Prologue 
The bells of Lyonhold tolled low and heavy, their chime rolling through the summer heat like the groan of a dying beast. The heat clung stubbornly to the city, refusing to surrender even as the sun slid behind the western hills, leaving its last, blood-red rays to crawl their way across the crooked streets, casting an eerie glow on the weathered stone and damp alleys. Even the wind moved like a dying thing, sluggish and frail, dragging itself through the city with labored breaths. It bore the fetid stench of the river’s brackish waters, the rank musk of too many bodies crushed together, and the sharp, sour tang of filth left to rot and fester beneath the pitiless glare of the sun. The royal keep loomed above it all, a hulking mass of stone and shadow, its spires catching the last glimmers of daylight like jagged shards of glass, cutting through the darkening sky.
In the cool, stifling gloom of the keep’s undercroft, Orwyn Clade hunched over his desk, a dark, solitary figure like some black-shelled beetle in the dim light. The single lantern on the table flickered weakly, its glow barely enough to reveal the piles of parchment scattered across the rough wooden surface. His fingers, darkened with smears of ink, moved with the deft precision of a scribe long accustomed to his craft, flitting through the stack of parchment like a spider weaving its web. The air was heavy, thick with the mingled scents of wax, ink, and ancient stone, an oppressive weight that clung to the space like an unwelcome guest, yet one Orwyn found strangely familiar. Orwyn thrived in such spaces. He thrived in such places, where the weight of the world above felt distant, and the silence was an ally. The shadows were his companions, wrapping around him like an old, familiar cloak. Here, away from the eyes of others, Orwyn could breathe, could think, could weave lies and truths alike, shadow upon shadow, a fragile web strung in the dark.
The correspondence spread before him was a tapestry of ambition and deceit, woven with the cunning of Datola’s lords and the desperate grasping of its petty nobles. Wax seals bore the marks of houses both storied and obscure, each letter penned in their flowery language a veneer of false loyalty. Yet beneath the gilded courtesies and hollow praises, Orwyn sought the truths they dared not speak plainly. Here, in the careful phrasing and subtle omissions, were whispers of alliances struck in shadow, debts sharpened into threats, and loyalties exchanged like coin at market. But above all, one unrelenting truth persisted: King Eudon II, the aging lion of Datola, was dying, or so the whispers spread, like wildfire, through every hall and keep.
Officially, the crown dismissed the matter with breezy assurances, His Grace’s health, they claimed, was no more than a fleeting ailment, a trifling inconvenience. But Orwyn knew better: a lion left to rot in its den draws scavengers before the scent of carrion even thickens. A king’s word, after all, was as fragile as the parchment it was scrawled upon and lies were the lifeblood of the powerful, flowing as naturally from their lips as breath.
King Eudon II, the lion of Datola, had not graced the public eye in weeks. His decrees came through the mouths of advisors, his duties left in the hands of lesser men, or worse, left undone altogether. Behind the closed doors of his chambers, the lion’s once-mighty roars had dwindled to the frail rasp of wheezing coughs. In the city’s taverns and alehouses, the murmurs of common men grew bolder with each pint poured.
Orwyn could feel the truth settling like a storm on the horizon. The old king was failing, and when he fell, it would not be to silence. The wolves would come. They always did. And from the western shores, whispers stirred, their waters carrying schemes to swell the rising storm.
Orwyn’s lips curled into the barest hint of a smile as his fingers lingered on a letter sealed with a sigil he knew all too well: two serpents coiled around the jagged remains of a shattered oak. Lord Rykird of Brincliff. A man whose words were as shifting as the tides that battered the cliffs beneath his keep. Treachery was his native tongue, and every letter bore its cadence.
With the practiced care of a man who knew the weight of secrets, Orwyn broke the wax seal, the crackle of it sharp against the undercroft’s silence. He unfolded the parchment slowly, savoring the promise of what lay within, and began to read:
"Coin flows westward, my lord, yet the tide is low. The crown wanes, and loyalty demands fertile soil. Should the lion falter, the isle may offer its strength to the one who sows wisely."
Orwyn let the corners of his mouth tug upward, a mockery of amusement. He reached for his quill, dipping its tip with practiced ease as he murmured under his breath, his words little more than a whisper against the scratch of ink on parchment.
“A farmer now, are we, Rykird?” he mused, scrawling a brief note in the margin beside the veiled promise. 
“Sowing your schemes like seeds and hoping the storms hold their fury.” His voice held no warmth, only a quiet derision, for Orwyn knew well the worth of such promises. They bore fruit only when watered with blood.
He folded the letter carefully, its weight heavier than the words alone. The scrape of boots on stone broke the stillness, pulling Orwyn from his thoughts and drawing his gaze upward. Torlin leaned lazily against the doorway, his bulk filling the frame like a slab of rough-hewn stone. The porter’s tunic was creased and spotted with stains, his face flushed red from the heat, or perhaps the dregs of some dockside alehouse.
“Talkin’ to yerself again, Master Clade?” Torlin’s voice came thick and unrefined, each word slurred by the coarse drawl of the harbor quarter. “Or is that some part o’ yer grand plan? Whisperin’ to ghosts?” The smirk tugging at his mouth spoke of mischief, but his eyes betrayed the dull glaze of a man more familiar with casks than schemes.
Orwyn regarded him for a moment, his quill poised above the parchment.
“Plans rarely require your input, Torlin,” he said, his tone crisp and as sharp as a dagger. “Though I’ve no doubt your insight into ale and idleness is unparalleled. Though I suppose even idleness sharpens a certain kind of wit.” 
Orwyn returned his focus to the letter before him, quill scratching faintly against the parchment. “If I needed a jester, I’d have hired one. Now, did you bring what I asked for?”
Torlin sauntered into the room, the scrape of his boots on the flagstones a deliberate intrusion. His grin was as lazy as his gait, though his eyes glinted with the satisfaction of a man holding something valuable. 
“Aye, I brought it,” he said, tossing a bundled package onto the desk. The cloth wrapping was dark with oil, its shape formless but heavy with promise. “But if it’s worth half of what I reckon, you owe me more’n coin for this one.”
He folded his arms across his broad chest, leaning his weight against the desk as if daring Orwyn to protest. “That spymaster o’ yours,” he added, voice low and thick with the harbor’s drawl, “he don’t much like folk nickin’ from his stores. Nearly had me skinned alive just for lookin’ at the shelf.”
Orwyn’s eyes flicked to the bundle, his expression betraying nothing. 
“And yet, here you are,” he said softly, his voice touched with a faint edge of mockery.
Torlin snorted but said nothing as Orwyn reached for the bundle. 
“It is fortunate,” Orwyn added lightly, peeling back the cloth with deft, ink-stained fingers, “that I am not folk.”
The oiled wrappings revealed a sheaf of documents bound with a crimson ribbon. Orwyn’s sharp eyes swept over them, flicking from one seal to the next, his mind already dissecting the stories they promised: intrigue and betrayal, desperation and leverage. Names and connections unspooled in his thoughts, their weight measured against the shifting scales of power.
“Fortunate,” Torlin muttered under his breath, retreating to lean against the wall, his posture a mixture of defiance and weariness. “Some of us don’t have the luxury of bein’ untouchable.”
“Touch is a curious thing,” Orwyn remarked, his eyes fixed on the parchment before him, his tone as cold and unyielding as the stone walls that surrounded them. “It’s only dangerous when you let someone close enough to wield it.”
Torlin snorted, his rough chuckle filling the silence like a low growl. His fingers idly scratched at the stubble on his jaw, the sound coarse against the stillness.
 “Word is, the King ain’t long for this world,” he said, leaning against the wall with the ease of a man used to gossiping in shadows. “Folks’re already placin’ bets on who’ll wear the crown next. Nobles sniffin’ around like dogs at a butcher’s shop, waitin’ for the scraps to fall.”
Orwyn’s quill paused mid-stroke, the tip hovering above the parchment. He looked up slowly, his expression a veil of calm, but his eyes were sharp, cutting through Torlin’s nonchalance with the precision of a blade.
“What are they saying about the prince?” His voice was soft, almost idle, yet each word landed with the weight of a command.
Torlin scratched his jaw, his shrug lazy and half-hearted, the gesture of a man unused to weighty matters. “He’s the heir, ain’t he? Most reckon he’ll take the crown, same as his father. That’s how it goes, innit? King dies, prince gets the chair.” He paused, glancing at Orwyn as if hoping that would suffice. The silence stretched, Orwyn’s gaze steady, unrelenting. Torlin cleared his throat, shifting his feet. “But... there’s talk. Always is, ain’t there? The princess, now, she’s got her mother’s favor, and that ain’t nothin’. Could stir up some loyalties if it came to it. Then there’s the ones lookin’ to make their own play, though none o’ them are fool enough to say it out loud.”
Orwyn tilted his head ever so slightly, the movement deliberate, almost predatory. 
“And what about you, Torlin?” he asked, his voice soft, smooth as silk. “What scraps would you sniff for?”
Torlin’s grin spread, broad and crooked, his earlier discomfort fading into a lazy sort of bravado. 
“Don’t need scraps, Master Clade. I’ve got my coin and my skin, and I plan to keep both.”
“Wise,” Orwyn murmured, returning to his work. “Now, unless you plan to share more of your wisdom, I suggest you leave me to mine.”
Torlin lingered a moment longer, then shrugged and pushed off the wall. 
“Suit yourself. But mark my words, one day, all this sneakin’ and schemin’ will catch up with you. And when it does, you’ll wish you’d stayed in the shadows.”
The sound of his footsteps faded into the corridor beyond, leaving the undercroft steeped in heavy quiet. Orwyn’s quill paused only when the last echo had vanished.
Orwyn leaned back in his chair, his sharp eyes scanning the array of documents spread before him. Seals of great houses glinted in the dim light, their wax impressions little more than lies stamped in crimson. The weight of the crown’s secrets seemed to seep from the pages, pressing down on him like the stone vaults above. Each word, each carefully phrased missive, carried its own burden of treachery, ambition, or despair.
With a soft exhale, he reached for the goblet resting on the desk’s edge. The cool metal felt solid in his hand, grounding him for a fleeting moment as he sipped the watered wine. The taste was faint, clean but dull, a reflection of necessity rather than pleasure.
The door creaked open again, the sound low and deliberate.
“Forget something, Torlin?” Orwyn asked, his tone dry, distracted, his attention still fixed on the papers before him.
Silence answered him.
Orwyn frowned, his fingers tightening briefly around the goblet before he set it down with quiet precision. Slowly, he turned, his sharp gaze cutting through the dim light like a blade seeking its mark. The undercroft’s gloom seemed deeper now, the lantern’s flame sputtering faintly uneasy shadows that danced across the stone walls.
A figure loomed in the doorway, shrouded in darkness. Their face was hidden, swallowed by the flickering shadows, but the gleam of steel betrayed them.
Orwyn’s blood ran cold 
“Who—” he began, but the word was stolen from him as the blade struck.
The thrust was clean, merciless, sliding between his ribs as if it knew the way. Pain lanced through him, sharp and immediate, like fire searing through flesh and bone. His body jerked, and his hand flew to the wound, his fingers slick with the warmth of his own blood. He stumbled back, his legs threatening to buckle beneath him, the goblet on the desk clattering to the floor.
The figure moved forward, each step silent and deliberate, their intent as cold as the blade they had wielded. They reached the desk, their gloved hands sweeping the scattered documents into a leather pouch with a precision born of experience. Orwyn tried to speak, tried to shout, but all that escaped was a wet, choking gurgle, the sound thick and guttural as his lungs fought for air. His vision swam, the dim light of the lantern blurring as the edges of his world darkened.
The figure paused, their head tilting as though savoring their triumph. They plucked the serpent-sealed letter from the pile, then slipped into the shadows without a whisper, swift, certain, and cold as the steel that had ended him. No creak of the door, no sound of retreating footsteps, just the oppressive weight of silence, broken only by the wet, ragged sound of Orwyn’s faltering breaths and the dim, flickering glow of the lantern, struggling against the encroaching dark.
Orwyn slumped forward, the cold edge of the desk pressing against his chest as his strength ebbed away. His breath came in shallow, ragged gasps, and his vision dimmed, the flickering light of the lantern fading into a haze of shadows. His final thoughts were not of loyalty, nor of duty, nor even of the crown he had served so diligently from the dark corners of its power. No, his last thoughts were of the secrets, those carefully hoarded truths and lies, each one a blade honed to precision, now scattered like ash on the wind.
As the world darkened around him, a bitter pang twisted in his chest, not from the blade, but from the knowledge they were gone, stolen with swift hands and cruel purpose, leaving behind only the cold realization that the webs he had spun so carefully would now unravel without him. As the darkness closed in, Orwyn’s lips twitched with the faintest shadow of a bitter smile . 
In the end, shadows consumed even the cleverest of men.
And then, there was nothing.
#










Chapter I: Averard
The road to Kurlade was a narrow, twisting trail that wound its way through the heart of The Mirehold, snaking like a serpent through the swamp, a narrow, treacherous path suffocated by the swamp’s fetid breath. The air hung heavy with the stench of rotting vegetation and stagnant water, the sun low in the sky casting long shadows that danced across the mire. Averard Merwin shifted grimly in his saddle, the ache in his bones a cruel reminder of the miles he had ridden, each one a slow trial of fortitude. The sun hung low, bleeding orange and crimson across the sky, its light casting long shadows that twisted and danced across the mire, as if mocking his every effort. He had ridden hard for days, and the swamp seemed to conspire against him, sapping every ounce of strength from his body. 
He could feel the weight of the Mirehold pressing down, urging him to yield, to turn back to the safety of Greymoor, a foolish thought, of course, but it slithered into his mind like the very fog rising from the muck that surrounded him. The thick air clung to him like a shroud, pressing on his skin with a suffocating intimacy. Each breath felt as though he were drawing in the very essence of the swamp, thick, damp, and reeking of decay. His clothes, crisp and fresh when he had set out from Highgard, now clung to his body, soiled and heavy with sweat. Mother be good, how I long for the cool, dry air of home, he thought, for the breeze that sweeps down from the mountains and cuts through the heat like a blade. But there would be no relief here. The Mirehold was a land that offered no comfort to outsiders.
“Steady, Balian,” Averard murmured, patting the neck of his destrier. The great warhorse snorted, its breath misting in the humid air, its hooves squelching in the soft earth with every step. Balian was bred for the cool hills of Greymoor, not for this festering swamp. A cursed land, but its people endure, Averard mused. Perhaps they have no choice.
The land was foreign to him, an endless grim tapestry of twisted trees and murky waters, where the line between earth and water blurred into murkiness. Here, nature reigned supreme, capricious, and unyielding indifferent to the designs of men. It was said that the first settlers of The Mirehold had to build their homes on stilts to keep them from sinking into the mire, and that even now, The Mirehold had a way of reclaiming its own, insatiable, and relentless. Averard was not one for superstition, but as he watched the shadows lengthen across the swamp, he could understand why the people of The Mirehold were known to be a superstitious lot. The air was thick with the scent of decay and the constant hum of insects. This is a land that demands respect, he thought, and it revels in punishing the careless.
A sudden cry cut through the oppressive stillness, sharp and sudden. Reflexively, Averard’s hand found the hilt of his sword, muscles tensed for unseen threats, but it was only a heron, disturbed from its roost, taking flight on long, silent wings. He watched it go, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly, as the beauty of its flight brushed against his fraying nerves. The swamp was full of sounds, rustling leaves, the calls of unseen creatures, the distant croak of frogs, but each one set his nerves on edge. This is not my land, he reminded himself, and it never will be.
He had come to The Mirehold at the request of Holgar Kersey, a man he had fought beside during the Sterling Rebellion. Holgar had been a good man in battle, steady, reliable, the sort of man you could count on when the swords sang their song of death. It had been years since they had last seen each other, but when Holgar’s letter arrived, requesting that Averard take his son as a squire, there had been no question in his mind. Honor demands I answer the call, Averard had thought. And a debt to an old friend. 
Oswin. The boy was but thirteen summers, teetering on the precipice of manhood, though still clinging to the last vestiges of childhood. It was a critical age, a time when a boy began to learn the skills and values that would shape him into the man he would become. Averard had trained many squires in his time, but there was something about Oswin that felt different, something that made this journey feel like more than just another duty. Perhaps it is because I know what Holgar has lost, he reflected. Or perhaps because I see a chance to leave behind more than just a legacy of battles and blood.

Averard’s thoughts wandered back to the day he received Holgar’s letter. He had been in his solar, the air was cool and still, the silence broken only by the distant sigh of the wind across the hills of Greymoor, visible through the open window. Holgar’s words were always brief, efficient, yet each evoked the weight of unspoken burdens of a father’s heart and urgency that passed between old comrades.
“He’s ready.” Holgar had scrawled in a hand that bore the weight of both love and reluctance. “But I am not. Oswin needs a knight, a true knight, to mold him, to impart the wisdom that has eluded me. I’m asking you, Averard, because I know you will take him as your own, with the care and honor that I can no longer provide.”
Holgar’s trust in him had touched something deep within Averard. He had never fathered children of his own, a fact that had not escaped the watchful eyes of his peers, preferring to dedicate his life to the duties of lordship and knighthood. But in the young men he had trained, he saw the continuation of the values he held dear, honor, bravery, and a sense of duty that transcended personal ambition. Oswin would be no different, Averard resolved. The boy would learn to wield a sword with precision, to ride with purpose, and to uphold the tenets of knighthood with unwavering resolve. He will be the best of us, Averard vowed silently. I owe that to Holgar. I owe that to the realm.
Highgard had been a sanctuary after the rebellion, a place where he could retreat from the intrigues of the court, from the endless machinations of men who sought power at any cost. Averard had found peace in the quiet, in the duties of lordship. Highgard was more than mere stone and mortar; it was his refuge, a sanctuary where the burdens of the realm could be set aside, and the simple, unyielding comfort of duty could once again envelop him like a worn and trusted cloak. But duty had called him away from that peace, pulling him into the southern morass of The Mirehold, into a land that offered nothing but discomfort and the echoes of old battles.
Perhaps this is where I am meant to be, he thought. Perhaps The Mother has placed me here for a reason.
The path narrowed ahead, the trees closing in around him, their twisted branches forming a canopy that blocked out the dying light. In the distance, Averard could see the faint outline of a settlement, its wooden structures barely visible through the gloom. Kurlade, Holgar’s holdfast, and the end of his journey. He urged Balian forward, the horse’s hooves sinking deeper into the mud with each step.
 As they approached the village, Averard noted the eyes that watched him from the shadows, hard eyes, suspicious eyes. The people of The Mirehold were a wary lot, and they had little love for outsiders. I am a stranger here, he thought. And they know it. He could feel their gazes on him, weighing and judging. He had heard tales of how they revered the swamp; how they honored its spirits and feared its wrath. There was wisdom in their superstitions, yet Averard found little charm in a land that had swallowed so many lives, leaving only echoes of despair.
A man stepped forward, his clothes simple but well-kept, his posture one of authority. He was broad-shouldered, with skin weathered by the sun and a face lined with years of toil. His eyes were sharp, though, taking the measure of Averard in a single glance. His accent was thick, a drawl that seemed to roll off his tongue with a rhythm akin to the murky swamp he called home.
“Lord of Highgard,” the man greeted, his voice carrying a note of cautious welcome. “We been expectin’ you. Holgar spoke highly of you.” His accent was thick, a rising and falling drawl that seemed to roll off his tongue with a rhythm akin to the murky swamp he called home.
“Just Sir Averard, if you please,” the knight corrected, his own voice refined, crisp, and precise, a stark contrast to the man’s rough accent. He dismounted, handing the reins to a stable boy who appeared at his side. “I’m here at Holgar’s request. I trust you can take me to him.”
“Aye, that I can,” the man replied, inclining his head slightly. “Name’s Jory, Holgar’s steward. Follow me, Sir Averard.”
As they made their way through the village, Averard took in the scene with a mix of curiosity and unease. The buildings, elevated on stilts, seemed to float above the mire, their wooden structures weathered and worn from years of exposure. The ground below was indeed a quagmire of mud and water, each step careful to avoid slipping.
Jory’s voice, though rough, carried an air of familiarity with the land. “The storms’ve been a problem,” he said, nodding towards the fields in the distance. “Flooded most of the lower lands, turned it into a right mess. We’re workin’ to get things back in order, but it’s slow goin’.”
The swamp's relentless nature seemed to be as much a part of their lives as the very air they breathed. The effort to rebuild was admirable, yet the conditions were harsh, a constant struggle against the elements.
“Holgar’s been keepin’ things together as best he can,” Jory continued, his voice filled with a grudging respect. “But it’s been hard on everyone. He’ll be glad to see you, Sir Averard. Been talkin’ about you for weeks now.”
Averard listened with half an ear, his mind focused on the meeting to come. Holgar Kersey was a man of few words, but those words carried weight. This meeting was more than a simple reunion, it was a turning point, not just for young Oswin, but for Averard himself. A new chapter, he thought, for both the boy and me. The holdfast of Kurlade loomed ahead, a large wooden structure that dominated the village. It was a far cry from the stone fortresses of Greymoor, built for the swamp rather than the hills. The walls were thick, sturdy, designed to withstand the elements, but they offered little protection from the heat. The air inside was stifling, the warmth lingering even as the sun dipped below the horizon. Averard could feel the heat radiating from the wooden walls, as if the very building had absorbed the day’s warmth and now sought to share it with all who entered. A place of strength, he noted, but also one of discomfort. How long can a man endure in such a place?
He followed Jory into the great hall, where the air was cooler than outside but still thick with the lingering heat. A faint breeze from a distant window stirred the heavy air just enough to remind Averard of the refreshing winds of Highgard. He suppressed a sigh, knowing that comfort would be hard to find in this place. I must not show weakness, he reminded himself. Holgar will see it as doubt. Holgar Kersey was waiting for him, a broad smile breaking across his weathered face as he saw his old comrade. He rose from his seat, his movements slow and deliberate, a rotund man slowed by too many battles and borne too many wounds. Or maybe it is the extra weight? Averard mused.
"Averard, you bitter old prune!" Holgar’s voice boomed with the warmth of old comradeship, his rough hand clasping the knight’s forearm in a grip that spoke of battles fought and bonds unbroken. "It’s been too long."
"Far too long," Averard replied, his voice tinged with a rare smile as he met Holgar’s grip with equal vigor. "You’ve built quite the holdfast here, Holgar. Though I’ll confess, the heat took me by surprise. I fear I grow too accustomed to the cool winds of Greymoor."
Holgar chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound that rolled through the hall like distant thunder. “Aye, it’s not the bloody cool winds of Greymoor, that’s certain. But the heat grows on you, or it breaks you. Come, sit. We’ve got much to talk about, and none of it will wait.”
As they sat at the long wooden table Averard’s expression, always serious and intense, was softened slightly by the flickering light of the hearth. His face, carved by years of hardship and battle, bore the lines of a man who had seen too much, endured too much. His short brown hair, tousled and graying at the temples, whispered of the years that had passed, adding a touch of age and hard-earned wisdom to his commanding presence. His eyes, sharp as a falcon’s and colored a piercing chartreuse, seemed to have lived a thousand lives, each one etched into his soul. They held a depth of determination that was almost unnerving, tempered by the heavy burden of responsibility that rested squarely on his shoulders.
Averard’s features were as rugged as the lands he hailed from, his jaw square and unyielding, framed by a closely trimmed beard that only heightened the sense of authority he carried with him. He was lean, a warrior forged in the fires of countless battles, his body a testament to years spent honing his skills. There was an undeniable stoicism in him, a strength that ran deeper than mere muscle, an iron will that had been tested time and again and had never wavered.
Yet, beneath the surface, there lingered a shadow of weariness, a quiet fatigue that spoke of the toll his duties had taken. The burdens he carried were heavy, and though they had not yet broken him, they had certainly left their mark. The man who stood before the world was a pillar of strength, but within, there was the unmistakable weight of a life lived in service to others, with no respite in sight.
Holgar took a long, deep draught of ale, the froth clinging to his beard as he swallowed with a satisfied sigh. He set the mug down with a heavy thud, the lightness in his eyes giving way to a more somber expression. “You’re here for Oswin,” he said, his voice dropping to a tone that left no room for jest. “The boy’s at a pivotal age, Averard. He’s got the strength, the speed, and that fire in his belly, eager to prove himself. But what he lacks is a steady hand to guide him, someone who can teach him that it’s not just the sword that makes a knight, but the discipline and the honor that come with it. He needs a man who can show him the difference between wielding power and deserving it.”
Averard nodded, his gaze steady and unwavering. “I’ll do my best, Holgar. The boy will learn what it truly means to be a Knight of Greymoor, to uphold the values we bled for all those years ago.”
Holgar exhaled, the tension easing from his shoulders. “I know you will,” he replied, a note of relief threading through his voice. “The lad’s got a good heart, that much is clear. But he’s young, and damn, he’s as stubborn as a mule. He needs someone to temper that fire, to guide him down the right path. And there’s no one I trust more to do that than you.”
There was a pause as Holgar studied Averard, his warm amber eyes searching for something unspoken. Finally, he leaned back in his chair, his expression thoughtful.
“There’s something else, Averard,” Holgar began, his voice dropping to a near whisper, the weight of his words heavy in the still air. “The realm... it’s changing. You’ve heard the whispers, I’m sure. King Eudon is not the man he once was. Age has made him vulnerable, and there are those who would see that as an opportunity, those who wouldn’t hesitate to tear the realm apart, to see the throne splinter for their own gain.”
Averard’s jaw tightened, his thoughts drifting back to the unrest that had gnawed at the kingdom like a festering wound in recent years. The Sterling Rebellion had been a bitter, bloody affair, a conflict that had come dangerously close to ripping the realm asunder. They had fought tooth and nail to quash it, and when the dust finally settled, they had dared to believe peace had been restored. But peace was a fragile thing, easily shattered, and the memories of that war still lingered like the aftertaste of sour wine, a reminder that the realm’s wounds had never truly healed.
“Rumors are just that,” Averard replied, though his voice carried a guarded edge. “But if there’s truth to them, the realm will need more than just whispers in the dark. It’ll need strong leaders, men with the spine to steer through the treacherous waters of politics without drowning in deceit, men who can hold fast to their honor even when the world around them begins to rot.”
Holgar nodded, his expression darkening. “Aye, and that’s where men like us come in. We’ve seen the bloody mess that follows when the realm is divided, when those self-serving cunts put their own ambitions above the good of the kingdom. We can’t let that happen again, Averard. Not while we still draw breath.”
Averard remained silent, but his mind was already churning. The realm was a fragile tapestry, woven together by delicate alliances and the unyielding strength of its King and Lords. If those threads began to unravel, if they allowed themselves to be pulled and twisted by the currents of ambition and greed, the entire fabric could come apart at the seams.
Holgar seemed to read the turmoil in Averard’s mind and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “We’ll face whatever comes together, Averard, just as we always have. But for now, let’s turn our attention to the boy. He’s our future, after all, and the next generation will need to be stronger than ever.”
The swampwood door to the hall creaked open with a low, dull groan, and a young boy stepped inside. He was slender, with a mop of tousled brown hair that fell carelessly across his forehead, lending him an air of youthful innocence that hadn’t yet been touched by the harshness of the world. His cheeks were flushed, whether from excitement or recent activity, it was hard to say, but the color in his face only added to the lively energy that seemed to hum just beneath the surface. His attire was simple and practical, a brown, rugged-looking cloak or tunic draped over a lighter, cream-colored shirt. He looked every inch of a young squire, eager and ready to prove himself.
“My son, Oswin,” Holgar announced, his voice steady and full of pride, after a particularly long draught of his black ale.
Oswin’s eyes conveyed a warmth and innocence that were almost palpable, a wide-eyed curiosity that absorbed every detail of the room with eager fascination. His expression was a picture of happiness and carefree joy, his wide, open smile lighting up his face with a genuine, unguarded sincerity. There was an undeniable youthful energy about him, a boundless optimism that seemed to radiate from his very being, as if the weight of the world had yet to touch him. 
“Oswin,” Holgar called, his voice gentle yet carrying the weight of command. “Come here, lad. There’s someone you need to meet.”
The boy hesitated, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his face before he took his first step. His movements were careful, deliberate, as though each step held the weight of the moment. He stopped before Averard, his gaze darting between the knight and his father, as if trying to discern what was expected of him, what this meeting might mean for his future.
“Oswin, this is Sir Averard Merwin,” Holgar said, his tone warm but laced with the gravity of the moment. “He’s the Lord of Highgard and a knight of great renown. He’s agreed to take you on as his squire, to mold you into a man of honor and steel, to train you in the ways of knighthood.”
Oswin’s eyes widened at the mention of Averard’s title, and he quickly bowed his head in a show of respect. “It’s an honor, my lord,” he said, his voice soft but sincere.
Averard felt a surge of affection for the boy, so young, so eager to prove himself. He placed a firm hand on Oswin’s shoulder. “There’s no need for formality here, Oswin. You may call me Averard. We’ll be spending a great deal of time together, after all.”
Oswin looked up, a small smile breaking across his face as he stood. “Thank you, Sir Averard. I’ll do my best to make you proud.”
“I have no doubt you will,” Averard replied, his voice kind yet firm. “But remember, Oswin, knighthood is not just about strength or skill with a sword. It’s about honor, integrity, and protecting those who cannot protect themselves. These are the qualities I’ll be teaching you, and they are the qualities that will define your path.”
Oswin nodded, his expression serious. “I understand, Averard. I’ll work hard, I promise.”
Holgar watched the exchange with a look of quiet pride, his weathered eyes misting over slightly as he beheld his son standing before the knight who would guide him into manhood. The weight of the moment settled over him, a mixture of bittersweet emotions welling up in his chest as he realized that Oswin was no longer the small boy he had once been, but a young man on the cusp of a new journey. 
“He’s a good lad,” Holgar said softly, as if speaking to himself as much as to Averard. “He just needs the right direction.”
“And he’ll have it,” Averard assured him, his voice steady with resolve. “We’ll start his training on the marrow, at first light. There’s much to learn, and no time to waste.”
Oswin’s eyes brightened with excitement at the thought of beginning his training, and he glanced at his father, seeking his approval. Holgar returned the look with a warm smile, nodding his head in encouragement. “Go on, lad. Get some rest,” he said gently. “You’ll need all your strength for what’s to come.”
Oswin hesitated briefly, then turned to Averard, bowing his head once more. “Goodnight, Sir Averard. Thank you.”
“Goodnight, Oswin,” Averard replied, his gaze following the boy as he left the hall, his steps noticeably lighter than when he had first entered. The door closed behind him with a soft thud, the sound echoing through the room, leaving the two men alone once more in the dim light of the hearth.
Holgar leaned back in his chair, his expression growing pensive. “I’ve done what I could to raise him right, Averard. But a father’s love can only carry him so far. He needs more than what I can offer here.”
Averard nodded, his thoughts turning to the heavy burden Holgar must bear as both father and lord. “He’s at that age where a boy needs more than just protection; he needs to be forged into something stronger, something unbreakable. You’ve given him a solid foundation, Holgar. I’ll build on that, shape him into a knight you can be proud of.”
Holgar’s expression softened, his gaze drifting into the past, perhaps recalling the battles they had fought together, side by side against the rebelling lords of Sterling. “We were brothers, you and I,” Holgar murmured, his voice quiet, almost as if he were speaking more to himself than to Averard. “Riding into battle, never knowing if we’d live to see the dawn. I’ve done my best to teach Oswin what I could, but I’m a father, not a damned knight. I fear I can’t give him what he needs now, not the way you can.”
“He’ll have it,” Averard said, his voice firm. “You’ve done right by him, Holgar. You’ve given him education, guidance, and love. Now it’s time for him to learn what it means to be a knight.”
Holgar’s eyes met Averard’s, filled with both gratitude and relief. “You’re right, as always. I’m glad it’s you, Averard. I wouldn’t trust anyone else with my son.”
The room seemed to press in on them, the heat suffocating, the air so thick it was almost palpable. Averard could feel the sweat beading on his brow, could sense it trickling down his back. The holdfast of Kurlade did little to shield its occupants from the swamp’s relentless humidity. It was as though the building itself was complicit in the mire’s attempt to wear down all who entered.
“The boy... he’s lost his mother, you know,” Holgar said, his voice dropping to a more vulnerable whisper. “It’s been hard on him, and on me as well. He needs someone to look up to, someone who can fill the void left by her passing.” He stared into his ale, his eyes clouded with regret. “We don’t train knights here in Mirehold. The ground’s too damned sodden for horses, and the air’s so wet it rusts the best armor. My boy deserves more than this, a small lordship of shit and sticks, trying to scrape out a life in this godforsaken mire.”
Averard felt a pang of empathy. He had never married, never experienced the loss of a wife nor the burden of raising a child. But he understood loss all too well, he had seen it on the battlefield, in the eyes of those left behind the silent sorrow that lingered long after the clash of steel had ceased. The boy’s mother was gone, and nothing could change that, but perhaps he could offer the guidance and care that Holgar could not provide alone.
“I’ll treat him as my own,” Averard vowed, his voice unwavering. “He’ll learn discipline and honor, but he’ll also learn compassion. It’s the essence of true knighthood, and it will be his armor through the trials yet to come.”
The room lingered in a heavy silence, broken only by the distant, rhythmic hum of insects outside. After a moment, Holgar’s voice cut through the stillness, carrying a weight of quiet resignation. “There’s something else, Averard. Something you should hear before you depart for Greymoor.”
Averard’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of unease crossing his face as he sensed the gravity of Holgar’s words. “What is it, Holgar?”
Holgar hesitated, his face shadowed by concern as he spoke. “There are rumors, as I’ve hinted. Whispers of unrest and scheming factions bubbling up within the kingdom. King Eudon, once a paragon of strength, is now a frail old man. His grip on the throne is faltering. The stalwart man we once rode beside on Sterling Isle is gone, and the vultures are circling. Some see this weakness as a chance to seize power.”
Averard’s jaw clenched, his eyes narrowing further as the gravity of Holgar’s words settled in. “And you think these rumors hold weight?”
Holgar nodded slowly, his face etched with grim resolve. “I do. The Sterling Rebellion was only the beginning, Averard. The kingdom is splintering, and if we’re not careful, it could break apart entirely. You’ll need to be vigilant, not just for your sake, but for Oswin’s as well.”
Averard frowned, his thoughts racing. He had fought to keep the kingdom united once before, and the thought of confronting such chaos again loomed over him like a storm. Yet, as a knight sworn to safeguard the realm, he would not falter. Whatever the cost, he would honor his vow and stand resolute against the coming darkness.
“I’ll be cautious,” Averard said, his tone unwavering. “I’ll keep vigilant, my eyes and ears attuned to every whisper and shadow. The realm has weathered storms before, and we’ve always emerged on the other side. We shall do so once more.
Holgar studied him for a moment, then nodded, a look of grim satisfaction crossing his face. “Good. Just remember, Averard, trust is a rare coin these days. Choose your allies wisely, for not every hand extended is one that means you well.”
Averard inclined his head in agreement, his mind already turning to the challenges that lay ahead. The road to Highgard would be long, nearly an entire moon cycle, and the journey would be fraught with uncertainty. But he was ready, ready to face whatever dangers awaited him, and ready to train Oswin to do the same.
As they stood to part ways for the night, Holgar placed a hand on Averard’s shoulder, his grip firm. “We’ll face what’s to come together, old friend. Greymoor and Kurlade. We’ll do what needs to be done. The Mirehold will support the realm, Lord Brudrik Almsby is a stubborn old bastard, but even he wouldn’t dare to turn The Mirehold against the kingdom.
Averard nodded, his expression grave yet resolute. “I understand. And I assure you, Oswin will be prepared for the future demands.”
The room seemed to grow heavier with each passing moment, the heat thickening the air and mingling with the unspoken fears that clung to the walls. Averard could feel the sweat clinging to his skin, the oppressive atmosphere pressing down like a leaden blanket. As he stood, he yearned for the cool breeze of Highgard, but he knew that for a fortnight, his duty lay here, in this sweltering mire, alongside Holgar and the boy. 
For now, though, we rest,” Holgar said, his voice rough with weariness. “The road ahead is long, and you’ll need all your strength to see it through.”
Averard offered a final nod before turning and making his way to the chamber prepared for him. The bed was simple, the walls bare the room, though modest, offered a brief respite from the pressures of his duties and the uncertainties of the future.,. He removed his armor with practiced ease, the clatter of metal against the wooden floor a muted echo in the stillness. As he lay down, exhaustion tugging at him, his mind wandered through the recent conversations and the challenges ahead, blending with the steady rhythm of his breathing until sleep finally claimed him.
The last thing he heard before he succumbed to the darkness was the distant call of a heron, echoing through the night like a portent of things to come.
#

Chapter II: Holgar 
The hall of Kurlade Holdfast was alive with the Mirehold’s scent, rotting wood, damp stone, and the mildew that clung to the air like a second skin. The swamp didn’t merely surround Kurlade; it seeped into its bones, worming through the cracks in the warped floorboards and nesting in the sagging beams above. Holgar Kersey had lived with the Mirehold’s bite his whole life. He bore it the way a man bears the ache of an old scar, ever-present and unrelenting. Yet tonight, the air seemed heavier, as if the swamp itself leaned in to listen.
Holgar sat forward in his chair, the gnarled arms of swampwood cool beneath his callused palms. The lanternlight danced over his worn features, casting deep shadows across his face. His amber eyes, sharp and unyielding, rested on the figure kneeling in the dirt before him. The man who called himself Torlin looked small under the weight of those eyes, his wrists bound, his clothes damp with sweat and swamp filth. His hazel gaze flickered around the room, seeking an escape he surely knew didn’t exist.
Not a rat, Holgar thought as he studied the man’s hunched posture and trembling hands. A beaten dog, cornered and cowering, but still capable of baring its teeth.
“You may speak,” Holgar said, breaking the thick silence. His voice, deep and steady, carried enough weight to still the restless shifting of the guards behind him. One hand rested on the parchment in his lap, the red wax of the king’s seal gleaming faintly in the flickering light.
“Name’s Torlin, m’lord,” the prisoner blurted, his words coming fast and uneven. “I’m a porter, porter from Lyonhold. Ain’t no killer, fuckin’ swear it on the Great Mother ‘erself!”
Holgar leaned back, the chair groaning under his bulk. Lyonhold. The name stirred unbidden images of stone spires rising against the horizon, bustling marketplaces filled with hawkers and beggars, the distant hum of the court where decrees like this one were born, a world apart from the Mirehold. What would a man like this be doing here, so far from the king’s reach? The Mirehold didn’t welcome strangers. It swallowed them.
“And yet here you are,” Holgar said evenly, his tone calm but probing. “Three weeks’ journey from Lyonhold, running through my swamps like a guilty man.”
Torlin flinched, his hazel eyes darting toward the guards, the shadows pooling in the corners of the room, and finally back to Holgar. He was searching for something, sympathy, perhaps, or weakness. He would find neither.
“A porter,” Holgar continued, letting the word hang in the air. “And yet the king’s decree says you stabbed Orwyn Clade, a man sworn to the crown, and fled. A long way to run for an innocent man.”
Torlin’s face twisted, his lips trembling. “They were comin’ for me!” he burst out, his voice cracking. “What was I s’posed to do? Wait for them bastards to drag me off and hang me for somethin’ I didn’t do? I ran ‘cause I had to. Didn’t have no bloody choice!”
Holgar studied him in silence, his weathered face unreadable. Innocent or guilty, a man would say anything to avoid a noose. Holgar had heard it all before, on blood-soaked fields, in darkened halls, and here, in this damp, sagging room where the desperate cries of men who had nothing left but words. Liars and saints sounded the same in the end.
He glanced at the parchment in his lap, the king’s seal glinting faintly. Justice is clear, it seemed to whisper. 
But Holgar knew better. Justice, he had learned, was rarely clear. The Mirehold had taught him that much. Justice, like the Mirehold, was murky and tangled. The seal gleamed, but it didn’t illuminate the truth.
“And what of Orwyn Clade?”  Holgar asked, his voice cutting through Torlin’s ragged breaths. “You deny stabbing him, then? A man you’d no quarrel with?”
“Never met the fuckin’ man!” Torlin spat, his voice raw with rage. “I didn’t touch him. Someone set me up. Them nobles’ll pin it on anyone they can, long as it keeps their arses clean.”
Holgar’s eyes narrowed. The words rang truer than he wanted to admit. He’d fought enough wars to know the lies of the powerful had a way of burying the weak. Soldiers died for orders they dared not question; peasants swung for crimes they couldn’t commit. Even lords weren’t spared when the king’s seal marked their names.
The silence pressed in again, heavy and suffocating. Even the torches seemed reluctant to burn, their weak flames casting restless shadows. Holgar shifted in his chair, his gaze unwavering as it bore into Torlin.
“Innocence doesn’t run,” Holgar said finally, his tone low and deliberate.
Torlin’s mouth opened, then closed, his jaw working as though he were chewing on unspoken words. Finally, he let out a bitter laugh, his shoulders slumping.
“Innocence don’t mean shit when they’ve got the rope ready, does it?” he spat, his voice rough with defiance and despair. “What was I s’posed to do, eh? Sit there like a good little fuckin’ sheep an’ let them hang me for somethin’ I didn’t do? I ain’t stupid, m’lord. They wanted a neck for the noose, an’ mine was the easiest to take.”
A faint shuffle behind Holgar broke the stillness, one of his soldiers, uneasy. Holgar caught the movement but didn’t acknowledge it. His men were Mirehold-born, hardened by the same damp and muck as he was, but tonight, even they seemed unsettled.
“Lyonhold’s stones are a long way from Kurlade,” Holgar said. “The Mirehold’s no easy journey, not for a man with no coin or friends to guide him. How is it you found your way here?”
Torlin hesitated, his gaze darting toward the shadows. 
“Didn’t mean to end up here, m’lord,” he admitted, shoulders slumping. “Just kept runnin’, didn’t I? Figured the swamps’d hide me better than any city ever could. Ain’t no city gonna take in a man like me. Thought... thought maybe I’d find someone here who’d listen. Someone who’d believe....”
“Believe what?” Holgar pressed. His tone remained steady, but there was an edge to it now, a sharpness that cut through Torlin’s words like the blade the man swore he hadn’t wielded.

“That I didn’t stab the bastard!” Torlin’s voice broke, hoarse and raw. “I didn’t fuckin’ do it! Orwyn Clade’s as much a stranger to me as you are, m’lord.”
Holgar exhaled slowly, his thoughts churning. Lies often dressed themselves in desperation, but sometimes the truth did, too. 
“Justice,” a voice rang out from the shadows, smooth and deliberate, “is often more about appearance than truth.”
Holgar turned sharply, his lips tightening as Averard Merwin stepped into the torchlight. His polished boots clicked against the warped floorboards, his tall frame cutting an imposing figure. His chartreuse-green eyes swept over the scene, lingering on Torlin before settling on Holgar.
“Averard,” Holgar said, his tone edged with irritation. “I didn’t think this matter would draw your attention.”
“It’s hard to ignore,” Averard replied evenly. “A man’s life hangs in the balance. That deserves attention.”
His gaze flicked briefly to Torlin, who shifted uneasily under the weight of it, before returning to Holgar. “Or do we now measure justice in silence and shadows, with no room for outside eyes?”
Holgar’s jaw tightened, his teeth grinding as he resisted the urge to snap. Averard had always been like this, proud, principled, and far too quick to question when silence would have served better. Lord paramount of Greymoor, yet he preferred to carry himself as a knight, calling no man his better but the king. Holgar had called him a friend once, in younger, simpler days, but friendship was an easier thing on the battlefield or over an ale than in a hall where decisions carried the weight of life and death.
“The king’s decree demands justice,” Holgar said, his tone flat, heavy with resignation.
“And do you think this is justice?” Averard asked, stepping closer. His voice was soft but unyielding, like a blade’s edge hidden beneath velvet. “A man flees from Lyonhold to Kurlade on a charge he denies, sentenced to death on the word of a parchment? You know better than most how the king’s justice can be bent, Holgar.”
The words hit harder than Holgar wanted to admit. He met Averard’s piercing stare, feeling the weight of his own doubt pressing heavier with each passing moment. Holgar’s hand tightened on the arm of his chair. 
“You think I don’t see the games played in Lyonhold? The decree is clear,” he said, his voice rising slightly. “The king’s seal leaves no room for doubt.”
“You’ve always prided yourself on the Mirehold’s justice. You’ve told me it bends for no man, not even the king. Or have the years in this swamp dulled your sense of what that means?” Averard countered, his green eyes narrowing.
Holgar stood abruptly, the swampwood chair creaking in relief. “And what would you have me do, Averard?” he growled, his amber gaze blazing. “Defy the king? Spare this man and invite Lyonhold’s wrath down on my house, on my son? Oswin is all I have left, and I’ll not see his future destroyed for a beggar’s plea.”
Averard’s expression softened, though his tone remained firm. “And what kind of future will he have,” he asked, “if it’s built on the bodies of men like this one?”
Holgar’s fists clenched at his sides, the words striking deeper than he wanted to admit. Averard had a way of cutting through a man’s defenses, peeling back the layers of justification until only the raw truth remained. He hated him for it, just a little, in that moment.
Holgar turned, his hard expression softening slightly as he saw Oswin standing there, his small frame silhouetted against the dim light. The boy’s face was pale, his wide eyes darting between the men in the room and the prisoner kneeling on the floor.
“You shouldn’t be here, lad,” Holgar said gruffly, though his tone carried a note of warmth.
Oswin stepped hesitantly into the light, his hands fidgeting at his sides. “I wanted to see,” he said quietly. “I wanted to understand.”
Holgar’s chest tightened. The boy was only thirteen, still clutching at the remnants of childhood even as the world demanded he grow into the man he would need to be. Averard had insisted Oswin accompany them, arguing that he needed to learn the weight of decisions like this, but Holgar had resisted. He had wanted to shield his son a little longer. He could see now that it was too late.
“There’s nothing here worth understanding,” Holgar said, his voice rough. “Only duty.”
Oswin frowned, his gaze lingering on Torlin, who knelt in silence now, his defiance drained but his posture still stiff with tension. “Is he guilty?” the boy asked, his voice small but steady.
Holgar hesitated, the question twisting in his chest. He glanced at Averard, who stood silently now, his sharp gaze watching the exchange. “The king’s decree says he is,” Holgar said finally. “And that is enough.”
“But what do you think?” Oswin pressed, his wide eyes meeting his father’s. “Do you believe him?”
Holgar exhaled slowly, running a hand through his sweat-dampened hair. “It doesn’t matter what I believe,” he said. “A lord’s duty isn’t to believe. It’s to obey.”
Oswin’s frown deepened, his youthful features pulling into an expression of confusion and faint anger. “That doesn’t seem fair,” he said, the words carrying the honesty of a child untouched by the world’s complexities.
“No,” Holgar admitted, his voice quieter now. “It’s not. But the realm doesn’t care about fair, lad. It cares about survival. That’s what we’re doing here, surviving.”
Oswin looked at Torlin again, his gaze lingering on the man’s dirt-streaked face and trembling hands. “And him?” he asked softly. “What happens to him?”
Holgar’s jaw tightened. He turned to the soldiers behind him, his voice hardening again. 
“Take him to the bog.”
The walk to the bog was slow and heavy, each step dragging like an unspoken accusation. Holgar led the group in silence, his boots pressing into the warped planks of the boardwalk that snaked through the Mirehold. The swamp buzzed with life, frogs croaking, insects droning, unseen things rippling the black water, but tonight, the sounds felt muted, as if the swamp itself understood the weight of what was to come.
Behind him, the soldiers marched in silence, their grips tight on their swords. Torlin stumbled between them, his bound hands swinging awkwardly with each step. Averard walked beside Holgar, his polished boots clicking softly against the wood. He said nothing, but his presence weighed heavy, his judgment unspoken but palpable.
“Fuckin’ swamp,” Torlin muttered, his voice rasping in the humid air. “Sweat pourin’ off me like a pissing horse, an’ for what? So I can die in this gods-cursed place?” His words were bitter and sharp, but Holgar didn’t respond. His gaze stayed fixed on the path ahead.
Beside him, Averard walked in silence, his polished boots striking the wooden boards with a steady, unhurried rhythm. He said nothing now, but his presence was loud enough. Holgar didn’t need to meet his friend’s eyes to feel the weight of his judgment, it radiated from him like heat from a forge. 
Oswin trailed at the rear, his small frame straight-backed despite the slump in his shoulders. Holgar glanced back once, catching the boy’s wide, uncertain eyes. He turned away quickly, the sight twisting something deep in his chest.
The clearing came into view, a small patch of uneven ground ringed by pools of black water, the twisted branches of nearby trees clawing at the sky like skeletal fingers. The air was thick here, heavy with the stench of rot and decay, clinging to every breath.
The soldiers shoved Torlin forward, forcing him to his knees in the center of the clearing. The man’s curses had faded into silence, but the defiance in him had not burned out. It lingered in the rigid line of his shoulders, in the sharpness of his gaze as he stared at the ground.
Holgar stepped forward, his boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. “You’ve had your say,” he said, his voice flat and deliberate. “Do you have anything more to add?”
Torlin raised his head slowly, his hazel eyes locking onto Holgar’s. They burned with raw defiance as he spoke, his voice hoarse but steady. 
“Aye,” he spat. “Fuck you. Fuck your king. I didn’t stab no one, but I’ll still die here. ‘Cause that’s what you do, innit? Kill a man to keep your hands clean, without givin’ a shit whether he deserves it.”
The words hung in the air, venomous and sharp, cutting through the oppressive silence. Holgar’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t respond. He turned to the nearest soldier and nodded.
“Do it.”
The soldier hesitated for only a moment before drawing his blade. The faint rasp of steel against leather seemed deafening in the stillness, followed by the dull thud of boots sinking into soft ground as he stepped forward.
Torlin spat at the ground, his lips curling into a bitter smile. 
“Hopes you choke on it, all of you,” he snarled, his voice low but cutting, his hazel eyes burning with one final flicker of fire.
The swamp buzzed on, indifferent, as the blade fell.
The Mirehold seemed quieter on the walk back to Kurlade Holdfast. The incessant hum of insects and croak of frogs felt muted, as though the swamp mourned the clearing’s grim events.
Holgar walked in silence, each step heavier than the last. Averard kept pace beside him, saying nothing, but Holgar could feel the weight of his judgment radiating like heat from a forge. Behind them, the soldiers marched with grim faces, their boots thudding softly against the warped planks. None spoke, but their silence was louder than any words.
Oswin trailed at the rear, his boyish frame straight-backed despite the slumped shoulders of the men around him. He said nothing, but Holgar could feel the boy’s wide eyes boring into the ground, his thoughts as heavy as the humid air.
“He’s too young,” Holgar had said before the march, trying to shield his son from what was to come.
“And that’s why he must see it,” Averard had replied, his tone quiet but firm. “Better he learn the weight of his future now, under your guidance, than from the mouths of others.”
Now, as they neared the holdfast, Oswin’s steps faltered, his earlier composure cracking under the weight of what he had witnessed. 
“Father,” the boy said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. “Did you want to kill him?”
Holgar stopped, turning to look at his son. “What I wanted doesn’t matter,” he said, his voice rough but honest. “A lord does what must be done, not what he wants.”
Oswin nodded slowly, though his frown deepened. “I’ll try to understand,” he said softly.
Holgar rested a heavy hand on the boy’s shoulder, his grip firm but warm. “That’s all I can ask, lad.”
The Mirehold loomed around them, dark and unyielding, but for now, Holgar thought, it hadn’t swallowed them. Not yet.
The gates of Kurlade Holdfast loomed ahead, their heavy swampwood planks blackened by damp and age. Holgar’s boots dragged slightly as he crossed the threshold, the hall’s familiar stench wrapping around him like a shroud. He didn’t pause to greet the waiting guards or acknowledge the faint murmur of voices in the distance. Instead, he moved straight to the hearth, the only source of warmth in the damp, shadowed hall.
He poured himself a cup of black ale, the liquid warm and bitter as it slid down his throat. His swampwood chair groaned beneath his weight as he sank into it, the familiar creak echoing faintly in the stillness. Holgar leaned back, letting the fire’s weak glow fight against the encroaching gloom.
Oswin followed, his footsteps hesitant but deliberate. The boy’s earlier determination to keep his composure seemed to waver now, his shoulders sagging under the weight of the day’s events. Holgar caught the faint tremor in his son’s hands as he pulled out a chair near the hearth but said nothing.
Averard entered last, his polished boots clicking softly on the warped floorboards. He moved with a deliberate grace, his presence commanding the room without effort. He crossed to the hearth and took a seat opposite Holgar, folding his arms as he regarded the man with a mixture of scrutiny and quiet understanding.
“Let the boy sit,” Averard said after a moment, his voice calm but firm.
“Sit, then,” Holgar said, his tone gruff but not unkind
Holgar glanced at Oswin, who hesitated before moving toward the seat. The boy perched on its edge, his small frame dwarfed by the high-backed swampwood chair. His gaze fixed on the fire, as though searching its flickering flames for something he couldn’t name.
The room fell into a tense silence, broken only by the faint crackle of the fire and the occasional groan of the swampwood walls. Holgar studied his son carefully, noting the tightness in the boy’s jaw and the faint quiver in his clasped hands. Finally, he spoke.
“What did you see today?” Holgar asked, his voice quieter now, though it carried the weight of expectation.
Oswin didn’t look up, his gaze still locked on the hearth. “I saw a man beg for his life,” he said after a long pause. “And I saw you refuse him.”
The words were soft but unflinching, cutting through the room like a blade. Holgar felt the weight of them settle heavily on his chest. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he regarded his son with a steady, unreadable gaze.
“And what do you think of that?” Holgar pressed.
Oswin’s brow furrowed, his small hands fidgeting with the hem of his tunic. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to think.”
Holgar exhaled slowly, running a hand through his hair. “You’re not supposed to think anything, lad,” he said, his tone firm but not unkind. “Not yet. The Mirehold doesn’t deal in clear answers. It doesn’t give you the luxury of knowing whether you’ve done the right thing. All you can do is live with the choices you make.”
Oswin’s frown deepened, his young face a mask of confusion and faint frustration. “But did you want to spare him?” he asked hesitantly, his voice tinged with the raw honesty of youth.
Holgar leaned back, his gaze distant as he considered the question. “I wanted a lot of things, Oswin,” he said finally, his voice tinged with weariness. “But what I want doesn’t always matter. A lord’s duty isn’t to want,it’s to do what must be done, for his land, for his people, for his family.”
“That doesn’t seem fair” Oswin said, the words slipping out barely a whisper.
Holgar’s lips twitched into a faint, bitter smile. “It’s not,” he said simply. “But fairness doesn’t carry much weight in the Mirehold, or anywhere else in this world.”
Averard, who had been silent until now, leaned forward slightly, his chartreuse-green eyes sharp as they flicked between father and son. “The boy speaks the truth,” he said, his tone even. “Fairness is a rare thing, but it’s worth striving for, even if it’s a losing battle.”
Holgar shot Averard a glance, his expression unreadable.
 “And what would you have me tell him, Averard? That the world can be reshaped by ideals alone? That fairness will keep his head on his shoulders when duty demands otherwise?”
Averard didn’t flinch under Holgar’s sharp tone. “I’d have you tell him the truth,” he said. “That the choices he makes will define him, for better or worse. That a lord’s duty isn’t just to obey, it’s to lead. To decide.”
Holgar’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. He turned his gaze back to Oswin, who was watching the exchange with wide, uncertain eyes. 
“You’ll learn more from Averard soon enough,” Holgar said gruffly, his voice softening slightly. “He’ll have more patience for questions than I do.”
“I’ll try to learn,” Oswin said quietly, his voice carrying a quiet determination that tugged faintly at Holgar’s heart.
Holgar’s hand rested briefly on his son’s shoulder, the gesture rough but comforting. “That’s all I can ask, lad.”
The room fell into silence again, the fire’s flickering light casting long, shifting shadows across the swampwood walls. Holgar leaned back in his chair, his thoughts heavy. The Mirehold had swallowed many things over the years, men, dreams, even pieces of Holgar himself. But as he looked at his son, he felt a flicker of hope, fragile but unyielding.
For now, he thought, the swamp hadn’t claimed him. Not yet.
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Chapter III: Oswin
The morning air in Mirehold was a suffocating blanket, thick and heavy with the weight of the swamp’s breath. It clung to Oswin’s skin like damp wool, making every movement feel sluggish. The sun, scarcely risen, was already gnawing at the earth with its unrelenting heat, promising a day as merciless as the last. Oswin stood in the courtyard, shifting uneasily from foot to foot. Today was the first day of his training under Averard Merwin, a knight whose name carried weight far beyond the boundaries of The Mirehold. A knight of Highgard and Lord Paramount of Greymoor, Oswin thought, a mixture of awe and anxiety roiling in his chest. And I’m to be his squire.
The ground beneath his feet was uneven, a patchwork of cracked earth and stubborn weeds, each step uncertain as he tried to find his balance. The holdfast of Kurlade, which should have been his sanctuary, loomed behind him, its walls dark and clammy with moisture, stretching long, sinister shadows that seemed to creep toward him like specters of doubt. The distant murmur of the swamp was ever-present—faint splashes, rustling leaves, the occasional croak of a bullfrog, but today these sounds were muted, as though the swamp itself was holding its breath, caught between anticipation and the grim specter of failure.
He concentrated on the heft of the old practice sword in his hand, its wood worn and smooth from countless hands before his. A rudimentary thing, far removed from the gleaming steel blades he had heard of in the tales spun by Viretome Jovena. Those swords, sharp enough to slice through bone and steel, had shone like beacons of glory in the sun. This wooden mockery seemed like a child's plaything in comparison, yet to Oswin, it was a herald of his new path. I won’t fail, he vowed silently, his grip tightening around the hilt. I can’t.
The door to the holdfast groaned on its hinges as Averard emerged into the courtyard. Oswin snapped to attention, a jolt of anxious energy coursing through him at the sight of the knight. Averard cut a formidable figure, tall and broad, his very presence an embodiment of martial prowess. His short, graying hair framed a face etched with the hard-earned lines of countless battles, scars mapping a lifetime of conflict. His chartreuse eyes, sharp and assessing, seemed to pierce through the murk of the swamp and straight into Oswin’s soul. There was a gravitas to his presence that made Oswin feel both minuscule and resolute. He’s here to measure my worth, Oswin thought, tightening his grip on the practice sword. I can’t afford to disappoint him. 
“Ready?” Averard’s voice cut through the thick, oppressive air like a blade, a steady rumble that seemed to echo off the damp walls and settle heavy in Oswin’s chest. 
“Yes, Averard,” Oswin managed, his voice trembling despite his efforts to steady it. The knight had given him strict orders to forgo titles during their training, a command that felt foreign and unsettling, yet one Oswin was resolved to follow. I’ll do everything he says, just as he says it.
Averard nodded, his gaze sweeping across the courtyard with the precision of a hawk searching for prey. “We’ll begin with your footwork,” he said, his tone uncompromising. “Without proper footing, you’re nothing more than a target.”
Oswin’s heart pounded against his ribs as Averard took to the demonstration, moving with a fluidity that seemed almost unnatural for a man of his size. The knight’s feet barely seemed to touch the ground, gliding over the rough terrain with an ease that spoke of countless hours mastering his craft. His steps were deliberate, his balance impeccable, as though the very swamp conspired to support him. Oswin watched in awe, struggling to replicate the knight’s movements. His own attempts were clumsy and awkward; each step felt like wrestling with the earth itself, his feet slipping and sliding on the treacherous soil. This is harder than I thought, he thought bitterly, a wave of frustration threatening to overwhelm him. 
“Watch your stance,” Averard’s voice cut through the thick air, steady and unyielding. “Bend your knees slightly. Stay light on your feet. If you can’t adjust to the ground, you’ll be outpaced before you even start.”
Oswin strained to follow Averard's instructions, but the treacherous ground betrayed him with every step, shifting and buckling beneath his feet. He stumbled, his foot snagging on a root, and only barely avoided crashing to the earth. Heat crawled up his cheeks, a burning blend of humiliation and exasperation. I’m failing this, he thought bitterly. He’s going to think I’m nothing but a disappointment. 
“Don’t rush,” Averard said, his voice steady, almost patient. “Take your time. Feel the ground beneath you. Trust your instincts.”
Oswin swallowed hard, struggling to rein in his nerves and slow his frantic pace. He concentrated on the feel of the earth beneath his boots, the way it yielded slightly under his weight, and how it shifted when he moved too hastily. With every step, he endeavored to match Averard’s fluidity, bending his knees, centering his weight, and making his movements light and deliberate. The struggle was evident in every clumsy motion, but gradually, the awkwardness began to recede, replaced by a rhythm that, while still imperfect, felt almost like a semblance of grace. 
“Better,” Averard said, nodding slightly. “You’re starting to understand. Footwork’s the bedrock of all combat. Without it, you’re unsteady, exposed. An easy mark for anyone with half a brain and a sharp blade.”
Oswin nodded, his legs trembling like a leaf caught in a storm, calves burning with the relentless strain of holding his stance. Yet, the faint approval in Averard’s gruff voice stoked a fierce determination within him. Through the searing discomfort, he drove himself to persevere. I can do this, he thought, fierce resolve igniting his spirit. I have to do this.
The morning dragged on like a cruel jest, the sun climbing higher and the heat pressing down with a relentless, almost malevolent weight. Oswin’s tunic clung to him, drenched with sweat, his muscles howling with each strained movement. Yet he pressed on, refusing to surrender to the weariness that clawed at him like a persistent beast. Averard’s voice was a constant force, a steady drumbeat of guidance and correction, driving him to be better, quicker, more precise. The knight's patience seemed as boundless as the swamp itself, his commands unyielding but never harsh. He demands much, Oswin thought, a knot of anxiety tightening around his heart. But he believes I can do it. He must, or he wouldn’t be here.
When Averard finally called for a pause, Oswin was teetering on the edge of collapse, his legs trembling like a leaf in a storm, his breath coming in ragged, desperate gasps. As he sank to the ground, the reprieve was like a balm to his weary body, yet beneath the exhaustion, a fierce ember of accomplishment flared. I made it through, he thought, a weary but triumphant smile tugging at his lips. I didn’t quit.
Averard regarded him with those piercing eyes, his face a mask of stoic reserve, before giving a slight nod. “You did well today, Oswin,” he said, his voice carrying a weight of unspoken expectations. “But don’t fool yourself. This is merely the start. The road ahead is long, and it will be hard.”
Oswin peered up at Averard, exhaustion clouding his gaze but a glimmer of disbelief in his eyes. “Thank you, Averard,” he rasped, his voice rough from the relentless effort. He thinks I did well. Maybe I’m not as lost as I feared.
Averard gave a slight nod, his gaze sharpening with a hint of something like approval. “You’ve got potential, lad,” he said, his voice low and steady. “But don’t mistake that for skill. Potential’s worth jack shit if you don’t put in the bloody effort. Keep that in mind.”
Oswin nodded, the lump in his throat making it hard to swallow. Determination flared in his chest like a stubborn ember. I'll push myself to the limit, he vowed silently, feeling a fierce resolve settle in his bones. I won't falter. I won't be a disappointment.
The meal that followed their training was as austere as the hall itself, taken in the muted coolness of its shadowed expanse. The air was thick with the day's residual heat, the oppressiveness making every bite a labor. Oswin chewed slowly, determined not to betray his weariness, even as his hunger was more a distant memory than a present need. Averard ate in silent contemplation, his eyes flicking occasionally to Oswin with an unreadable expression, a mask of calm that revealed nothing of his thoughts.
Oswin's throat felt constricted, each morsel a struggle as his mind churned with a storm of uncertainties. What does he truly think of me? The question gnawed at him like a relentless beast, making every mouthful seem like lead. Does he believe I have the mettle to succeed, or is regret already festering in his heart?
The day had been relentless, more grueling than anything Oswin had ever faced. His muscles ached with a deep, unrelenting burn, but beneath the weariness, there was a fierce, unfamiliar exhilaration that coursed through him, a sense of purpose like a wildfire igniting in his veins. This, he realized with a nascent smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, was what it meant to be a squire. This was the first grueling step on the long, treacherous road to knighthood.
After the meal, Averard guided him to his modest quarters. The room was stark, the walls bare and unremarkable, but it was his own, a refuge where he might find solace and gather his strength for the trials ahead. Oswin lingered in the doorway, the day’s grueling demands draped over him like a heavy shroud, each muscle aching with the weight of his exhaustion.
“Rest,” Averard said, his tone brooking no argument. “Tomorrow will be even harder.”
Oswin nodded, his throat dry, and mumbled a quiet “thank you” as he stepped inside. He set the practice sword against the wall and collapsed onto the bed, the straw mattress rustling beneath him. Every muscle in his body throbbed with the day's exertion, his mind a storm of tangled thoughts and raw emotions. Yet as he lay there, staring up at the rough-hewn ceiling, a fierce flicker of pride began to pierce through the weariness. I survived the day, he told himself, the thought repeating like a mantra in the dark. I didn’t falter.
Sleep came as a cruel tease, eluding him despite his exhaustion. The day’s trials replayed in the shadows behind his eyelids, each misstep and falter magnified until they seemed to loom larger than the swamp itself. Averard’s piercing gaze, ever judgmental and unyielding, haunted him with the sharp edge of doubt. The knight's expectations weighed heavy on him, a relentless pressure that gnawed at his resolve. He expects so much of me, Oswin thought, clutching the thin blanket with a grip as tight as his frustration. But I will not falter, he vowed silently, the promise of tomorrow’s betterment a desperate plea against his doubts. The encroaching darkness was not just of night but of the daunting reality of what lay ahead. Highgard was a distant dream, a fortress of stone and steel, an alien world far removed from the mire of his childhood. Can I truly abandon all this? The question slithered through his mind, bringing with it a shiver of fear. I am but a boy from The Mirehold. What do I know of the world beyond?
He shifted onto his side, the straw beneath him groaning in protest, and cast a forlorn gaze at the small window overlooking the courtyard. The night pressed in around him like a suffocating shroud, the air thick with the stench of decay and rot from the mire. Outside, the croak of distant frogs and the whisper of leaves stirred by a restless breeze wove a haunting lullaby. The familiar sounds, once a comfort, now gnawed at him with a bitter reminder of how far he had yet to travel. No longer will I be a boy in Kurlade, he thought, a pang of yearning twisting in his gut. I’m bound for Highgard, for a life unknown. The past is a luxury I can ill afford.
The thought both thrilled and terrified him. Highgard was a name that had always seemed distant, almost mythical, a place of stone walls and cold winds, of knights and lords and battles fought on horseback. It was so different from the swampy mire that had been his home, so far removed from the world he had known. What if I don’t belong there? The question gnawed at him, a shadow of doubt that refused to be silenced. What if I’m not good enough?
But then he thought of Averard, of the knight’s calm confidence, his unwavering belief that Oswin could become something more. He wouldn’t have taken me on if he didn’t think I could do it, Oswin told himself, a flicker of hope sparking in his chest. I’ll learn. I’ll work harder than I ever have. I’ll become the knight he wants me to be.
With that grim resolve, he shut his eyes, willing the chaos of his thoughts to still. Sleep crept upon him like a thief in the night, slow and stubborn, yet when it took hold, it was deep, devoid of dreams, a merciful escape from the anxieties gnawing at his soul. The future loomed ahead, a shadowed path fraught with perils he could scarcely fathom, but Oswin's resolve was ironbound. Whatever trials awaited him, he would meet them head-on, and he would emerge hardened by the forge of his struggles. I will be a knight, he vowed to the darkness as sleep finally embraced him.
Oswin awoke the next morning to the harsh cawing of birds echoing from the trees, their sharp cries cutting through the quiet of the early light. The room lingered in shadow, the pale fingers of dawn just beginning to creep through the narrow window. He sat up with a groan, every movement drawing a wince as the stiffness in his limbs made itself known, a relentless ache that pulsed through his weary muscles, a stark reminder of the toil he had endured the day before. This is the price, he thought, gritting his teeth as the pain flared again. This is what it means to be a squire.
He dressed in haste, yanking on the plain tunic and breeches from the day before. The clothes, still damp with yesterday's sweat, clung stubbornly to his skin, the rough weave scraping against his tender flesh. But Oswin paid it no mind, his thoughts already leaping ahead to the trials of the day. Today, I'll do better, he swore silently, his hands shaking just a touch as he fumbled with the laces of his boots. I won't make the same mistakes again.
He stepped out into the courtyard, the where the air was already thick with the cloying humidity that clung to the early morning light. The sun had yet to rise fully, but the sky was beginning to lighten, the first rays of dawn casting a pale glow over the land. Averard was already there, his tall, imposing figure outlined against the dim light. The knight turned as Oswin approached, his sharp eyes narrowing slightly as they took in the boy’s appearance.
“Good marrow, Oswin,” Averard greeted him, his voice crisp and refined carrying the weight of expectation. “I trust you slept well?”
Oswin nodded quickly, though in truth, his sleep had been fitful, plagued by restless dreams full of shadowed fears and unspoken dread. “Aye, Averard,” he replied, his rising Mirehold accent giving the words a rough, unpolished edge. “I’m ready to start trainin’.”
Averard’s lips twisted in the barest ghost of a smile. “Eager, are we? That’s good. But don’t fool yourself, Oswin. This isn’t just about eagerness. It’s about discipline, about mastery over your own body. We’ll start with your footwork again today. As I’ve told you, it’s the bedrock of everything.”
Oswin swallowed hard and gave a stiff nod. Discipline and control, he echoed in his mind, resolute in making those words his creed for the day. He stepped into the center of the courtyard, the uneven ground beneath him a familiar adversary. Averard began to move, each step a study in precision, his balance as unyielding as a castle wall. Oswin’s gaze fixed on the knight, following every motion, determined to sear each detail into his memory. "I can do this," he muttered under his breath, his hands balling into tight fists at his sides. “I’ll get it right this time.”
But as the training began, it quickly became clear that mastering footwork was no simple task. The ground seemed to betray him with every step, shifting beneath his feet like a treacherous snake, the uneven terrain a relentless foe that challenged his balance at every turn. Oswin fought to keep his knees bent, his weight centered, but the movements felt clumsy, his body rebelling against the unfamiliar demands. He stumbled more than once, his feet snagging on rocks or roots lurking beneath the dirt, and with each misstep, his frustration grew, gnawing at him like a persistent ache. Why is this so damned hard? he cursed inwardly, his breath coming in quick, shallow gasps. Why can’t I just get it right? 
“Focus, Oswin,” Averard's voice sliced through his spiraling thoughts, calm yet edged with insistence. “You’re overthinking. Let your body move as it knows how. Trust your instincts, boy.”
Oswin bit his lip, trying to do as he was told. He forced himself to slow down, to concentrate on the feel of the ground beneath his boots, the way it gave under his weight, the subtle shifts in balance that each step required. He tried to mimic Averard’s movements, to find the same fluid grace that the knight seemed to embody, but it was like trying to catch smoke in his hands. The harder he tried, the more elusive it became.
“Don’t rush,” Averard pressed on, his tone steady and unyielding. “This isn’t a race, boy. Take your time. Every step should be deliberate, controlled.”
Oswin nodded, his jaw set with grim determination. He adjusted his stance, moving with a slow, cautious deliberation, each step now measured and precise. The awkwardness lingered, a nagging reminder of how far he still had to go, but he began to find a rhythm, the movements gradually feeling less forced, more instinctual. I’m getting it, he thought, a flicker of hope kindling in his chest. I’m really getting it.
The sun climbed higher in the sky as the training continued, the morning air giving way to the oppressive heat of the day. Sweat streamed down Oswin’s face, drenching his clothes, but he scarcely noticed, his entire being consumed by the task at hand. He moved with newfound confidence now, his steps smoother, his balance more sure. There were still moments of doubt, fleeting hesitations, but they were growing fewer and farther between. I’m improving, he realized, a swell of pride surging in his chest. I’m actually improving.
But just as that flicker of accomplishment began to take root, his foot snagged on a hidden root, and he went sprawling to the ground. The impact jarred him, driving the breath from his lungs, his practice sword skittering across the dirt to land several feet away. For a moment, he lay there, the shock of the fall rattling through his bones. Not again, he thought, his eyes burning with unshed tears of frustration. Why can’t I just get it right?
Averard was at his side in an instant, his hand outstretched to pull him up. “Are you all right, Oswin?” the knight asked, his voice calm and composed, as steady as the dawn.
Oswin nodded quickly, blinking back the tears that threatened to escape. “Aye, Averard,” he muttered, his voice thick with frustration, barely holding back the weight of his disappointment. “I’m fine.”
Averard’s eyes softened slightly, the sternness in his expression giving way to something gentler. “It’s all right to make mistakes, Oswin. That’s how you learn. What matters is that you get back up and keep going.”
Oswin swallowed hard, nodding in agreement. He grasped the knight’s hand, letting Averard pull him to his feet. His legs felt like jelly, his arms trembling with exhaustion, but he forced himself to stand tall, to meet Averard’s gaze without a trace of weakness. I won’t let this stop me, he vowed, his hands balling into fists at his sides. I’ll keep going, no matter what.
“Let’s try again,” Averard said, his tone encouraging. “Take your time. Remember what we’ve practiced.”
Oswin nodded, taking a deep breath to steady himself. He retrieved his practice sword, his grip on the hilt firm and determined. He adjusted his stance, his knees bending slightly, his weight centered. The ground still felt treacherous beneath his feet, but he forced himself to focus, to trust in the training he had endured. I can do this, he told himself, the words a mantra in his mind. I will do this.
They began again, the rhythm of the movements slowly returning as Oswin found his footing once more. The sun was high in the sky now, its rays beating down on them with relentless intensity, but Oswin barely noticed, his focus entirely on the task at hand. He moved with more confidence now, his steps smoother, his balance more stable. There were still moments of hesitation, of uncertainty, but they were fewer, less frequent. I’m improving, he thought, pride swelling in his chest like a rising tide. I’m actually improving.
When Averard finally called an end to the training session, Oswin was drenched in sweat, his muscles trembling with exhaustion. But despite the fatigue weighing him down, a fierce sense of accomplishment burned within him, cutting through the weariness. Every ache, every pain, felt like a hard-won victory. I made it through the day, he thought, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. I didn’t quit. 
“You did well today, Oswin,” Averard said, his tone warm with approval, a rare softness in his voice. “Better than yesterday. You’re starting to understand.”
Oswin looked up at the knight, his heart swelling with pride. “Thank you, Averard,” he replied, his voice earnest and sincere. He thinks I’m getting better, he marveled, a flicker of hope kindling within him. Maybe I’m not as hopeless as I feared.
Averard nodded, his gaze steady and unyielding. “Remember this, Oswin: today is just the first step. There’s a long and bloody road ahead, and it won’t be easy. But if you keep working as hard as you did today, you’ll see it through.”
Oswin nodded, swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat. I’ll work as hard as I have to, he promised himself, his resolve hardening like forged steel. I won’t let him down.
The rest of the day passed in a blur, the exhaustion from training leaving Oswin with barely enough strength to see the day through. He ate in silence, his mind too consumed with the day's lessons to muster any interest in conversation. Averard, too, seemed content with the quiet, his expression calm and composed as he methodically finished his meal. He’s always so calm, Oswin thought, a flicker of admiration in his gaze. Nothing seems to faze him. I want to be like that.
As the evening wore on, the weight of the day’s exertions bore down on Oswin, and he found himself battling to keep his eyes open. Averard, ever observant, noticed his fatigue and suggested he retire for the night, his tone gentle but unyielding. Oswin didn’t protest, grateful for the reprieve. He made his way back to his chamber, the sight of the straw mattress a welcome relief as he collapsed onto it. Tomorrow will not be just another day, he thought, his eyelids drooping with the pull of sleep. Tomorrow, I leave The Mirehold, maybe for good.
Sleep claimed him swiftly, his dreams a tapestry of knights and battles, of towering stone walls and biting winds. Yet beneath the tumult, there pulsed a deep sense of determination, a resolve that grew stronger with each passing day. Oswin was on the path now, and there would be no turning back. I will be a knight, he vowed in his dreams, the words a silent promise etched into the marrow of his bones. I will.
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[bookmark: _Hlk189244935]Chapter IV: Cinaed 
Cinaed Druilach stood upon the battlements of Canterlag Castle, his coal-black hair pulled back into a taut ponytail, his mismatched eyes, scanning the vast expanse of Sterling Isle. The mist-cloaked shores and rolling green hills unfurled before him, a land soaked in blood and driven by ambition, much like the men who had bent it to their will. The rugged coastline, scarred by relentless waves that gnawed at the rocky shore, seemed almost to echo his own jagged thoughts. 
The view was striking, a patchwork of greens and browns, with the sea’s vibrant blues slashing through, but it offered him no solace. Today, the beauty of the world felt like a cruel jest, a stark contrast to the grey heaviness that weighed on his soul. The wind whipped around him, cold and biting, a sharp reminder of the unforgiving reality that ruled his life and the brutal world beyond these stone walls.
This land, cold and unforgiving as it was, may have been where he was born, but it had never felt like home. Home suggested warmth, comfort, and love, things Cinaed had never truly known, save for the rare, fleeting kindnesses from his sister, Laecia. His elder brothers, Caellach and Caerull, had been gifted with their mother’s beauty and their father’s imposing stature, as though they had been carved them from stone. Laecia, too, was blessed with an elegance and charm that could pierce even the gloom of Canterlag’s darkest halls. But Cinaed had come into this world with nothing but his wits, honed to a deadly sharpness by years of neglect and simmering resentment. While his siblings were groomed for the glittering life of the court, Cinaed had found refuge in the shadows, immersing himself in the darker arts of governance, where power was not won by charm or beauty, but by cold cunning and ruthless calculation.
He had spent his youth among the clerks and scribes of Canterlag Castle, learning the ins and outs of castle management, soaking in the wisdom of ancient philosophers but it was in the rank, shadowed alleys of the city below where Cinaed truly came alive. There, among the gamblers and cutthroats, he found his true tutors. They taught him the darkest arts, how to read the flicker of a man's eyes, how to twist a man's desires to his own ends. He learned to spin lies as sweet as spiced Homber wine, to jingle a few coins and watch fools spill blood for him, or see women throw away their virtue as if it were worth nothing. By his twentieth summer, he had sent more men to their deaths than most twice his age had seen fall in the last Sterling revolt. Whispers of bastards trailed in his wake, four children by four different women, or so they said, not that it troubled him. Cinaed was a son of Sterling, his heart aflame with ambitions that soared far beyond such trivialities.
Yet, despite his ruthlessness and cold ambition, there was one person who had always managed to pierce the icy armor encasing his heart: Laecia. His little sister, the lone light in the shadowed halls of Canterlag, the only soul he had ever truly loved. It was for her that his heart now ached, for her that he stood on the battlements, brooding over the fate that loomed ahead for them both.
His father, Lord Daemhall Druilach, was returning to Canterlag. The Lord Justicar, second only to the king himself, had been absent from his halls for many moons, tending to the ceaseless intrigues of the court. But now, he had returned, bearing the King’s will, a betrothal between Laecia and Prince Beneyn of House Ulster. Cinaed’s hands clenched into fists at the thought. He knew this was nothing more than a political maneuver, a shrewd play by the King to bind Sterling Isle's loyalty and snuff out any spark of rebellion. But to Cinaed, it felt like a death sentence.
They mean to take her from me. They mean to steal the only thing I have ever truly cared for, he thought bitterly, the wind biting at his face as if to drive the point deeper. The King, the court, all of them, they would tear her from my side and cast her into the den of wolves.
The sound of heavy boots on stone dragged him from his brooding. He turned to see Caellach and Caerull approaching, their faces twisted with the familiar sneers of contempt they saved just for him. Caellach, the eldest, with his golden hair and piercing blue eyes, strode ahead, his broad shoulders cleaving through the wind as if it dared not touch him. Caerull, just as tall but darker golden hair, followed close behind, exuding the same air of superiority that had always set Cinaed’s teeth on edge.
"Well, what have we here?" Caellach drawled, his voice thick with mockery, a sneer curling at the edges of his lips. "The little cunt of a shadow lurking in the corner, pretending he’s something more than the wisp of a man he is."
Cinaed's jaw clenched, the muscles straining beneath his pale skin, but he mastered the surge of anger, letting a cold calm settle over him. “I see you’re still playing at being Father’s favorite,” he replied, his voice as sharp and icy as a winter’s wind. “Tell me, Caellach, how does it feel to be nothing more than a puppet, dancing on strings you’re too blind to see?”
Caerull laughed, a harsh, grating sound that scraped at Cinaed’s nerves like iron on stone. “You’ve always had a sharp tongue, Cinaed, but words alone do not get you far in this world,” he sneered. “We both know you’re nothing without your little schemes and lies to prop you up. Strip those away, and what’s left? A coward hiding behind his own shadow.”
Cinaed’s eyes narrowed to slits, his mind racing, already twisting their barbs into weapons of his own. “And we all know you’re nothing without Father’s favor,” he said, his voice cold as steel. “But tell me, Caerull, what will you do when that favor runs dry? When does the King grow weary of Father’s cold efficiency and sets his sights on another? What will you be then, when your precious pedestal crumbles into dust beneath you? A man with nothing but empty titles and shattered pride?”
Caellach’s eyes blazed with fury, but he swallowed his retort, leaving the air heavy with unspoken rage, a palpable force that seemed to suffocate the very space between them. It was Caerull who broke the silence, stepping forward with a deliberate menace, his hand curling around the hilt of his sword. “You’d do well to remember your place, little brother,” he warned, his voice a low growl, brimming with barely restrained violence. “You might think yourself clever, but cleverness won’t save you when the time comes. Swords cut deeper than words, and you’d best pray you’re ready when that day arrives.”
Cinaed met his gaze without a flicker of fear, his eyes as cold as the words that followed. “And what place is that Caerull?” he asked, his voice laced with venom. “The place of a third son, ignored and forgotten, cast aside like a dull blade? Or the place of a man who sees the world for what it truly is, a game of shadows and secrets, a game you’ll never fully grasp?”
The tension crackled between them, a storm poised to unleash its fury. But before it could spiral into violence, Laecia’s voice cut through the rising hostility like a blade of tempered steel, a calming force against the seething animosity. 
“Please, stop this,” she urged, her tone gentle but firm as she approached, her golden hair catching the light of the setting sun, casting a soft halo around her. Her face, radiant with a warmth that had always been his refuge. Her presence alone softened the jagged edges of the confrontation, a warmth a striking contrast to the cold, simmering contempt that crackled between her brothers. “We’re family, are we not? Must we always tear each other apart?” Her words hung in the air, a plea for peace amidst the storm of bitterness threatening to consume them all.
Cinaed turned to her, his anger melting away like mist under the morning sun. “Laecia,” he murmured, his voice softened by a tenderness he reserved for her and her alone. “I’m sorry you had to see this,” he said, the rough edges of his earlier words now smoothed by her presence.
Caellach snorted in disdain, his contempt barely masked, but Laecia dismissed him with indifference. Her gaze remained steady and unwavering, focused solely on Cinaed, her eyes a silent beacon of support amid the swirling discord. “It’s not your fault,” she said softly, her voice laced with the kindness that had always been his solace, her eyes reflecting the warmth that had long been his sanctuary. “But we must stand united, now more than ever.” Her words carried a quiet strength, a plea for the unity that seemed to slip further from their grasp with each passing day.
Cinaed nodded, though the thought of unity with his brothers tasted bitter on his tongue. “For you, I’ll try,” his voice earnest, tinged with the weight of unspoken struggles. “But don’t ask me to trust them. That’s a line I cannot cross.”
Laecia sighed, her gaze flickering between her brothers before settling on Cinaed. “I won’t ask for the impossible,” she said softly. “But promise me you won’t let your anger consume you.” Her words were a plea, laced with the quiet fear that the darkness within him might one day devour the brother she loved.
Cinaed forced a smile, though his heart sagged under the weight of what lay ahead. “I promise,” he said, the words a gentle lie, one he desperately wanted to believe. 
Caellach, growing impatient with the display of affection, rolled his eyes and turned away with a sneer. “Come, Caerull,” he said dismissively, his voice dripping with contempt. “Let’s leave the shadow to his sulking.” 
With one final sneer twisted upon their lips, the brothers turned their backs on Cinaed, their laughter a cruel melody that lingered, bouncing off the cold stone walls of the corridor. Cinaed’s gaze followed them, his heart seething with a loathing that had festered deep within him for years, like a wound left to rot. They possessed everything, Father’s favor, the loyalty of the men, the hungry eyes of every woman who passed, but to them, he was less than nothing, a shadow they’d sooner forget. Yet Cinaed knew a truth they could not deny. Beneath their scorn, there was fear, and that fear was a blade he would sharpen. It was all the power he needed.
“Brother,” Laecia said softly, her voice carrying the lilt of the Sterling accent that had been their cradle and their curse. “"You’ve lingered here too long. The cold doesn’t care for your pride, and it’ll do you no good if it sinks its claws into you.
Cinaed twisted his lips into a smile, though it pained him more than he'd care to admit. The weight of what lay ahead gnawed at him, a constant ache in his chest. "The cold," he said, his voice laced with a bitterness that tasted of old wounds, "reminds me of the truth of it all. Best to feel its sting now, rather than be caught unawares when it comes again.”
Laecia frowned, her eyes searching his face for the truth behind his words. “You speak as if the world is about to end,” she said, her hand reaching out to touch his arm. “"What haunts you, Cinaed? What dark thoughts plague your mind?”
He met her gaze, the weight of his unspoken fears pressing down on his chest, knowing full well that he was powerless to shield her from the storm that loomed on the horizon. "I fear for you, Laecia," he admitted, his voice no more than a breath, thick with the sorrow he could barely contain. "This betrothal... it reeks of deceit. It’s a noose, carefully crafted by the King to keep our family on a short leash. The thought of you in the capital, among those vipers, makes my blood run cold. I cannot stand the idea of you being fed to those wolves."
Laecia’s expression softened, and she moved closer, her fingers finding their way into his, a touch both tender and resolute. "You underestimate me, brother," she said, her voice gentle but firm, like steel wrapped in silk. "I know the weight we bear, and I’ll shoulder my part for the sake of our family. But I’ll always have you watching over me, won’t I?”
Cinaed’s heart wrenched at her words, a cruel reminder of the powerlessness that gnawed at him. Once she was taken from his side, he knew his reach would be as feeble as a whisper in the wind. "I would raze the capital to the ground, brick by fucking brick, if it meant keeping you safe," he swore, his voice raw with a desperation that clawed at his insides. “But I fear even that would not be enough.”
Laecia’s smile was a fragile thing. “We all have our roles to play,” she murmured, her voice carrying the weight of acceptance. “I’m a daughter of Sterling, a Druilach, and my duty is to our family. If this marriage will secure our future, then I’ll accept it, no matter the cost.”  Her words were resolute, but the sadness in her eyes betrayed the sacrifice she was willing to make.
Her words cut him deeper than any blade could, but he knew there was no arguing with her resolve. Laecia had always been the stronger of the two, the one who could face the world with a smile even when it threatened to crush her. It was her strength that both comforted and tormented him, knowing she would bear the burden without flinching, while he could do nothing but watch.
“Then I’ll do what I must to make sure you’re never truly alone,” Cinaed vowed, his voice as cold and unyielding as iron. “I’ll find a way to shield you, even if it means I must cloak myself in shadows and walk the dark paths for the rest of my days.” His resolve was as fierce as the bitterness that welled up inside him, knowing that he would sacrifice whatever it took to keep her safe.
Laecia’s grip tightened around his hand, her eyes brimming with both love and sorrow. “You’ve always been my protector, Cinaed,” she whispered, her voice tender yet laced with the weight of her plea. “But swear to me, you won’t let the darkness consume you. Promise me you’ll remember who you are, and who you’ve always been to me.”
Cinaed gazed into her eyes, the last beacon of light in the encroaching darkness of his world and nodded. “I swear it.” he said, the words heavy on his tongue, knowing all too well that it was a vow he might not have the strength to uphold. But for her, he would speak the lie, even as the shadows closed in around him.
As they stood locked in their shared silence, the heavy groan of the castle doors swinging open cut through the stillness, snapping their attention to the source. Their father, Lord Daemhall, strode toward them with his usual air of authority, his presence as cold and unyielding as the stone walls around them. His hair, once a deep black but now streaked with grey was meticulously trimmed, every strand in its place. But it was his eyes, those piercing blue eyes devoid of any warmth, that held Cinaed in their icy grip. They fixed on Cinaed with a gaze as sharp as a blade, and just as unforgiving.
“Come inside,” Daemhall ordered his tone as frigid and unyielding as the gales that howled around the keep’s stone walls. “There is much to discuss.”
Cinaed and Laecia trailed after their father into the great hall, the flickering warmth of the hearth barely a match for the cold that had sunk deep into Cinaed’s bones. The hall was a bastion of power, a place where choices that could alter the very course of Sterling Isle were forged, Tonight, the ancient stone walls loomed closer, as if the very keep itself sought to crush him.
Daemhall settled into his seat at the head of the table, his eyes cold and calculating as they swept over his children, as detached as ever, as if he were appraising tools rather than blood. Cinaed, all too familiar with the patterns of his father’s mind, braced himself, but no amount of forewarning could dull the sting of the words that would soon fall from Daemhall’s lips.
“The King has proposed a betrothal,” Daemhall began, his tone as cold and emotionless as the stone walls surrounding them. “Laecia, you are to be wed to Prince Beneyn of House Ulster.” His words fell like a blade, sharp and unyielding, leaving no room for argument or emotion.
The words lingered in the air, heavy and suffocating, like a death sentence. Cinaed felt his heart clench in his chest. He had seen this coming, felt the creeping inevitability of it like a shadow growing longer with the setting sun, but hearing it spoken aloud made it undeniable, all the more real, all the more final.
Laecia held her composure, her face a practiced mask of serenity, yet Cinaed caught the flicker of pain in her eyes. “It is an honor,” she said quietly, her voice steady. “I will do my duty to our family.” The words were measured, dutiful, but beneath them, Cinaed could sense the quiet resignation of a woman bound by chains she had no power to break.
Daemhall nodded, the gesture as frigid and devoid of warmth as the man himself. “Good,” he said, his voice carrying the weight of his ruthless pragmatism. “This marriage will secure our position within the realm. The King grows old, his hold on the throne slipping with each passing day. We must be certain that our family is tethered to the future of this kingdom, not its fading past.” His words were calculated, each one stripped of sentiment, revealing the cold ambition that drove every decision he made.
Cinaed could feel the fury boiling within him, his fists clenching so tightly at his sides that his nails dug into his palms. He struggled to maintain his composure, but the words slipped out like venom. “And what of Laecia’s future?” His words were a challenge, a direct defiance of the cold calculations that had always governed their father’s decisions. “Do you care nothing for what this will mean for her? Or is she just another pawn to be sacrificed in your game?”  The words hung in the air like a challenge.
Daemhall’s eyes narrowed to slits, his contempt for his third son as palpable as the chill in the room. “Laecia’s future is bound to the future of our family,” his voice as cold as the stone walls around them. “She will fulfill her duty, as will you, Cinaed. Or have you begun to fancy yourself above your responsibilities?” His tone was laced with disdain, each word a sharp rebuke meant to put Cinaed in his place, a reminder that in Daemhall’s eyes, duty eclipsed all, love, loyalty, and even family.
Cinaed’s anger erupted, his vision narrowing as he fixed his gaze on the man who had given him nothing but scorn his entire life “You’d sacrifice your own blood without a second thought if it meant securing your place at the King’s side. We’re nothing more than pieces on your fucking board.” Cinaed felt the dam within him crack and shatter, the torrent of emotions he had suppressed for so long surging forth with a force that could no longer be contained. Years of resentment, pain, and anger flooded to the surface, washing away the carefully constructed walls he had built to survive in his father’s cold, calculating world. He stood there, facing the man who had never seen him as anything more than a tool, a piece to be moved, used, and discarded at will. The weight of his fury, his bitterness, his longing for something more, all collided in that moment, demanding to be heard, to be felt, to be recognized.
Daemhall’s expression grew even darker, his gaze hardening into something colder than ice. “Watch your tongue, boy,” he snarled, his voice a low and dangerous growl that echoed through the hall. “You are a son of Sterling, and you will do as you are commanded. Defiance will not be tolerated, not from you. Remember your place, or I’ll remind you just how expendable you truly are.” His words were a warning, a threat wrapped in the guise of paternal authority, but beneath it all was the chilling certainty that defiance would be met with swift and brutal reprisal.
Cinaed’s temper ignited, his hatred for his father blazing into an inferno that he could no longer contain. “I am not your fucking puppet,” he hissed his voice trembling with barely restrained rage. “I will not stand by and watch as you sell Laecia off like a piece of chattel.”
The silence that followed was thick with tension, the air heavy with the weight of unspoken threats. Cinaed could feel the crackling energy in the room, his heart pounding as he braced for the blow, he was certain would come. But instead, Daemhall merely glared at him, his expression a mask of cold fury, every line of his face etched with contempt. For a fleeting moment, Cinaed thought he saw the shadow of a hand twitch, but his father remained still, his eyes burning with a rage that promised retribution far worse than a mere strike.
“You will do as you are told,” Daemhall said, his voice cutting through the silence with finality, each word a decree from a man who brooked no defiance. “Or you will find yourself cast out, stripped of everything, left with nothing but the disgrace of your defiance. Test me, boy, and see how quickly you lose all that you hold dear.” Cinaed saw the stark reality of his father’s threat, a life without name, without family, without purpose, reduced to nothing more than a cautionary tale of what happens to those who dare defy the will of Lord Daemhall Druilach.
Cinaed met his father’s gaze, his own eyes burning with defiance, a fire that refused to be extinguished. “I would rather be cast out,” he said, his voice trembling with the raw emotion that surged through him, “than betray the only person I have ever cared about.” The declaration lingered between them, a challenge carved into the silence like a scar. Cinaed understood the price of his defiance, the potential for exile and ruin, but in that moment, he was unyielding, he felt indifferent to the cost. The love he held for Laecia was worth more to him than all the power and influence his father could ever wield.
The tension in the room was palpable, the silence stretching like a taut bowstring until Laecia stepped forward, her hand resting gently on Cinaed’s arm. “Please, brother,” she said softly, her voice a balm to his ragged soul. “Do not let this tear us apart.” Her plea was a tender counterpoint to the harshness of their father’s demands, a desperate attempt to bridge the chasm that had opened between them.   
Cinaed gazed at Laecia, his heart breaking at the sight of the pain reflected in her eyes. The weight of his defiance settled heavily on him, knowing it would only add to her suffering. With a deep, resigned sigh, he nodded, his anger still simmering beneath the surface but now tempered by a profound sadness.
“I will do as you ask,” he said quietly, his voice a mere whisper, heavy with resignation.
Laecia’s smile was a fragile thing, unable to mask the sadness that lingered in her eyes. “Thank you,” she replied, her voice trembling with the depth of her gratitude.
Daemhall watched the exchange with a cold, calculating gaze, his satisfaction evident in the slight nod he gave. “Good,” he said, his tone devoid of warmth. “Then it is settled. The betrothal will be announced at the King’s court, and Laecia will be wed to Prince Beneyn in the spring.”
Cinaed said nothing, his mind racing with thoughts of how he might protect his sister from the dangers that awaited her in the capital. He would not let her face this alone, no matter the cost.
As the meeting came to an end, Cinaed found himself alone in the great hall, the oppressive weight of the night’s events settling heavily upon him. He had always known that his father would go to any lengths to secure his power, but he had never anticipated that the price would be the one person he cherished above all others.
As Cinaed sat alone in the great hall, the quiet provided a canvas allowed his mind to spin intricate webs of strategy, meticulously weaving together the threads of knowledge he had amassed over the years. His father might have seen him as nothing more than a mere shadow, but Cinaed knew his worth. He had devoted years to sharpening his intellect, delving into the complexities of power, and mastering the art of manipulating the desires and fears of those around him. Now, with Laecia’s future hanging in the balance, he resolved to wield every bit of that hard-earned knowledge with precision.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of soft footsteps, and he turned to see Laecia approaching, her face a portrait of concern. She reached out, her hand gently cupping his cheek as she looked into his eyes with a depth of sorrow that mirrored his own.
“I am sorry, Cinaed,” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion. “I know this is not what you wanted.”
Cinaed closed his eyes, leaning into her touch as he fought to stem the tide of tears that threatened to break free. “I cannot lose you, Laecia,” he said, his voice quivering under the weight of his fear and anger. “You are the only light in this endless darkness.”
Laecia’s eyes brimmed with tears as she pulled Cinaed into a tight embrace, her warmth a soothing balm to his fractured spirit. “You will never lose me,” she promised, her voice resolute despite the tremor of emotion beneath her words. “No matter where I go, I will always be with you.” Her embrace was a fierce, tender pledge, a vow that transcended the cruel machinations of their father and the distance that would soon separate them. In that moment, the bond they shared felt like a beacon of hope amidst the encroaching darkness.
Cinaed held her close, his heart aching with the bitter realization that he could not shield her from the fate that awaited her. The weight of his helplessness pressed down on him, yet, as he breathed in the familiar scent of her, he vowed silently to himself that he would do whatever it took to safeguard her, even if it meant walking in the shadows for the rest of his days, forever lurking in the dark to protect the light that meant everything to him.
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Chapter V: Averard II
The Mirehold sprawled before them like a festering wound upon the land, its murky waters and gnarled trees perpetually cloaked in a gloom that the midday sun barely pierced. The air was thick with the acrid stench of decay and damp earth, a suffocating miasma that clung to the back of the throat, refusing to be swallowed. Insects droned incessantly, their relentless hum blending with the distant croaks and eerie calls of unseen creatures hidden beneath the stagnant surface. It had been a week since they left Kurlade, a week of endless slogging through this cursed mire. The swamp’s fetid breath clung to their skin, soaked into their clothes, and seemed to leech the very strength from their bones. Every step was a struggle, as if the land itself resented their presence, determined to drag them down into its muck.
The Mirehold made even the simplest tasks a battle, each moment a reminder that no man, no matter how strong, was truly master here. It was a land that allowed a man to pass only on its own terms, its oppressive weight pressing down with each sluggish breath they took, a silent warning that it could claim them at any moment.
Averard Merwin rode at the forefront, his eyes narrowed against the shifting gloom of the Mirehold. The swamp was more than just muck and stagnant water—it was a slow, creeping battle of wills, one that wore at a man’s spirit as much as his body. Each step through this cursed mire revealed new dangers, subtle and insidious, testing their resolve with every twist of the path. The ground beneath his destrier, Balian, was a treacherous quagmire, each step a laborious struggle against the land’s clutches, as if the earth itself sought to drag them down. Balian had proven himself a steadfast companion, his endurance a reflection of Averard’s own iron resolve. But even the noble beast was beginning to show signs of strain. His breath came in heavy, misty snorts, each exhale rising like a ghost into the damp, choking air. The Mirehold tested them both, its oppressive weight settling over them like a shroud, reminding them with every breath that in this land, even the air, belonged to no man
Behind him, Oswin Kersey fought to keep pace atop his bay mare, the boy’s grit at odds with the mire’s cruel embrace. Averard could see the weariness creeping into the lad’s form, the sag of his thin shoulders, the stiffness in his spine, the whitened knuckles gripping the reins as if sheer will alone might keep him upright. The swamp sought to drag him down, to sap the strength from his bones, yet Oswin rode on. The boy’s chin was set, his eyes fixed forward with a fierce determination that belied his youth, and despite the exhaustion that weighed on him like a cloak of lead, the boy had not faltered., Averard couldn’t help but feel a flicker of admiration. It was the resolve of one who hadn’t yet been broken by the world’s harsh truths, one who still believed they could conquer anything. 
The boy has spirit, I'll give him that, Averard thought, casting a quick glance over his shoulder at Oswin, swaying in the saddle. But spirit alone won’t save his life. The Mirehold is as unforgiving as it is unyielding, a place where only the strong, or the wise survive. Which is he? Averard’s eyes lingered on the lad for a moment, weighing the question. Strength could be honed, but wisdom, wisdom was earned through blood and hardship. 
Each morning and evening, they paused to train, no matter how grueling the day had been. Oswin’s progress was slow, painstakingly earned, but it was there, gained inch by stubborn inch. The boy lacked the natural grace Averard had seen in other squires, no easy talent or quick mastery of the blade. But what he lacked in finesse, he made up for in raw, unyielding determination. Averard had known boys stronger and faster who had crumbled under far less.
The lad had been born to this unforgiving land, raised in its swamps, and it showed. The Mirehold’s cruelty did not bend him as it did others, it coursed through his veins. The swamp was in his blood, and though it offered no kindness to anyone, least of all a boy untested by real battle, Oswin remained unbowed. Grit in his teeth, he forced himself through every strike, every block, even when his limbs shook from exhaustion, and his body screamed for rest.
There was something in that, a flickering fire that refused to go out, despite the swamp’s best efforts to snuff it. And that, more than talent, gave Averard hope. Tenacity could forge a man where talent failed.
The sun had begun its slow descent, casting long, pale fingers of light through the thinning fog when Averard called for a halt, his voice cutting through the stillness with sharp precision. They had come upon a rare patch of dry ground, if such a thing could even be called dry in this wretched bog. It was a small mercy in a place so devoid of comfort, where even the air clung to them, thick and damp as sodden cloth. Averard swung down from Balian, his boots sinking into the spongy earth with a soft squelch. He turned to face Oswin, the boy still mounted, eyes heavy with exhaustion but bright with that same stubborn fire that had carried him this far.  
The camp was made quickly, as was their routine, but rest would have to wait. As Averard drew his sword, he nodded for Oswin to do the same. The lad groaned slightly as he slid from the mare’s back, yet his grip was steady as his hand found the hilt.
"Take your stance," Averard commanded, his voice carrying a tone of authority that left no room for hesitation. His eyes remained fixed on Oswin. 
"Ready yourself," Averard said, watching Oswin closely. The boy might have been bone-weary, but this was the time to press his limits. "Battle won’t wait for you to catch your breath, and neither will I." 
The clashing of steel was the only sound that cut through the heavy air as the Mirehold slowly surrendered to the night.
"Careful, lad!" Averard barked, his voice cutting like a blade drawn clean from the scabbard, his sword meeting Oswin’s wild swing with a hard clang of steel on steel. The boy had strength, no doubt, fierce and untampered, but strength without control was a blade without a hilt. For a moment, it had nearly caught him, reckless as it was. Nearly.
"You’ve got the fury of a coastal storm in you, but storms that rage without direction tear down more than they build," Averard said, voice steady, eyes hard as he watched the lad’s stance waver. "Power alone won’t see you through, boy. You need to master it, or it’ll turn on you."
He shifted his grip on his sword, settling back into his stance, his tone cold but measured. "Now again, think before you let your arm swing”
"I can do it!" Oswin shouted, his voice cracking with frustration. "I can show you!"
Averard’s eyes narrowed as he studied the boy. The desperation in Oswin’s tone was unmistakable. This wasn’t just about proving himself to his knight, there was something deeper gnawing at him. Fear, tightly coiled beneath the bravado, a beast lurking just below the surface.
He’s fighting more than me, Averard thought grimly, watching the tension in Oswin’s frame. He’s battling his own ghosts, doubts, insecurities that cling to him like the damp of this Mother-forsaken land. The Mirehold had a way of stripping a man bare, dredging up the things he’d rather leave buried. It forced you to face the darkness within, whether you were ready or not.
“Then show me,” Averard said, his voice steady, firm but not without a measure of kindness. “Keep your stance low, your breath measured. There’s a wildness in you, boy, and that can serve you well, but it must be mastered. Let it guide your blade, not control it.”
They began to circle one another, the sound of their practice swords ringing out through the stillness, sharp as the crack of distant thunder. Each clash echoed off the ancient trees, their trunks gnarled and twisted, standing like silent sentinels. The shadows around them seemed to grow longer, creeping like the doubts and fears that always lay waiting in the dark corners of a man’s mind, just beyond the swamp’s edge. 
Averard’s mind was not solely on the boy’s training; the Mirehold had a way of creeping into a man’s thoughts, turning them inward, sharpening his sense of peril. The air here felt heavy with more than just damp; it was thick with unseen threats, whispering on the edge of perception. Every twisted root, every stagnant pool held its own dangers, but it was the ones lurking just beyond sight—the ones that made a man second-guess his every step, that truly gnawed at him. The Mirehold was a place where the boundaries between the real and imagined blurred, where the land itself seemed to breathe and watch, waiting for the moment a man let his guard slip.
This place… it’s alive, Averard mused, his eyes narrowing as he lunged forward with a swift, precise strike. Oswin scrambled to pivot and dodge, the boy’s movements sharp but not yet refined. The swamp seemed to press in closer, as though watching, listening. It watches, waits. The Mirehold isn’t just a place, it has a will of its own. It breathes, it listens, and it doesn’t suffer fools lightly. The bog had taken more lives than Averard cared to count, and it wasn’t just the beasts or the muck that claimed them. No, it was something else, something deeper, a kind of malice that seeped from the earth itself. There were places in the world that could break a man’s body, but The Mirehold broke his spirit first.
Something flickered in the underbrush, just a shadow, a brief shimmer of green, then gone. Averard's instincts sharpened instantly, the quiet hum of danger thrumming through him. Years of battle had taught him to trust that feeling, the subtle shift in the air that signaled something was amiss. His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword as his eyes flicked toward the source, but the underbrush revealed nothing more.
He snapped his focus back to Oswin, who remained oblivious, but Averard’s senses stayed on edge. His ears strained to catch even the faintest sound, the rustle of leaves, the snap of a twig, anything that might betray a lurking threat. The Mirehold had a way of masking danger, but he knew better than to ignore a sign when it presented itself. Here, even shadows could kill.
“Oswin!” Averard barked, his voice slicing through the growing tension like a blade. “Keep your guard up!”
The boy, startled, barely managed to deflect the next strike, his movements now clumsy where they had been steady moments before. His confidence faltered, shaken by the unseen threat lurking in the trees, and his eyes darted nervously toward the shadows that seemed to shift and dance around them.
“What’s wrong?” Oswin gasped, his breath coming quicker, fear creeping into his voice as he glanced furtively toward the trees.
“Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” Averard replied, his voice clipped and firm. “But you must stay focused. Never let distraction pull your mind from your opponent, or it’ll cost you dearly.”
They resumed sparring, but Averard’s heart wasn’t fully in the fight anymore. His eyes remained sharp, scanning the mist-laden trees even as his sword met Oswin’s with a ringing clash. He could feel it now, something watching, lurking just beyond the edges of sight, hidden in the murk. The Mirehold had a way of playing tricks on a man’s senses, but this felt different. The air seemed heavier, the shadows thicker. There was a presence, something more than the swamp’s usual malevolence.
The Mirehold was no ordinary land. It was a place where the line between the living and the dead blurred, where the very ground beneath them felt like it could shift at any moment, swallowing them whole Here, the swamp wasn’t just an obstacle to be crossed,it was an adversary, alive with its own malevolent will, conspiring with unseen forces to claim the lives of those foolish or unlucky enough to wander into its grasp.
The Mirehold is a beast, Averard thought as he deftly parried another of Oswin’s strikes, this one more measured but still lacking the finesse of a seasoned swordsman. A beast that feeds on fear, on weakness. But I’ll not let it claim us.
Just as the thought crossed his mind, a sound sliced through the heavy, suffocating silence, the sound of laughter. Wild, raucous, and tinged with something dark and unsettling. It echoed through the fog, twisted by the swamp until it seemed to come from all directions at once. A cold shiver crept up Averard’s spine, the kind of dread that clings to a man like ice in his veins. His grip tightened on his sword, every muscle tensing as the eerie laughter faded, leaving only the oppressive weight of the Mirehold pressing down on them.
He had heard the stories, tales of brigands and outlaws who prowled these forsaken lands, men who used the swamp as both shield and weapon. They preyed on those fool enough to wander too deep, using the treacherous terrain to trap and kill. The laughter was a warning, a promise of what was to come. This was no mere ghost of the Mirehold’s cruelties, it was the mark of men, wicked men, who knew how to bend the swamp’s darkness to their will.
And here they are, Averard thought grimly, his hand tightening around the hilt of his practice sword. They’ve found us.
The laughter was closer now, louder, more deliberate. The sound slithered through the fog, a taunt carried on the Mirehold’s foul breath. Whoever they are, they’ve been watching, waiting, Averard thought, his eyes scanning the shifting shadows around them. And now they’re ready to strike.
The underbrush exploded with sudden, violent motion. A group of men burst forth from the shadows, ragged figures emerging from the gloom like wolves on the hunt. Their faces were filthy, obscured by layers of dirt and unkempt scruff, their eyes hollow and desperate. Dressed in ragged, mismatched clothing, pieced together from whatever scraps they could scavenge There were eight of them, each clutching a crude weapon, one with a rusted sword, another with a jagged dagger, and the others wielding makeshift clubs. They moved with the reckless abandon of men who had nothing left to lose, their grim smiles telling Averard all he needed to know.
These weren’t just bandits, they were the sort of men who had long since abandoned any semblance of humanity, men whose lives had been consumed by the swamp’s relentless hunger. They were wild things now, their hunger etched into every ragged breath, their eyes gleaming with the cruel anticipation of the kill.
“Look what we ‘ave ‘ere!” one of the bandits bellowed, his voice thick with the coarse Mirehold accent, a smirk tugging at his cracked lips. “A fucking knight in shiny armor and his little whelp, wanderin’ through the swamp like they own the place. What’s brought you this way, eh? Come to train, have ya? Or maybe playin’ at war?”
The others chuckled darkly, their laughter low and guttural. The one speaking stepped forward, waving his rusted sword lazily in the air, a sneer twisting his face. “Bit out o’ your depth, ain’t ya, Sir? The Mire don’t give a shit about your pretty titles or fancy swords.” He spat on the ground, his eyes glinting with malice. “You come ‘ere thinkin’ you can stroll through our land without payin’ the toll? Stupid fuckin’ mistake, that.”
One of the others, a hulking brute with a jagged dagger, laughed harshly. “Maybe the knight fancies a game! Eh, boys? See how long ‘is shiny armor can keep him alive in the muck!”
They moved in closer, their weapons raised, grins stretched across their filthy faces. They smelled blood, and it was clear they enjoyed the thought of what was to come.
Averard moved without thinking, stepping in front of Oswin, his body instinctively shielding the boy from the bandits’ advance. His practice sword had been discarded in the mud, forgotten, and his arming sword now gleamed coldly in his grip, drawn before he had even realized it. The blade caught what little light filtered through the fog, sharp as a promise of death. "You tread upon dangerous ground," Averard said, his voice a low rumble, steady as stone, but with the promise of violence simmering beneath. His eyes locked on the leader, who sneered back at him, oblivious to the storm he was courting. "Leave now, and I'll not pursue it further. The Mirehold is not yours to claim."
The men exchanged looks, a few of them chuckling under their breath. The leader, a wiry man with a cruel glint in his eye, took a step forward, licking his lips. “Dangerous ground, is it? You don’t know where you are, knight. The Mirehold belongs to those who take it, and from where I’m standin’, it looks like you’re the one out o’ place.”
Averard didn’t flinch. His grip on the sword tightened, his muscles coiled, ready for the strike. His tone turned colder, harder. "One warning, and it’s passed. Turn back, or the Mirehold will swallow your corpses before the day is done."
“Ha! What’s a greying knight like you gonna do against the lot of us?” another man jeered, his voice dripping with mockery, emboldened by the numbers at his back. “‘Ya think yer shiny sword’ll make us shit ourselves, do ya?? The bandit grinned, flashing yellowed teeth as the others behind him chuckled darkly, their confidence swelling with their numbers. "We’ve cut down better men than you, Sir," he taunted, spitting at the ground. "This swamp don't give a fuck about yer fancy title or yer steel."
The others chuckled darkly, their voices full of venom. “Seen yer kind before, Sir,” another spat, dripping with mockery. “Armor’s all polished but the guts are gone. Ain’t no steel gonna save yer ass now.”
The group pressed in, their confidence swelling like a rising tide, each step closer fueling their shared bravado. They could smell blood in the air, like wolves catching the scent of wounded prey, their eyes gleaming with cruel anticipation.
Averard stood firm, his sword raised, his stance unyielding. "More than you think," he replied, his voice as cold and sharp as the blade in his hand. He shifted his weight, readying for the inevitable clash. The Mirehold might claim the foolish, but he had no intention of being among them. The men before him were predators, but they had misjudged their prey.
“Reckon he’s still got a bit o’ fight left in ‘im, boys?” one of the bandits cackled, flaunting his rusted sword at the knight. 
Despite their numbers, Averard felt the familiar surge of adrenaline coursing through him, the heady rush of battle that had been his companion for most of his life. The tension in the air, the certainty of violence, sharpened his senses, and for a moment, he welcomed it. This was where he belonged, on the edge of life and death, where instinct ruled, and hesitation killed.
"Come on, then," he growled, his eyes hard as steel. "Let’s see how many of you live to tell the tale."
But beneath the thrill of the fight, there was a weight pressing on him, heavier than any he had carried before. Oswin. The boy’s life was now bound to his own, his safety a duty that burned hotter than the battle-rush. I must protect him, Averard thought fiercely, his eyes flicking to the lad behind him. I will not fail him. The odds were steep, but he’d faced worse and lived to tell the tale. This time, it wasn’t just about survival, it was about keeping the boy alive.
"Run, Oswin!" Averard barked, his voice cutting through the tension with the force of a command that brooked no defiance. There was no time for hesitation, no room for argument. The boy’s life depended on it. He could feel the weight of duty bearing down on him like the dark clouds before a storm, the inevitable clash drawing closer with each passing breath.
“No!” Oswin cried, his voice filled with defiance, though Averard could hear the tremor beneath it, the fear lurking just below the surface. “I won’t leave you!”
Averard’s jaw tightened. Stubborn boy, he thought, though there was no time for anger. The bandits were closing in, their laughter cruel, their weapons ready. The Mirehold itself seemed to watch, waiting for the bloodshed it had seen countless times before.
"Obey me, boy!" Averard barked, his voice as sharp as the blade in his hand. The authority in his tone left no room for disobedience. He could see the fear etched in Oswin’s wide eyes, the way his hand trembled as it gripped the hilt of his practice sword, knuckles white with tension.
Damn it, Oswin Averard cursed inwardly, frustration and fear mingling in his gut. Don’t be a fool. Run!
The boy’s stubbornness was admirable, but not now. Not here. He needed to live, and the Mirehold wouldn’t grant mercy to a child who stayed where he didn’t belong.
But Oswin did not run. He stood firm, chest rising and falling with labored breaths, his wide eyes betraying the fear that gripped him, yet still alight with something else, something fiercer. A defiance that refused to be smothered, even in the face of certain death. There was a wildness about the boy, a fire in him that would not be doused, even against the odds that loomed before him like a beast waiting to strike.
Averard saw it, and though his blood boiled at the boy’s recklessness, he couldn’t help but feel a grudging admiration. Foolish lad, he thought, but there’s steel in him yet.
"This isn’t courage, boy," Averard growled, his voice cold and sharp as the edge of his blade. "It’s madness." But still, Oswin stood his ground, his knuckles white around the hilt of his practice sword, his feet planted like roots in the swamp’s treacherous mud, his resolve unyielding.
The bandits advanced, their crude weapons glinting with malice in the dim light, eager for blood. Averard stepped forward to meet them, his sword a blur of steel as it intercepted the first strike, then the second. His movements were swift, practiced, and precise, each parry, each counter delivered with the calm efficiency of a man who had lived through more battles than he cared to remember.
This was where he thrived, where instinct took over, honed sharp as the edge of his blade by years of war and bloodshed. The sword was an extension of him, a tool in his hand, but he was the true weapon, shaped by the countless lives he had taken, the brutal lessons etched into his bones. Now, that skill would be tested once more, here in the depths of the Mirehold.
One of the outlaws lunged at Averard, a dagger aimed for his side with savage intent. But Averard was quicker. He sidestepped the blow with the grace of a seasoned warrior, his sword flashing in the dim light as he brought it down in a vicious arc. Steel met flesh with a sickening crunch, cleaving through bone and sinew. The man’s arm fell away at the elbow, spinning to the ground as a torrent of blood gushed from the wound.
The ruffian screamed, high and shrill piercing the stillness of the swamp, clutching at the ragged stump where his arm had been. "Fuck! Fuckin' bastard!" he howled in agony, staggering back cradling his mangled arm, his eyes wide with terror. His companions hesitated, the bravado draining from their faces as the unmistakable scent of blood filled the air.
"Shit! He’s fuckin’ chopped ‘im!" one of them cursed, his voice shaking, the confidence gone from his tone. They could see it now, the knight wasn’t some green nobleman playing at war. He was death on two legs, and the swamp wasn’t enough to stop him.
Fueled by rage and the scent of blood thick in the air, they surged forward in a savage frenzy, like wolves scenting wounded prey. Averard met them with the cold calculated precision of a seasoned killer. His moved with an almost graceful fluidity, his sword an extension of his will danced with lethal grace, cutting through the chaos with deadly purpose. Every strike was calculated, each step part of a brutal dance of death.
They came at him from all sides, outnumbering him, but Averard fought with the precision of a man who had no room for mistakes. His sword flashed, cutting through one man’s throat with a single, fluid motion, then deflecting a crude axe before it could find purchase. Another ruffian swung wildly, but Averard ducked beneath the blow and drove his blade through the man’s gut, twisting it to ensure the kill.
He had no time to think, no room for hesitation, only instinct and steel, the same tools that had kept him alive through more battles that he cared to recall. The Mirehold would not claim him today.
"Oswin, run!" Averard roared, his voice cutting through the chaos, but the boy still didn’t move. He stood there, frozen, his practice sword clutched in his trembling hands, eyes wide and locked on the bloody carnage unfolding before him.
Damn you, Oswin Averard cursed inwardly as he deflected another wild swing, the clash of steel echoing through the swamp. His blade flashed in the dim light, cutting down yet another bandit, but it wasn’t enough. Not with Oswin standing there like a bloody statue. I can’t protect him if he doesn’t move. I can’t keep him safe if he won’t bloody save himself.
One of the bandits, a scarred brute with a wicked grin, spat through rotted teeth as he circled closer. “Yer little whelp’s pissin’ ‘is britches, Ser,” he sneered, waving his rusted blade. “Better hope he’s quicker at runnin’ than shittin’ himself, or we’ll be splittin’ his skull next!”
One of the ruffians peeled away from the fray, his bloodshot eyes locking onto Oswin like a wolf singling out the weakest lamb in the herd. He was a brute of a man, thick-necked and scarred, his face twisted into a vicious sneer as he stalked toward the boy. His dagger gleamed in the dim light, held low, ready to strike.
“Run, boy!” the man taunted, his voice dripping with malice, his steps slow and deliberate, savoring the terror in Oswin’s eyes. “Or I’ll gut you where you fuckin’ stand.”
Oswin froze, his hands shaking so violently the practice sword nearly slipped from his grip. The ruffian chuckled, relishing the fear as he closed the distance, the dagger’s point gleaming with cruel intent.
Averard saw it, rage flooding through him as he fought to break free from the men pressing in on him. “Damn it, Oswin, move! For the love of The Mother, run!” But the boy stood paralyzed, trapped in the nightmare unfolding before him. The ruffian’s grin widened, his dagger lifting to strike.
Oswin didn’t run. The damn fool boy stood his ground, chest heaving, terror writ clear across his face. Damn, Averard cursed inwardly, watching in helpless fury as the brute lunged, dagger aimed at the boy’s throat. For a heartbeat, Averard thought it was over. But then, in the last possible moment, Oswin moved.
The boy’s arm jerked up, almost by instinct, the dulled steel of the practice sword whipping through the air. It connected with the man’s skull with a sickening crack that echoed through the clearing. The ruffian’s grin vanished, replaced by wide-eyed shock, blood running in thin streams down his temple. The force of the blow sent him staggering back, his hands flailing, the dagger slipping from his grip. He looked as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened, his mouth working soundlessly.
And then, in that eerie, slow-motion way death sometimes has, the man crumpled. His knees buckled, his body convulsed once, twice, and then he hit the mud with a dull thud, twitching briefly before going still.
Oswin stood over him, his chest rising and falling like a bellows, the terror in his eyes now mingled with disbelief. The boy’s gaze stayed fixed on the corpse at his feet as if the weight of what he had done hadn’t yet sunk in. His fingers slackened, the practice sword slipping from his grasp and hitting the ground with a hollow thud.
Fuck, Averard thought, his heart pounding in his chest as he parried another blow. The lad had killed, and now there was no going back for him. He was no longer just a boy standing in a swamp, he was blooded. But blooding or not, this was no place for standing still.
For a moment, the world seemed to stop. The sounds of the swamp faded into the background, the distant croak of frogs, the rustle of leaves, all drowned out by the deafening silence that followed. Oswin stared down at the man he had killed, his face pale, his hands trembling uncontrollably.
Averard caught the swing of another bandit’s sword just in time, the force of the blow rattling his bones. His body moved on instinct, years of battle sharpening his reflexes as he shoved the man back, his arming sword flashing in a deadly arc. The blade bit deep into the man’s stomach, and a spray of blood followed, warm and sickening in the humid air. The man gasped, a wet, ragged sound, and crumpled to the ground with a gurgle, his hands feebly trying to hold his entrails in.
“Yer dead, knight!” another of the outlaws spat, his face twisted in rage as he rushed at Averard, a rusty axe swinging wildly. “We’ll gut ya like a pig!”
Averard sidestepped the wild swing, his sword coming up in a quick, precise motion. The tip of his blade caught the man under the chin, sliding through flesh and bone like butter. Blood sprayed across the muck, and the bandit’s eyes rolled back as he dropped like a sack of stones.
The others hesitated now. They weren’t laughing anymore, weren’t grinning with the confidence of men who thought they had the upper hand. Five lay dead, one missing an arm, and the rest seemed to realize they were facing more than they’d bargained for.
"You want more?" Averard growled, his voice low and controlled. His sword, slick with blood, gleamed in the dim light. “Come on, then.”
One of the remaining bandits, a wiry man with a scar running down his cheek, sneered, but there was fear in his eyes now. “This ain’t over, Sir,” he spat, taking a step back. “We’ll find ya again. The Mirehold’s ours, and we’ll make sure yer bones rot in it.”
Averard held his ground, sword raised, but he saw it in the man’s stance, the fight had gone out of him. “You’ll find death when you find me again,” Averard said coldly, his gaze sweeping over the ragged men.
They backed away, disappearing into the fog with curses on their lips and murder in their eyes, but Averard didn’t lower his sword until they were well out of sight. Only then did he turn back to Oswin, who still stood frozen, staring at the lifeless body at his feet.
Averard sheathed his sword and crossed the short distance between them, his movements slow and measured, careful not to startle the boy further. He placed a hand on Oswin’s trembling shoulder, feeling the boy flinch beneath his touch, but he didn’t pull away.
“Oswin,” Averard said softly, the battle-hardened edge gone from his voice, replaced by a rare gentleness. “It’s over.”
The boy’s wide, fearful eyes slowly lifted to meet his, the shock still etched deep within them. “I... I killed him,” Oswin whispered, his voice shaking with the weight of it. “I didn’t mean to... I just... I just wanted to stop him.”
Averard tightened his grip on Oswin’s shoulder, not harshly, but with a firm reassurance. “I know,” he said quietly, his gaze steady and calm. “You did what you had to do. Nothing more, nothing less.”
The words hung between them, and Averard could see the boy struggling to come to terms with the brutal reality of it all. He remembered that feeling—the first time he’d taken a life. It didn’t matter that it was necessary, or that it was in defense. The first kill always left a mark, deeper than any blade.
“Killing...” Averard began, his voice low, filled with the weariness of someone who had seen far too much of it. “It never feels right. And maybe it shouldn’t. But in a fight like that, it’s you or them. And you’re still standing. That’s what matters.”
Oswin looked at him, tears welling in his eyes, but he didn’t break. Not yet. “But... I didn’t want to...”
“No one ever does,” Averard said, his tone a fatherly blend of sternness and compassion. “But when the moment comes, you do what needs to be done. You saved your life today, lad. There’s no shame in that.”
Oswin trembled in his arms, his small frame wracked with silent sobs. Averard tightened his grip, his heart heavy with the boy’s pain. He had seen this too many times, young men, barely more than boys, forced to take a life before they even understood what it meant. It was a loss of innocence, one that could never be reclaimed. The kind of wound that didn’t show on the surface but cut deeper away at a man’s soul. But he will survive this, Averard vowed silently, his resolve hardening.
They remained like that for what felt like an eternity, the swamp around them slowly slipping back into its eerie quiet, as if it, too, had been holding its breath. The world became still again, save for Oswin’s trembling breaths and the distant croak of unseen creatures.
At last, Oswin pulled back, his face pale, eyes rimmed with red but clearer now. There was something new in his gaze, a resolve that hadn’t been there before. The fear and sorrow were still there, but behind them was the beginning of strength.
“I won’t forget this,” Oswin said quietly, his voice wavering but steady. His Mirehold accent crept in, softening his words, making them rough yet sincere. “But I won’t let it break me, neither.”
Averard nodded, pride swelling in his chest despite the weight of the moment. “Good,” he said, his voice firm yet tempered with the quiet wisdom of experience. “You’re stronger than you think, Oswin. But strength isn’t just about holding a sword or surviving a fight. It’s about how you carry the weight of what you’ve done, how you learn from it, and how you let it shape you.”
He paused, letting the words sink in. “It’s not easy, lad. It never is. But the way forward is the only way, and you’ll find your feet again. What matters now is that you don’t let this break you.”
Oswin nodded, a faint, weary smile tugging at the corners of his lips, though the weight of the day still hung on him. “I’ll try, Averard. I’ll try to be strong.”
Averard’s hand rested firmly on the boy’s shoulder, his touch steady and reassuring. “You already are,” he said, his voice filled with quiet conviction. “And I’ll be here to help you every step of the way.”
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Chapter VI: Oswin II
The fire had burned down to sullen embers, coughing up feeble tongues of flame that cast long, shifting shadows across the damp earth. What little light remained was devoured by the Mirehold’s endless dark, thick as the rot that festered beneath its waters. The night pressed close, heavy with the stink of stagnant pools and old decay, its silence broken only by the occasional crackle of burning wood. Somewhere beyond the reach of the fire, something moved, a slow ripple in the reeds, the whisper of unseen things slipping through the black water. The Mirehold never truly slept. It merely waited, watching, breathing its fetid air into the world.
Oswin sat hunched, arms wrapped tight around his knees, watching the embers smolder like the last breath of a dying thing. The heat barely reached him. He could feel the ache in his hands, though whether from clutching his sword too hard, gripping the reins until his knuckles turned white, or the strain had coiled itself through every muscle in his body, he could not say. He flexed his fingers, expecting the stiffness to sting, but instead, there was only a dull tingling, a faint ghost of sensation. As if the blood still clung to them, not yet dried, lingering in the lines of his palms, seeping into the cracks of his skin.
He had washed them. Scrubbed until his skin was raw, the swamp water turning red and stained with his own effort. But it hadn’t made a difference. It hadn’t washed away. Not in the water. Not in the mud. It stayed with him, haunting him like a shadow. He could still feel it,warm and slick, thick as honey, creeping between his fingers as the steel bit deep. He could still hear it too. That wet, splintering crunch when his blade sank into bone, when the man’s skull caved in like rotted fruit. The sound of it echoed in his ears, an awful, unshakable thing. It wouldn’t leave him
The swamp reeked of decay. It always had, but now the stench was heavier, more suffocating, the taste of death woven into the very air. Blood and mud, damp and rot, as though the land itself thrived on corpses, feeding on the remnants of life left behind. Oswin’s eyes kept drifting to that dark patch in the dirt, where life had once existed but now lay absorbed into the ground. No body remained. Averard had seen to that, dragging the corpse through the muck, letting the stagnant depths of the Mirehold claim it, as they always claimed everything. Oswin had only watched, numb, silent, as the ripples faded into nothing, the swamp swallowing its offering whole.
He had killed a man. The thought of it felt like a stone lodged in his chest, pressing down, refusing to let him breathe. 
And yet, the world remained unchanged. The fire still burned, its flickering light casting long shadows. The swamp still whispered, its endless murmur a reminder of its eternal presence. He still breathed. Oswin had expected something different, something more, perhaps a reckoning, a shift in the very fabric of his being, something that would break him open and reshape him into something else. But there was nothing. The only weight he felt was in his bones, a crushing exhaustion so deep it seemed to settle in his marrow, slow and relentless, draining him of anything resembling clarity or purpose. The world hadn't changed, and neither had he. Not in the way he thought he would.
A night bird screeched in the distance, the sound sudden and sharp, slicing through the stillness. Oswin flinched, his pulse spiking for a brief moment before his mind registered it as nothing more than a creature of the dark. But his nerves were raw, stretched too tight, and every noise, every shift in the shadows, coiled his gut into painful knots.
His stomach twisted, rolling uneasily as hunger gnawed at him, raw and insistent. He hadn’t eaten since before the fight, and now the emptiness clawed at his insides, warring with the sickness that curdled in his gut. His body couldn’t decide whether to expel what little it still held or to demand more. He forced himself to take a slow, steadying breath, the air thick with the taste of bile rising in his throat. It was all he could do to keep from gagging, the sharp burn of it threatening to overtake him. He clenched his jaw, swallowing hard, the taste lingering at the back of his mouth like a reminder of everything he'd just endured.
Across the fire, Averard sat sharpening his blade, the rhythmic rasp of whetstone against steel the only sound between them, steady and methodical. He hadn’t spoken much since the fight, he had seen to the body, secured the camp, and then taken up his sword, working the edge with the same patient precision he applied to everything. Oswin could feel Averard's gaze on him, heavy and unyielding, measuring him with quiet intensity. It was as though the older knight was waiting, watching, to see what manner of man had emerged from that first kill, what remained of the boy who had once been.
Oswin swallowed, his throat dry and tight. When he spoke, his voice sounded foreign to him, raw and fragile. “I... I keep thinkin’ I should feel somethin’ more.”
Averard didn’t stop his work, the rasp of his whetstone steady and unbroken. “And what is it you think you should feel?”
Oswin shook his head, eyes fixed on the fire, as if it could offer some answer. “I don’t know. Thought killin’ a man would mean somethin’. Thought it’d change me.” His breath came out sharp, bitter, like the taste of something spoiled. “But I just feel... hollow.”
Averard’s green eyes flicked up, catching the flicker of the firelight. “It was real,” he said simply, the words heavy with the weight of experience. “You’re just too tired to understand how real.”
Oswin scoffed, the sound hollow and empty, no humor in it at all. “I don’t feel tired.”
“You will.” Averard’s voice was low, his movements slow and deliberate as the whetstone slid along the blade. “And when you wake, it will sit heavier than you expect.”
Oswin’s hands tightened around his knees, knuckles whitening. “Does it ever go away?”
The whetstone stilled. Averard didn’t answer right away, his gaze steady, as though weighing the truth before letting it pass his lips. “No,” he said finally, the words heavy with the weight of experience. “You just learn to carry it.”
Oswin stared at him, as if trying to understand the depth of the truth in those few words. The fire’s light flickered across Averard’s face, casting deep shadows that carved harsh lines into his features, highlighting the scars of old battles, both seen and unseen. Oswin knew, deep down, that the knight had this same conversation before. More times than he would ever speak of.
“How old were you?” Oswin asked quietly. “Your first time?”
Averard exhaled softly through his nose, his eyes still on the blade as he turned it in his hands. “Sixteen rotations.”
Only just older than Oswin himself. The weight of that answer settled heavily in Oswin’s chest, a realization that pressed down on him like a stone. “Did it get easier?”
Averard’s gaze moved up to meet his, sharp and unwavering, as cold and hard as the edge of his whetstone. “No.” The single word was heavy with finality, a wall that couldn’t be breached. There was no room for doubt, no softness in his tone, just the truth that cut through the air like the steel he so carefully maintained.
Oswin turned his eyes back to the fire, the flames flickering in the dark like fragile hopes. He had wanted to believe, wanted to believe the hollow feeling would fade, that he wouldn’t wake to the memory of broken bones and spilling blood. But the way Averard spoke, the weight behind the words, told him otherwise. There was no mercy in that answer, no comfort. Just the cold truth of what it meant to carry a burden like this.
The swamp murmured around them, the night wind curling through the twisted trees, sending ripples across the surface of the putrid water. The whispering never ceased, a constant murmur that seemed to pulse with the very life of the land. The Mirehold did not care for the living or the dead. It swallowed them all the same. Oswin knew, that this place was ancient, steeped in the blood of men long dead. He wondered if their ghosts still wandered here, unseen but ever present, just as they would now walk with him, trailing in his wake, their silent footsteps echoing through his thoughts, haunting the edges of his mind like a faint, unshakable presence.
“I keep seein’ his face,” Oswin admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “Every time I close my eyes.”
Averard nodded, unphased, his expression unreadable. “It will pass.” There was no softness in his tone, only the quiet certainty of experience, as if the pain and the burden were inevitable and, in time, would simply fade into something more bearable.
“And if it don’t?”
The knight’s gaze softened, but only just, like a crack in a stone wall. “Then you find a way to carry it.” His voice was low, devoid of any false comfort, just the simple, cruel of the world. There was no promise of relief, no hope of forgetting. Only the weight of what was done, and the grim reality of learning to bear it.
Oswin swallowed, his gaze fixed on the flames as they dwindled lower and lower, the crackling embers like fading echoes in the night. He didn’t know if he could carry it. Not yet. But one thing was clear, he had no choice.
The night stretched long, the oppressive weight of the Mirehold pressing down on them both, suffocating the air. Somewhere in the distance, the swamp seemed to laugh at him, its voice carrying through the thick fog, distant yet too close, crawling under his skin. Oswin stiffened, his fingers curling into tight fists, a reaction born of both fear and anger.
Averard didn’t stir, his gaze fixed beyond the firelight, sharp and alert. The only movement was the subtle shift of his blade in his hands “Get some sleep, lad,” he murmured. “Morning comes whether we’re ready or not.” 
The words were simple, but they carried a weight of their own, a reminder that time would move on regardless of what they faced.
Oswin did not reply. He simply watched the swamp, waiting, listening. The sounds of the night wrapped around him, the murmur of the Mirehold a constant presence at the edge of his mind.
Hours passed, though Oswin barely noticed. His body remained frozen, locked in place, while his mind spiraled through the same thoughts, the same images, over and over. The sky remained a deep, unbroken black, and the air pressed down on him, thick and suffocating, like a weight he could not shake. The swamp crooned in the distance, its voice a low murmur that seemed to seep into the very marrow of his bones, as if it were whispering its approval of what he had done.
Averard rose to his feet, the soft hiss of steel as he sheathed his blade breaking the stillness. “We leave at first light,” he said, casting a glance down at Oswin. “Sleep while you can.”
Oswin nodded, though he knew the words were empty. Sleep wouldn’t come. His mind was too restless, his body too stiff from the weight of the night and the horrors sleep held for him. He curled inward, trying to find some semblance of comfort, while Averard settled near the fire, one hand still resting on the hilt of his sword, even in rest, always alert.
The swamp took something from all men, whether they wanted to give it or not. And Oswin realized, with a sinking weight in his chest, that he was no different from any of the men who had wandered into this place before him. The swamp didn’t care who they were. It only cared what it could take. Oswin thought, with a grim acceptance, that the swamp didn’t ask, didn’t offer mercy, it simply took, leaving behind only the fragments of those who dared to walk its treacherous clutches. And now, Oswin was one of them.
As exhaustion overtook him, Oswin’s final thoughts clung to the truth he had come to understand, a cold, inevitable truth.
The Mirehold had claimed its due. As it always did
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