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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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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
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Tobias was dead. At least he thought he was. Lights swam in his vision, just outside his concentration. The twilight stars twinkled above him through the open maw of the ravine as he tried to catch his breath. His ears rang, and he drifted at the edge of consciousness. 
A face appeared above him, a silhouette framed by the night sky. Tobias was paralyzed by fear. Maybe I’m alive.
“There is no way he survived that.” Tobias recognized the rough voice of Munro, the shorter, meaner one.
“One less loose end to tie up,” the other said, his voice refined. There was a long pause.
“What does it mean?” Munro asked.
“Within the forest and the leaves to search the history of the head. Travel to the place unseen by those above the waves. Searchers find within those halls, from beginning to end we take our place,” Cass said. “Well, a riddle with a key. It couldn’t be easy.”
Tobias was glad he was still alive. Munro had pushed him into the ravine with no warning. He was afraid to move out of fear they would discover him. Instead, he kept still and listened.
“The leaves. What could that mean?”
“It could mean a book,” Cass said. “We won’t find any books on this island—“ The wind howled and carried his voice away. Straining to listen, Tobias breathed in deep, his lungs filled with the smell of salt and dust. The gust died and Cass’ voice returned. “-take it to the library on Teruel. We should find someone who knows what book we need.” His voice faded as they walked away.
“When we get back, I’ll tell the captain he needs to be ready…” Munro’s voice receded into the distance until they were gone. To be safe he waited another few minutes, working up the courage to move. Head throbbing, he pushed his fear down to assess his body.
He started with his toes, wriggling them. No pain. He wiggled his fingers next, relieved to find they still worked. Then he tested his arms, raising them up into the air to reach for the sky. Nothing wrong with them.
Finally, he sat up, slowed when his right ankle twinged in pain. He felt his body. Ten fingers, ten toes. Other than the right ankle, he was unharmed.
Some sort of soft moss cushioned him, and he thanked the Creator it was there to break his fall. The moss crushed by his hand smelled earthy and sweet.
Through the gash of the ravine, the night sky sent down moonlight to illuminate him. It had to be at least thirty feet up. There was no way he would get out the way he came in.
All this for a few small coins. He shook his head and tried to push away the memory. He had been so taken by the money Cass had offered he didn’t ask questions. He swore he would be more careful next time.
Tobias let his eyes adjust and pulled himself to his feet, wincing from a jolt of pain in his ankle. Favoring his left leg, he peered into the surrounding darkness.
Through the black, he found he was in a cavern. It opened up in front of him with a cliff wall at his back. He felt the wall behind him. It was a cool, hard stone. Keeping his hand on the wall to use as a guide, he walked around the cavern. What was a cave doing on Ruby Isle? The island was almost all pasture land and rolling hills. They had sheep, not caves.
The light level in the cavern was low, but his eyes adjusted to it and he could make out general shapes. The cavern was huge, and he could hear the gentle lapping of water somewhere ahead of him, making a mental note to be careful. He didn’t want to be surprised by falling into the water.
A rock caught his foot and he stumbled. All thoughts fled, bringing his attention back to the task at hand. There was a large shape in the middle, and it looked like it might be a good place to get a better view, but he would have to leave the wall to get there.
He hobbled over to it, his ankle sprain hurting him. His hand found something he didn’t expect. Strange ripples and carvings flowed beneath his touch, cold and hard. It was metal, not stone. Outside, a cloud must have shifted because moonlight poured into the cave. This looked like a ship. Tobias gasped. Not just any ship.
“What is this?” His voice echoed in the darkness. The noise broke the stillness of the cavern, and he felt another wave of fear roll over him. Tobias imagined dangerous things that were better left alone and didn’t want to disturb them.
He took a step back out of pure reflex, a gentle slap of the water breaking the silence. If it was a submarine, he didn’t know what to do. His body went cold. He panicked, trying to stay calm, but the darkness and the situation overwhelmed him.
He had to get out of here and took stock of his situation. He was in a cave with a ravine that was too high to climb, but there was a source of water. Tobias bent over and fumbled on the rocky floor, feeling the ground in front of him until his hand slipped into the water. Its cool wetness shocked him, and he tasted his fingers. Seawater.
He followed the edge of the water to the right. It was too dark to make out anything with any detail, so he dropped to his hands and knees so he could feel it better. In his shuffling, he reached a rock wall.
It was a dead end, the water to the left of him and the ravine to the right. A wave of uncertainty flushed over him. His mother would be sick with worry if he wasn’t there in the morning. No, I’ve got to keep going. He turned and continued in the opposite direction, groping in the dark.
The ship loomed high above him in the darkness. He held his breath as he walked past the hulking behemoth, afraid to disturb its slumber. Swallowing, he kept going and tried not to panic. Alone and in the dark, fear threatened to overwhelm him.
He made his way forward little by little, his knees and hands hurt from the rocky ground. The light from the ravine had faded, and he was now in what appeared to be complete darkness. He heard flowing water, and he grasped onto the sound like it was a piece of debris floating in the ocean, the only thing keeping his head above the water. Hope flickered inside him like a small flame.
He was ill-equipped to be exploring caves, but still he kept going. After what seemed like an eternity, he saw a glowing outline up ahead. His fumbling hand bumped into something.
Startled, he drew his hand back. Heart pounding in his ears, he heard a small creak. Frozen, he sat in the stillness, afraid. His breathing was heavy, deep gasps that kept up with his heart. What was that?
He waited, but nothing happened. The small glow had grown bigger, and stars twinkled at the top of the small crack. In his haste to withdraw, he fell into a sitting position.
It had to be well past midnight now. His family would be sound asleep, and he longed to be back with them. Memories of Cass and Munro approaching him in the pasture replayed in his mind, the smooth charm of Cass convincing him to be their guide, the flash of his smile. It sickened him to remember it. He wished he could do something about it, but it was too late now. I can’t just sit here forever.
Tobias thought about sleeping until morning, but he was too afraid of the cave and stood up to feel the wall instead. It was a solid rock wall. I’m trapped.
In anger, he hit it with a clenched fist, imagining it was Cass’s face, but was startled when it moved. How could a rock wall move? Stepping back, he saw the crack was bigger. In disbelief, he pushed against the wall hard, and it moved more.
He pushed again, and it opened. The sea spread out in front of him, waves crashing on the beach. He sunk to his knees in the sand, letting the cool ocean breeze blow over him and drinking in the fresh air like a fish drinks water. I’m free.
Stars flashed above him and the full moon was plump on the horizon. His ankle still hurt, but not as much as he expected. Looking back at the cave, he shuddered, and then looked away to see where he was.
He wasn’t familiar with this section of beach, but was glad to be out. He turned south and began his long journey home. As he hobbled along the beach, he recognized Fishtail rock ahead. They had gone much farther north than he thought. It would take him a lot longer to get home than he expected.
The going was slow, his ankle slowing him to a crawl up the dunes to get up to the meadows. His headache had grown worse, now a constant throb. He made his way through the pastures, passing familiar farms.
After what felt like hours, he saw his house up in the distance. The simple house set next to the barn at the center of the farm brought an immense sense of relief. He was going to make it home, something he had doubted earlier in the night.
Tobias hobbled the last few feet to the door, sneaking past the chickens to prevent them from getting too riled up. Pulling on the door latch rope, going slowly to keep quiet, there was a soft click as the latch disengaged. Without breathing, he pushed the door in, casting the moonlight into the single room of the house, and slipped inside.
He let his eyes adjust to the lower light level. The only moonlight coming in was from the small window cut into the logs. The rest of his family was breathing in sleep, and he wanted to keep it that way.
Through the darkness, he went to the chair and sat down, wincing when it creaked a little. He held his breath and listened. One of the little ones shifted, but stayed asleep. He sat in the dark for a while, thinking.
He should have never agreed to it. The money had been too good to pass up, and he pulled out a coin from his pocket that they had given him in advance. Bitterly, he remembered their promise of more after the job.
Moonlight glinted off of it, and he squinted. It had the head of someone on it that Tobias didn’t know, and some writing that he couldn’t make out in the dark. He put it back into his pocket as a wave of exhaustion crashed over him. His bed called to him, a simple trundle bed he shared with his brother.
He undressed, struggling to take his right boot off his swollen foot, and slipped into bed without a noise. As tired as he was, he couldn’t get to sleep right away.
The fall replayed over and over in his head, the same feeling of shock and the sudden pull of gravity. Why had they done it? I was no threat to them. He drifted off into a fitful sleep, the faces of the men haunting his dreams.
Loud pounding on the door woke him up.
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Tobias scrambled to get up. The other children were awake now, the smaller ones crying, and his mother grabbed his sister to comfort her. Tobias hobbled to the door, half asleep. It was still night. He grabbed his boots from beside the door. 
“Open up,” a deep voice yelled through the door.
“What do you want?” Tobias said. He meant it to come out as a demand, but it came out weak instead. He was trying to get his boots on when they barged in. Two enormous men strode through the door. Tobias sat in shock. They looked around the room, searching for something. The taller man spoke up first.
“Where is he?” He was glaring at Tobias, who had finished putting on his boots but was still sitting in the chair.
“Where is who?” The man walked over and slapped him hard, sending Tobias reeling over the side of the chair and nearly knocking him out of it. The unexpected blow made him see stars and disoriented him. His mother screamed and clutched the other children on the bed, gathering them close to her.
“Don’t get smart with me.” The man glowered. Tobias straightened up and felt his face. The whole left side of his face was tender. “I’m talking about Stefano.” Tobias’s eyes widened, and he looked around the room. His father wasn’t here.
“I—“ Tobias said, “I don’t know, he should be here.” He dropped his eyes to the floor. He couldn’t hold the man’s hard gaze.
“You tell him he better have the money soon. If he knows what’s good for him, he will have it ready. If not, we are going to take this farm and you all will live somewhere else.”
“Living where?” Tobias asked. The man smiled an oily smile.
“That’s not our problem. Get the money or pay the consequences.” Tobias shrank back from his sneer, his mother and siblings quivering in fear on the bed. The two men walked out, slamming the door behind them which sent the young ones into another chorus of crying.
Tobias rushed to the bed, embracing his brothers and sisters, holding the little ones in his own fear. His body was shaking, fear and adrenaline coursing through him and making him jittery and unable to stay still.
“Shh, be calm Melta,” he said, smoothing the hair of his crying sister. Even in the little moonlight streaming in the window, he could see the tears streaking down her face.
“Everything will be all right,” his mother said as she comforted the others, holding them close. “You have nothing to fear.” Through soothing words, they calmed the children and put them to bed, tucking them in as they clutched each other and the surrounding blankets.
Everyone in bed at last, Tobias slipped out the door to stand in the cool air, favoring his right leg and watching the stars and moon twinkle. A few minutes later his mother joined him, putting her hands on his shoulders.
“Tobias,” Oriana said, but he pulled away.
“Mother, where is he?” he asked, a million thoughts running through his mind. He turned to face her, hiding his discomfort of his leg, but she noticed anyway.
“What happened to your leg?” He ignored her question like she ignored his.
“What did the man mean? Why is father not here?”
“I— I don’t know,” she said, dropping her gaze and wrapping her arms around her. His heart wrenched. Oriana was someone he could always cling to when things were bad, like an unmoving rock. She was never like this.
“Why did that man say that?” His mother stood in the darkness and didn’t respond right away. A chicken stirred in the night, pecking at something. The sound of it echoed. A gentle breeze wafted through the air, bringing in the sweet smell of the flowers from the pasture.
“I don’t know everything, only that your father has gotten in trouble,” she said, clutching herself tight. “He refuses to tell me about it.” Tears welled up in her eyes, and Tobias saw she was just as frightened as he was.
He unclenched his hands and reached out to embrace her, pulling her close in for a hug. She hugged him back, her arms stronger than they looked. Although he was bigger than her, he felt secure in her arms for the first time that night.
“Let’s get to bed.” His mother broke off the hug. “You need the rest, and you can tell me where you were in the morning.” Oriana reached up and touched his face with her hand, caressing his cheek.
Tobias swallowed. She knew more than he wanted her to. He could feel the judgment in her eyes and dropped his gaze, nodding. They went back inside, the other children already fast asleep, and got ready for bed.
Tobias laid down, pulling the blankets to just below his chin, but again found sleep fleeing him. Adrenaline still raced through his veins, and he reached back and put his hands under his head, listening to the breathing of his sleeping family.
He thought about the trip to the rock. The look on Cass’ face as his henchman pushed him. It was an odd mixture of pleasure and disgust. I can’t understand what he was thinking. He hated the man with his being, anger creeping into him. Laced along with it was a feeling of helplessness. Drowsiness overtook him, and he started to fall asleep.
In the soft stillness of the night he heard a not so distant crash, and he flew up, awake and alert. Then there was another crash, and what sounded like mumbling. They’re back.
His heart pounding, he slipped out of bed without a sound and once again fumbled in the darkness to put on his boots. He scanned the room to make sure that everyone was still asleep. They were.
If they had come back, he knew he couldn’t take them on without a weapon. The knife his father had given him on his sixteenth birthday was where he always put it, but it was too small. I need something bigger. He grabbed a hefty stick from the firewood pile, straight enough to use as a club. It was light but would have to do.
Stick and knife in hand, he quietly opened the door and slipped outside, easing it shut behind him without a sound. He heard a voice and paused, listening. It was coming from the barn.
The door was open in the pale moonlight, and a light flickered inside the barn. With a deep breath to control his fear, Tobias advanced towards it, shivering.
The small wooden stick felt too light in his trembling arms, and he wished he had something better. The sickle. It was in the barn, in between him and whomever was in there. He had to get passed them to reach it. I can do this. I just need to be quiet. Still, he harbored his doubts.
Steeling himself, he crept to the barn door and peeked around the corner. Again a man’s voice murmured inside, and light from a lantern shone out. A shadowy outline danced on the wall of the farthest stall. The animals were out in the fenced pasture tonight. That stall was empty.
Tobias shifted his grip on the stick and looked at the sickle on the wall just outside the stalls. He entered the barn in a crouch, watching the flickering shadow on the wall.
It was dark in the barn, and the lantern light ruined his night vision. He squinted and kept moving, but in his carelessness he knocked the stick against a stool by accident, toppling it with a noticeable thud.
Tobias froze. The shadow moved against the wall. They know, why did I have to do that? He dropped the stick and ran for the sickle, grabbing it and whirling around to brandish it at the intruder.
When his eyes adjusted, he nearly dropped the sickle in shock. “Father?” he said, heart pounding faster than he thought possible. There, in the stall’s corner, his father was urinating, pants around his ankles, his head turned toward Tobias in surprise.
“What?” his father asked. “Tobias? What’er you during out here?” Stefano Bramwell turned to face his son mid-stream, staggering and splattering pee everywhere.
“Father!”
Stefano looked down in surprise, unaware of what he was doing. He turned back to the corner and finished his business while Tobias looked away and stood outside the stall.
Tobias waited for him to get decent, giving him privacy. He had never seen his father like this, and a million questions washed through the shame that overcame him.
He kept picturing his father how he normally saw him. Stefano was always in the fields, his steady hands working hard with sweat pouring down his brow. It made his head swirl. Which one is my father?
Stefano exited the stall, staggering and swaying. Tobias grabbed him and supported him, leading him to a milking stool. Waves of alcohol fumes rolled off Stefano, nearly choking Tobias as he eased him down.
His father tried to balance on the stool but failed and fell over, sprawled in the dirt and hay. Tobias went to help him up, but he waved him away. “No, no, I’m fine,” he said, and pulled himself up to a sitting position, still rocking in a circle.
He didn’t look fine to Tobias. In fact, Tobias couldn’t remember ever seeing him like this. What am I supposed to say? Father, some men came by tonight and threatened to kill us? They sat in silence until Tobias couldn’t stand it anymore.
“Why were you drinking?” He watched his father, who had put his head in his hands, for a reaction. He sat there, swaying. Tobias asked again, louder. “Why were you drinking?” His father stirred, and, still wobbling, waved a hand at Tobias.
“No, no… a little,” he said, then hiccupped. His face turned green, and he put his hand over his mouth. “Just a pint with some of the other farmers.” His slurred words shocked Tobias. I’ve seen other men drunk, but never him. It made him angry, and more courageous.
“No, you’re drunk,” Tobias said too hard. That made his father’s head come up, eyes wide. Stefano struggled to get to his feet.
“You do not talk to me that way,” he said, but then sat back down hard. The slurring softened his voice. Tobias looked at him in his pitiful state. Instead of feeling afraid of his father’s words, he had another emotion. Pity, mixed with disappointment. A sheep bleated in the barn, breaking the silence.
“There were men here tonight,” Tobias said, ignoring his rebuke. “Father, why are we going to lose the farm?” The question landed a blow on his father, and Stefano hung his head back down in shame.
“I don’t know what you mean.” His response didn’t fool Tobias. He won’t even tell me. Is that him or the ale? Tobias thought, trying to come up with something to say. In the silence, his father rose with effort and stood wobbling. Tobias rose with him and grabbed his sleeve.
“What can we do? How can I help?” Tobias asked, looking into his eyes. Stefano stared back with glazed eyes that wouldn’t stay still.
“G’night son,” he said, attempting to pat Tobias’ hand that was gripping his sleeve and failing, patting his own shoulder instead. Slipping out of Tobias’ grasp he staggered off. Tobias let him go. He heard his father stagger and knock his way into the house. I hope he doesn’t wake the others, not after what they’ve been through.
Tobias stepped out of the barn into the night, and he hugged himself while he thought. Their meager farm spread along the rolling hills and pasture. Beyond lay the sea.
This is my home, where I grew up. But do I want to stay here? The sound of the waves called to him, and for a moment he was riding a ship on the high seas, foam spraying around him as it cut through the water on an adventure that would take him far away.
Then, the sea melted away, and he was back in the real world of the farmyard, his family asleep in the house behind him.
“I’m going to help save our farm.”
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The next morning dragged Tobias out of bed like a sack of rocks. Eyes bleary and red, he worked through the chores with his father. In his haste and exhaustion, he had a hard time keeping focused. The cave and events of the night overwhelmed his concentration, and he kept making mistakes. Was it really just last night? 
“Watch the feed,” Stefano said. Tobias pulled the grain sack back. The chicken trough was overflowing. The rebuke stung him. It was the first words he had spoken to him since yesterday.
They both pretended nothing had happened the previous night. Still, Tobias couldn’t forget what had happened and had almost brought it up once. His father had brushed by him without making eye contact when he wanted to speak up, so he had kept his mouth shut.
Stefano was working harder than usual. Sweat mixed with the faint smell of alcohol poured down his body in buckets as they worked.
His ankle felt better but still hurt, and his headache was gone. It was all a dream. He stifled a yawn. All day he had kept thinking of that cave. He tried to convince himself that what he had seen wasn’t real. He had hit his head too hard, that was all. At last, the chores were done, the sun well into the afternoon, and Tobias was free.
He kept telling himself it wasn’t real as he walked along the coast, meandering. When he looked up from his thoughts, he had gone north. It’s only an hour away. He retraced his footsteps of last night back to where he had led the men. Along the way he told himself it was to know that it was a fantasy.
After traveling through the pastures and into the hills, he saw the rock ahead. His throat constricted as he drew near the fateful place. The light of day made it look different, a square rock in front of the ravine. The rock was still open and empty. Something used to be inside.
So that was what they were after. Tobias played with the coin in his pocket. He walked to the ledge of the ravine and looked down. It wasn’t worth it. The drop was over twenty feet. Backing up, he shivered. He didn’t want to take the trip twice.
The waves crashed against the shore, beckoning him. He went toward the beach, working his way back to where he exited. He scrambled down the bank and trudged along the sand. Dread about what was up ahead grew in him as he approached the cliff face adjoining the ocean.
If not for the tracks in the sand, he would have missed it. Circular arcs showed where he dragged the door open. There it was, a small sliver of darkness in the rocky cliff. It was the opposite view of what he saw last night, and a sense of foreboding came over him. So it was real, after all.
Tobias grabbed onto the rocks and pulled. The entire cliff face swung open, revealing a canal and tunnel to a cave. Water went under the cliff door to fill the canal by the force of the waves. Tracks cut in the sand from where he had crawled on his hands and knees. With surprise, he noted that the distance was much shorter than he remembered. The submarine was only about fifty feet inside the cave.
There it was, beautiful and silver in the darkness, a shaft of light from the ravine illuminating it. He stepped into the darkness, fearful to start more than a few feet into the cavern. His eyes adjusted to the low light, giving him a chance to see it properly.
Beautiful relief carvings adorned its exterior, scrolls and geometric shapes cascading and crashing together. The submarine was a work of art in silver and gold. It sat low in the waterline, a hefty sail poking up out of a squat round frame.
As he stared at it, he was drawn to it, moving closer without even thinking. The urge to explore it overcame his fear and he walked up to it looking for a way onto it.
On the side was what looked like a ladder, and he grabbed it, testing it to see if it held up his weight. When it did, he climbed up. In a few steps he was on top, much higher than he expected. Breathless, he saw a circular opening leading into the submarine.
Once again, curiosity overwhelmed his fear and, with his heart beating fast, he peered inside.
It was dark, but there were more rungs of a ladder, and he took a deep breath and took a step on it. It was firm, and he climbed down into the dark. The ladder kept going for a while, but finally his foot hit something. He tested it with both feet before stepping down. It was solid.
His heart was pounding now, the silence deafening except for the distant sound of the surf. He was panting and afraid but saw a small glow ahead of him. His eyes adjusted as much as they could to the low level of light, the darkness blanketing him and overwhelming him. The glow made him move forward.
The light seemed to be coming from some sort of table, only a few feet away. Tobias hesitated, but it beckoned to him. He answered its call, stopping in front of the table.
A diamond with a circle in it surrounded by strange markings like a sun glowed dull yellow. Everyone knew what it was. The Shipmasons. How did a submarine built by them get here? The submarines they built long ago still sailed. This ship must have been built by them. He reached and touched the symbol.
Without warning, light flashed all around him, and the table blazed. A steady hum rung in his ears. Tobias covered his eyes from the sudden light, overcome with fear. He jerked back, tripping over something, and scrambled to his feet. Flailing, he found the ladder and flew up it.
He scrambled down the side of the submarine, jumped onto the sand and bolted towards the cave opening. Only when he had reached the opening did he look back, hunched over and gasping from the effort and fear overwhelming him.
The submarine looked like it was alive. Tobias shut the hidden cliff door as much as he felt safe doing. Then he ran down the shore, ignoring the pain in his ankle.
He ran home as fast as he could. When the door was shut behind him he took a deep breath. What was I thinking? That was stupid. Still, he felt the exhilaration competing with his fear inside him, wondering at the two emotions.
“What are you doing here, Tobias?” his mother asked, pausing from making the evening meal over the fire. “Are you not working with your father?”
“What?”
“Your father said he was going to mend some fences and take care of the south-west pasture. I thought you were with him,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. She looked at him without reacting, even though he was panting and sweaty. Instead of asking where he was, she turned and busied herself with the rest of the meal, stirring the pot with a firm and practiced hand.
“No, I didn’t go with him,” Tobias said, looking down at his boots. He felt ashamed and relieved at the same time. Working with his father meant facing him and he didn’t want to right now.
Yet, it was his duty to be at his side helping. Like a fool he went off on his adventure to the ship, not thinking of the consequences or how it might impact his family. It was not only foolhardy, but it was irresponsible.
A loud knock at the door interrupted his thoughts, and they both glanced at the door. The other children were playing, in and outside the house, and he didn’t think it was one of them.
“Well go on, answer it,” his mother chided him, continuing to stir her pot and waving her towel at him. Tobias opened it. Three men stood on the threshold. Two big, burly men flanked a small, weaselly looking man.
“Good afternoon,” the small man said. “I am Steve, may I have a word please in private with the man of the house?” He doffed his hat in respect. Tobias had never seen them, and it was a small island. Their size and muscles were hard to miss.
“My father isn’t home,” Tobias said, but the man was already inside, following the big men who swept into the house. The man waved a hand at him dismissively.
“Oh, no matter. Good afternoon madam, I’ll have some of your best tea please.” His words conveyed a request but his voice and the glares from the other men didn’t. His mother was afraid, and cowed, and she went over to the cupboard to get some of the good mint for tea, putting on the kettle to boil.
“Boys, girls, go play outside,” she said as she worked, the man helping himself to a chair as the other ones stood by. Tobias stood by the door, not knowing what to do. He searched around for some sort of weapon, something to defend his family. An icy knot formed in the pit of his stomach about the men.
“I would wait for the gentleman of the family, but I’m afraid I have much to attend to,” Steve said. Tobias straightened. He was nineteen and a man. His ears burned at the slight.
He pulled out a yellow disc from his pocket attached to a chain and glanced at it, putting it back. That was when Tobias saw how fine his clothes were, well-constructed and of cotton, not wool. He looked like he was at home in another person’s house.
The kettle was boiling, and his mother poured a cup into a rough wooden mug for the man, placing it before him. He didn’t acknowledge her existence, merely picked up the cup, smelled it, and took a sip. His face soured, and he set the cup back on the table.
“Absolutely dreadful. Now, as you may know our friend Mr. Wolfe desires your mortgage paid out in full by the deadline three months hence.” Tobias straightened at the sound of that
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