the caravan’s spice wagons, gloved hands wrapped around a tin cup of bitter fortress coffee. He had slept poorly. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw flashes of blond hair and bright blue eyes beneath torchlight.

Ridiculous.

He was a caravan guard, thirty years old, scarred from road skirmishes and border wars. The young fortress guardsman was probably barely old enough to grow a proper beard. Yet there it was.

“Careful,” Derrek muttered while checking saddle straps nearby. “You keep staring toward that gate tower and folk’ll start noticing.”

Keegan frowned into his cup. “I’m not staring.”

“You absolutely are.”

Before Keegan could answer, horns sounded from the western wall.

The entire courtyard shifted instantly into motion.

Guards hurried toward the battlements. Merchants paused mid-conversation, looking towards the wall and muttering nervously. Somewhere overhead, chains rattled as the portcullis mechanisms engaged.

“What now?” Derrek muttered.

A mounted scout thundered through the inner gate, horse lathered with sweat.

“Rockslide on the upper pass!” the rider shouted toward the command post. “North trail blocked!”

Groans spread through the courtyard. Delayed routes meant delayed trade, spoiled cargo, hungry animals, angry merchants.

Keegan barely registered any of it.

Because among the soldiers rushing across the yard was the blond guardsman.

He moved quickly, spear in hand, blue cloak snapping behind him in the wind. Then suddenly he glanced sideways and saw Keegan watching.

Recognition lit his face instantly. And before duty carried him past, he offered that same quick smile again.

Small. Private.  Yet it was enough to send warmth spreading through Keegan's chest like strong liquor. Then he vanished into the chaos near the western stair.

Derrek stared at Keegan for a long moment. “Oh, you’re doomed,” he declared.

Keegan rolled his eyes, though unsuccessfully hiding the faint grin pulling at his mouth.
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By midday, the fortress had become a maze of frustration. Caravan masters argued with quartermasters over delays while engineers debated how long the northern trail would remain impassable.

Keegan volunteered for inventory escort duty mostly to escape the noise.

The task led him deep into Greywatch’s lower corridors—ancient stone passageways lit by smoking lanterns, cold enough that his breath fogged faintly in the air. The fortress felt older underground. Less maintained. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness beyond the walls.

He carried a ledger crate toward the western storage hall when footsteps echoed ahead. Keegan looked up.

The blond guardsman rounded the corner so abruptly they nearly collided. “Oh—” The young man stumbled back a step, one hand catching the wall.

“Sorry,” Keegan said immediately, steadying the crate against his hip.

Blue eyes widened with recognition. “You’re with the Vaelor caravan,” the guardsman said. His voice was softer than Keegan expected. Younger, too.

Keegan nodded slowly. “And you’re with Greywatch.”

A faint smile tugged at the guard’s mouth. “Last I checked.”

For one awkward second neither moved.

Up close, Keegan noticed details he had missed before: pale lashes, a faint scar near the chin, wind-chapped hands curled around the shaft of his spear.

“You keep looking at me,” the guardsman said suddenly.

Keegan nearly dropped the crate.

The young man’s cheeks reddened almost immediately after speaking, as though surprised by his own boldness. “I mean—during inspections. And the tavern.” He looked down briefly. “Not that I minded.”

Keegan felt absurdly aware of the narrow corridor around them. “I thought maybe I imagined it,” he admitted.

The guardsman huffed a quiet laugh. “You didn’t.”

Silence stretched warmly between them.

Then distant shouting echoed through the corridor above.

The call of duty.

Always the call of duty.

The blond guard straightened reluctantly. “I should get back before Sergeant Tal curses my bloodline.”

Keegan shifted the crate under one arm. “I never got your name.”

The young man hesitated just long enough to make Keegan think he might refuse. Then he smiled. “Evan.”

The name settled into Keegan's chest with dangerous ease.

“Evan,” he repeated.

Blue eyes lifted to his again. “And you’re Keegan,” Evan said softly. “I asked one of the caravan workers.”

That startled a genuine laugh out of him.

Evan smiled wider at the sound, and for a fleeting instant the cold fortress corridor felt strangely bright.

Then footsteps approached from deeper in the hall.

Evan stepped back immediately, expression shuttering into professional neutrality with practised speed. “Until later,” he murmured.

Before Keegan could answer, the young guardsman turned and disappeared down the stone corridor, blue cloak vanishing into shadow.

Keegan stood there several seconds afterwards holding the crate like a fool while his pulse hammered against his ribs.
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