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  From the Author


There are days when we all need an escape from a terrible job, a terrible day, or a terrible life. 
Join my newsletter and get an escape from the real world, stories, and lore designed to entertain and delight.
You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.
Join now at erickercher.com.
Enjoy the book.
-Eric Kercher






  
  Introduction


We live in an age of conflict, but there have been ages of conflict before and there will be ages of conflict afterward. 
These stories explore that conflict, and the men who participate in them. After they were written I noted a common theme that ran through them.
All of them, from the lowest to the highest, abhor the violence they participate in. Some have a stronger reaction, others less so, but they all have a resistance to the life they lead.
And yet, puzzlingly, they still enact violence. They still fight, and kill, and die. Why is that?
There is a calling to violence on occasion. When the weak are being attacked, only the strong can protect them. Aggressors choose to attack for various reasons, and sometimes the only thing that will stop them is violence.
As you read the stories of these men, take them for who they are. They are good and evil, peaceful and warmongering. Like the rest of us, they are flawed and many seem to be looking for a different answer the question they all ask themselves.
And for those who search for it, my hope and prayer is that they find peace.
Eric Kercher






  
  1
Infantryman


The wind kicked up the frost, flinging it into his eyes. Steve stamped his feet, trying to get the feeling back in them, ignoring the bite of the morning and the smell of his companions. 
They had been in the field far too long, and he worried today might be the last.
Still, there was a beauty to it. The rising sun sending sparkles of beauty shining into the air, the standards that waved and were pulled, clicking together, by the wind.
And the taste of anticipation in the air, mixed with the deep taste of dusty frost kicked up.
"You hear that?" someone said farther down the line. 
"Silence in the ranks," the sergeant bellowed. But he heard it.
A distant tramp, footsteps led on with a willing leader. They grew louder, and the dust cloud on the horizon joined it. Steve tightened his grip on his spear, clutching at the cool wood.
Soon the enemy army appeared, standards fluttering, bearing the red eagle. There were more of them than he’d expected.
"Each man will do his duty," the captain was saying, walking up and down the line of them. "We shall wrench the head from that eagle and tear it apart limb from limb. Let no one say the lion can't fight in his own land, and let everyone bear the fighting of three men. For Unarcia!"
"Unarcia!" they shouted, a cheer rising in the air. The archers strung their bows behind the infantry, unwrapping them from the oilcloths that protected them. Gentle twangs sounded as they tested them, leading to more anticipation.
The enemy army formed up into a rank, stretching farther than the lion's.
"We might have trouble," Bill whispered to Steve.
"Not if I have anything to say about it. I'll have my pay and I can't do that if I'm dead." Steve grinned at him and lowered his visor.
The two armies faced each other, riders issued from both sides. They met in the valley, talking about something.
The chill of the morning was receding, the warmth of the sun warming his face. Steve tried to listen, but the wind scattered the voices.
Being on the front lines had its advantages, and seeing that the talk wasn't going well was one of them.
The two sides bickered, then parted, each riding to his own line.
"Battle is on then," Steve said. The orders rippled down, and the horns blew. The enemy drums sounded their signal, and the enemy advanced.
"Here we go," Bill said as they were ordered forward, letting the enemy reach the valley first.
Arrows flew over their head, the first volley striking down foot soldiers and infantry, but they simply reformed ranks and left the injured and dead behind.
One man had his shield up and blocked an arrow, which Steve found lucky. A few seconds later, he wasn't so lucky when another arrow caught him in the eye.
That familiar tightness formed up in Steve's stomach, and his legs told him to turn tail and run, but he stayed in place. Even if he did run, there was nowhere to go.
So, he swallowed the bile rising in his throat and trembled at the order. "Advance," the captain yelled.
He put one foot in front of the other, pushed forward by the throng of bodies behind and the threat of punishment above him.
He yelled, a low rumble, that was repeated up and down the line. The eyes of the enemy were visible now, hard veteran and terrified rookie that watched them come.
The yards closed, and the distance collapsed. A shining figure in glittering mail on a horse rode behind the others, accompanied by a retinue that bore the standard.
But then it was all gone, as Steve could only see the enemy in front of him. The line broke into a run, carried downhill by momentum, and the order given for spear.
He lowered his and charged, gripping on and feeling the tremors through his cold and frozen feet.
A few feet left. Then, none.
His spear felt resistance, then continued as he crashed into a sword-wielding eagle. Then confusion reigned as he pulled free his own sword, his spear stuck and lost in whoever had been on the receiving side of it.
Lungs on fire and heart pounding, Steve narrowly avoided a sword aimed at his head. Ducking, he followed up with his own slash, catching the man in the throat and sending a splash of blood through a guttural cry.
He didn't stop. Metal ground upon metal around him, screams and horrible cries of pain lancing through it all. Steve pressed forward, driven by those at his back, and waded into the others.
Hacking with his sword, he advanced a few steps forward. The enemy was wary of his strength and height, of which he used generously.
A challenger stepped forward, attacking on his backswing. Steve brought up his shield and deflected it, the vibration traveling up his arm as it collided. In the moment he couldn't feel it, and brought his sword around to stab into the surprised man's neck.
Beside him Bill kept up, exchanging blows with another swordsman.
Steve didn't feel anything then, let his hearing slip away. There was nothing but pain and anger coursing through him in a wave.
No smell of blood and death. No taste of iron. No feeling of sword upon flesh and shoulder upon shoulder.
He kept fighting, desperate just to stay alive and protect his companions to either side.
A flash, and the enemy parted to the right of them. A horse charged in, leading a retinue with it, but then the lines closed up again and Steve lost sight of it.
Over and over he fought, and his arms felt like jelly in the churned up mud, thick with brown blood.
Then a horn sounded. It was unusual, from the other side. They were retreating, falling back in a wave.
Steve felt pain now, the cuts and wounds that came with it as it caught up to him in a moment of rest. But then he was swept up, caught in the wave of pursuit as they wounded and killed those who straggled or turned to fight them.
A cheer rose up from the army, from hoarse throats and wounded lips. The enemy was retreating. They were saved.
There were more than a few that were still left alive, and then the enemy was gone, fallen back out of the range of arrows and the halt sounded.
Steve stopped then, sinking to his knees to catch his breath and still his beating heart. The ground was cold and ice against his knees, and he had a cut on the left side of his arm that trailed blood.
Vultures descended on the battlefield, crying out their mirth as they fed upon the dead. Now the smells caught up to him and he gagged, emptying his little water back onto the ground.
"We survived, Bill," Steve said, clapping him on the shoulder. His left eye was closed, the lids opened with a hideous slash.
"Aye, that we did," Bill said, rising back up on wobbly feet. Strength returned to him as they picked what they could from the dead.
Purses, trinkets, treasures. They slipped them into folds in their clothing before the sergeant got to them with his club like he was doing with the others.
"Back, you thieves. You'll get your pay, don't you worry." A stream of curses uttered from the man's lips as he beat a too-bold thief, the crack of breaking bones as he clubbed his hand. The man cried out, dropped his loot, and limped off before he could be caught and put on trial.
"Back to camp, both of you," the sergeant growled, then hurried off to have at another.
There was no mirth, no pleasure in this victory. A few of the men didn't make it, empty holes in the formation that would be filled or collapsed however the King saw fit.
Once they had picked their way through the slippery and steaming field, the hill had solidified with frost. The sun hung high in the sky, but it had felt like only a few minutes.
"Can't get over this," Steve muttered.
"Aye. So much death," Bill said. "But we'll be compensated, make no mistake."
"What good are a few gold coins when your life is at stake?"
"Don't talk like that. We're doing a good thing here." Steve swept his hands along the battlefield. "Clearing out invaders and keeping our lands safe."
"Whose lands do we protect? I have no lands, no country." Steve felt the wind flutter his hair, tickling his scalp.
"Your native homeland, that's what you protect."
Steve didn't reply, but stewed in misery and anger. He wanted to go back to the farm, work the soil and till the land.
And he wanted it to be his. When would that be possible? Would it ever be possible?
The ground crunched underfoot, his arm starting to throb. There was going to be a celebration tonight, he would think about that and that alone.
The ale would flow, the best wines brought out, and for a few moments, the world would slip away and be easy.
The camp was ordered chaos when they came in, and they split to go back to their own tents.
Steve slipped into his, stripping his bloody mail and shirt off and dropping it. He would get the camp women to wash it later, if he had enough coin.
For now, he had his wounds to tend to. Steve tore off strips of bandaging and wrapped it around the inflamed flesh, tightening it with a twist that poured fresh blood from it.
The pain over, he put on new clothes and joined the others at the fire. They had already opened the ale, and Steve took his mug.
"Come along Steve, drink deep tonight," Bill said. The warm ale washed down his throat, clearing it of the muck and blood of the battle. It was good, and hit his stomach with a happy bubble.
A few rounds later the laughter flowed. Bill started to jig, breaking forth in song about a lusty barmaid and her insatiable thirst, and had the others roaring in delight.
This was a night to forget everything he wanted, to put it off. Steve gazed into the sky, the twinkling of the stars swimming in view, and drank from the thick foam.
A rush ran through him. He had survived. He breathed deep of the smoke and smells of the camp.
He had survived.
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