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Chapter 1 - The Funeral Procession
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The cobbled path to St. Cadfan’s Chapel was slick with drizzle, the kind of fine mist that felt more like being breathed on by an overly enthusiastic kettle than proper rain. Autumn had painted the valley in shades of gold and crimson, but today, the sombre rhythm of shuffling feet subdued the beauty, the soft murmur of condolences, and the occasional squelch of an ill-placed boot in a puddle.

Dafydd Jones adjusted the collar of his coat, the damp chill biting at the back of his neck. Funerals weren’t his favourite occasions—not because he didn’t respect their gravity but because they come with crowds. Crowds meant eyes, chatter, and, worst of all, people attempting to make conversation. He glanced sideways at his faithful sidekick, Dyzzy, sporting a tiny black bow tie that Iolo had insisted was “respectful.” It was anything but. Too small for Dyzzy’s thick neck, it had shifted sideways, giving him the appearance of a particularly dishevelled maître d’.

“Behave,” Dafydd muttered as Dyzzy strained at the leash. The Dalmatian’s attention was fixed on a small flock of sheep lazily grazing in a nearby field, their wool damp and smelling faintly of wet dog. Dyzzy let out a low, eager bark that earned him a few disapproving glances from the procession.

“I think he’s mourning in his way,” Ffion said softly, stepping beside Dafydd. Her voice carried the warmth of a shared joke, a tiny flicker of light in the otherwise grim atmosphere. She tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, her smile faint but genuine.

“Or he’s planning his next career move as a sheepdog,” Dafydd replied, tugging gently on the leash. Dyzzy, utterly ignoring his master’s attempts at discipline, continued to pull toward the sheep with all the subtlety of a drunken ox.

Ahead, the chapel loomed, its modest stone walls blanketed in moss, the steeple peeking through the mist like a sentinel. Umbrellas bobbed up and down in the procession, many mismatched or bearing faint traces of long-forgotten floral patterns. The townsfolk, too, were an eclectic bunch in their funeral attire. Mrs Pugh’s black dress was a repurposed bridesmaid’s gown from 1987, and Mr Thomas, the butcher, had paired his mourning suit with a pair of bright yellow Wellington boots. It was a procession only Dolgwyn could produce—earnest, heartfelt, and just slightly chaotic.

The chaos only deepened when Mari made her entrance. Draped in a dramatic black hat with a brim wide enough to serve as a landing pad, she glided through the crowd like a crow with a grudge. The whispers started immediately, low and rippling, like the first drops of a summer storm.

“Did you see her hat?” Mrs Pugh hissed to her sister, barely lowering her voice. “I heard she was very close to Old Tom. Close enough to—”

“Shh,” her sister scolded, though not without leaning in to hear more.

Dafydd caught the murmurs and frowned, his unease sharpening. Mari’s presence felt staged, her expression too composed, too carefully neutral. Dyzzy, as if picking up on his master’s mood, growled faintly at her, the sound low enough to be mistaken for a stomach rumble—though Dafydd doubted Mari missed it. Her eyes flicked briefly to the dog, her lips curling in a tight, unreadable smile.

Dyzzy, of course, chose that moment to attempt his escape. There was a flash of black and white, a skid on the cobblestones, and suddenly, Dafydd was halfway to losing his grip on the leash. The Dalmatian bolted toward the sheep, his bow tie bouncing with every stride.

“Dyzzy!” Dafydd hissed, yanking back just in time to avoid a full-on sheep stampede. The sheep, for their part, looked vaguely insulted.

Ffion bit back a laugh, her shoulders trembling. “Well, at least he’s livening things up.”

“Livening things up wasn’t exactly my goal,” Dafydd muttered, hauling Dyzzy back to his side. The Dalmatian panted happily, oblivious to the disapproving stares from the procession.  

As the group finally filed into the chapel, Dafydd glared at Mari. She lingered at the back, her dramatic hat casting a shadow over her face. Something about her presence itched at the back of his mind. But for now, he had a funeral to attend—and a very remorseful dog to keep in check.
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Chapter 2 - The Chapel Ceremony
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The interior of St Cadfan’s Chapel possessed a timeless charm that made you want to whisper, even when no one was around to hear you. Flickering candlelight illuminated the weathered stone walls, their damp surfaces gleaming faintly, as if they’d just stepped out of a rainstorm. The pews groaned under the weight of Dolgwyn’s finest—by which we mean its most consistent gossipers, sceptics, and cider enthusiasts. Rain tapped gently against the stained-glass windows as though it wanted a front-row seat to Old Tom Bryn’s final bow.

Dafydd Jones, seated in the middle of the chapel, shifted uneasily. Crowds weren’t his favourite, and this one—though solemn in tone—still carried the undercurrent of small-town theatrics. Dyzzy lay sprawled on the stone floor beside him, his black spots contrasting sharply against the cool grey. The Dalmatian had been on his best behaviour for approximately three minutes, a personal best, before letting out a low, melodramatic whine that seemed to reverberate through the quiet.

A few stifled chuckles rippled through the congregation. Dafydd leaned down and whispered sharply, “Quiet, you. This isn’t about you.” Dyzzy, naturally, responded by yawning loudly, his pink tongue curling like punctuation.

The vicar cleared his throat, rescuing Dafydd from further embarrassment. “Old Tom Bryn was a man of...unique perspectives,” he began, his tone caught between reverence and amusement. “He once told me the secret to brewing perfect cider was the full moon’s gravitational pull.”

The congregation chuckled, and Dafydd caught himself smiling. The vicar continued, recounting tales of Old Tom’s eccentricities—his steadfast belief that singing to apple trees increased their yield, his uncanny ability to predict rain by observing the behaviour of squirrels, and his insistence that a pinch of salt in one’s boot would ward off bad luck. The stories painted a picture of a man who was as much a part of Dolgwyn as the forest itself.

Dafydd felt a twinge of guilt. Despite their shared love for the woods, he hadn’t known Old Tom well. Work had a way of pulling him away, even from the people he was meant to protect. Perhaps, he thought, it was time to step out of the trees and into the town more often—though the prospect of enduring more situations like this wasn’t exactly appealing.

“Old Tom would’ve liked this,” Ffion murmured beside him, breaking into his thoughts. Her voice was warm, laced with gentle amusement. “Not the eulogy, though. The bit where Dyzzy steals the show.”

Dafydd’s lips curled into a wry smile. “I’m sure he’d be thrilled his funeral was doubling as Dyzzy’s comedy hour.”

Up ahead, Mrs Pugh and her sister were having a whispered debate. Their gazes were locked on Mari, whose enormous black hat seemed to have a gravitational pull of its own.

“Far too modern for a proper funeral,” Mrs Pugh hissed, her disapproval evident.

“It’s called style, Mair,” her sister countered. “Unlike that bird’s nest you wore to Mr Evans’ service.”

“That was vintage,” Mrs Pugh retorted, her voice teetering dangerously on the edge of being audible to everyone.

Dafydd pinched the bridge of his nose, unsure which was more disruptive—Dyzzy’s antics or Dolgwyn’s eternal war over proper funeral attire.

Just as the vicar was wrapping up with a final prayer, Dyzzy decided it was time for a dramatic stretch, his paws scraping noisily against the floor. A muffled laugh broke from someone in the back, and even the vicar paused, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Thank you, Dyzzy,” Dafydd muttered, hauling the Dalmatian back into position. “Your contribution was duly noted.”

As the service ended and the congregation began filing out, Dafydd lingered, his gaze tracing the lines of the chapel walls. The scent of damp stone mixed with the faint sweetness of candle wax. Perhaps Old Tom’s quirks weren’t so strange, Dafydd thought. Maybe they were just the magic that made life in Dolgwyn worth protecting.

Behind him, Dyzzy let out a contented huff as if in agreement. Or hunger—it was always hard to tell.
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Chapter 3 - The Graveyard Gathering
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The graveyard adjacent to St Cadfan’s Chapel was the kind of place that could make even the most cheerful soul feel inclined to recite poetry about mortality. The air smelled faintly of wet earth and decaying leaves, and the tombstones leaned at odd angles as if they’d grown tired of standing upright after so many decades. A thin mist clung to the moss-covered stone wall that bordered the graves, and beyond it, the forest loomed, its vibrant autumn leaves muted by the drizzle.

The townsfolk lingered in small clusters, their voices low and murmured. Condolences were exchanged, stories about Old Tom shared, and a few well-worn jokes about his cider-making quirks floated through the air, softening the sombreness. Hywel stood apart, his hands shoved deep into his coat pockets. Though he’d shed his past misdeeds, his reformed reputation came with a side dish of social awkwardness, and he seemed content to study the ground as though it held the answers to life’s greatest mysteries.

Dafydd Jones, meanwhile, was trying to corral his Dalmatian, who had decided that the fresh dirt of Old Tom’s grave was far too tempting to ignore. Dyzzy’s nose was buried deep in the mound, his tail wagging furiously.

“Dyzzy,” Dafydd hissed, tugging on the leash. “For heaven’s sake, leave it alone.”

Iolo, who had sauntered over with his usual easy grin, snorted with laughter. “Terrible mourner, that one,” he said, ruffling Dyzzy’s spotted ears. The dog, oblivious to both scolding and praise, snuffled loudly at a patch of moss.

“I’ll put it in his performance review,” Dafydd muttered dryly, giving Iolo a side glance. “How’re things at the farm?”

“Same as ever,” Iolo chirped. “Though I reckon I’m more of a woodcarver these days than a shepherd. Sheep don’t much care for lovespoons, mind.” He beamed, clearly pleased with his burgeoning hobby.

Before Dafydd could reply, Mari appeared, gliding toward the grave with a white flower in hand. Her dramatic black hat cast a shadow over her face, but her poise was unmistakable. She bent gracefully to place the flower on the mound, pausing for a moment as if lost in thought. “Old Tom,” she said softly, her voice carrying just enough to be heard by those nearby, “was a man of many legacies. Some better known than others.” Her gaze flicked briefly to Dafydd, her expression unreadable.

Dafydd felt a prickle of unease. It wasn’t just the words—though they were cryptic enough to set his internal alarm bells ringing—it was how she said them, as though she knew more than she let on. He reminded himself that this was a funeral, not an interrogation. Yet.

Ffion, who had drifted to his side, caught the direction of his glance and leaned in with a teasing smile. “Working on a post-funeral investigation already, are we?”

“Just observing,” Dafydd replied, though he couldn’t help but notice the slight smirk that tugged at his lips.

“Of course,” Ffion said lightly, her eyes twinkling. “Though I think Dyzzy’s got a better lead than you.”

At that exact moment, Dyzzy let out a triumphant bark and emerged from his excavation efforts with a suspiciously large bone clamped in his jaws. The townsfolk collectively gasped, and Mrs Pugh, clutching her pearls, whispered, “Tell me that’s not from Old Tom’s leg!”

“It’s not,” Dafydd said quickly, though Dyzzy’s enthusiasm wasn’t helping his case.

“Terrible mourner and a gravedigger,” Iolo said, shaking his head. “That dog’s a menace.”

As laughter rippled through the graveyard, the tension of the moment eased. But Dafydd’s thoughts remained tethered to Mari’s enigmatic words. Whatever her connection to Old Tom’s “legacy,” it was a thread he intended to tug at—just as soon as he wrestled a very determined Dalmatian away from the nearest tombstone.
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Chapter 4 - The Reading of the Will
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Old Tom’s living room seemed to defy the passage of time, its cluttered charm untouched by trends or tidiness. The fire crackled in the stone hearth, casting flickering shadows on shelves stuffed with knickknacks, books, and what could only be described as “questionable artistic experiments in wood.” A carved owl perched lopsidedly on the mantel; its one good eye stared down at the assembled group with what felt like judgment.

The solicitor, Ms Gwenyth Price, stood at the centre of the room, a thin sheaf of papers in her hand and a sharpness in her gaze that suggested she had little patience for sentimentality—or nonsense. Her no-nonsense aura contrasted hilariously with Dyzzy, who sat obediently by Dafydd’s feet, his tail wagging softly against the floor as though this were the most exciting story hour he’d ever attended.

“Let’s begin,” Ms Price said briskly, adjusting her glasses. “In his infinite wisdom and peculiar humour, Thomas Bryn left the following instructions.”

The room leaned in collectively, a movement that only occurs when curiosity outweighs decorum.

“To Iolo Jones,” she read, “I leave my woodworking tools. May you carve something that makes the sheep jealous.”

A ripple of laughter broke the tension. Iolo, seated on the edge of his chair, blinked in disbelief before breaking into a wide grin. “His tools? Really? That’s...brilliant!” He looked ready to sprint out the door and start carving immediately, but Dafydd placed a steadying hand on his shoulder.

Ms Price’s sharp tongue cut through the murmurs. “To Ffion Williams, I leave my collection of folklore books on the condition that she keeps them far from anyone who can’t appreciate a good ghost story.”

Ffion’s brow arched as she accepted the news with a small, bemused smile. “Folklore books. I suppose Old Tom thought I needed more stories in my life.”

Dafydd leaned toward her slightly. “You do run the library,” he pointed out, his tone laced with dry humour.

“True,” Ffion replied. “But knowing Tom, there’s probably a story in those books meant just for me.”

Ms Price continued. “To Dafydd Jones, I leave a carved wooden box containing a key. I trust Mr Jones to figure out what the key unlocks, provided he doesn’t take too long.”

Dafydd frowned, leaning forward as Ms Price handed him a small, intricately carved box. He turned it over in his hands, admiring the craftsmanship before opening the lid to reveal a single brass key. Dyzzy, sensing the moment, let out a soft whine, prompting chuckles from the group.

“Well,” Dafydd muttered, “this just got interesting.”

“And now,” Ms Price said, her voice sharpening as she read the next part, “regarding the deed to a parcel of forest land that once housed a gold mine. It appears the deed is missing.

The room buzzed with murmurs, heads swivelling toward one another. Standing at the edge of the group, Mari tilted her head slightly, a fleeting flicker of interest crossing her face. Dafydd caught it immediately, his curiosity sharpening. Owain, sitting nearby, remained infuriatingly calm, his expression unreadable.

Dafydd’s sense of responsibility settled firmly into place. Whatever secrets Old Tom had taken with him, he’d left this key—and this puzzle—for a reason. He glanced at Dyzzy, who returned his look with an eager wag of the tail.

“I don’t know what you’re up to, old man,” Dafydd thought, his gaze drifting to the carved owl on the mantel. “But I’ll find out. Eventually.”

Ms Price’s voice cut through his thoughts. “If anyone has objections or further claims, save them for someone who cares. The estate is settled. Good day.” She snapped her briefcase shut and strode out, leaving the room to simmer in the quiet chaos she’d left behind.

Dafydd sighed, tucking the box under his arm. The mystery had begun—and with Dyzzy, a missing deed, and Mari’s cryptic expressions, it promised to be anything but simple.
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Chapter 5 - The Aftermath
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The drizzle had finally ceased outside Old Tom’s cottage, leaving the cobblestones slick and shimmering in the fading afternoon light. The air was crisp, laced with the scent of wet earth and wood smoke, and the townsfolk lingered, their breath visible as they huddled in small groups. Conversations buzzed through the air like bees in a too-small hive, each cluster speculating about the revelations of the will.

“I heard the land might hold more than just trees,” Hywel said, his voice low and conspiratorial yet loud enough for several pairs of ears to catch. The former troublemaker-turned-reformed citizen looked almost smug as the words left his mouth.

“More than trees?” Mrs Pugh hissed, clutching her handbag with the kind of fervour usually reserved for good gossip. “Gold, you think? Or something worse?”

“Ghosts,” her sister chimed in dramatically, earning an eye-roll from Hywel.

“Let’s not go haunting the place before we even find it,” he chuckled. But the damage was done; the flurry of whispers spread like wildfire.

Dolgwyn’s rumour mill was officially open for business for gold, secrets, and curses.

Dafydd Jones stood to the side, leaning against the gatepost and observing the commotion with practised calm. His hands rested lightly on Dyzzy’s leash, though the Dalmatian had been unusually well-behaved since the will reading. The dog sat at attention, his head cocked slightly, as if he, too, were puzzling over the missing deed.

Movement at the edge of his vision caught Dafydd’s attention. Mari. She was slipping away, her black hat and dark coat blending into the shadows at the edge of the forest path. She moved like someone who didn’t want to be noticed—and might have succeeded if not for Dafydd’s sharp eye.

He considered following her, but stopped himself. Sometimes, observation was more telling than confrontation. He noted the set of her shoulders, the purposeful stride, and the way she glanced back—just once—before disappearing into the trees.

“Detective glint,” Ffion’s voice broke into his thoughts. She appeared beside him, the stack of folklore books cradled under one arm and a knowing smile on her lips. “It’s unmistakable. You’re already working the case.”

“Cases have a habit of finding me,” Dafydd replied wryly, straightening. “I don’t go looking for them, you know.”

“Of course not,” Ffion teased. “They just happen to drop mysterious keys in your lap.”

Dafydd smirked, but his mind was already turning over the possibilities. The missing deed wasn’t just a puzzle but a potential flashpoint for the town. Dolgwyn, with all its quirks and charm, thrived on its close-knit community, but secrets had a way of fraying even the strongest bonds.

“I suppose you’re off to save the town again,” Ffion said softly, her teasing tone replaced by a gentler one.

“That’s the plan,” Dafydd said, though the task’s weight settled uncomfortably on his shoulders. Dyzzy let out a quiet huff, leaning against Dafydd’s leg as though sensing his unease.

They stood in silence for a moment, watching the townsfolk groups scatter, their conversations growing faint as they drifted down the cobblestone paths. Dafydd’s gaze shifted toward the forest, where Mari had disappeared. The sun was dipping lower, casting long shadows over the damp ground.

“I’ll see you at the library,” Ffion said, breaking the quiet. She patted the books under her arm. “Old Tom might’ve left me more questions than answers, but I suppose that’s half the fun.”

“Half the fun,” Dafydd echoed, though his focus remained fixed on the path ahead. Dyzzy gave a soft wag of his tail as if in agreement, and together they stood, ready for whatever secrets Old Tom’s legacy might uncover.
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Chapter 6 - Entering the Green Dragon
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The Green Dragon Pub was an oasis of warmth and cheer, glowing like a beacon against the cold drizzle outside. Its low-ceilinged interior, all polished oak beams and flickering firelight, hummed with life. The smell of wood smoke mingled with the comforting aromas of beer and roasted chestnuts, and the sound of laughter and clinking mugs filled the air. It was a place where secrets weren’t kept so much as traded for the price of a pint.

Dafydd Jones stepped inside, brushing the rain from his coat, and was met with a chorus of nods and murmured greetings. Conversations dipped into a brief lull as the locals gave him their customary once-over, no doubt assessing whether he carried answers—or more questions—about Old Tom’s will. Satisfied with his neutral demeanour, they resumed their animated chatter. The tension in the room was subtle, like a string pulled taut, and Dafydd could almost feel the undercurrent of speculation swirling around him.

Dyzzy trotted in behind him, shaking off a fresh spray of rainwater in a dramatic, full-bodied motion. The resulting shower landed squarely on Iolo, who had just sunk into a chair with a frothy pint in hand.

“Cheers, Dyzzy,” Iolo said with a laugh, wiping his face with a napkin. He reached down to ruffle the dog’s ears. “Could’ve used a bit less enthusiasm, though.”

Dyzzy, oblivious to any wrongdoing, wagged his tail furiously and sat down with the self-satisfied air of someone who had significantly improved the atmosphere.

Ffion waved them near the fire, her cheeks glowing from the heat and perhaps a sip or two of something warming. She raised an eyebrow as Dafydd approached, her lips curling in a playful smile. “That’s quite the serious ranger expression you’ve got there,” she teased. “You’d blend in better if you ordered a pint.”

“I’m blending just fine,” Dafydd replied, though the corners of his mouth lifted in response. He pulled out a chair and sat down, nodding at Dyzzy, who promptly flopped onto the floor with a contented sigh.

Ffion set her mug down, leaning in conspiratorially. “You’ve noticed, haven’t you?” She tilted her head toward the bar, where Mrs Pugh and her sister were deep in conversation, their voices just low enough to be maddeningly indistinct.

“Noticed what?” Dafydd asked, though he already had a pretty good idea.

“Everyone’s talking about the deed,” Ffion said, her voice just loud enough to carry over the crackle of the fire. “Speculation’s running wild. Gold, treasure maps, buried secrets... Dolgwyn hasn’t been this excited since Hywel’s sheep escaped into the chapel.”

Dafydd smirked. “I remember that. It took three hours and a sack of carrots to get them out.

Ffion grinned. “This feels about as chaotic, don’t you think?”

He glanced around the room, catching snippets of conversation. Standing near the dartboard, Hywel gestured animatedly, no doubt embellishing a theory. At another table, a cluster of younger villagers leaned in close, their expressions a mix of excitement and suspicion. Even Mari, perched elegantly at the far end of the bar, seemed unusually engaged, though her sharp glances in his direction didn’t escape his notice.

Dafydd leaned back, letting the warmth of the fire seep into his damp clothes. He felt the weight of unspoken responsibility settling on him. The town might revel in its gossip and camaraderie tonight, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that the missing deed was a thread waiting to be pulled—and when it unravelled, it might take more than pints and laughter to stitch Dolgwyn back together.

Ffion’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Don’t think too hard, Dafydd. You’ll frighten the locals.”

“Frighten them?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

She nodded, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “That glint in your eye. It’s very... investigative.”

He chuckled softly, raising his mug in a half-salute. “Can’t help it. Mysteries tend to find me.”

From the floor, Dyzzy let out a low, approving huff as if to say he was ready for whatever came next.
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Chapter 7 - Gossip and Speculation
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The Green Dragon’s central bar area was alive with the hum of conversation, punctuated by the clinking of tankards and bursts of laughter and murmurs of speculation. The low-ceilinged room seemed to amplify every sound, making it impossible for even the quietest whisper to go unheard for long. It was the kind of place where secrets were unearthed—or invented.

Dafydd leaned against a corner post, nursing a pint as he surveyed the room. His gaze drifted toward the knot of regulars gathered at the bar: Hywel, with his broad shoulders and slightly weathered demeanour; Mari, poised and enigmatic as always; and Owain Pryce, who leaned casually against the bar like a man who wanted to appear as though he belonged, but tried just a little too hard.

“Tom was a protector, not a hoarder,” Hywel said firmly, his voice cutting through the general din. He set his tankard down with a resolute thud. “All this talk of hidden treasure—it’s nonsense. The man cared more about the forest than he did about riches.”

“Maybe,” Mari said, her tone as smooth as the dark ale she sipped. She smiled faintly, her eyes glinting with mischief. “But sometimes the forest holds more than it shows.”

The room hushed briefly, all ears leaning toward Mari as though her cryptic words might spill secrets if pressed. But, as always, she offered no elaboration. Instead, she took another sip, her gaze wandering lazily across the room.

Hywel frowned, clearly irritated. “You and your riddles, Mari. Why not just say what you mean for once?”

Mari raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth curling upward. “What’s the fun in that?” she said lightly, setting her drink down with a soft clink.

Before Hywel could retort, Owain Pryce stepped in, his sly grin and too-casual posture immediately setting Dafydd on edge. “Well,” Owain drawled, swirling his half-empty pint in one hand, “there are rumours about that land. Gold, they say. Buried somewhere on the old Bryn property.”

A ripple of interest swept through the room, heads turning toward Owain like sunflowers chasing the light. He seemed to bask in the attention, his grin widening.

“Gold?” Mrs Pugh, perched nearby with her sister, leaned forward eagerly. “What sort of gold?”

“Oh, who knows?” Owain said with a nonchalant shrug that was far too practised. “Family secrets, lost fortunes—every small town has a story, doesn’t it?”

Dafydd’s eyes narrowed slightly as he observed Owain. There was something just a bit too rehearsed in his tone, a hint of opportunism lurking beneath his casual words. He debated stepping in but decided against it. Owain wasn’t going anywhere; for now, it was better to observe from a distance.

Beside him, Ffion leaned closer, her voice a soft murmur. “You’re not the only one with a detective glint tonight,” she said, nodding toward Owain.

Dafydd smirked. “That one’s less glint, more glare,” he replied, keeping his voice low.

At the bar, the conversation grew more pointed. “Gold or no gold, the land isn’t up for grabs,” Hywel said, crossing his arms. “Old Tom wouldn’t have wanted it exploited.”

“And yet,” Mari said smoothly, tilting her head, “it seems he left quite the puzzle behind. Don’t you think, Dafydd?”

The sudden shift in focus caught him off guard, though he masked it well. Mari’s gaze met his, her smile faint but challenging. The entire room seemed to pause, waiting for his response.

“Tom always loved a good mystery,” Dafydd said evenly, raising his pint casually. “I suppose we’ll just have to see where it leads.”

Dyzzy, lying at his feet, let out a low huff as if to say the answer was evident to him. Dafydd reached down to scratch the dog’s ears, his mind already turning over the threads of speculation and tension weaving through the room. Secrets were bubbling to the surface—and Owain Pryce, for all his grins, had just made himself very interesting.
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Chapter 8 - Mari’s Cryptic Behavior
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In a quieter corner of the Green Dragon, away from the boisterous hum of gossip and clinking tankards, Mari sat alone, her silhouette framed by the flickering firelight. Her face, half-lit and half-shadowed, betrayed nothing—no emotion, no intent, just the practised calm of someone who knew exactly how much she wanted to reveal. Dafydd hesitated for a moment before crossing the room, Dyzzy padding faithfully at his side.

“Mind if I join you?” Dafydd asked, his tone casual as he slid into the chair opposite her. Mari glanced up and greeted him with a faint smile, the kind that always seemed to suggest she knew something you didn’t.

“Not at all, Ranger Jones,” she said smoothly. “I was just thinking about Old Tom. He always had a knack for leaving questions unanswered, right?”

“That he did,” Dafydd replied, watching her closely. Mari was one of those whose every word felt deliberately chosen, yet you couldn’t quite catch what she meant by them. It was like listening to a riddle you were sure you’d heard before but couldn’t entirely solve.

Dyzzy, never one for subtlety, parked himself beside Mari and stared at her with unnerving intensity, his head tilted just enough to make it look like he was scrutinising her every move. Mari chuckled nervously, glancing down at the Dalmatian.

“Even your dog looks suspicious,” she said, reaching out tentatively to scratch behind his ear. Dyzzy stayed perfectly still, his gaze unflinching.

“He has a talent for that,” Dafydd said, leaning back slightly. “You get used to it.”

Mari withdrew her hand and took a deliberate sip of her drink, her expression carefully composed. “So,” Dafydd began, keeping his tone light, “what brought you to the will reading? I don’t recall seeing your name in the solicitor’s papers.”

She shrugged, a fluid, almost theatrical gesture. “I was curious, that’s all. Old Tom was... interesting. And I’ve always had a soft spot for him. I thought it'd be nice to see how he’d decided to say goodbye.

“Curious,” Dafydd echoed, his eyes narrowing just enough to suggest he wasn’t entirely convinced.

Mari met his gaze, her smile tightening slightly. “We’re all curious, Dafydd. Isn’t that why you’re here? Surely, you’re not immune to a bit of intrigue.”

Dyzzy let out a soft huff, breaking the tension. Mari’s eyes flicked toward the dog again before she leaned forward slightly, her voice lowering. “If you’re so interested in the deed, you might want to speak with Owain.”

“Owain?” Dafydd asked, keeping his expression neutral.

“He’s been asking questions about that land for months,” Mari said, her tone light but her words deliberate. “Old Tom’s land. The mine. I imagine he’s got his reasons.”

Before Dafydd could press her further, Mari stood, smoothing her coat and flashing him another faint smile. “Anyway, it’s been lovely chatting, but I think I’ll call it a night. Do give my regards to your detective assistant.” She nodded toward Dyzzy, who responded with a soft growl that sounded suspiciously like a farewell.

Dafydd watched Mari disappear into the crowd, her poise unbroken even as the firelight flickered across her retreating figure. His unease deepened. Whatever Mari knew, she was keeping it close to her chest. And Owain, with his family’s long-standing ties to the land and its secrets, was suddenly a thread worth pulling.

As Dyzzy nudged his leg with a cold nose, Dafydd murmured, “What do you think, boy? Another riddle to solve?”

Dyzzy let out a low bark, his tail wagging faintly as if to say, Always.
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Chapter 9 - Evan’s Intriguing Comments
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The Green Dragon’s bar was as lively as ever, with laughter and clinking tankards weaving through the air like a familiar melody. Owain stood at the centre of it all, his arms spread wide in a grand gesture as he recounted what sounded like a heavily embellished tale of his “adventures” in some far-off place. The small crowd around him chuckled and nodded along, entertained more by his charisma than the dubious accuracy of his stories.

Dafydd lingered by the edge of the room, his pint in hand, watching as Owain soaked up the attention like a sunflower in summer. Dyzzy sat by his feet, alert and unusually still, his sharp gaze fixed on Owain as though he were trying to unravel the man’s true intentions.

“Ah, the Forest Ranger himself!” Owain’s voice rang out suddenly, accompanied by a wide grin and an exaggerated wave. “Bet you’ve a map of every inch of this place in your head. Come on over—we’re discussing secrets and mysteries. Right up your alley, isn’t it?”

Dafydd hesitated briefly, then crossed the room with the calm, measured stride that masked his wariness. Dyzzy followed, his tail stiff as a rod.

Owain clapped a hand on Dafydd’s shoulder as he approached, his grin never wavering. “You must know this land better than anyone else. Tell me, Dafydd—what’s the strangest thing you’ve ever stumbled across in those woods? A haunted tree? Buried treasure, perhaps?”

Dafydd allowed himself a small, dry smile. “Mostly broken bottles and lost sheep. However, I once found a perfect picnic blanket abandoned near the Sacred Grove. That was a mystery for the ages.”

The group laughed, and Owain joined in, but there was something sharp in his eyes, a calculating edge that didn’t match the easy charm of his demeanour.

“Well, maybe you’re just not looking in the right places,” Owain said, his voice commanding a conspiratorial tone. He leaned in slightly as though letting Dafydd in on a secret. “What do you think, Ranger? Does that forest of yours hide any secrets worth digging for?”

Dyzzy let out a low growl, barely audible over the pub’s noise, but it was enough to make Dafydd glance down. The Dalmatian’s hackles were raised, his ears pinned back as he fixed Owain with a hard, unblinking stare.

Owain noticed and laughed, stepping back with his hands raised in mock surrender. “Well, there’s your answer, I suppose. Dogs always seem to know when someone’s up to no good, right?

“Dyzzy’s just protective,” Dafydd said evenly, his gaze still fixed on Owain. “He’s not a fan of people leaning too close.”

Owain grinned again, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes this time. “Fair enough. Smart dog. Wish I had one half as clever when I was a lad.”

The conversation shifted, with Owain launching into yet another story—this one about a supposed run-in with a wild boar that had chased him up a tree. The onlookers laughed and drank, but Dafydd’s attention remained fixed on Owain, his easy charm now ringing hollow.

As Owain gestured wildly, recounting how he’d “escaped certain death,” Dafydd ran the conversation back in his mind. Owain’s comment about secrets in the forest hadn’t been idle chatter—it was too deliberate, too pointed. Whether it was the missing deed or something else, Owain had an interest in Old Tom’s land.

Dafydd took a slow sip of his pint, masking his unease as he glanced at Dyzzy. The Dalmatian’s tail had started wagging again, but Dafydd knew better than to dismiss the earlier growl.

“Well,” Dafydd thought, settling back against the bar, “if Dyzzy’s instincts are right, this one will be trouble.”

Owain caught Dafydd’s eye again and winked as if daring him to figure it out. Dafydd didn’t blink, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. The game was on.
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Chapter 10 - Walking Ffion Home
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The cobbled streets of Dolgwyn gleamed under the soft light of the lampposts; the rain had left them slick and shining like polished glass. The faint murmur of the river carried on the night air, mingling with the occasional creak of a shutter or the distant hoot of an owl. It was the sort of evening that felt deceptively peaceful—ideally suited to unwinding after a long day, if not for the undercurrent of tension still buzzing in Dafydd’s mind.

“Are you sure this isn’t just an elaborate excuse to keep an eye on me?” Ffion teased as they walked, her steps light and measured on the damp stones. “Or are you genuinely worried about stray cats attacking me on the way home?”

Dafydd smirked, keeping his hands tucked casually in his coat pockets. “Let’s call it a compromise. Dyzzy needed a proper walk, and I couldn’t very well let you stroll off alone, could I?”

Ffion’s laughter was soft, a quiet warmth against the chill of the evening. “Overprotective and overly modest,” she said, shaking her head with mock disapproval. “What would Dolgwyn do without you?”

Dafydd chuckled, though his attention shifted briefly to Dyzzy trotting ahead, his nose twitching as he sniffed the air. The dog’s white coat glowed faintly in the lamplight, his tail wagging lazily as if he, too, was enjoying the crisp quiet of the night.

“So,” Ffion began, her voice curious, “what do you make of tonight’s festivities? Mari and her cryptic remarks? Evan and his dramatic tales?”

Dafydd considered his answer carefully. “Interesting characters,” he said finally. “Though I’d imagine you’ve got a better read on them than I do.”

“Hmm,” Ffion said, tilting her head thoughtfully. “Mari’s too polished. The sort of person who keeps you guessing, even when she’s saying absolutely nothing.”

Dafydd chuckled. “That sounds about right.”

“And Owain,” she continued, her lips quirking into a wry smile, “is trying far too hard. Charming, but it’s as if he’s auditioning for a role nobody asked him to play.

Dafydd nodded, silently impressed. Ffion had an uncanny way of cutting through people’s façades, her observations sharp yet never unkind. He wanted to tell her she was spot on, but part of him hesitated, unwilling to reveal how much of her thinking aligned with his own.

As they rounded a corner near the churchyard, Dyzzy stopped abruptly, his ears perking up sharply. He let out a low, warning growl, his stance stiffening as he stared into the shadows of a narrow alley. Ffion instinctively moved closer to Dafydd, though her voice remained steady. “What is it?”

“Probably just a stray cat,” Dafydd said, his tone calm but his eyes scanning the alley. The shadows seemed to stretch too far, the lampposts’ dim glow failing to reach their depths. “Or maybe Dyzzy’s decided to take up ghost hunting.”

Ffion raised an eyebrow. “And here I thought you
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