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The Tales Of Early 3

Prologue

The tavern breathed like an animal too old to die. Its walls inhaled the heat of the hearth and exhaled the sour musk of ale long spilled into the cracks of its boards. Smoke clung low in the rafters, thick as wool, perfumed with oak embers, old pipeweed, and the sweet rot of spilled cider. Every beam, every joint of timber was blackened and sticky with history.

When Early pushed through the door, the draft carried his scent in with him, mud, iron, road dust, and blood dried thin as paint across his sleeves. The tavern shifted at once. The flames bent toward him. Mugs rattled slightly in their places, as though greeting not a man but something claimed.

The taste of the air was heavy. Salt from tears spilled in corners, copper from split lips and bloodied noses, the burnt tang of charred meat clinging to the hearth. Every sip taken in that place lingered on the tongue like confession. No drink was only ale, no smoke only smoke. It was a mingling of lives, poured and shared until no one could tell one man’s story from another’s.

Early paused inside the door, letting the warmth wrap around him, though he felt no comfort in it. The patrons cheered lightly, mugs lifted as if his mere presence deserved a toast. He gave a nod, nothing more, moving toward the counter with the slow, measured step of one who knows the floor beneath him is listening.

Behind the bar, the mirror gave its usual dim shimmer, but tonight something had changed. For a breath, Early’s reflection did not stand before it, it bent behind it. A man with rag in hand, polishing wood, eyes hollowed from listening to too much. He blinked, and the image was gone, but the unease stayed.

The bar groaned as though stretching its ribs. And outside, though no one saw it just yet, driftwood lodged into the eaves. A sign of sorts, letters forming without hand or hammer. Bits of broken cart plank, a discarded beam from a storm, nails bent and rusted, all of it twisting together as vines slithered up the post. By morning, flowers would bloom between the cracks, bright and welcoming to the townsfolk who would pass.

It spelled nothing complete, not yet. Just shapes. But the shapes were leaning toward a name.

Early Bar.

Inside, patrons already whispered it in laughter and fondness, voices catching as though the walls themselves had nudged the word along.

Early Bar.

The hearth crackled, happy with the sound. The rafters creaked in approval. The smell of warm bread in the corner seemed to rise richer, as if the bar itself smiled.

Only Early sat still, jaw tight, ale untouched, feeling the weight of the room curl around him. A cheer for everyone else, a cage for him.

The tavern was glad. The people were glad.
But for Early, it was ownership dressed as celebration.
The night pressed heavy against the shutters, but inside the tavern every sound was alive. The scrape of boots on stone, the slow hiss of wet logs surrendering to flame, the dull thud of mugs set down too hard. The air had weight, salted by sweat, spiced by charred wood, layered with the faint sweetness of wildflower honey steeped into mead.

A circle of patrons leaned close at a corner table, their words tumbling into one another like dice rolled on worn oak. They spoke his name as though it were a spell, sometimes soft, sometimes sharp, always with that edge of disbelief that he sat among them at all.

Early did not speak. He let the tavern do the speaking for him. The floorboards shifted under his boots with every creak, as though the bar itself drew breath through the wood. The walls swelled with laughter, then stilled when silence fell, like a beast that knew how to hold itself in wait.

And above it all, unseen to most, the vines outside pressed tighter along the frame. Petals unfurled pale as candlelight, weaving themselves between warped boards that had caught the shape of letters. Patrons would see it in the morning and grin, declaring that the bar finally had a proper name.

Inside, the name was already known. It lived in the way voices rose when his back was turned, in the way mugs were lifted higher when he walked by.

“Early,” they called him.
“Early Bar,” they called this place.
The tavern swallowed the words whole, savoring them like a meal.

Ale sloshed over the lip of a mug, dark and foamy, running in thin rivulets across the counter. Early dragged a rag across it, slow and steady, though he hadn’t poured the drink himself. The cloth came away sticky, reeking of malt and sweat, and he could taste it in the air before it dried.

The tavern’s light was gold and red, but shadows lay thick in the corners. A man coughed there, rough and wet, before taking up his tale, one Early knew too well. He told of a night in the border hills, where steel rang against bone and the fire’s glow only lit the dying. The details were bent, colored with bragging, but Early recognized each shape of the memory. It was his tale, stolen from the road, worn now like another man’s coat.

The table roared approval, and the man’s hand smacked the wood hard enough to send crumbs skittering. Early swallowed, the sound settling inside him like a stone. His story was no longer his. The tavern had taken it, chewed it up, and spat it into another mouth.

A draft slid through the door as another patron came in, bringing with it the sharp scent of wet pine and mud. The bar drank it greedily, adding it to its stew of smoke and sweat. The vines outside stretched higher, buds curling open under moonlight, spelling out clearer and clearer letters. The “E” bent into form, crooked but unmistakable.

“Early Bar,” someone toasted, lifting their drink toward the rafters.

The beams groaned in answer. The flowers outside shivered as though in applause.

Early wiped at the wood again, rag blackened now, and realized he was no longer cleaning spills. He was polishing scars, old grooves, knife marks, gouges in the counter worn smooth by countless hands. The bar’s wounds. His wounds. They blurred together until he couldn’t tell one from the other.

And still the voices rose, chanting his name like it belonged not to him, but to the place itself.

The man in the corner leaned forward, his breath sour with ale, his voice cracking as he fed the room what it wanted.

“Was a night not fit for dogs,” he said, “when the fog rolled in thicker than wool, and the dead walked it like they owned the hills.”

The table stilled. Even the fire gave a quieter pop, as if leaning closer.

Early’s stomach knotted. He knew this night. He could smell it before the words left the man’s lips: the damp rot of moss, the iron tang of blood carried on mist. The man wasn’t telling a story; he was bleeding Early’s own memory across the counter.

“They came down in lines,” the patron went on, dragging his hand through the air to mark their march. “Faces pale, eyes like coals ready to burn out. And who stood against them? Who cut the fog with steel and rage alike?”

The crowd murmured the answer. His name, low at first, then louder.

“Early.”

The bar drank the sound, swallowing it with a groan deep in its beams.

The man slammed his palm down. “Aye! And with each swing, the blood flew. Not clean cuts, no. Splintered bone, teeth scattered like dice, the fog itself dripping red. He carved them apart till the ground was slick, till men slipped on their own fellows’ entrails.”

Laughter, nervous, delighted. Tankards raised high. The smell of spilt ale rushed up again, bitter, sweet, sour, blending with the phantom stench of the battlefield until the tavern itself reeked of death.

Early clenched his jaw. He could still feel the weight of the blade in his hand, the way it jarred when it cracked through bone, the wet spray on his face. He hadn’t told this tale here. He had tried to bury it. Yet here it was, reborn in another’s throat, made sport for men with full bellies and warm seats.

The vines outside twisted tighter, the letters bending clearer. The “A” bloomed into shape, petals pale as bone. By dawn, the full name would be plain to all.

Inside, his tale ended in cheers. His blood, his horror, his scars, lifted as a toast.

The bar pulsed with warmth, pleased, owning every drop of it.

And Early sat in silence, rag still in his hand, knowing he belonged to it now more than he belonged to himself.

The man’s words thickened, and with them the air itself grew heavy.

“They didn’t fall quiet, no,” he croaked, throat raw. “They screamed as he cut, howled as guts spilled steaming in the cold. The fog caught it, turned white to red, thicker than smoke, like the whole hill was choking on their blood.”

Patrons leaned forward, mugs forgotten.

“And when he swung again,” the man continued, his voice breaking into a rasp, “the blade stuck, stuck in a man’s ribs so deep it tore the lungs out like wet cloth. He wrenched it free, and what came with it sprayed across the line. Eyes, bone, bits of jaw, painted him in it, painted the ground till it was more red than earth.”

Laughter snapped sharp, brittle, the kind that hides fear. Men slapped the table, women covered their mouths but peeked between fingers, all of them trapped by the gore bleeding from his story.

Early sat rigid, and still the smells rose, hot copper, burning pine, the reek of shit that comes when bowels spill unchecked. It was in his nose again, thick, undeniable, as if the tavern had pulled it up from the floorboards themselves. The counter beneath his rag felt damp, sticky. He didn’t look down. He knew what he’d see.

The bar owned the tale now. It wanted every detail. The beams dripped with condensation, but in the candlelight it looked like blood sliding down the wood. The hearth snapped, tossing sparks that flared like fragments of bone bursting in the flames.

The patron slammed his mug down, foam cascading over. “He carved them till the hill steamed with their offal! Till dogs came sniffing at the edge, whining at the feast!”

The cheer that followed was mad, guttural, soaked with ale and awe. Tankards raised, foam spilling onto the counter, where it ran dark and thick, indistinguishable from the other stains the tavern already carried.

And outside, the vines reached higher, flowers yawning wide, pale petals veined red as though fed by the tale itself. The letters finished their crawl into form, crooked but clear:
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Early Bar.
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Inside, his name thundered with each toast.
Outside, the tavern wore him like a crown.
Early pressed the rag harder into the counter, scrubbing, but the stain only spread wider. His hand smelled of iron. His mouth tasted ash.

The tavern was pleased.
The patrons were thrilled.
And Early knew there would be no leaving it now.
Another rose to speak, his face red with drink, his voice carrying like a bellows through the thick air.

“You think that was the worst of it? You think the hill ended there?” he spat, ale foaming at his lips. “Nay, I’ll tell you what the bar wants, the part no one else can stomach.”

The tavern hushed. Even the fire bent low, its light dragging shadows across the beams.

“He didn’t stop at their fall,” the man growled. “He cut them still as they crawled, dragging guts behind them like tails. He split spines open, ribs cracking like green wood in frost. The stench rolled downhill, shit and bile and smoke together, till even the crows gagged in the air.”

Gasps turned to nervous laughter. A woman near the back gagged into her cup but didn’t look away.

“And the ground,” the man continued, pounding the table with a fist, “the ground was soft with flesh. Men fell and were trampled into paste, boots sinking, slipping, sliding in red mud thick as porridge. A man’s face crushed under heel, teeth popping loose into the muck like kernels from a fire.”

The room roared. Some covered their noses though the stink was not theirs but the tavern’s, the boards themselves seemed to sweat blood, steaming with the remembered heat of slaughter. The taste of it hit every tongue, sour copper that lingered past the ale.

Early’s hand shook around his rag. He could feel again the bone splintering under his swing, the blade catching in cartilage, his arm wrenching to tear it free. The memory had never left him, but now it was not memory, it was present. The tavern had resurrected it.

“And when he was done,” the patron said, voice cracking into a grin too wide for his face, “he stood soaked through, clothes stiff, blood flaking like bark from every inch. Not a man but a butcher, crowned in the stink of fire and death.”

The bar groaned approval. Mugs slammed down, foam and froth spilling over the wood. Every drop vanished quick, as though drunk by the tavern itself.

Outside, the vines tightened around the beam, buds splitting open with sickly sweetness. The flowers bloomed brighter, their petals soft but veined deep crimson. The sign was whole now, plain to anyone who looked:
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