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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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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






  
  1
Fog of Wine


“Still there?” Ned joined Sam on the wall, staring out over the bloodstained field. Winter was around the corner, the winds turning cold and biting when the sun went down. Leaves were falling now, most of the gold, brown, and red coating the forest floor. 
“Still there.” Sam pulled at his coat, itching his bandages. A few days hadn’t done much to heal them. “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”
“I should be asking you the same question.” Ned’s beard and mustache had grown out, just as bushy, if not more so, than his eyebrows. They couldn’t hide the gauntness of his cheeks, though.
“Give me a few minutes, I’ll be in. Any word from Overseer Rhys?” There was another question to that, deeper.
“That’s your realm, not mine.”
Captain Yand had left a deep hole, one that Sam hoped the young Duke would fill. So far, though...
“He’s young, give him time.” Not that young. Twenty was more than old enough to be a journeyman apprentice, if not a full carpenter.
The thought reminded him of Archie. His gaze was pulled over to the freshly mounded sections of earth in the corner of the castle. That, Overseer Rhys had done well to execute. The ceremony had been short, the mourners few, but the entire castle had been there. Duke Hornblood included.
Forty-seven. Forty-seven men remained alive within the walls to man and fight. Another thirty-five women and children on top of that.
A heron skimmed along the tree line, then dipped into the river beyond. It was far outside of their line of sight now.
“I’ll go inside.” Sam stood up, aches and pains twitching at him. Ned clapped him on the shoulder, which brought a sting with it.
“Sorry. Get some rest.”
The fires of the Belmarch burned well beyond the arrow range of their bows. Sam had hoped they would give up without a leader, that they would slink back across the river in the dead of the night one day. That hadn’t happened. Now, he doubted it ever would.
They had burned their dead on pyres, the bodies that they could. Sam had ordered the others dumped into the river. The pillars that had gone up then were big, and white. The fires burned hot, consumed everything, including flesh and bone. Whatever they believed, their dead were gone, just like ours.
Sam limped down the stairs, feeling a pang in his left foot every time he set it down, but eventually made it to the bottom. He went back into the Keep, only to find Bill leaning against the wall, waiting for him.
“Sam,” Bill said. Sam was startled by the interruption and almost dropped the door on himself.
“Yes?”
“May we... talk?”
Sam nodded, and Bill went back out with him, back across the yard and into his stone hut. The room was cool, warmer than the outside air, but not by much. Bill offered a chair and Sam took it, sighing as the weight came off his left foot. The small fireplace tucked into one wall was barren and dusty. A spiderweb was strung along one corner. Even Bill couldn’t escape the lack of fuel and wood, a prudent rule set by the Overseer. With winter coming, though...
“We need to break free of this siege,” Bill said.
“We’re in agreement.” A long silence stretched between them. Sam was wary. He didn’t trust Bill yet. “What do you propose?”
“Kill them all.” Bill shrugged. “They won’t leave on their own.”
The shack smelled of mildew. The floor was damp somehow, even though they hadn’t had rain in a while, near the fireplace. Sam shifted in the chair to get more comfortable, easing the way it was digging into his back.
“Easier said than done.” His voice was full of sarcasm.
“You know the Duke isn’t cut out for this.” Bill shook his head. “I don’t know where he’s been hiding his stash of booze, but I’d love to know where.” He licked his lips. “Loves it more than I ever did.”
Sam looked into his eyes, the strange look of truthfulness in them. Was that true, or was it just what he believed?
“We can’t force him to act.”
“We have to.” Bill pointed out his window. “Or do you want to die here? They’ll tear us limb from limb and feed us to the dogs  if they could.”
He jabbed at the large bandages wrapped around his torso. “Or did you forget the man who gave you that?”
Sam frowned. Mention of it made his wound burn and itch. It hurt, but only grazed his ribcage. “I remember.”
“He would have broken you earlier, had he not wanted to toy with you, make you an example.”
“He’s dead now,” Sam reminded him.
“But another will rise in his place.”
“How do you know so much about the Belmarch?” Sam squinted at him, examining his face, his hands.
“I’ve lived near the border all my life. It’s impossible not to know them.” Bill leaned in closer. “If you did, you’d hate them like I do.”
Sam didn’t see where this was going, and the look in Bill’s eyes made him uncomfortable. The man was small and wiry, but somehow he had managed to escape the fight with a few cuts and scratches. And Trent said he was covered in blood. How he managed to do that, Sam had a burning desire to know, but at the same time didn’t.
“We can agree on all of this,” Sam sat back. “So, what does it have to do with me?” He crossed his arms.
“You’re a fighting man, but not just any fighting man.” Bill leaned in more. “You could take control, lead us out of this place.”
“That sounds an awful lot like a revolt.”
“Revolt? No. Such a strong word. Such a dirty word.” Bill held up his hands, as if innocent. “You’re not just a fighter, are you?”
“I’ve seen my share of bloodshed. I want to put it behind me, to leave it where it belongs. No man should kill another.”
“Come now, Sam. We both know better. Men must die, either by another man’s hands or of old age. Why is it that certain men keep the privilege for themselves?”
“Is that what the Belmarch think? That any man can kill another?” There was something wrong in the words. Twisted, perverted. They made so much sense, but didn’t feel right.
A child yelled in the courtyard. It made Sam stop, but the sound of laughter followed, and he relaxed.
“I want to survive just as badly as any other man, but there are some things I’ll not do.”
Bill’s eyes watched him, dark and foreboding. “We’ll see how well you keep that word.”
Sam stood up, unable to be in the man’s presence anymore. “I take my leave of you.” His voice was gruff and short. Bill nodded but said nothing.
An unpleasant man. Always had been, always will be. Sam was glad to shut the door behind him, even though the day had faded into twilight and brought with it more chill.
How long had it been? A few months? A few weeks? Weariness overtook him, burrowing deep into his bones. Everything seemed to blend together. He went to bed troubled, not seeing a way forward, no path of survival.

      [image: ]“How do you propose we do that?” Evan took another sip. He turned the goblet in his hand, examining it in the failing light. It was dirty, smudged with fingerprints, and streaked. That was what he could see, in better light he suspected it would be worse. It smelled better than it looked, the aroma of the dark, red wine pleasantly floral. Better than the smell of death and blood, or the commoners that stunk.
“I still have some pull in the capital.” Overseer Rhys sat across from him. “Provided I can get to them, there are those who would still listen to me.”
He was fat, but not as much as he used to be. Evan’s stomach grumbled, but he ignored it. Wine would help with that, too.
“Do you have an army that can sally forth and break a hole in the invader’s ranks? Or perhaps a secret passage you’ve been hiding from me that goes straight to the King’s chambers?” Duke Evan rubbed his eyes. He wearied of this topic, which had come up more frequently since...He was gone. Through the buzz in his head, he knew that. He wished he were still here now, standing beside him with that disappointed look.
“No...” The Overseer shifted in his seat.
“Then let us speak of it no more.” He was tired and lonely. Even the Overseer was too far below his rank to be called a friend in this place. Even a cousin would be better than nothing. He’d even take Theo, brash and stupid as he was, for a companion than rot away here.
The Overseer clearly wanted to talk more of it, but he cleared his throat and took out a scrap of parchment. “Shall we proceed to inventory, then?”
Evan cringed. “Go on.”
“Barrels of flour, thirty-two. Barrels of biscuit, fifteen. Boxes of nails, ten. Quarried stone, fifteen thousand pieces...” The Overseer went down his list, order unchanged from last time. Food continued to decrease, as did everything else.
He droned on. Evan drank more, then emptied his goblet. He thought about filling it up, but the long list was making him sleepy.
Then something caught his attention.
“Casks of wine, three. Bottles of wine, seventeen.”
Evan sat up. “Stop. What was that?”
The Overseer licked his lips, wrinkled his brow, and went over his list again. “Oak, seven stacks?”
“The wine.”
“Ah. Three casks, seventeen bottles.”
“I thought we had over twenty bottles last week.” His heart palpitated. It didn’t sound bad until he thought back to the first inventory. Double the casks and over a hundred bottles of his own personal stock had accompanied him here.
The Overseer’s mouth was working, but no sound came out.
“Answer me,” he said.
“We did, sire.”
“Then who took it?” Another long pause.
“Wine has only been issued to your Highness.”
“What? No.” He ran through the week in his head. There was no way he had drunk that much wine. Or was there?
His head buzzed, and he stood up and went to the bar with the bottle. It was almost empty. He opened the case up with his key. A quick count confirmed it, then another count. Seventeen bottles, standing like sentinels.
“It can’t be. Someone has been stealing from me.”
“Sire—”
“I don’t want excuses, Rhys, I want answers. Find the man that did this and bring him to me.” He drained the bottle into his goblet. Half a glass, at best. It tasted sickly sweet.
“I will conduct an investigation,” the Overseer’s eyes drooped. “And I will report all that I can find.”
“Good. Carry on.” The wine went to his head, made him feel drowsy. The long list of supplies didn’t help. He wasn’t paying attention, even long after the Overseer had concluded and tucked away his paper. He was thinking about his father and uncle. What would they do if they were in his situation? Would they ride out, breastplate burnished and gleaming, to lead a fatal charge and break the enemy line? Or would they do what he was doing, hide away here in the safety of his walls and wait for the inevitable to happen?
He cursed his luck, and his own stupidity for pushing his father to send him, and for Yand for not stopping him.
Even through the fog of the wine he knew that wasn’t quite right. The memory of that night came back, the low conversation, Yand imploring him to wait until the castle was finished. But he had pushed for this, to distinguish himself and prove his mettle.
He stared into the goblet. Was this all he could do? Was this his character?
The Overseer stared at him. Evan realized he had been calling his name for some time.
“Yes?”
“What are your orders, sire?”
His orders? His orders? A spark of anger tried to ignite, but it found nothing inside him to burn. Instead, it smoldered. Evan looked upon Rhys with contempt. What right did he have to demand from Duke Hornblood?
“I grow tired.” His speech was starting to slur. “Leave me.”
The Overseer clamped his mouth shut and stood. He gathered his robes. “Goodnight, your Highness.”
He left. Evan stood in front of his desk, staring up at the crest of his family as tears rolled down his cheek.






  
  2
Memories of the Dead


Swords, axes, and knives were spread out over the floor. Sam rubbed his chin. 
“This is what we got?”
“That’s everything.” Mathew knelt down and touched one of them. The barracks were dark and musty. Dirt was strewn everywhere on the floor, and the beds were unmade.
Sam recalled helping to make some of them a long time ago. It seemed so distant now, even though it had to have been less than a year.
“And what are you going to do with them?”
“That’s just it. We don’t really know.” Mathew stood up and shrugged. He had aged years in the last few weeks. “I didn’t know who else to go to.”
“You should take them to the Overseer. Have him decide.”
“We talked about that...” Mathew dropped his gaze to the floor. Something felt off, but he didn’t know what.
He wished he was still in bed sleeping, that the young boy hadn’t come to get him. He wished the head guard hadn’t been killed in the fighting, leaving a vacant hole for someone to fill.
And, he realized, he knew who they had in mind.
“I’m a carpenter, not a leader.”
“We keep the watches, rotate them like we used to. How long will that last?” Mathew shook his head, then grabbed onto his arm. “I’m afraid of the others sometimes, the look in their eyes. Hopelessness.”
Sam took a deep breath, then let it out. He told the truth—he was no leader. What experience did he have guarding a castle?
Nights on the picket line tickled the back of his mind, but he thrust them away.
“Pick the man most willing to lead. That’s my advice to you.”
“Right now, that’s me, and I can’t do it. I haven’t led anything, let alone the defenses of a castle.”
The man most able to do that task lay in a grave not a stone’s throw from where they were talking. Funny, how life ended up like that.
What authority did he have, though? Just because Mathew thought he was more suited? A man half his age determining the course of the leadership?
Sam couldn’t help but let his mind wander back to his conversation with Bill. It had put him on edge, and here Mathew was doing just about the same.
“Talk to the Overseer. He’ll know what to do.”
“I can’t. I’m just a guard, and everyone else is the same. The rejects that couldn’t make it in the capital, sent to the boundaries of the kingdom.” His eyes were filled with anguish.
“You’ve survived a battle. You can survive this.” Sam patted him on the shoulder, intending to slip away. He had lingered here too long.
“At least come with me. To give me courage and a kind word?”
Kindness isn’t what the Overseer showed him. “I don’t think that would be a good idea...”
“Please?” It was worse than a cat crying over spilled milk, and almost as pitiable.
He wanted to shake him, to tell him he was a grown man and he needed to fight his own battles. To leave him out of it.
But how can I do that?
“I’ll go with you then,” Sam said reluctantly.
The relief on Mathew’s face made it seem like a good decision.
“Thank you. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.” He shook his head. “I’ve lost so much sleep thinking about this.”
Sleep. That was one thing they all needed more of. It seemed like the entire castle was on a knife’s edge, everyone underfed and tired. He hadn’t realized it until just then.
“When we get out of this, everyone will sleep a lot better.” Sam wanted to get out of the barracks, uncomfortable in the cold, unpleasant room. The smells, the taste of sharp iron. He wanted to leave. “Come get me when you’re ready. I need to get to the workshop to start the day.”
“Can you go now?” The question stuck into him, unanticipated.
He wasn’t ready to go now. “I have to meet Kerien to get him started on a new idea I’ve had,” Sam said. “I couldn’t be done until next afternoon.”
“Afternoon would be good. It will give me the morning to gather my wits. Will you meet me after lunch?”
Sam searched for an excuse. A task, watch? Mathew would know his watch schedule. That wouldn’t work.
“That will do fine.” Sam edged to the door. A visibly happier Mathew walked him to it.
“I’ll be ready. You don’t know how much this means to me and everyone else.”
Troubled, Sam left the young man. He wasn’t sure there wouldn’t be a revolt if the Overseer did what he wanted and clapped him in chains.
Cool, distant. That encompassed every interaction Sam had had with him lately, ever since the attack and Yand’s death.
He wondered what the man had been doing. What had he been scheming, whispering in the Duke’s ear?
The cool winds of late autumn blew across the courtyard, capturing his coat and threatening to pull it off. If it could be called a coat. It was a collection of rags now, cobbled together from garments of dead men.
The others were already there as he entered. Trent and Kerien were splitting arrows, and Ned, looking even more tired than Mathew had, was shaping a new bow.
“Where have you been?” Kerien asked sharply.
“Mind yourself,” Sam said. The storm cloud in his heart darkened, threatening to break. Kerien narrowed his eyes, but held his tongue.
Sam felt some pity for him, his leg bandaged up like that.
However, the attitude it gave him was more than enough to quash the feeling.
The comforting smells of wood dust and oil of the workshop helped though. After the outburst, everyone busied themselves with their work, at least until things calmed down again.
Sam went to his workbench and put his hands on it, resting and feeling its weight. He had spent many an hour here, and it was an old, familiar friend. The smooth top was worn and dinged by countless projects, the shelf beneath filled with offcuts and chunks of special wood, even the way it creaked when he leaned against it. It all helped center him in a time of madness.
While he listened to the others work, scraping, cutting, and polishing away, he wondered what it would have been like to lose this too.
So much had been burned in the first attack. His clothes, his shack, even the letters he had been saving. The one, single reminder of his old life had disappeared in ash and smoke. Drifted away, never to return.
In some ways, it was a blessing. Now, he could never go back.
Ned cleared his throat and glanced back. Sam was calm enough now, balanced again. I need to control myself better.
“Any word on the guard duty?”
“Nothing.”
“What did they ask of you?” Trent was focused on his work, even though he wasn’t cutting out another shaft for arrows.
What did they ask of me? To entreat for them, or to spark an outburst?
“They had a question about inventory. I told them I couldn’t help them and directed them to the Overseer.” All true, but not all the truth.
“Too dumb to count anything. Sounds like our guards,” Kerien said. He was moping, taking too long with his work. Another thing to irritate Sam, and he knew it.
“With so few of them left they probably feel the strain all too sharply.” Ned took up a handful of sand and rubbed it along a high spot on his bow. “Word is they’re recruiting, if you’d like to join them.”
Kerien snorted. “Never in a million years would I be caught as a guard.”
“There are worse occupations.”
“Sure, and there are dirtier pigs in a pigpen, but you don’t see me digging in one.”
“Our young friend has a way with words,” Sam said, winking at Ned. He still wanted to knock Kerien upside his head, but would play along for the moment.
“Aye, but you might see him sleeping in one.”
Kerien reddened at the comment. Sam shot Ned a questioning look, but he only returned one with a look of mirth.
Kerien said something under his breath, but not loud enough for anyone to hear. Sam had the vague impression it was aimed at Ned, from the way he looked over at his corner of the workshop.
“Why do we have to fight?” Trent was quiet, but there was a will in his voice that shocked the room.
It was so quiet they could have heard a feather drop.
Trent turned, his face screwed up into a strange expression. “Don’t we have enough to think about that we shouldn’t be fighting?”
“You’re right,” Ned said softly.
Sam reflected on this in the silence. Things had been so hard since Archie died. His tools were a constant reminder of him.
And a constant reminder that any one of them could be next.
He was right. It hurt that Sam hadn’t seen it earlier, hadn’t said something earlier. They were at each other’s throats, even though they were surrounded by an enemy army.
Sam couldn’t help but hang his head in shame. “We’ve been together for a long time now,” he said when the silence had stretched to the breaking point. “If we work together, we’ll make it through this. I know it.”
“Like Archie made it?” Kerien asked. His face was away from them, engrossed in his workbench.
What do I say to that? Sam couldn’t lie, and turned over words in his mouth. All of them seemed to be empty, all of them insufficient.
Should he comfort them, tell them that everything was going to be all right in the end?
He didn’t believe that. It might be possible, yes, but to promise it was another sort of matter.
His mind drifted to the dead. To Archie, and the family he loved so much, left behind. To Yand, how hard and uncompromising he had been, but for good reason.
Forcing him to bear his weight had been a reminder to Sam of his own duty. There were those here that needed him, that relied on someone to lead them.
He felt ashamed. Once again, here he was, cowardly and refusing to do what was right. How many would have survived if he had trained with Yand? Something about it made him sick inside. It coiled in his stomach, made its way to his back, and twisted around him. Archie would have been here, and his son would still have a father.
Sam set down his plane, unused. “We have failed Archie. We haven’t remembered what he did.”
He undid his apron and hung it on the side of his workbench. “Come, everyone. This can wait. We have more important things to do.”
He had put others to rest before, but never like this. Men who had fought and died, spilled their blood on the field of battle.
“Where are we going?” Trent asked, his eyes wide and following Sam across the room.
Sam didn’t answer, but threw aside the threadbare flap of burlap that functioned as a pitiful wall.
They set down their tools and left tasks unfinished. Ned was first, then Trent, and finally Kerien.
Something was bothering him. It had to, how his eyes were downcast and his jaw shifted.
“Leave it behind,” Sam said. “For the moment, at least.” Kerien paused, then limped along.
Sam got back in lead, shoulder to shoulder with Ned.
The courtyard was alive with children, but they didn’t play as hard as they used to. Their voices were softer and cracked. Thin arms and legs replaced the plump, full frames they used to have.
The boy who had taken his message watched them. Sam smiled at him, and he held up a hand to wave.
Around the back of the Keep and up to the makeshift cemetery, they traveled in silence.
They formed a line around his spot, a bit of wood stuck at the head of the grave.
Others bore similar indications of their trades, mostly stone.
Sam remembered. He remembered the bright smile, the skillful hand. How he used to shave too much on the right side and skew his boards. It had taken him months to correct it, but Archie persisted.
“He was a father, a husband, and a friend.” Sam’s voice echoed off the hard stone of the wall, shattering and cracking. “A steady hand, a keen eye. Goodbye, Archie, and thank you for everything.”
Sam knelt and put his hand on the grave, trembling with a rage and wave of emotion. He crushed the sandy earth between his fingers.
The others did the same, and together they bade a friend farewell.






  
  3
Changes


“We take them at the pass, cut off all retreat to the north.” A whisper in the back, a tremor in the front. General Granb’s hand traced along the mountain range. “It’s a perfect place for an ambush, and they’ll never see us coming.” 
“That’s because we can’t get there. The roads are already almost blocked, and the mountains are impassable at this time of the year.”
“How dare you interrupt, you miserable whelp,” Granb said, eyes narrowing and hand on his sword.
Raltone watched in silence, sizing up the situation. Sable wouldn’t say anything if he wasn’t completely sure of himself.
The young man strode forward, a sneer on his face and his chest out proud. His black hair streamed down his back. “Your time is through, General.” His title was dripping with contempt. “And your tactics outdated. I have a better plan.”
General Granb turned to Raltone. “Surely you won’t listen to this impudent imp?”
“General Granb has driven the unbelievers from their strongholds,” Raltone said. The General smiled and turned back. “However, you may proceed.” He lifted his little finger.
He had grown too used to leading the men. Whatever Sable’s plan, just having it voiced would help bring down the General’s ego, and any potential plans for betrayal.
The smirk on Sable’s face broadened. He wasn’t the most likable man, but his fighting prowess was too valuable to throw away.
He snapped his fingers. At once, the candles in the tent flickered, then some went out.
Raltone couldn’t explain it. There they were, flickering and sputtering, doing their best they could to put out their light, but nothing came.
Instead, a gloomy darkness fell over them, and everyone fell into a hush.
“We’ve bickered and quarreled amongst ourselves for too long.” He seemed to grow. From behind the crowd something stirred. Men moved out of the way as an old, wizened figure stepped through them. “But there is another power, an ancient power that has been long forgotten.”
The man shuffled to the center of the room and stood next to the map table.
He was entirely unimpressive, but somehow Raltone’s eyes were drawn to him. He sat up when the old man produced a shriveled hand from his robe.
“Watch, and see what future awaits us.” Sable knelt before the man, who touched him with his finger.
Strange sounds came out of the man’s mouth, and the air seemed to suck out of the tent. Raltone sat up, feeling something run up his back.
Sable... changed. There was no other way to describe it.
Raltone couldn’t look away. Sable seemed to be writhing with pain or pleasure, but the old man chanted on.
Finally, it was done, and Raltone looked upon the man and saw the future incarnate.

      [image: ]When they had made their peace and said their final goodbyes, the group of carpenters went back into the workshop, took up their aprons and tools, and stood at their workbenches.
But none of them put tool to wood.
Even the familiar feel of his favorite chisel, warm and smoothed, with a touch of coolness at the blade, couldn’t drive Sam to put it to use.
There was a feeling of hopelessness that hung in the air, more prominent now that Sam could put a finger on it.
He had felt it before, but hadn’t recognized it until now.
“What are we going to do?” Trent asked.
The sound shattered the stillness and encompassed everything Sam was thinking and feeling.
What are we going to do?
None of them had a family to go to. They didn’t have orders from the Overseer to fulfill. Nothing drove them to do anything.
“I’m afraid we wait,” Sam said at last, setting down his chisel. His heart wasn’t in it, not right now. “Take the rest of the day off. Rest. Relax. Sleep.”
It was the sensible thing to do, but they resisted. True, they took off their aprons and put up their tools, but they all lingered.
Sam didn’t blame him, he wanted to stay too. To be around people.
Where else could he go? They were trapped within the walls of the castle now. A few hundred yards in any direction would bring them up against an obstacle of stone feet thick.
He felt hot. He was trapped, stuck like a rat in a box. His eyes burned and his neck was on fire.
Sam took a deep breath, suppressing the panic that tried to overtake him. He didn’t know what to do. He had never been in this situation, but he wasn’t about to lose his head to it.
That would never do, and it wouldn’t help at all.
So what was he to do?
He remembered the night in the Duke’s chamber, going over plans and constructions. It had been a time of hope, a time of planning.
Perhaps it was time to resurrect those plans, to make his ideas come to life.
Sam turned back to the courtyard. There was plenty of stone left piled in heaps along the wall, but he knew there was little in the way of wood.
His eyes rested on the half-finished keep. It went up two stories, with the third partially complete in two separate watchtowers. They were rounded and projected above the top of the Keep, a place for defenders to rain down arrows if they needed to.
The crane stood lonely, like a lone sentry on the unfinished tower. It hadn’t been used in weeks, since the initial attack had halted all construction on the tower. It was still functional, though, and could be used again.
Sam shook his head, remembering the days of sweat and effort that stretched into the long summer days. The work that had gone into that building was overwhelming. Dozens of masons, the carpenters
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