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        Lord Iosef Uvaniah – Lord of Castle Sheerwall, keeper of the town of Blackriver and lands nearby.

        Lord Alaks Oviosef – Heir to Lord Iosef Uvaniah.

        Commander Mikel Ofeli – Captain of the Castle Guard.

        Mata Ofeli – Mikel’s wife. Lost to Red Lung.

        Tuomas Ufmita – Mikel’s son with Mata.

        Zhon Ufioda – Second- in-command of the Castle Guard.

        Zhuud Ovalak – A healer.

        Marq Sulumon – An alchemist.

        Sir Tadeus Ovyuda – A respected nobleman of Sheerwall.

        Symin Ovyolia – Son of Sir Ovyuda.

        Louka Ovanany – A friend of Tuomas.

      

      

      

      CASTLE GUARDS

      
        
        
        Luuk Oveslee – Recruits Master.

        Andru Uviulius – Former Recruits Master.

        Salom Uvyak0 – One of the Heir’s personal childhood guards.

        Zhameys Ovyams – One of the Heir’s personal childhood guards.

        Simeon Uvberil – One of the Heir’s current personal guards.

        Mari Ovyash – A recent recruit.

        Pata Ufsurmin – A recent recruit.

        Lefi Ufkloay – A recent recruit.

        Miara Ufmari – A recent recruit.

        Surman Ufilip – A recent recruit.

        Matin Ofyosh – An experienced guard.

        Akim Oftafid – An experienced guard.

        Zhosh Ovsafi – An experienced guard.

        Shorn Ufpita – An experienced guard.

        Willam Uvsaara – An experienced guard.

        Somin Uvmita – An experienced guard.

        Pita Ovkloay – A former guard.

        Nikolaas Ovlukus – A former guard.
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        Dafid Ufyeesab – The current kirkman of Blackriver.

        Ulius Ufiames – Owner and bartender of the Gilded Rooster.

        Simyn Ofati – A merchant. Uncle of Saara and Filip.

        Zhosua Uvuuda – A merchant.

        Salo Uvpater – Tuomas’s childhood nursemaid.

        Zhuda Ovioda – A boy from Mikel’s youth.

        Yosep Ovyuda – A boy from Mikel’s youth.

        Yulia Ufmalki – Mikel’s maid.

        Mattieu Ufiosef – An old man from Blackriver

        Safi Ufpita – A young woman from Blackriver

        Saara Ofseera – A young woman from a farm south of Blackriver. Filip’s sister and Simyn’s niece.

        Filip Ofseera – A young man from a farm south of Blackriver. Saara’s brother and Simyn’s niece.
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        Akub Ufpater – A mercenary. Andreus’s brother. Pelep’s cousin.

        Zhonathin Ofilip – A mercenary.

        Andreus Ufpater – A mercenary. Akub’s brother. Pelep’s cousin.

        Pelep Uvanany – A mercenary. Akub and Andreus’s Cousin.
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        Safeera Ufneek – Niko’s daughter.
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      It looked human, this thing pulling its legs through the thick, silty mud of the riverbank. Yet its movements were more graceful than a human would ever manage in such a place. The heavy muck slowed the creature’s stride no more than a field of grass would have. With each step, thick mud schlucked aside. A thin film of water lay over the mud, darkly reflecting the pinprick stars overhead. The creature wound around rushes that sprouted in bunches from the slimy surface.

      As the creature ran, ripples spread out behind it, following its passage and nudging the rushes so that they bobbed gently from side to side. Beyond the rushes, the broad expanse of the river Black drifted lazily, as though the water wished to be as asleep as the rest of the world. The creature kept moving, pulling its feet forward so fast that they left an open space behind them, outrunning the slow ooze of mud falling into the gap.

      The creature paused beside a particularly tall clump of rushes. It leaned lower, resting its arms on its thighs, and turned its head from side to side, scanning the quiet landscape around it, searching the darkness for something. Air hissed through its frowning mouth and into its lungs. Insects chirruped from the plants nearby. Eventually, the thing’s head ceased moving. It had found something that captured its attention as though a string bound its gaze. Lips parted, like a child that had found its favourite toy.

      The creature dove forward and slung out its arms, using them to drag itself across the surface of the mud instead of relying solely upon its legs. It splattered through the water, droplets of dark mud scattering into the night as it moved. It scooped its hands into the silt and pulled, thin muscles standing out on its light frame.

      Someone else was trekking through the mud by the river. Their breath wheezed loudly across the mud. They glanced around themselves sometimes, occasionally leaning closer to the river’s edge as though searching for something. They struggled to turn as they heard the slap of skin on wet earth but the thing launched itself out of the darkness before they could lift their arms. The creature bore the person down, into the dark mud.

      The person shoved against the creature’s body, lifting it far enough to see what had attacked them. Their eyes widened in confused recognition before the creature reached out to their throat with one hand. It pulled and tore a handful of flesh and skin away from the person’s neck in a single, fluid, sickening motion. The body fell limp into the mud and began to sink under its soft wetness.

      The creature hunched over the body and set to work, tearing with its fingernails, using its teeth to sever skin from flesh. Blood stained the thin grass red and the movements of the creature flattened the reeds. Blood poured through the layer of water over the mud, curling out into the slow-moving currents of the river like a red cloud. One more shadow on the water, cast by a white moon in the black sky.

      Before the blood slowed, the creature was finished with its gruesome task. It raised itself slightly over the body, though it remained hunched, and then set off through the mud and rushes once more. It left the ravaged body behind without another glance. The creature moved slower now, slower than it had while it was hunting.

      It headed closer and closer to the river. Closer to the point where the riverbank fell away, and the thick mud vanished into the deep channel of the water.  The thing stepped further into that darkness below the gently rippling surface of the river, slipping its body down until only its head remained above the water.

      This part of the river Black bent around the massive stone walls of Castle Sheerwall as though trying to hold the castle in place. As though the stone edifice was something terrible that had to be restrained lest it escape into the world. Lights moved along the battlements far overhead, as the evening guards carried out their patrols. The creature glanced at the imposing walls on the far side of the river and then lifted its eyes up their sides to their heights. Its lip curled in a sneer before it dove beneath the murky water of the river. A bubble grew on the surface and popped. All was still.
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      “Cheer up Mikel!” laughed Lord Uvaniah as he lifted a dripping leg of chicken to his mouth and tore off a chunk. “There have been no truly worrying stories from the roads in months, and there is little you can do from here. I think you should enjoy your meal and be happy!” The old man’s eyes sparkled between wrinkled corners. He scrubbed shiny grease from his lips and chin with the back of his hand.

      Mikel Ofeli, Commander of the Castle Guard, sighed and shook his head. “Your son is out there too,” he replied as he poked at the roasted potatoes on the plate in front of him. The warm buttery smell filled his nose. “Your heir. Surely some amount of concern is reasonable.”

      Lord Uvaniah laughed again, soft chuckles that bent him closer to his plate. Mikel could see the effort strained his friend. The hubbub of people talking in the great hall lowered momentarily as various nobles and important townsfolk paused to check on the condition of their lord. When they saw him straighten and smile at Mikel, they turned back to their conversations.

      Mikel admired that the old man was able to continue in his duties, despite his advancing years. The Lord of Castle Sheerwall spent his days out in the town, in the lands he controlled. Always busy meeting the people who he had responsibility for, despite the weariness in his limbs. Mikel was younger than him, but still desired a sheltered corner where he could slouch against the wall during the day. If he was honest, he would prefer to simply return to his rooms and rest but he was conscious of the poor example that might set for his castle guards. Mercy’s Shield relied upon everyone sticking to their duties.

      “Yes, some concern is perhaps reasonable. But you go too far! I fear you will die of worry some day.”

      “So you say my lord, so you have always said.” Mikel took a sip of his ale. The drink warmed him from the inside out. “But it is my job and my duty to keep the peace in the castle and Blackriver. I must keep Mercy’s shield strong. Before you judge my temperament, do recall that you said I worry too much three years ago and then the Eastern Road became thoroughly unusable. I believe there were at least six merchants who braved the road and died that year.”

      “Oh Mikel.” Lord Uvaniah rolled his green eyes and winked at his friend. The lord’s chin was stubbled white and his fingers as thin as the chicken bones that he was returning to a plate in front of him. “There are always tragedies in the countryside. Why, we may hear tomorrow that the Far Off King declared war against any number of other countries! But as I eat this delicious dinner, he hasn’t yet. And neither have any of your other ever-present concerns come to pass.” Uvaniah licked one finger and then ran a tongue over his thin lips.

      “In the meantime, the harvest has been excellent this year! The flocks have bred well, more craftsmen have moved into Blackriver, new houses are being built all the time.” He lifted a silver goblet that was filled with wine so dark and red that it looked like velvet had been squeezed into a liquid and poured into his cup. “The summer was beautiful, with birds flocking to the castle roofs. The morning chorus was delightful. Flowers bloomed along the paths that we walked this year.” He looked directly into Mikel’s eyes. “There is always tragedy somewhere, if we are so determined to seek it out. But don’t forget that there is always beauty as well!”

      Conversation buzzed around the two men. The great hall was filled for the evening meal, and Lord Uvaniah’s extended family were seated throughout, among and between the various people who worked and lived inside the castle’s gigantic walls. Mikel leaned back in his chair and looked around. The hall was huge. Its arched roof was held many metres overhead by a series of large stone columns. Torches set around the walls illuminated the huge chamber, as there were no windows, but the real source of light was found in three massive chandeliers hanging from stout black chains from the ceiling. The thick dark beams of wood holding them up looked as solid as the stone walls.

      Heat radiated from the candles on those chandeliers, dripping their slow white wax, and combined with the heat from the large number of bodies squeezing together along the long wooden tables to eat. The effect was a room that was exceptionally warm. Many of Mikel’s dining companions were wiping sweat from their brows and removing jackets and coats that had been needed to walk through the chill of autumn outside. The smell of molten wax and smoke filled the air.

      The old man is right, Mikel thought. There has been plenty to be happy about this last year. A pain stabbed at his chest, and he frowned.

      “I suppose I will simply be happier once Tuomas has made it home,” he finally said, rubbing the back of his neck and sighing as he did. Lord Uvaniah nodded and reached out with a ladle to scoop three large soft buttery potatoes into a bowl in front of him.

      “Of course, you worry for your son in such times. But be proud my boy! Tuomas has taken great care of my heir Alaks from all accounts, and they cannot be far from home now. They will be safely back in our presence before you know it.”

      The lord’s words were meant as encouragement, Mikel knew. But still, after he said polite farewells to the lord of the Castle and retreated to his bedchamber, thoughts of bandits and wild animals and flooded rivers plagued his mind. He attempted to read for a short time, but gave up after he realised that he had read the same page three times in a row and still had no idea what was contained in its words. He climbed into his bed, blew out his candle, and sought sleep.
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      A memory of Tuomas grew in Mikel’s drowsing mind. He dreamed of a day when he had taken Tuomas out on the river in a boat, when Tuomas had been only a small child. Tuomas had shrieked from his seat near the prow as the dinghy had pushed out into the current. The small child’s soft cheeks had been pierced by a wide grin, and his eyes were bright stars. Mikel had laughed as the boat rocked slightly, bobbing into the river, each movement drawing new yells from his son.

      “It’s alright Tuomas, nothing is going to happen.”

      “Dad, the boat is sinking!” cried Tuomas, scandalised by Mikel’s lack of concern. The small boy reached out as wide as he could to grab both sides of the boat at once. Mikel laughed. His sleeping body felt warm and safe as he recalled ruffling his son’s hair and soothing the boy’s nerves.

      Mikel had rowed the boat further out into the middle of the Black. The shadow of Castle Sheerwall had fallen over them as they were carried downriver by the current, and Mikel shivered. It was so cold in the shadows that fell behind the castle. Tuomas had stared up at walls that seemed to stretch higher than the sky.

      “They make the whole world disappear.” The child’s voice was little more than a breath.

      Mikel turned to look at the castle and agreed with his son. The walls were imposing and dark and reached so high that they filled up his entire vision. The sun was low behind the castle, so the walls were even darker than usual. Light seeped away from the walls, and Mikel felt colder and colder. He leaned back, trying not to let the edges of the walls move beyond his vision, and the boat tipped sideways beneath him.

      There was a splash and he tore his gaze away from the castle to see Tuomas struggling in the water next to the boat. The small boy thrashed in the water, fighting to keep above the surface, but quickly sank down. His tiny hand stretched up, searching for something to hold on to. Mikel nearly fell into the water himself as he launched over to the edge of the boat and reached down.

      “Swim Tuomas!” he yelled into the river. Tuomas’ face was blurred by the water, pale below the shimmering surface. Mikel wondered if his son could see or hear him. “Swim! You have practised many times! Swim now!”

      In the dream, Mikel watched from the edge of the dinghy as his son sank further down into the river, slowly vanishing into the murky water. He could feel his body twisting and turning in his bed at the same time, caught up in the blanket that had trapped his legs.

      Mikel pushed himself upright in his bed. The room was dark and the air was still and stifling, though the sweat on his forehead was icicle cold. He groaned and pulled the blankets off in a rush, then climbed off his bed and stood with his head clutched in his hands.

      What a nightmare, he thought. Where did that come from? He rubbed his face and moved over to the narrow window that looked out over a courtyard in the middle of the castle. Tuomas is fine. Tuomas has always been fine. Tuomas had been able to swim out into the deep water and back to the riverbank without trouble. He would splash through the water and then stand laughing and covered in mud. No expert, but certainly not a child that would slip beneath the surface as he had in Mikel’s dream. Mikel wondered if the nightmare had been caused by some noise out in the castle grounds, something that had set him ill at ease.

      Mikel moved to his window and looked out into the empty courtyard. Beyond his slim window, the castle was still and calm. A wide moon illuminated the grounds as clearly as daylight. Stars flickered in a quiet sky.

      Mikel had spent a long time teaching Tuomas how to swim in the shallows of the river and there had never been a moment that Tuomas had fallen overboard like he did in that nightmare. Or had there been? Mikel grimaced and pressed a hand to his stomach. There was a burning sensation there that was rising towards his throat. Perhaps Tuomas had fallen into the river, and Mikel had simply blocked out the unpleasant memory? He shook his head. He couldn’t remember for sure. Tuomas had grown so quickly. Those days were an ancient past in Mikel’s mind.

      But Tuomas was older now, a man, and he was alive and well. He was travelling with Alaks, the heir to Lord Uvaniah, and he had an important role in the heir's personal entourage. Mikel could be proud of his son, and confident in his well-being.

      Mikel decided that he didn’t feel like returning to bed. The chance of the nightmare returning to him and keeping his sleep from being restful was too strong. Perhaps some small night gods had crept in beneath Mercy’s Shield and were driving sleep from him. Instead, he decided to move into his anteroom. Perhaps the cool air there would soothe his mind and he would be able to return to sleep before long. In recent months Mikel had spent more time than he had ever expected sitting in his  well-cushioned chair in this anteroom.

      He settled into its soft padding and stared at his low bookshelves. He picked at the velvety material that covered the arm of the chair. One foot bounced on the rug. For some reason, the normally comfortable room was making him restless. He felt the desire to get up and head out into the halls of the castle, as though he needed to go on patrol.

      He remained in his chair as he considered. It had been a very long time since Mikel Ofeli, Commander of the Castle Guard, had patrolled the halls and yards of the castle. Realistically, he knew that he was too old now. His joints had stiffened with age, and he often had to massage cramps out of his hips if he was standing in one place for too long. His shoulder-length hair was no longer the deep orange of autumn leaves. Now the soft waves of his hair were spun with grey, and the short beard he wore held only a few speckled remnants of the colour he had been so proud of as a youth. What good would a man whose joints ached before a rainstorm be in the case of trouble within the castle? As he grew older, Mikel had realised that there was no way he could continue to chase the desperate men that the Castle Guards might find themselves up against.
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      Mikel stared unseeing into the dusty ashes of his fireplace, a few tiny sparks still weakly glowing in the last few chunks of firewood. His memory provided images and sounds of chases past, of times he had clambered onto tiled roofs within the castle walls and leapt over the dizzying heights between buildings. He recalled the sound of his own breath panting from his lungs as he pushed himself further, faster, chasing some brigand who had dared enter the Castle. In his room, the older man he was now smiled as he remembered catching some of those men, and the punishment he had been able to mete out before dragging them away to await judgement from the lord of Sheerwall.

      Iosef Uvaniah’s father had been Lord of Sheerwall when Mikel was a child, and the boy had thought that man was hewn from granite, with blood as cold as ice. One of Mikel’s earliest memories was of a man who had been caught after deliberately trying to unbalance Mercy’s Shield over Blackriver by invoking malicious gods inside the village. As a child Mikel had been unable to comprehend why someone would deliberately invite such possible disaster. As he grew older he realised that the man had hoped to profit from the disaster he instigated, supported by the gods he had called upon. He understood the man’s aims more clearly now, and was even more angry that anyone would do such a thing than he had been in the past.

      Of course, the kirk could not tolerate such an imbalance and had taken the evidence to the lord of the castle. Lord Ufyona, the current lord’s father, had agreed that such a betrayal of the whole town must be dealt with swiftly and with certainty.

      The young Mikel had joined the crowd that made their way into the great hall to hear the Lord’s judgement. The crowd was tightly packed, each person pressed shoulder to shoulder with those beside them. Mikel climbed up the wall, using the holds that elaborate decorations provided, and sharing grins with other children who’d had the same idea.

      Opposite the main doors a huge seat had been prepared for Lord Ufyona, and he sat staring down at the man kneeling in chains before him. It was a strange thing, that chair. It was not the normal chair that the Lord sat in during meals in the great hall. Mikel remembered thinking that it must have been brought out just for this occasion of judgement.

      Lord Ufyona described how the man had put the community in grave danger with his actions. He had unbalanced Mercy’s shield by forcing the boundaries to cave in, rather than keeping danger far from the people of Blackriver. Just as the Kirkman explained during Sermon, disharmony amongst the people of the town forced Mercy to defend the people from each other instead of threats from outside. This man had raised even more serious and dangerous threats within the community, weakening the shield so much more.

      But then the crowd had gasped as Lord Ufyona outlined the deeds the man had summoned the gods to perform. Theft and mischief were expected, but the violence he had meted out against those he considered his rivals was terrible. Gods of anger, gods of stone and fire, gods of disease had all been escorted deep into Mercy’s Shield and allowed to wreak their havoc. Mikel felt a chill in his bones when the Lord explained that one victim was likely to die from the injuries he had suffered.

      There was quiet restrained anger in the lord’s words, and patient revenge. Mikel’s stomach turned to a ball of ice when the Lord pronounced that the man was to be hanged, and then the sound of the crowd’s cheers had lifted around him and their emotions barrelled his own aside.

      After Mikel had become part of the castle guard, and made his way into the upper echelons of the castle community, he had found that chair of judgement once. Tucked into a small storage room near the hall, covered in dust. Lord Uvnaiah had told him that it was cleaned and brought out only for the most dire circumstances, when the Lord had to put on a full show of his authority. Mikel had only seen it used two other times in his life.

      Though Mikel had become friends with the new Lord of Sheerwall, and he knew that Lord Uvaniah was warm and friendly man, there was a pillar of stone inside the Lord as well. When needed Lord Uvaniah could be just as strong as his father.
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      Mikel sighed and pulled his heavy dressing gown closer around his shoulders. The vision of Tuomas slipping away from his hands was still hovering behind his eyes, and he couldn’t quite shift it.

      “It’s no good,” he growled to himself. “I can’t just sit here all night. I have to do something.”

      He stood up out of the chair and hung his dressing gown back onto the stand in the corner of the room, then lifted a long blue coat from the rack. He ran a thumb across the hardy material and smiled, then spun it around his shoulders and dug his arms into the sleeves. The coat settled over his figure like a second skin, and Mikel shivered slightly. Mata had given him this coat years ago, when he had first been lifted to the position of Commander of the Castle Guard.

      They had come back to their rooms after the ceremony in the great hall, his hand settled on the small of her back. Mata stepped forward and turned to face him, her back to the door to their room.

      “Hold on a moment,” she smiled.

      “What’s this?”

      “I have a surprise for you, just wait.” She reached behind her and opened the door, before slipping through and leaving him standing outside in the hallway.

      Before Mikel could think too long about what might be going on, the door opened again. Salo, the young maid who they had asked to watch baby Tuomas, stepped out and smiled at Mikel.

      “Do you know what she’s up to?”

      The maid nodded.

      “It’s a lovely gesture. Have a good night my lord.” Salo bobbed a curtsey and hurried off back to her own rooms. The door behind her was still open, and so Mikel stepped forward and peeked through.

      Mata was standing by the coat stand, lifting one sleeve of the blue coat. He walked over to her.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a present. You’re an important person in the castle now, and you will be rubbing elbows with other important people. You won’t be able to just wear any old thing.”

      She lifted the coat off the stand and helped him put it on. She stepped back to his front and smoothed the material over his shoulders and leaned up to kiss him.

      “I’m so proud of you,” she said. “You might even become close with Lord Uvaniah.” Her eyes shone as she looked up into his face.

      Mikel closed his eyes as he re-lived the memory. Then he opened them and forced himself to leave the memory behind and return to the waking world, the night he was living in now, where he stood by his coat-rack, alone. He patted at his clothes. He had been so tired when he got to his rooms that he had burrowed into his bed still wearing the pale shirt and trousers that he had been wearing during the day. With his coat on and his feet slipped into his boots, he was dressed enough for an evening walk. He crossed his room, opened the door, and stepped out into the corridors.

      The cold of the night air slapped into his cheeks as he strode through dark hallways away from the warmth of his room. The air smelt of stone and dirt, with a hint os something metallic behind it. He walked without thinking of any particular destination. After turning at a few intersections, he realised that his feet had settled into the old familiarity of patrol. His body knew its routines, even though it had been so long since he had spent his nights following the duties of a guard, walking through the narrow hallways of the castle in darkness and silence of the night.

      The courtyards always looked so empty during night patrol. Mikel remembered the way he would walk past the kitchens, looking eagerly for the soft glowing sign of their lanterns that would let him know dawn was only a few hours away. He would listen to the clatter of bakers and cooks beginning their work. On good nights, he might be given a warm but misshapen roll to chew on as he continued in his patrol.

      After he was made commander, Mikel’s life had turned into a series of meetings with other men in the Castle. He was responsible for organising more than just who was to walk through which halls, or stand before which doors. He had to ensure that all the new recruits were skilled enough to protect the inhabitants of Sheerwall and so he watched from high windows as they were drilled in the guards’ yard, put through their paces and introduced to their wooden practice swords.
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      Overlooking the yard in recent years, Mikel had become disconnected from the process. He hadn’t grown to know the new recruits as he once would have, working alongside them and getting a feel for which guards he could count on when blades were drawn, or which were simply good for conversation during a long night’s post.

      He chuckled at his thoughts as he continued his late-night stroll. It had been nearly a year since he had even observed any training at all. He had left the duties of commander in the hands of his second, Zhon. He had realised that he was watching without observing. Mikel thought about the conversation where he had informed Zhon of his decision. The man had saluted as he came into Mikel’s office in the guard rooms.

      “Yes sir? You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, I did.” Mikel had placed his quill down and leaned back in the chair behind his writing table. “Zhon, I don’t know if you have noticed, but I…” His throat was dry and he coughed. He picked up a mug with water in it and took a slow sip. “I haven’t felt like myself recently.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “What do you mean?” Mikel frowned. Did Zhon think I haven’t been performing my duties correctly?

      “I just meant that I understand sir. You’ve had a rough time recently. It must be very difficult.”

      Mikel brushed the comment aside and continued.

      “It has, yes. But I cannot deny that I have not been completing my duties to the standard that I would like recently.”

      Zhonstood silently with his hands behind his back.

      “I think that…” He sighed. “I think that I will need to take a step back from my duties, just for a while.”

      “I think that is a good idea sir.”

      Mikel forced himself to not to let his frustration show on his face. Zhon wasn’t saying anything that didn’t make sense, or was inappropriate, but Mikel resented him for it. He doesn’t have to be so keen to replace me, Mikel thought. No, that is uncharitable. He isn’t forcing me out. This is my own decision.

      “Only for a little while, as I get my head in order.”

      Zhonnodded.

      “I need the work, as a distraction. But I can’t endanger the castle. The guards must maintain order, so that Mercy is free to Shield the people of Sheerwall and Blackriver.”

      “I understand sir. I will make sure to follow the example you have set.”

      I didn’t even tell him that he was going to take over for me, complained Mikel to himself. He might be Second Officer of the Guard, but maybe I had some other plan? Surely he shouldn’t assume!

      Mikel stood and walked around his table, reaching out to shake Zhon’s hand. It doesn’t really matter, Zhon will only be in charge for a few weeks, maybe two months at the most. Then Mikel would feel back to normal, and would return to his duties as Commander of the Castle Guard.

      That had been his plan, anyway. As he pulled his blue jacket tighter, Mikel realised that the conversation had occurred roughly a year ago. And if it has been that long since Zhon took over commander’s duties, then that meant that it has been nearly a year since-

      Mikel sniffed heavily and coughed to clear his throat.

      His patrol had led him outside the protection of the castle’s halls. He walked out into one of the many open spaces between the buildings that huddled inside the castle’s walls for protection. The night breeze slid down the back of his coat. He shivered. Far over his head the sky was full of bright stars, but as he watched he saw thin fingers of cloud, hiding the stars as they grew. Thicker piles of cloud were beginning to form.

      Mikel climbed the narrow stairs from the yard up to the heights of the battlements on the south wall. From here he was able to lean on the rough stone and look out over the town of Blackriver, nestled alongside the castle and spreading up the river like a dog curled around its master’s legs before the fireplace. The town slumbered peacefully, safe and quiet beside the might of Sheerwall.

      The town stretched away to the south of the castle like a cloak trailing behind a nobleman. A chill was creeping through his old bones now, and he had to keep flexing and clenching his fingers to keep the feeling in them. Even so, Mikel realised that it was warmer than usual for this time of year. When he had been unable to sleep earlier in the night, he had been quite comfortable while sitting in his chair. At this time of year he should have required gloves and a scarf to walk outside at night, if not more thick layers.

      Memories tumbled through his head as he leaned over the stone and stared out across the land. He had hoped that the walk would calm them down, and allow him to focus on something else. But they had gone nowhere, and now the empty night was drawing them out. His search had brought him to the tops of the battlements and he deliberately squeezed his palm against the sharp edge of the stones so that it would scrape across his skin, bringing his thoughts back to the present.

      Across the farming fields that surrounded Blackriver, he saw the reason for the pressure in the sky, the unsettled feeling that must have given him those nightmares and kept him wandering through the castle. Thick black clouds spun and whorled towards the town. They rolled softly across each other like young pups playing before a fireplace. Mikel knew that it was a deception of the distance. By the looks of them the storm would be fierce.

      Blackriver was a sprawling mass of pointed roofs strewn beneath him, thick beams supporting tiles and slate atop white plastered walls. The storm-threatened night had driven any townsfolk lingering in the streets this late back inside and only a few windows glowed with the fitful light of candles or fires. Mikel sighed and shook his head, wishing that a few candles in his room would settle his own thoughts at night. Mercy save them, he told himself as he studied the town. Maybe Mercy actually will save us all.
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      A lightning flash arced from the sky to a distant hilltop and was quickly followed by a long peal of thunder. Mikel lifted a hand to squeeze the bridge of his nose. You’re getting too old to be out on nights such as this old man, he reminded himself. He shifted his feet in his thick leather boots. As he turned to go back to his rooms, his memories sought out warmer, happier times.

      When Mikel had first joined the Guards of Castle Sheerwall, he had thought that his life could never get any better. He had done it out of a desire to impress a pretty young woman from Blackriver named Safi. Safi was the most beautiful person that Mikel had ever seen. She had large blue eyes that sparkled like the surface of the river on a summer’s day. Just like the river, those shining lights hid the mischief and depth that lay beneath. Her high cheeks and small mouth had made the younger Mikel think that perhaps she was half-goddess, descended from the gods of flower and fruit and tree that old folk said lived in the forests outside Mercy’s protection.

      After he saw her laughing with her father when she delivered him a midday meal, Mikel had put that idea to bed quickly. Her father was a blacksmith and no man as craggy as the broken edges of the castle walls, or with hands as scarred by burns as her father’s were, could be a god. To Mikel’s young mind it had been even more unlikely that such a man could have ever had the fortune to fall in love with a goddess either. One of the man’s eyebrows barely existed anymore. So Safi must have been as mortal as Mikel himself.

      He had grown up in the same street as Safi and her family. He had watched her as she walked out to the market with her mother in the morning to pick up goods for the day. Sometimes he caught glimpses of her helping her mother take care of the small rooms that were theirs, sweeping or cooking, and he relished the brief moments when her bright eyes were looking out of a window.

      Mikel hadn’t been quite so helpful to his own parents when he was young. He spent his days running through the dusty streets of Blackriver with a gaggle of other small boys from the alleys, filching fruit from the market stalls until one or the other of them was caught and dragged by the scruff of their neck back to their parents, who would deliver them a sharp reminder of how young boys were supposed to behave. Mikel had in fact been particularly good at tapping the leg of the apple-trader’s stall just enough that an apple would fall to the ground, all the easier for him to scoop it up and run away laughing and chewing the fruit’s sweet crunchy flesh as he went.

      As he had grown older he had seen Safi grow also. He had begun to notice the way she walked so smoothly and yet with curving grace while she strolled alongside her mother through town on their errands. He had got into scuffles with some of the other boys, arguing over who should get to talk to her. Unfortunately, he had never won any of those fights. He remembered sitting on the stoop of an unfamiliar building, nursing a bloody nose and watching as  Zhuda handed Safi the bright yellow flower that Mikel had picked from the fields outside town.

      As he touched his swollen nose and winced at the pain, Mikel noticed a member of the Castle Guard walking through the street. The man stood tall and straight-backed. His black and silver uniform looked clean and tidy. Everyone from the street paused as the man walked past, and Mikel saw more than one woman smile and tuck her hair back into place as the guard passed by. It was right then that Mikel decided he would have to find another way to impress Safi, something that no one else would dare to do. And from that day, he had tried to join the Castle Guard.

      At first Mikel was simply laughed away from the gate to the Castle when he tried to join the guards. The two men who stood at either side of the large wooden doors looked so fine in their shining armour and long sharp spears. Mikel was a little surprised to see how coarse their faces were when he came close enough to see. For some reason he had expected them to look smooth and wise. Instead one bore an ugly red scar that jagged sideways along his cheek and the other’s beard was short, rough, and spiky. With some trepidation he coughed until he had their attention.

      “Excuse me, how do I become a Guard?” he said, wincing at the tremor of nerves he could hear in his voice.

      The scarred man grinned, an action that twisted the scar into a new terrible configuration. His dark eyes had slowly travelled down Mikel’s body, clearly amused by what he saw.

      “You, lad?” He nodded at his partner at the other side of the drawbridge. “Hey Pita, look at this half grown rodent. He wants to know how to be a Guard!”

      The man named Pita had laughed.

      “I’ll tell you how you can become a guard,” said the first man, leaning forward on his spear.  Mikel leaned away. “You can find yourself a wizard and wish to be one!” Both men roared with laughter at this joke. Mikel’s cheeks glowed red as he turned and walked back into town.

      Over the next weeks and months, he came back to ask again and again. At first the different men on duty had continued to joke at him, sometimes going so far as to prod him with the butt of their spears and comment on his small frame. But soon he began to glean advice between the humour. He began spending less time racing through the streets with his fellows and more time helping his father work the fields. Over time his muscles started to grow and harden. By working the fields, he earned a worker’s meal too, filling out his frame further. It had meant that he saw less and less of Safi, but he had the pleasure of seeing her smile in his direction the few times they passed. Mikel was confident that his plan was working.
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      Finally a day came where Mikel asked how to become a guard and one of the men on duty responded with a frown instead of mockery.

      “Well, I suppose we do have a bit of room in the bunkhouse right now. And we are expecting a few merchants over the autumn.” Mikel knew that the merchants often brought guards of their own, mercenaries and bodyguards. These strangers could find ways to cause plenty of drunken violence before the Lord’s men were able to deal with them. “Come on then boy, we’ll see what Andru thinks.” And within the day, Mikel was a recruit.

      He had spent the first afternoon shifting his few possessions into the guard’s bunkhouse within the castle walls, and dreaming of how his new position would help him win the heart of Safi. He began imagining visions of himself arriving in her father’s smithy decked out in his official armour, bearing his official sword, and declaring his intentions towards her. She would swoon with the delightful heroism of it all and her father would grunt some form of approval. After all, nothing could be manlier than being a guard, charged with protection of the innocent.

      Unfortunately, he soon discovered that there was more to being a member of the castle guard than walking around town with your chest puffed out, wearing your shiny armour. Instead there were days upon days of drills, performing the same repetitive sword movements over and over while standing in a line with the other twenty new guards and being watched over by old man Andru, the man responsible for them. And his armour would not stay shiny, no matter how long he spent scrubbing and buffing it. Mikel ended each day covered in sweat and grime, and choking from the rank smell of himself.

      After a few months of tedium Mikel realised that he hadn’t thought of Safi, let alone had a chance to talk to her, for weeks. The life of a guard was far too busy for such things.

      Andru marched up and down in front of them, hands clasped behind his back while his shaggy grey moustache puffed against his lips as he bellowed commands. Mikel had been sure that the old man never actually looked at the recruits, a belief heightened by the scar that curled beneath Andru’s left eye socket, leaving the instructor half blind. Yet any time one of them stumbled or failed to follow through with his blade the old man would leap sideways and swipe his meaty fist across the back of the poor youth’s head. Mikel flinched at the memory. He had suffered that blow many times in the first year.

      When the recruits weren’t being trained to defend the castle and town, they found themselves performing the lowliest tasks that Andru could find. They would spend hours scrubbing the flagstones and steps of their quarters with heavy wooden brushes until they were clean enough to eat from, and then they would clean them all from the start again.

      Mikel developed an intimate understanding of the elaborate system of pipes and tunnels that allowed Lord Uvaniah to wash and for waste to be carried away from his presence. Some of the tunnels were too small for him to squeeze into and crawl through, pushing piles of built up waste before him, but far too many of the recruits were just the right size. The putrid smell that leaked from the pipes made Mikel throw up many times, which just meant he had fresh filth to clean. But those too-small tunnels were always large enough for the rats and it was the rats that he spent his nights combatting.

      It somehow fell to Mikel to clear the castle of the black and scraggle-furred rodents, setting traps and poisoned bait amongst the foul smelling stones of the waste tunnels. While nights spent chasing pests and clearing traps of the dead remains of their brethren left him exhausted, the new friends he had made amongst the recruits complained of worse jobs. Taking care of the pigs, including mucking out their dung-filled pens and providing the latest old rotten food from the great kitchens. Polishing the armoury’s equipment to the satisfaction of Andru, a task which never reached its end, for the old man’s one good eye was able to detect rust and specks of dirt that even an alchemist would have trouble confirming. Each had to
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