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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You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.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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Billows of smoke on the horizon welcomed a troubled Joseph home. Caruso approached him on the right side, taking post next to him. 
“Almost there, sir?” Joseph stirred, disturbed from his thoughts. The ship creaked and swayed, rushing by with the wind in her sails.
“Up ahead, we’ll be there in an hour or less.”
“Very good.” Caruso was a steady captain, chosen for his seamanship and beloved by his crew. Joseph could trust him with his capital ship, the Vanguard, and with his life. He had been instrumental in its recent modifications, meant to be a surprise for any enemy that approached.
“Something is bothering you,” Caruso said. Joseph licked his lips, salty from the ocean spray and dry from the sun. It was a hot day, made bearable by the wind that cooled him. Something was indeed bothering him. Up on the quarterdeck, he was removed from the prying ears of the crew. The man at the helm, Strongth he recalled, was busy at his work, keeping hold of the ship’s wheel and directing her way.
“I fear our task may not have been accomplished, Caruso.” Red Island was beginning to crest ahead of them, the mountaintop peeking up over the waves. Soon, it would be in view. “I was hoping to bring good news back for the others, but I don’t think I can.” They were running out of time, and things were getting worse in the Patmos Sea.
Caruso nodded, and kept silent, waiting for him to speak. Joseph continued. “The best they could do was send a delegation. A meeting,” he spat. “They sit around and talk while the world burns.”
“The free islands have never been known for their punctuality, or their ability to submit to others.”
“Yes, but they value freedom above everything else.” Joseph stepped forward and clenched onto the railing. The hard, warm wood was unforgiving, and he poured his anger into his hands. “How do they not see the danger that is coming for them?”
“They see, we’ve all heard the news.” Caruso’s mouth was drawn into a tight crease. “Pirates as far out as the Vopnafnir, roaming freely and with no recourse. A friend of mine, master of a merchant vessel out of Fjel, was killed. They slaughtered the crew and burned it, not even bothering to rob it before they did.”
“I didn’t know, I’m sorry to hear that.” Caruso shook his head.
“I thank you for your concern. We can’t stand by any longer, they’ll see that.”
“While they prattle, the Usurper spreads west and east. He’s taken a beachhead in Flostia and has begun the assault, bolstered by his recent reconquest of Deisfla.”
“They fell?”
“Yes, I’m afraid.” Caruso looked down and his eyebrows knit together. Men working on the deck laughed. Someone must have told a joke. The crew kept at their work scrubbing the deck to a shine. Joseph was pinning hope on Deisfla and it’s rebellion, planning to send word after he heard they had expelled the Usurper’s forces.
The news of their destruction was hard to take. He shivered as he recalled reading the letter, graphic to the point of almost making him sick. Rows of men strung up along the streets, those who had joined were lucky to have a quick death. Their families, however, were not. Joseph clenched his fist and slammed it against the wood.
“Raiders from the north have joined them too. They’ve been raiding the coasts from Colafsfia, pillaging what they can.” It was a slow burn, building for years now. Rage against injustice, that evil should have such an easy time of it while good failed. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?
“Those raiders are hard from years in the arctic,” Caruso whispered, barely audible above the wind. “They’ll strike at the villages along the coastline, raid and pillage what they can.”
“This is different. They’re organized and holding land.” Joseph forced his hand to relax and took a deep breath. “They’ve conquered several island chains already. The enemy presses in around us.”
“And every man on this ship is ready to fight it. You know that.” Joseph turned and gave him a weak smile, the best he could muster. He patted him on the shoulders.
“I’m sorry, I’ve put an incredible burden on you.”
“None that I’m not willing to bear, as are the others. After months working in the yards, not a single word escaped the project.” Joseph took another look at his ship. The Vanguard, a hulk of a merchant designed to carry ore and rock. Without all that added weight she traveled lighter and faster than her berth would suggest. Just under 200 feet she would be considered a ship of the line properly outfitted and equipped.
But she had a secret that he wasn’t ready to reveal. Up front there was a commotion, the sailors abandoned their cleaning and began to gather around the railings.
“I promise you we won’t forget them.” Caruso nodded, a firm look of determination in his brown eyes. Shorter than most, what he lacked in height he more than made up for in confidence. The ship’s captain turned to the group.
“Oy, make your report.” His booming voice carried up over the quarterdeck and down to the sailors. The most senior and first mate, Evan Fast, made the reply.
“Ship, sir, to the east.” Joseph furrowed his brow, trying to remember. It was too early for the envoy from Wildtenia, and his other ships had orders elsewhere. They were less than an hour from Red Island now, maybe even less than half an hour. He sighed. The voyages were getting to be more difficult than what he remembered. He itched to go home to Sophia and join her in a life of luxury and ease.
Now, though, he had other concerns far bigger than a hot bath or a warm bed. There was more work to be done yet, and he was determined to see it through. If we last that long. There was always a small hint of doubt that he forced away. Any hint of it to the others would mean disaster. Doubt would lead to failure.
Failure wasn’t an option.
Joseph turned his attention to the ships coming over the horizon. Their sails were cresting the horizon now, but something was wrong.
“Captain, bring your ship to the ready.” The words had scarcely left his mouth when Caruso was ordering the crew to arms.
“Black sails,” men were crying out. In a second the group scattered, rushing to ready the ship. Caruso rejoined Joseph on the quarterdeck.
“Shall we run or fight?” Joseph squinted and raised a spyglass to his eye. He counted four ships, overwhelming for a single ship. Their appearance troubled him. This was no shipping lane, there weren’t merchants fat and laden with goods ready to be taken. They were in the middle of nowhere with no obvious gain.
“I suspect they’re coming for us. We’ll engage, signal Red Island to alert them.” A smile spread on Caruso’s face and Joseph thought he was going to wring his hands with joy, but the man had too much self control for that. Instead, he turned to his crew and gave the orders. Their ship swung to the west, the ship creaking and groaning under the strain of the wind. Sails were shifted and the Vanguard made a lazy arc to meet her enemy.
With a fluttering stomach, Joseph watched on. The ship steadied on her final course and the bow pointed at the lead ship. Joseph wasn’t sure his men on the island would be able to muster any help. They were on their own. Men climbed the rigging, lookouts for the battle to come.
“I wasn’t expecting to enter battle so soon,” Caruso confessed.
“Are you nervous?” Joseph was feeling nervous himself, he wasn’t sure why he asked. Caruso snorted.
“A fool wouldn’t feel nervous on the cusp of battle. No, I’m quite nervous indeed.” Men were passing swords and axes along the deck, the steel clattering together and their voices raised in shouting. The first mate drove them on.
“Faster you landlubbers, do you want to be caught with your pants down?” He continued his tirade, interspersing his commands with quite colorful language. Joseph smirked as he thought of the reaction Sophia would have. It didn’t calm his nerves completely, but the arms were passed and the crew readied.
With the crew fully equipped and ready a silent hush fell over the ship. Men stood on the rails, gripping ax and sword in nervous fingers. They shifted as the distance between them and the fleet of pirates closed. Joseph estimated they still had half an hour at this rate, plenty of time to be nervous.
While they closed the distance, Joseph and Caruso examined the enemy ships. They were small, and fast, but brimming with hard looking men armed to the teeth. Their sails bore the emblem of a skull dripping blood, a sight that chilled Joseph to the core. He tried to avoid looking at it, well aware its reason for being so prominent.
“Do you have any idea what that symbol is?” Joseph asked. Caruso shook his head.
“I’ve never seen it before.” The men were whispering among themselves now that they could see the ships without the aid of a spyglass. They were tense.
“Keep your voices down and your eyes up,” Evan said, his big voice booming against the wind.
“They’ll taste a surprise,” Joseph said. He could imagine himself as the enemy captain. A single ship coming to fight against four. He would be confident of victory with the men he had at his disposal. That man wouldn’t get the chance.
He turned his attention momentarily to Red Island. They had signaled, but he wasn’t sure if they had seen it. The doors were still shut. He wasn’t sure if he had expected them to be open or not. The Fania had to be there, and the Alopias as well. There was more firepower if they needed it, and if they were in too far over their heads they could always turn there for safety. The great stone door would keep out the invaders.
“Something’s not right,” Caruso said. Turning away from the smoking island hideout, Joseph returned his attention to the ships. They had taken up some sort of formation, but with a large space in between the pairs.
“Have you ever seen anything like it?”
“No.” Joseph frowned. Steven Caruso was a seasoned captain and had been under and repelled pirate attacks. Rarely did they travel together, and even if they did, they didn’t sail in formation.
“Perhaps they’re forming a pincher?” Joseph asked.
“Captain, do you see it?” Evan asked.
“I see, steady men and be ready for action.” Precious minutes had ticked by, and now they were close enough to see the other ships. Pirates had climbed into the sails and were readying grapples and hooks. They were going to try and board his ship.
They had the numbers too, if they were to get a hold of the Vanguard it would be difficult to keep them at bay. Joseph and his men had an advantage of his deck being higher up on the water, but ropes and ladders could quickly negate that.
“I think now’s a good time to give them a taste,” Joseph suggested. They were getting too close for comfort, and Caruso agreed.
“Bring her around Strongth, Evan ready belowdecks.”
“Belowdecks are ready and waiting, sir.”
“Very good.” The helmsman swung the rudder over, and the ship tilted in response. She was going fast with the wind at her back and made her turn with gusto. Something in the water caught Joseph’s eye, between the two pairs of pirate ships.
At first, he thought he had seen a glint off the waves, but then it happened again. Sliding his spyglass out again, he focused on the area of water between his foes. When he did the blood drained from his face.
“Take us back, as quickly as possible.”
“What is it, Joseph?” Caruso followed his hand. A collective gasp went up from the crew as they saw it too.
Some sort of monster reared its head from the water. It was coming straight for them.
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It took minutes for the Vanguard to complete her turn and set her sails, all the while the enemy was closing in on them. Joseph looked away, fixating his eyes on Red Island. There was movement there, the side of the volcano was shifting as they raised the door. 
They could make it, but he didn’t know by how much. Caruso led his men, shouting orders and driving them on. Among the creaking of the boat Joseph heard two doors open at the back. Anticipating what was to come, he returned his attention to the grotesque monstrosity following them.
“Fire at will.” Caruso’s order was relayed down below. Seconds later two reports sounded, percussive blasts that rang in his ears. Flames and smoke issued from behind the ship, the two cannons letting loose their balls.
They sailed through the air and splashed harmlessly in front of the monster, who made no attempt to evade the attack. Two precious shots wasted. The gun crews reloaded the cannons, working at their task. Caruso had spent weeks training them, working over and over at it. The training was paying off, because they had a second shot off within minutes.
This time one of the cannons found their mark, but the shot glanced off the carapace of the monster, leaving no damage. That’s why it doesn’t care, it’s armored. The crew continued to reload as they drew closer to the island, the opening ready for their arrival.
The fleet was gaining on them though. It was hard to tell if they would make it in time. His confidence drained, Joseph tried to keep calm and project a steady persona. Inside he wanted to urge them on like Evan was, shout at them to push the ship as fast as they could. He closed his eyes, acknowledging the fear he had.
Another cannon shot and he snapped his eyes open, hoping to see a direct hit. Smoke obscured the back end, but the cannonballs missed their target.
“Shift to the ships, attacking that thing is useless,” Joseph said. Caruso nodded in agreement and ordered the cannons to target the closest ship. Smoke burned his eyes, making them water, and the taste of it was bitter and sharp.
They would get off one, maybe two, more shots, before they reached the island. The cannons fired, one shot falling short but the other striking the lead ship in the bow. The crew let out a cheer as it hit, and Joseph felt the same sense of hope they must be feeling.
The ship faltered, cries and screams of anguish coming from the crew. It started to drop back, a gaping hole in its hull slowing it down. Joseph wished it were closer to the waterline, then it would have disabled it, but anything was better than nothing.
Drawing close to the entrance, the captain ordered the sails in. The crew worked feverishly and the ship slowed as they were taken up. Now, the followers were closing fast, only a few hundred yards away.
Inside the volcano a flurry of activity was taking place. Men rushed along  the beach, gathering arms and preparing for an invasion.
“Bring us inside and we’ll close the door. They shouldn’t be able to breach it and we can take our time planning a counterattack,” Joseph said.
“Aye sir, we’ll be in within minutes. How fast does that door shut?” Caruso eyed the rock suspended above the opening.
“Fast enough.” They waited as the ship got off one final shot, a cannonball blasting through the injured ship’s mast. Men and sails flew through the air and splashed into the sea, the crew of the Vanguard letting out another cheer.
Shadows fell on them as they passed beneath the door of the volcano, driven on by the momentum of the ship. The mast scraped against the top, and broke off a chunk that crashed to the deck below. A man screamed, and they pulled the wood from his broken leg.
“Shut the door,” Joseph ordered to the men standing at the mechanism. The Vanguard wasn’t fully in, but the monster was less than fifty yards away and going fast. The two men, startled by the sight, slammed out the stop on the chains, which clanked into action and unrolled.
The door came down slowly at first, gaining momentum. But the monster was faster. It climbed up out of the water, a giant crab that barely fit in the opening with legs larger than the mast of his ship. Its armored red shell slammed into the rock door and it pushed.
With a squeal the door slowed and then stopped. The monster dug its feet into the rock, shattering sections of it with hardened points, and heaved. The door opened, and the pirate ships sailed under it.
“Fire at it,” Caruso bellowed. The cannons went off again, two hits on the abdomen. The monster ignored it. Joseph knew they were in trouble as he looked into its beady red eyes. No space for torpedoes even if we could use them. What options did they have?
Men were pouring out of the pirate ships now, jumping into the water and swinging off ropes. Joseph’s men were armed and rushed to meet them. The two waves collided as the Vanguard ran aground on the lake with a jolt.
Knocked off his feet, Joseph struck his head and saw stars. After a second he shook away the haze, head throbbing, and climbed back to his feet. Another pirate ship had sailed into the opening, with the other two on the way.
“Aim for the legs, take it down,” Joseph shouted. Sounds of battle echoed in the cavern, screams and shouts punctuated by ringing metal as blade clashed against blade. Caruso was shouting down the side of the ship to adjust the cannons.
Caught by surprise, the forces in the volcano had regrouped and formed a fighting wedge. They were tearing through the invaders, taking casualties, but giving far more out in return. He caught a brief glimpse of Raymond before he was lost in the melee.

    
  Ioannis burst into his room, wild eyed and out of breath.
“What is it?” Christos asked, a chill running through him at the sudden appearance. Ioannis paused to catch his breath.
“We’re under attack.” Christos didn’t hesitate.
“Sound the alarm, ready the boarding party.” Charts and business abandoned, Christos went for his sword. Andonis was with him, reviewing possible locations, and he sprinted out of the room to collect his own arms.
“Meet you in the control room,” he said, rushing out of Christos’ room without bothering to shut the door. From the opening faint sounds of battle came into the room. What was happening out there? Christos slung on his belt and dressed as quickly as he could, overcome with the nervousness of a fight.
He ran out of the room and into the control room, a hive of chaos. Men were running back and forth, weapons being drawn and readied.
“Captain, what should we do?”
“What’s happing up there?” Christos asked. Deacon was white as a sheet and looked to him for guidance. “Does anyone know?”
“Pirates breached the door, they’ve come into the hideout. They’ve got a monster,” Ioannis said. The young man was ready, a sword drawn in a trembling hand. Christos walked over to him and lowered the tip of it with his hand.
“Steady now, we’ve got the ship.” Cries of anguish and triumph came down the hatch, and the smell of sweat permeated the air. The crew was nervous. He was too. He had to control himself. “Have as many men as possible ready to join me.” Christos walked over to the bridge ladder.
“Where are you going?” Ioannis asked.
“To take a look. I’ll call for you when I need you.” Climbing fast, Christos was at the top in seconds. He cautiously poked his head out of the hatch. Pirates were everywhere, locked in battle with the others. Off to the left of the Alopias a ship had run aground on the beach. It was unfamiliar, and the hardened looking men coming out of it did not look friendly.
“Up the hatch, repel the invaders.” A group of defenders was holding back another wave, one of their ships trapped in the inlet. Christos mounted the bridge and steadied his feet while others followed. If they could catch them now they would have the advantage, and Christos directed them to the fight.
The crew of the Alopias came up and arrayed themselves on the deck of the ship to repel the boarders. Christos’ heart was pounding now, the wave of pirates was getting closer. In a few minutes they would be on the submarine. Milos kicked the gangplank off, sending it tumbling into the water with a splash, and readied a pole arm hook.
Andonis was the last out, armed with a second speargun that he tossed to Christos on his way.
“Got you this.”
“Thanks, I’ll need it.” Christos took aim and shot, piercing a man swimming up to the bow. There was another right behind, and Christos readied another spear, climbing down the bridge to join his men.
Stepping onto the deck he caught a glimpse of it and gasped. He didn’t notice it at first because of how well it blended into the surrounding rock, but the enormous crablike thing was hard to miss when it moved.
It released its hold on the rock and jumped, slamming into the water and sending a small tidal wave that rocked the boats surrounding it. The door, loosed of its blockage, slammed shut with a teeth chattering boom, echoed by cannons going off.
Christos gaped as he watched it, until a man bumped him. He turned around. Men were climbing up the side of the ship ready to fight. He took another one down with a spear to the chest and tried to reload, glancing back at the place where the monster had fallen.
“Brace for impact, hold on to whatever you can!” Christos grabbed onto the sail and the man next to him just as the wave reached them. It smashed into them, sweeping one man off the side of the submarine and filling his nose and mouth with bitter seawater.
Christos spluttered and coughed it out, glad to see that most of the men on the Alopias had kept their footing. The wave helped knock the boarders off momentarily, but many were already starting back up.
Behind them the monster had climbed up onto shore, walking with great stabs of its sharp legs toward the warring group. It reached them and walked over them, stabbing men of both sides without regard for the safety of the pirates.
It was coming for them, but the forges were in the way. Shrugging off spears and blades, the monster crashed into the forges’ roof supports and crunched into the crucibles. It swept one giant claw and knocked over the entire thing, sending spurts of flame and molten metal flying through the air.
More men went down, hit by the shrapnel of the attack, but the monster came on. Christos shot another pirate and dropped his speargun, out of spears. He drew his sword.
“Andonis, keep them at bay.” Christos turned and climbed back up to the bridge for a better view. Two enormous, red beady eyes of the monster looked his way, and the thing turned to come for them.
Christos raised his sword as the monster approached. He didn’t know what he could do and glanced to the open hatch. His men were still vulnerable below though, he couldn’t retreat to safety while they were in danger.
The monster was close now, and it opened a claw and jabbed it forward, grabbing the back of the Alopias in a deathlike grip. With the other claw it started hammering, the tip of it coated with an extra layer of shell. The skin of the Alopias dented.
“Get off of my ship,” Christos said, then chucked the speargun at its head. By some strange chance of luck, the speargun struck the thing in an eye. It released the Alopias and bellowed in anger, staggering back.
“I’ll do more than that if you come closer,” Christos said, then immediately regretted it.
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The monster slammed forward, smashing into the Alopias. Christos flew back against the railing and it cracked into him. His back broke through, jerking him backwards and flinging him off the bridge. Smoke billowed up out of the volcano’s opening as he splashed into the water below, too quick for him to even react. 

    
  “Move it out, get it aimed.” Caruso was urging his cannon crews on. Joseph recovered his wits as the monster hit the Alopias again with its armored claw. The ship wouldn’t be able to stand up to the beating for long.
The thing was angry, bellowing roars out of a distended mouth. Joseph grabbed Caruso’s arm, yelling in his ear.
“Can you aim at the mouth?”
“I’ll go below, try my best.” Caruso was covered in soot and ash, and men were locked in battle with boarders on the deck below. Joseph nodded and drew a sword, holding it awkwardly before him. Men were screaming and dying before him, and he faltered.
Caruso went down to the deck swinging, taking out a pirate who had come up over the side of the ship with a slash and sending him tumbling back down to the water. In a second he had entered the hold and was gone, leaving Joseph on the quarterdeck.
Joseph was overwhelmed. The smell of blood and filth and smoke, the sounds of battle around him, and the sight of it flooded his senses. He backed up, hitting the railing, and spun. On the other side of the lagoon the monster had torn a hole in the Alopias and was continuing its assault. It looked hopeless.
Then, the cannons fired. One of the cannon balls flew true, striking the monster in the face and toppling it without a word. Joseph sunk to his knees. The enemy ships were on fire, ablaze in light, and the pirate forces were dwindling. They were surrendering on the Vanguard, but the pirates on the beach continued even though they were outnumbered.
They all died, cut down to the last man, a hulking brute with wild white eyes and blazing red hair. It took four men to bring him down, bleeding from a dozen or more cuts. Joseph drew in a deep, ragged breath. What use was I?
He looked down at his hands. They were trembling uncontrollably. His sword lay on the deck, and he vomited over the side, imagining having to sink it into another man’s flesh. The wounded were crying and groaning behind him.
“Sir, are you all right?” A light touch on his shoulder made Joseph draw back. He spun. Caruso was standing above him.
“I’m fine.” Caruso extended a hand, and Joseph hesitated, but then took it. He got to his feet quickly, smoothing his clothes and trying to recover his composure. Inside he was a rush of emotions.
“It will get easier.” Joseph looked away.
“I can’t believe that. What kind of man would I be if that were true?” Caruso was hurt by his words, eyes widening, then hardening quickly. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“No offense taken. The young have the privilege of not seeing life as it is. I understand.”
“What of the Vanguard?” Joseph asked, clearing his throat. He didn’t want to talk about the subject anymore. Caruso went to the side.
“She’s lodged in the sand. I’ll have to inspect her to know how much damage was done. It will take some work to get her off.” The ship had been swung by the wave of the monster, facing toward the cave entrance. “I’ll see to it.” Joseph nodded, and Caruso went to do his duty.
The hideout had fared far worse. The smelters and forges were a smoldering heap of wood and metal. There was little hope of salvaging them. Completed torpedoes had been scattered, but a large group of them lay untouched, a small miracle.
They were fishing men out of the water, alive and dead, and Joseph saw his opportunity to help. Replacing his sword, which he carried bitterly now, he crossed the newly laid gangplank to the beach. He broke into a run when he hit the sand, slowed by it shifting beneath his boots.
“Get a plank. Don’t go into the water with them,” Joseph said, grabbing a broken boarding hook from the beach. Men were about to swim out, but they hesitated and followed his instructions. Joseph reached the edge of the water and helped to fish men out of the water around the Alopias.
Christos was the second man to come out. His eyes were closed and Joseph put an ear on his wet chest. There was a heartbeat, but it was faint.
“Christos, can you hear me?” When there was no response Joseph urged another man to help him and they pulled him farther away from the water. He turned Christos’ head to the side and opened his mouth, seawater trickling from it.
Joseph rocked back to his heals. The rest of the men that were coming out now were likely dead, and more of them were scattered on the beach. Raymond was leading crews to find the wounded. They were taking them to the dining hall and laying them in rows. Nadia and Avina were tending to them.
“What am I going to tell them?” A wave of sadness washed over him, and he lowered his head. “That I was too late, that I lead them here?” He held a hand over his head. It was overwhelming.
Christos retched, then vomited on the sand. Relief spread over Joseph, and he rushed to sit him up.
“What happened?” Christos asked, then yelped as Joseph pulled him up.
“What is it?”
“My leg.” It was at an awkward angle, and Joseph hoped they hadn’t done that pulling him out. “Go slowly.” Joseph, taking care to avoid the leg, slung his arm over his shoulder and walked him to the makeshift hospital.
“What did you do now?” Nadia asked, rushing over to tend to him. She prodded his body, careful to stay away from his right leg, evaluating it with firm hands that flew fast.
“He stood up to a beast ten times his size,” Joseph said, glad to see only the leg appeared hurt. Nadia pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, but Christos looked past her to the Alopias.
It wasn’t pretty, the top half of the hull was smashed in. The way the monster had gone for the ship, it was unnatural.
“Get well, and quickly.” Joseph stood and Christos nodded. He left them, going over to the forge. Dan was there, picking through the wreckage. His face was downcast and stormy all at once.
“What’s the damage?” Joseph asked. Dan’s hand clenched tight on a rock, pulverizing it. He let open his hand, the dust falling to the sand.
“I could repair it, if you gave me the supplies and time. Everything is destroyed.” The crucibles had cracked and shattered, metal hardened in pools that snaked across the ground. Joseph felt crushed, all the work and expense that had gone into it. Ruined. He closed his eyes to hold back bitter tears of disappointment.
“And the torpedoes?”
“Half ruined, maybe more. With the full load outs on the Alopias and Fania, it could have been worse.” Joseph sucked in his breath. That was far too many, and at a time when they had no advantage to spare.
“If you had the parts for the forge, how long would it take?” Joseph didn’t know why he asked, but he had to know.
“Seven, eight months at the fastest. Lad, I’d be lucky to have this working in a year.”
“Well, I can’t get them anyway. Aberfaber fell months ago, and I wouldn’t know where to get new forges apart from them.” Bright red coals of the fires still burned, but since the forges were separated from all the other buildings, there was no sense in trying to put them out. The volcano had gone dormant again. This time, probably for good.
“What are we going to do?” Joseph chewed on the question for a moment, then stroked his chest where he kept the locket Sophia had given him so long ago.
“We carry out the plan, take the fight to the enemy.” That brought a thought back, and he turned to go.
“Where are you going?”
“I’ve got a present to deliver.”

    
  Christos braced, biting down on the stick. Fire lanced up his leg, and it was all he could do to not scream out in pain.
“Done,” Avina said, releasing his leg. It was straight again, the bone back beneath the skin. A wave of lightheadedness washed over him, and he let the stick drop from his mouth. Nadia wiped the sweat from his forehead with a practiced hand.
“I’ll get this.” Nadia took
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