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For my Uncle William and Aunt Debra and their adventures. 



Yes, I still go on my own as often as I can!






Chapter 1



The cold, morning November winds off Scotlands Eastern coast danced through clouds of smoke and stirred burnt rigging, slowly making the ropes shudder in the wind. Sailcloth lay strewn about the blackened deck of the Fair Winds, collapsed into burnt piles where it had been torn from the masts above. Overhead, the gasbag of the ship remained tight, straining against rigging frayed by grapeshot. Here and there, the dead bodies of crew members lay still and silent, like so many scattered, bloody and broken toys.

From out of the smoke, Captain Anthony Hunter eased over the railing like a dark specter,pistol drawn and at the ready. Once his tall boots touched down on the abused deck, he reached beneath his worn brown longcoat to tug at the tether that trailed out behind him in the smoky veil, checking to make sure it was still attached to the Griffins rail far behind him.

Kneeling down, he brushed his leather-gloved clockwork hand over the worn deck tenderly, with a great respect. The charred wood flaked at his touch, crumbling between the artificial fingers of his left hand. All around, he could hear the ship crying out, with faint cracks and groans in the pre-dawn. They were the sounds of a ship nearly beaten to death.

With the faint rasp of cotton cloth brushing against the cracked wooden railing, Moira Wycliffe, blacksmith and clockwork engineer for the Brass Griffin, dropped down next to the captain. Behind her, Conrad OFallon emerged out of the smoke, warily scanning the silent deck.

Capn? She whispered quietly, kneeling beside him. Her eyes combed through the morning gloom and thick smoke, a single action Colt revolver in hand. Her other hand shifted her shoulder bag behind her, then pulled lightly at the tether attached to her belt, making sure it was still fastened.

Hunter shook his head. Nothing alive so far, he replied quietly, and Ive my doubts about the ships stability. I count fifteen bodies here on deck. Look to be mostly crew. No sign of any longskiffs, yet.

OFallon listened carefully to the groans of distressed wood for a long moment. Ahd be takin some care Capn, the Scotsman said thoughtfully. If Ah be any judge, Fair Winds here be good enough for the air, long enough to make it close to Edinburgh cause of them new steel plates on her outsides, but Ahd not trust her to keep afloat. Her bones might be a bit brittle from the blasts we saw along her sides. 

Then we wont stay any longer than we need to, The captain said, rising slowly and stepping aside to make room while three more of the Brass Griffins crew came aboard. The Fair Winds sent out her distress, at most, one hour ago. The message from the opti said she carried about one hundred and fifty passengers. Out of all that, someone has to be here. Lets check for survivors.

OFallon glanced around at the thick clouds of gray smoke that clutched at the ruined ship. Shes got the look of a clipper. Ahd put the passenger berths mid-ship. 

Mr. Whitehorse? Hunter said, looking at Krumer, take two others with you and check below decks, the rest with me. Well search the officers cabins. If were lucky, someone is left. 

Aye, Krumer said with a short nod, unhooking the tether from his belt. He looked over at the two young men who had just joined the others on deck. Lucas, you and William are with me. Look and listen sharp, lads, if anyone survived, they may be hiding. 

Once the trio had walked off towards the mid-deck, where a ladder sat waiting to allow them access to the dark bowels of the vessel, Captain Hunter removed his own tether, then motioned for Conrad and Moira to do likewise and follow him into the thick smoke obscuring the stern of the ship. 

Moira sidestepped around a blackened spur of wood, thrust upwards at an angle through the main deck like a jagged claw. She glanced nervously at the ruined decking, then towards the scorched metal and wood around it. Respectfully, she averted her eyes from a dead crewman who had nearly been cut in half by artillery shot. From her quick glimpse, he looked not much older than herself. His body sat propped up against the burnt spur of wood. 

All this and then gone in an hour,Moira said in amazement. Pirates, ya think?

OFallon, pausing to stamp out some rigging that still burned with a bright, but small fire, shook his head, Pirates? Na likely. Especially not around these shippin lanes in the Channel. Pirates na be a problem in quite sometime, not since the French be runnin em ta ground when they took Algiers some forty to fifty years ago. Course, coulda been pirates outta Ireland.

Not all pirates come from the Barbary Coast, Hunter said darkly, then paused at the open doorway leading down into the officers cabins in the stern of the ship. He eyed the wrecked door, nearly battered from its hinges. Though you have a point about the Irish air pirates. I had heard some were operating out of Galway again.

Beyond what remained of the door, the short stairs spilled out into a small common room. It was not unlike the one aboard the Griffin, only this one was larger. Hunter squinted through the acrid smoke, trying to see into the semi-darkness. Through the doorway, the gloom was interrupted by the filtered half-light of morning. Chairs were overturned, and the silhouettes of two bodies lay among a small pool of debris on the floor.

When nothing moved, he set his mouth in a hard line,then pushed lightly. The sole hinge that supported the wooden door creaked in aggravated protest, a mournful howl that shivered in the gloom while the door swung wide. The captain stepped carefully inside. 

They put up a stand here, Hunter commented, stepping over the body of an officer, dead from a bullet wound to the chest, at least some of the crew did. 

Moira followed the captain inside, but OFallon stopped at the twisted door. Doors a good stout wood with steel bracin, OFallon said, running his hands along the mangled frame. Take a good bit to be hammerin it open. Batterin ram maybe? Barrel of powder might do it, too.

Hard to tell if they made off with anythin, Moira said, dropping her pistol into the holster at her waist. She put her hands on her hips, glancing around, getting a feel for her surroundings.

The room was in a shambles. The lone table had been snapped in two,and one of its legs had beenused as a makeshift club during what had to have been an ugly fight. Blood coated the jagged end of the wooden table leg, pooling beneath it on the deck. Neither the person who wielded it or the person struck by it were to be seen.

Along the wallsthe few cabinets, most often used to store charts and other small items for use by the ships officers, had been thrown open and hastily searched. Broken bottles of ink, fountain pens and torn maps littered the deck. Next to dark gouges where bullets had torn open holes in the surrounding walls of the room, blood splatters stained the doorways. 

Captain Hunter sighed heavily, feeling the weight of the moment settle on his shoulders like a yoke. Well need the ships manifest and passenger list to get an idea of who or what she was carrying, and why it was valuable enough to incite … this, he said, slowly gesturing at the two dead ships officers and ruined room. Ill search the captains cabin for his logbook.

Aye, Capn, Moira replied somberly. She watched Hunter cross the room, to disappear through an open doorway into one of the adjoining cabins. Kneeling down, the young woman lifted a wooden chair, setting it uprightto begin her search.

OFallon, intent on the door, traced out the damage with skillful fingers. Just dont be makin sense, he muttered half to himself.

What dont? Moira asked, peering curiously at a winding mechanism obviously torn from a clockwork servitor. 

How they be getting in here, the Griffins quartermaster replied. Using a barrel of powder wouldve pushed the door an the frame out a the wall. Some of the wall would be comin loose with it, too. Thered also be powder burns runnin all over. None of that looks to have happened here, though.

Probably one of them bigger servitors, the rest might still be here. Maybe it remembers somethin, Moira muttered to herself, stuffing the winding mechanism into her shoulder bag. Remembering her previous question, she glanced over her shoulder at the door OFallon was currently interested in. 

Well, so they didnt use any barrel of powder. It means they beat it open, right? She asked before sifting through a loose stack of maps near one of the two dead bodies. 

OFallon grunted a wordless reply, then squinted at the huge dent that comprised the lions share of damage to the door. Ah suppose, he said finally. Itd be one mighty big ram, Ah be thinkin. Whod be goin to all that trouble to carry such a thing when boardin a ship, though? This dent be two to three foot across. 

The quartermasters question fell away, lost on the windas Moira discovered an engraved wooden box beneath the scattered maps. Excited, she opened it, only to find it empty. She tossed the box aside with a deflated sigh, then located a pair of leather-bound books.

Picking up the first one, she glanced over at OFallon and the door. This time she noticed what had drawn his attention. She frowned, I see what ya mean. Thats one big dent. Somethin like that would be a good-sized log. Maybe they used a broken mast end?

The quartermaster grunted again in reply. He looked outat some of the ruined wooden beams littering the deck beyond the cabin doorway. Could be, could be.

A few feet away, Captain Hunter could hear snatches of the conversation from the other room whilehe searched the captains cabin. It was as decimated as the previous room, but was devoid of any dead crew members. He slid his pistol into its holster, squatted down, and lifted the lid on a modest sea chest of dark wood and iron. Carefully, he rooted around among the scattered belongings inside for anything that looked similar to what he would know as a log book. 

Nothing here, he commented, shutting the lid to the chest. He glanced around the room, trying to imagine what it had looked like before it had become ransacked. 

Not many personal belongings, so either you were quite frugal, or this was not a vessel you were going to stay long with, Hunter said aloud. His eyes settled on a small, glass-paned cabinet with its lock intact. Inside stooda pair of glass bottles that both held an amber liquid. He crossed the room.

Now that is odd, Hunter said, tugging at the lock. Through the glass he recognized the bottle labels, one being a Glenlivet Scotch, the other a very old Highland Malt Scotch whiskey. Neither would be cheap to acquire. Who attacks a ship, obviously sacks it, yet overlooks this?

As Hunter examined the scarred lock, the dawning light streamed in through the small cabin window across the room. For a moment, something unusual about the sea chest nagged at his mind. He left the bottles and returned to the sea chest.

The chest itself looked simple enough, being nothing more than a large box, criss-crossed with dark iron bands. A pair of key locks adorned the top, each with a key protruding from them. The captain had seen a similar construction like this before.

It was an older type of chest, where both keys had to be turned in unison to work the elaborate mechanism inside. If not, the six iron bars and two-inch-thick cogs would not turn, thereby not allowing the lid to be opened. Hunter lifted the heavy top and looked closely at the mechanism.

The rails look rather long, he said thoughtfully, I wonder …

Anthony closed the lid and turned both keys in unison. The keys stopped with a click, the bars slid into place, and locked the chest. On a lark, he tried twisting the keys farther. At first, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the keys turned. The iron bars slid again and a panel in the right side of the chest popped open. Inside was a thin leather journal, stained dark with droplets of blood. 

Aha, brilliant! Hunter said with a grim smile. Lifting the book out, he flipped through the pages then nodded. Good choice of a hiding place Captain … Baker is it? Well, Captain Baker, lets see what you have to say, hm?

Capn! Moiras shout of alarm echoed from the outer room, breaking through his thoughts. Hunter snapped the log book closed and raced for the door, drawing his pistol in a single, smooth motion. He stopped to one side of the open doorway and peered through towards Moira and OFallon. Both were huddled in the middle of the room, pouring over a wide journal bound in red leather.

The captain dropped his pistol back into the holster and walked over towards them, What is it Moira? Is it the manifest?

Aye, for the passengers, she replied. Most names I dont recognize. Two I do, though. You know em too!Quickly, she turned the book around and stabbed a finger at a pair of names, her eyes wide with alarm.

Hunter took the book from Moira and scanned the page. His eyes raceddown to the two names Moiras finger indicated. He felt his heart jump.

Maria Von Patterson, Doctor, Hunter recited slowly, with daughter Angela Von Patterson. Cargo: Personal baggage, a small crate of alchemy scrolls, and other ancient antiquities bound for Royal Museum of London.

Hunter sighed heavily and rubbed his eyes. Angels and ministers of Grace, defend us … I think weve found an answer to why someone might have attacked the Fair Winds.




Chapter 2



Captain Hunter walked out of the ruined room that adjoined the officers quarters, returning to the main deck of the Fair Winds. All around, the ever-present smoke clung to the ships rigging like a greedy wraith, as if waiting for the right moment to drop on the unwary. The morning sun was well above the horizon now, stubbornly burning away any fog loitering on deck, darting about like ghosts seeking shelter from the sunrise.

The captain looked around at the devastation, his frown deepening. The wooden planks were blood-splattered, burnt and gouged. That the ship survived at all was a small miracle of engineering. His eyes picked their way across the deck, towards the small moorings on the far side, where the usual restraining lines for a longskiff hung loose in the breeze. He made a mental note of that, then continued to visually scour his surroundings for any more details.

Moira poked her head out of the doorway. Capn? Yer not wantin the other officers bunks checked? She asked. 

Anthony tore his mind away from the ugly scene, glancing over his shoulder. Hm? Oh, yes. Yes, I do, Moira. I just needed to collect my thoughts a moment.

The lady blacksmith shrugged. Ill get to em. Yer busy figurin out how were rescuin Angela and the others, she said brightly, quickly pulling her brownish-red hair back into a neat braid, thenvanishing back inside.

That I am, Hunter said thoughtfully, with a small sigh, even if its only a guess.

Conrad OFallon, the Brass Griffins quartermaster, walked out of the dark room, moments after Moira had left. Wiping sweat from his bald head, he joined Hunter on deck. She be off searchin like a madwoman, tossin things all about. Best Ahd be out here.

The captain smirked, Likely safer.

So, just how do we be goin about findin the trail of an airship, with a good hours head start, off across the North Sea? Conrad asked curiously, folding his arms over his chest.

We head for where theyre bound, the captain replied, although, naturally, the trick in practice is to find the correct port.

Hunter gestured at the loose mooring lines on the far side of the deck. Thelongskiffs are gone, sowe can hazard a guess that all this took place, then the attackers …

Pirates, Capn, OFallon interrupted. Ah know what ye said before, but itd be quicker to call it as it looks. The Scotsman waved a hand around at the dead bodies. Crew killed, passengers missin? Looks like a bunch of pirates doin a slave run. Leastwise, be lookin like that to me.

Anthonys mouth turned into an hard flat line. For lack of a better word, itll do, he replied uncomfortably. Though, even if Im hard pressed to admit it, youve got a fair point. The captain took a deep breath, starting again, So, the pirates hit the Fair Winds, kill her crew, presumably raid her stores, and make away with some or all of the passengers.

The quartermaster nodded once in agreement, all in under a wee hour, with time to get gone afore we arrive. Efficient.

Too bloody damn efficient, Hunter replied with a sour tone. Something doesnt fit here. I just cant put my finger on it yet.

The pair spun around as a sharp yell came from the officer cabins. Before they could move, Moira came running out. In her hands lay the broken clockwork and leather body of a damaged owl servitor. The lady blacksmith had a grin of triumph as she waved the ruined machine at the two men. 

Found it! She said exuberantly, somebody tossed it into a corner. I got the windin key and mainsprings in my pouch. Give me a little time, and I can be makin this little bird sing again, Capn.

Conrad looked the device over. The owl was ten inches long, with a wide wingspan of over thirty inches. Brass plates were riveted at the joints, backed by a soft gray leather that served as the machines skin. A healthy set of plumage had been painstaking attached to the outside of the machine, giving it a more natural appearance. That is if the presence of metal plates riveted to the hollow metal skeleton at the shoulders, legs and on the feet were in any way natural.

Unlike the typical owl servitor, this one had wires and bent springs protruding from holes torn in the leather skin and ripped metal plates. Itlooked the farthest anyone could get from functional.

The quartermaster gave Captain Hunter a dubious glance. Capn, last time Ah ever be seein a servitor torn this bad was when one got itself accidentally shot up by artillery. But, it could be holdin the ships logs, or even what it saw durin the attack. 

He gingerly lifted a framedwing, partially devoid of feathers, that had been twisted in a painful-looking right angle.A parallel set of marks were scored into the metal. Looks like somethin took out after the wee thing with a set of claws.

Angela, ya think? Moira offered. When shes got the wolf upon her, she can do some awful damage with her claws.

Hunter lifted one of the shredded strips of leather for a moment, then let it fall back. Possibly. Despite being a young werewolf, youre quite right, she is very strong. Especially when shes set her mind to a task at hand. But why would she bother? Moira, how long till you could get something useful from the servitor?

Moira turned the disemboweled metal bird over in her hands, considering the damage. Oh, half-hour maybe. Wont fly, but it might could speak.

Make it fifteen minutes, and Ill seriously consider that large cargo haul to Boston in the Americas, along with some of that down time youve been after me about, Hunter replied with a faint smirk.

The young womans features lit with excitement, Really? Im on it, Capn! Moira raced off across the deck, machinery in hand, heading for the first place she could cross over to her workshop aboard the Brass Griffin.

OFallon and Hunter both chuckled. The captain grinned at Moiras retreating figure. Shes been eager to see Boston. Always has since shes been aboard.

Ah remember once she be sayin that its the height of culture and art, OFallon folded his arms over his chest. Probably hopin to get to wear that fancy dress she keeps stashed away. Probably off to be seein the theater.

Hunter looked at OFallon in surprise, Moira? The captain looked back towards where Moira left. Hm, really? Well, the shipping to Boston is quite lucrative right now, and while were there, she could get a recording of a performance or something. Hunters words faded as he snapped his fingers at the flash of inspiration. A recording … of course.

Eh? OFallon asked, Ah dont follow.

The ships opti, Hunter explained. Its a quite a long shot, but if they saw the pirates coming, they may have tried to contact them.

The quartermaster nodded, And if they answered, wed be gettin their opti series number, which could lead us right to em, or nearly so.

Exactly, Hunter replied.

Lot of ifs there, Capn, OFallon said dubiously, even if that be only two of em. Theyre a might large.

Its a good place to start, though, Hunter replied. 

I think youll want these, then, Captain, Krumer Whitehorse said, his deep voice echoing through the smoke. From the ladder to below decks, Krumer emerged holding a pair of black,wax-coated cylinders in his right hand. 

Lucas found them below, the first mate explained while walking over to Conrad and Captain Hunter. Someone moved the ships opti-telegraphic below-decks and hid it in the engine room.

Hunter nodded knowingly, which would be where the antennae leads hook into the ships generators.

Quite right,  Krumer replied. Clever hiding place, too  stuffed between two boilers. Lucas wouldve missed it, but the cotton insulation on the wires had started to blacken and smoke from the heat of the boilers. Once he dug it out, he brought it to me straight away.

The captain looked around behind Krumer at the silent deck. Just where are the lads, anyway?

Cargo hold, Krumer said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the dark hatch behind him. Thought there might be a hint of what was taken down there. My thinking was that if we could find out what the pirates took, and what they left behind, it might give us an idea as to where theyd stop to sell the goods.

Indeed, Anthony said, good thinking.

One thing be eatin at me here, Conrad said thoughtfully, finally speaking up, these pirates run the Fair Winds down, beat her bloody, board her, then be makin off with crew, cargo and moren a few passengers. He glanced between the captain and the first mate with a dark, suspicious look. Why not scuttle her? Why be leavin her up flyin where shed be found? If ye took all ye want from her, one quick broadside wouldve sunk her quick.

Hunters mind turned that over once, then twice in rapid succession. Youre right … why leave her intact? Were only a few hours sail from Scotlands coast. Any number of Royal cutters on patrolcould happen upon the Fair Winds …  The captains voice trailed off, an ugly thought materializing fully formed in his mind. Except … to kill off anyone who heard the distress and came flying in to help!

Krumer Whitehorse and OFallon exchanged a sharp glance, realizing the imminent danger.

Itd distract the navy, and confuse pursuit. Spirits take us, shes trapped, Krumer said in a hoarse voice. But where? 

Bloody hell! Itd have to be near the magazines below decks! Hunter exclaimed while he ran for the open hatch nearby, followed by Krumer and Conrad. Weve got to get the lads from below and abandon ship!

At that moment, William Falke burst into view from out of the hatch. He scrambled up the ladder, followed closely by Lucas Gregory, the pilots apprentice. Both young men stumbled forward in their haste tumbling to the deck,white as sheets and visibly terrified.

Capn! Shes gonna blow! The cargo hold! Powders everywhere and its burnin! William shouted,climbing to his feet. We accidentally set it off when we shoved the door open!

Back to the Griffin! Hunter ordered. The captain raised his voice, grabbing William by one arm, hauling him quickly to his feet. Ahoy, Griffin! Cut the lines! Now! The captain yelled, the Fair Winds powder is set to blow!

Shouts in the smoke relayed the command. The dull thud of axe blades hammered in rapid succession, as one rope, then another was abruptly severed. Meanwhile, Krumer and OFallon led the others in a mad race across the ruined deck of the Fair Winds. 

The first mate reached the railing first, leaping across to the Brass Griffin. Conrad OFallon came next, hesitating a moment as the ship shuddered beneath his hands from a small explosion. The Scotsman reached out and grabbed a loose tether to the Griffin, throwing the harness on. 

Toss three more tethers! He yelled.

Hunter skidded to a stop at the rail next to OFallon. The captain glanced over at the Griffin, then to where OFallon had stood a moment ago. William and Lucas should have been right behind Hunter. He spun around, a cold chill racing along his spine.

Damnation, Anthony said bitterly.

The wooden deck planks, already savaged by fire and artillery shot, had given way beneath the two young men. William had managed to leap to safety. Lucas, dangling like fishing bait on a hook, had not. 

At the moment the wood had shattered, then collapsed beneath the young pilots right foot, it had sent the young man plunging downward. Before Lucas had vanished beneath the deck, he had managed to grab onto a length of rope still tied to where a mast twenty feet away was bolted to the main deck. While the young man clutched at the rope with sweat-slick hands, beneath his feet, he could feel the rising heat of a fire below.

Next to Lucas, William frantically yanked on the wood, breaking off small splinters and fragments at a time  nothing large enough to free the young pilot from his death trap.

Anthony raced across the deck, helping to move the wood with which William struggled. It did little good. Even with both men pulling, the planks remained resolutely in place. Through gaps in the hole, Hunter could see where the wooden edge had sliced both Lucas pants and leg like a torrent of knives, leaving long, bloody gashes. Lucas needed to be bandaged, and soon.

Without warning, the ship shuddered violently, knocking William and Hunter off their feet as a muffled explosion erupted somewhere below decks.

Go on! Lucas yelled, tears streaming from his eyes from pain and terror, Im done for!

Not on my watch, lad! Hunter replied sharply, looking around for anything close at hand. Grabbing a length of bent pipe, the captain slammed one end down into a small gap in the wood like a crack of thunder. Pull, Will! Put your back into it!

Aye, Capn! William Falke replied, grabbing hold of the pipe and pulling with every fiber of his being.

Wood protested, splintered, then snapped, flying out in all directions as William and Hunter fell backwards to the deck. William rolled over, clutchingLucas by his left arm before he could fall farther. The captain grabbed onto the young mans right a moment later. Together they hauled the wounded apprentice up, then half-carried him across the deck.

OFallon quickly wrapped a tether around Lucas. Haul away! He shouted.

Aboard the Brass Griffin, two crewmen pulled hard, the leather going abruptly taught. Lucas gasped in surprise and pain, swinging up into the air, then away from the Fair Winds. Once the wounded young man was safely on the other ship, OFallon tossed a tether to William, then another to Captain Hunter. 

No sooner had the pair strapped in, a belch of white-orange flame erupted like a geyser through the Fair Winds deck. Wooden shards exploded up and out, showering everything in their path with hundreds of steaming hot needles. The three men were summarily tossed into the air, then slammed to the Fair Winds main deck.

Dying, the Fair Winds pitched sideways, listing as the gas bag above them caught fire,and scorched rigging snapped like twine. On the vessels main deck, Hunter blinked his eyes, then shook his head, clearing the fog from his mind. Next to him, William was out cold, having struck his head against the deck. Already,a bruise was starting to form on the young mans forehead.

OFallon, who had grabbed a broken piece of deck, let go his grip and slid down to where Williams body rolled loose. The Scotsman dug in his heels, slowing himself to a stop to grab William by his left arm to steady him. The tight leather straps of the tethers creaked, preventing all three men from falling into the flames.

Hunter glared defiantly at the blaze, then up at the railing. Their tethers twitched but nothing more. With a stomach-churning drop, the Fair Winds tossed again, giving Hunter a brief glimpse aboard the Brass Griffin. Their tethers still stretched between the ships, but were caught up in a knot at the pulley!

The tethers are fouled at the main pulley, Hunter shouted out over the roar of the flames.

OFallon squinted from the soot and heat, the old girl heres dyin Capn! Near as Ah see it, shes givin it all shes got to keep us alive for now. She wont hold much longer! If theyre not pullin us aboard now, well not make it!

The captain looked over at OFallon and yelled out as more explosions started to shake the mortally wounded vessel in rapid succession, then theres only one place to go! Follow me!

With a tight grip on Williams right arm, Hunter staggered to his feet alongside OFallon. The pair exchanged a glance, then looked toward the railing not far ahead of them. They were easily three miles above the cold, dark waters of the North Sea.

Yelling as if charging into battle, Hunter and OFallon raced up the sloping deck towards the rail, with Williams unconscious form being carried between them. Immediately behind the trio, the deck erupted in rapid successionwith each step. Orange balls of fire vomited skyward, and wood shattered into thousands of jagged teeth scattered across the wind. Heat clawed at their lungs, and fire clutched at their boot heels, as if the flames themselves had taken life and were hungry for prey. 

The men reached the rail at a dead run, the deck dissolving in the flaming purgatory fast chasing them. They leaped up, stepping off from the rail, throwing themselves outward into the smoky, empty space of air growing between the two ships.

Suddenly the Fair Winds shattered in a savage fireball, exploding like a bomb. The sky roared behind them, screaming with the fury of hell itself. 




Chapter 3



Flames consumed the sky, with acrid black smoke choking out the sun. The heat blistered the air around Anthony Hunter, and everywhere he looked flared the dusky orange blaze of hell struggling to swallow him whole. Heat gripped his lungs, and fire lashed at his arms, searing his skin to the breaking point. 

With a wordless shout of pain, he jerked upright in his bunk. Instinctively, the captain rolled to one side, coming to his feet with a pistol clutched tight in his right hand. Panting, his wits slowly returned as he recognized the familiar surroundings of his cabin.

An abrupt break from the hellish landscape of his nightmares, warm sunlight streamed through the dusty cabin windows, gracing the old wood of his desk and the smooth planks of the deck beneath his feet. Hunter sighed heavily as the nightmare slowly evaporated in his mind, retreating like fog from the morning sun. 

Suddenly, the door to his cabin flew open. Krumer Whitehorse rushed inside, followed by Dr. Thorias Llwellyn. His nerves still on edge, Hunter spun immediately, pistol at the ready. Seeing their disheveled captain standing there in trousers, soot-stained shirt, wool socks, and brandishing a loaded gun and a angry snarl, the pair immediately threw themselves to either side of the door.

Captain, wait! Hold fire! Krumer said quickly.

Captain Hunter blinked twice, looking past the lingering vision of flames and imagined scores of pirates bearing down on him to finally see Krumer and Thorias. Anthony glanced down, considering the pistol amoment, then dropped it into the holster next to his bunk.

My apologies, The captain said, slightly distracted by the last fleeting memories of the nightmare.

Krumer looked around the cabin in alarm, Captain, what is it? Why the shout?

The ship? Hunter asked, ignoring the first mates question, how is she?

Seeing the captain was in no danger, the first mate relaxed. Fine enough, for the most part. Were a bit singed, but nothing that cant be patched as we go. Krumer gave Hunter a suspicious glance, Captain, are you certain there isnt anything wrong?

Nothing, Hunter said wearily, its nothing.

Nothing doesnt inspire one to grab a firearm, and wave it about while half-dressed, Thorias quipped, giving his old friend an amused look. 

The captain rubbed his left shoulder, suddenly realizing that it ached just slightly. Crossing the room to a washbasin on the far side from his bunk, he stripped off his torn, soot-stained shirt, and turned a spigot to fill it with a little water pumped up from below decks. Shutting off the spigot, he splashed some of water on his face.

Just reliving the leap from the Fair Winds, Anthony finally admitted, turning the crank that drained the water from the basin towards the ships water purification distillery next to the engine room. Turning away from the water cabinet, he crossed to a small wardrobe to retrieve a clean, blue cotton shirt. How long have I been out of commission? 

Before you do that, let me check your shoulder, Thorias said quickly before the captain could pull on the fresh shirt, best check now to see if anything new has developed.

Hunter waited impatiently. Very well. Its only a mild ache. Im right as rain, all things considered.

Ill be the judge of that. Also,given how you came back aboard with OFallon and William, Im surprised its only just an ache, Thorias said wryly. Youve been here for four hours at the least, old man. The blast took a good bit out of you, and naturally William, too, as hes not fully recovered from his own adventure in Edinburgh with that murderer. OFallon is, well, as he always is.

Krumer chuckled, his deep voice rumbling with humor. Which means if he felt any of it, whod notice? Hes scaling rigging now, doing some patch work on the gas bag.

Bruised but not broken, which is good, considering you partially landed on that shoulder when you rolled across the deck. Thorias said,stepping back from the captain. 

Hunter finished pulling on his shirt, ignoring the complaints from his shoulder. Good enough for now, he said, picking up his coat from the back of a chair. 

The doctor shook his head slightly. I would suggest you rest, but I know better. If you both will pardon me, I need to check on Lucas and William. Both of whom, I might add, are dutifully following the doctors orders, Thorias chided, shaking a finger and giving a stern look at Captain Hunter. 

Krumer grinned broadly, while Thorias turned smartly on his heel and stalked from the cabin. A bemused smile crossed Hunters face before he, too, left the cabin for the main deck.

On deck, a brisk wind raced across the ship and through the rigging. The steady pulse of the ships propellor hummed in the air, driving the Brass Griffin forward. Sunlight warmed the deck the ship sped along in the clear, almost cloudless sky over the North Atlantic.

Captain Hunter paused to listen to the crew going about their business: the creak of the ships wood, the rustle of the fabric of the gasbag overhead, and the rasp of the sailcloth stretched by the wind. Familiar and comforting sounds, much opposed to the sounds of fire and explosions. 

Anything come of those recording cylinders? Hunter asked when Krumer joined him on deck.

Moira has them now, the first mate replied. She said she could cobble something together that could play them from the spare parts of an opti. That was a few hours ago, though.

Between those and that ruined servitor, shes bound to have found something by now, the captain said, walking across the deck to a raised cover protecting one of the two hatches below decks. Hunter paused just before the hatch, staring ruefully at the ladder as he massaged his aching shoulder.

Well, Arcady is with her, Krumer said matter-of-factly, so given its a machine theyre repairing, Ive no doubt hell be helpful.

He? The captain said with a smirk, not it? Softening on the Clockwork as a whole?

A faint blush crept into the orcs cheeks, its simpler to think of Arcady as a he. An it would be a chair, and a chair doesnt talk back. Arcady talks incessantly.

Well, he does spend quite a lot of time with Thorias, Hunter offered, chuckling, before carefullydescending the ladder.

Just below the main deck, towards the rear of the vessel, the pair walked between a couple of wooden shelves, one set resting above a lower one. These were edged with wooden planks to fashion a bed frame for crew members. 

Every bunk contained a modest blanket and canvas duffle, or ditty bag, that held a sailors personal belongings. The occasional clockwork spark lanterns, small hand-sized lanterns lit by an electric arc dancing between a pair of carbon rods, hung from wooden pegs providing an eerie pale blue-white glow.

This was one of two ten-foot-longsleeping compartments for the crew. This one was situated adjacent to the Brass Griffins claustrophobic engine room where the massive steam engines, clockwork mechanisms, and Tesla barrel transformers regulated the vessels power. 

Crossing to the far end of the room, the captain and the first mate stopped at the narrow wooden door, stained with water and other odd residue from the boilers. The faded words Wear your Goggles! Could still be made out on worn, scarred surface. Anthony opened the door, just as Moira Wycliffe was about to do the same from the opposite side. 

Capn! Mr. Whitehorse! She exclaimed in surprise. Moira grinned from beneath a pair of her leather-framed work goggles. The lenses gave her a slightly bug-eyed appearance. I was about to go find ya both!

Anthony raised an eyebrow with a smirk. Indeed? We were coming to see if youve made any progress on that servitor.

Quite a bit, she said cheerfully, gesturing for them to follow her. Inside, Moira led the twothrough the tangle of wires and confusion of pipes that was commonplace in most airships. Through the narrow corridor and into the engine room itself, she turned right and stopped at a narrow workbench littered with both tools and half a reconstructed owl servitor. 

On the table, a buzzing sound hummed over the racket of the ships engines. In a blur, an oversized dragonfly of brass and leather leapt up into the air, hovering over the dismantled servitor. Greetings Mr. Whitehorse, and good to see you fully functional, Captain. You are repairing well?

Arcady, Krumer said flatly in greeting.

Captain Hunter ignored Krumers mildly irritated tone, and smiled at the Clockwork warmly. Thank you, Arcady, Im … repairing … quite well. The captain glanced at the nightmarish mash of parts that had once been a feather-covered clockwork owl not long ago.

I was told there was some progress with the servitor, Hunter said hesitantly, does it … work?

Oh, sure Capn, Moira said, propping her goggles atop her head, just let me wind im up.

Producing a small brass key from her brown vest pocket, she inserted it in a slot near the base of the neck beneath some of the few remaining feathers. Several turns later, with a nerve rattling grind, the small gears took hold, turning in the machines chest. 

I tried to get it all the way workin but the personality cylinders been shot up pretty bad, Moira explained. So I took that out and just hooked it right up to the memory cylinder.

Turning it into a nightmarish phonograph? Krumer quipped.

Exactly, Moira replied with another grin, oblivious to the teasing from the first mate.

While the gears rattled up to speed, the glass eyes of the mechanical beast glowed a dusky orange. The brass metal beak opened, but instead of a flat, mechanical voice asking for instructions, or even to acknowledge whom it was to speak to, a wash of static-rich noise rolled out.

The captain and Krumer exchanged a dubious look. Moira gestured to the half-rebuilt servitor at their reaction. Now just wait, she prompted. Give it a moment. I wouldnt have told ya I had somethin if I didnt.

As if on cue, the unmistakable sound of an explosion echoed through the room. The first mate and the captain sprang instantly back, looking around at the steam pipes and main boiler as if something had burst. Realizing it was only a recording, they exchanged a look, then stepped back over to the workbench. The moment they returned, the sounds of explosions were replaced with several voices raised in anger, pain and surprise. 

Hunter lifted his eyebrows in astonishment, then cleared his throat. Interesting, does it get any clearer?

Just wait, Moira said eagerly.

Yes, be patient, Captain, Arcady echoed. 

Krumer chuckled, which earned him a sour glance from Captain Hunter. Beside the four shipmates, the gears rattled again, and the servitor shuddered. 

Send the general distress! A strong clear voice erupted out of the general static and noise.

Aye, Capn! came the reply.

The recording continued, if were fortunate, someone will hear us. Providence knows we need it.

Damn it man, whos attacking you? Hunter growled, leaning forward on the table in anticipation.

Capn, Moira started to reply, but Anthony waved a hand to forestall any comment. 

I know, its only a recording, Hunter said. Just caught in the moment.

Suddenly, another explosion punctuated the flow of orders from the captain of the Fair Winds. As the noise settled, a new voice broke in.

Ah, so heres where youre hiding, Captain! said the new voice in a clear, British tone. Stand down, and Ill spare enough to load my ship.

Krumer shot a surprised look at Anthony, Spirits above. Captain, I thought he was serving a prison sentence in Bermuda? 

Moira and Arcady exchanged a confused look. Who? Moira asked.

John Charles Clark, Hunter explained, looking just as astonished as the first mate. We called him Black Jack Clark when we all served together. He was caught stealing the payroll to bankroll an opium smuggling venture. Nothing that would earn him a hangmans noose, but enough to have him soundly discharged and shipped to the prisons on Bermuda. I remember his sentencing ten years ago, he should still be on Bermuda with the chain gangs,working the shipyards.

He had to have escaped, Krumer said, both impressed and astonished, but coming back here? Surely he knows hell be caught again.

The captain shook his head. Oh, Im certain its crossed his mind once or twice, not that hed give the thought any credit. If Black Jack took this ship, then hes after something specific. Otherwise wed have found the bodies of the passengers to go along with bodies of all the crew. Hes a base thief, and not above killing or kidnapping to get what he wants.

But why here? Moira asked curiously.

Perhaps evading the authorities in Bermuda? Arcady offered.

It would make sense, the first mate agreed. What do you think, Captain? You knew him best.

I wouldnt go that far, but perhaps, the captain agreed. If were lucky.

Why would luck be considered? Arcady asked in his tin-sounding voice.

Because on one hand, hes here for something valuable, like the Von Patterson artifacts mentioned in the Fair Winds manifest, Hunter explained darkly, on the other, he might actually be here to murder Thorias and myself. Specifically, Thorias.

Doc? Moira asked, eyes wide in alarm, why? Doc doesnt hurt anybody, less youre gettin patched up, then he really dont mean it.

It was Thorias who witnessed Black Jack stealing the Intrepids payroll. I was the one who caught the scoundrel before he could kill Thorias and make his escape. We made an account of it at his hearing, Hunter said firmly. Last thing he said was, he would kill us both, and he didnt care how many others he had to kill to do it. 






Chapter 4



An uncomfortable silence settled around the room, broken only by the steady, dull clank of the ships pistons and the regular hiss of steam from pressure valves. A cloud of mist drifted across, dissipating before it reached the other side. 

On the workbench, the orange glow in the clockwork owls eyes dimmed, and the sound of explosions, gunfire, and crashes of steel came slowly to an inevitable stop. The glow dimmed further as the beak closed, and finally the head tilted to one side as a spring in the motor gave a sickening pop.

Well, Moira sighed, I got it to work for a little while. She frowned at the silent menagerie of brass clockwork parts. Reaching out, she tilted the owls head back into an upright position, looking into its dim mechanical eyes. Maybe I can repair it again … just need to be makin a few alterations here and there, she said thoughtfully, pulling the damaged mainspring from the device.

What shall we do? Arcady asked, his mechanical-clipped voice breaking the heavy mood. Concerning this Black Jack individual?

Moira shrugged, we go get im before he hurts anybody else. She looked at the captain and the first mate, right?

Captain Hunter nodded. Indeed, if we can determine what hole hes crawled into. The North Sea is not a small place, its quite wide enough to hide him for awhile. Hunter thought for a moment, Ive one or two friends left in the Navy who still speak to me, Ill send an inquiry  discreetly  about Black Jack. If he has gotten loose, the Navy might not yet be aware hes in the North Sea.

Krumer folded his arms over his chest, stretching his blue cotton shirt, What about the cylinders from the Fair Winds opti-telegraphic? Could you play them on, the orc waved a hand at the loose assortment of connected parts that comprised the clockwork owl, your phonograph of the damned?

The blacksmith set down the broken mainspring, wiped her hands on the brown leather vest she wore, then turned to grab a pair of black, wax-coated cylinders from behind her on a shelf. Them cylinders from the Fair Winds wont fit the owl. Theyre just a few inches too big. I tried pullin some of the owls frame out of the way, but that didnt help.

To prove her point, she set the cylinders down next to the owl. Deftly, she flipped a latch a the base of the owls neck, just hidden by the last remaining feathers. A metal catch popped free,and the head swiveled open revealing a round, drum-like chamber designed to hold four cylindrical tubes. Each narrow chamber in the drum had a set of thin flexible needles, resembling brush-like teeth.

Moira picked up one of the two opti-telegraphic cylinders, and placed it against the opening in the owl. See, cylinders in a servitor arent that wide, just narrow. An opti-telegraphics cylinders are a good inch longer and two inches wider.

Krumer scowled at the two cylinders a moment, as if noticing something. Moira, may I? He asked, gesturing to the one the blacksmith held. 

Acourse, Moira replied, holding out the black, wax-coated tube.

The first mate turned the cylinder over in his hands, examining it closely. Moira pointed at the one Krumer held, So, I borrowed the Griffins opti for a few spins. That one plays just fine. The first is just too scratched up to make any sense out of it.

The first mate nodded sagely, putting the undamaged cylinder next to the owl, then picked up the scratched mate. What was on it?

A few messages towards Edinburgh, and their distress call, a course, Moira replied. Oh! One kinda interesting one,too. Mrs. Von Patterson sent word she was bringing somethin back for the Royal Museum. Somethin theyd dug up near Normandy.

Normandy? Hunter echoed. Anything more specific than that?

Moira shook her head, no. She was all quiet about it. Just kept sayin that she wanted to make sure theyd have a reliable escort to bring the items to London.

An escort would suggest something of value, Arcady commented.

Indeed, it would, Hunter replied, And if valuable, Black Jack wouldve taken it … but why then take the passengers?

To get at you and Doc? Moira suggested.

Hunter scratched his chin, turning the thought over in his mind, No … he would have no way of knowing we have any knowledge of the Von Pattersons, the other passengers or even the Fair Winds herself. The captain shrugged, which is true, we didnt know of the Fair Winds, or the Von Pattersons being aboard.

Krumer turned the scarred cylinder over in his hands, lightly rubbing this thumb over the scratches.

Arcady descended from his hover, touching down lightly onto the workbench. Perhaps, ransom?

That would make sense, the captain agreed, and would fit Black Jacks mentality.

Stepping around Moira, Krumer picked up one of two stubby charcoal pencils from a tin cup on the workbench as the others continued with the conversation. Looking around on the shelves, he located a piece of plain brown butcher paper, half covered with scribblings of unfinished notes. From the layer of dust, it had been forgotten for a while.

Captain Hunter noticed what Krumer was about, and glanced at him, curious. Unable to determine what the first mate was up to, he looked away and continued the conversation, Unless hes changed, he wouldnt kill anyone right away. He would also need themunder lock and key. Someplace very much out of the way. Chances are, at least one or more of the passengers, if not the surviving crew of the Fair Winds, would undoubtedly try to escape.

On the corner of the workbench, Krumer spread out the paper, smoothing out the wrinkles. Across the table, Arcady watched with a fascinated interest, causing him to take a few steps across the table in the orcs direction. This drew Moira and Captain Hunters attention, as well. It was not until Krumer experimentally scrubbed one of the charcoal pencils on the paper that anyone spoke.

Hey! Moira exclaimed reaching for the pencil, them are expensive! I dont got a lot of those!

Krumer pulled the charcoal pencil out of her reach. Ive no intent to use them up completely. Spirits willing! Just humor me for the moment.

Moira hesitated, then relaxed. All right, but if ya use em both, I want new ones.

Krumer smiled, Bargain done.

The first mate set the pencil aside, then picked up the scarred cylinder, gently wiping it clean against his cotton trousers. 

Mr. Whitehorse, the captain began, but the first mate held up a hand to stall the captains question.

Ive a suspicion, Captain, that these arent just scratches, he explained, I think they are something more. Brushing one of his black dreadlocks out of his face, he carefully rolled the cylinder in the butcher paper, then lightly scrubbed the charcoal back and forth on the paper.

Moira and Hunter leaned forward, curiosity getting the better of them. Arcady walked his way across the workbench, his brass-plated insect-feet tapping out a skittering, staccato pattern across the wooden table. 

Faded at first, a number slowly took shape as Krumer rubbed the charcoal over the paper, exposing the etchings in the cylinder. A few rubbings more, a second number followed the first. At last, a word eventually appeared.

It reads Angela! Moira exclaimed.

Yes, and those look to be navigational coordinates, Arcady said, cocking his head slightly to the left while peering at the numbers.

Hunter smiled warmly, Ah, clever girl. Knowing that a ships opti-telegraphic would be recovered, she left a hidden message.

Arcadys wings vibrated while he thought. Thats quite capital, but why not just record her voice? He asked curiously, is her voice box in need of repair?

If I had to guess, she was afraid of being heard, Krumer replied, still lightly scrubbing the charcoal over the paper. Those pirates were thorough, from searching to laying the traps. A young lady recording a message into the ships opti-telegraphic would sure to have been discovered.

Captain Hunter glanced over the numbers, then the words that followed. The coordinates I dont recognize square off. However, I think they are not far from here. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Her choice of words are interesting: Sealed aquila, have monkey, Angela. 

A monkey? Moira asked, leaning closer to get a better look at the rubbings.

There was a monkey? Arcady asked, just as confused.

Not according to the manifest, the captain replied. Anthony glanced over to Krumer, Are you sure there isnt more?

The first mate stopped rubbing, dropping the pencil back into the tin cup. Pulling aside the butcher paper, he picked up the cylinder and lightly brushed his fingers over it, peering closely. He shook his head. Not that I can see, Captain. Thats all she carved. Looks hastily done, too.

Well, there were pirates running underfoot, Moira said, looking up at Krumer.

True, Krumer replied.

Hunter lifted the butcher paper to examine the rubbing again. Arcady, youve been studying some of Mr. Tonks charts. Where are these coordinates? Am I correct in thinking they are a close distance from here?

The clockwork dragonfly fluttered up, then flew over to hover next to the captain, for a better look at the butcher paper. He tilted his head to the left, considering the numbers, his eyes glowing a soft amber. The coordinates are indeed in the North Sea, Captain. At my calculations, it is one hundred fifty-eight miles from Aberdeens coastline. The charts I have seen mark this as Point Signal?

Port Signal? Krumer echoed, setting the scarred cylinder down next to its partner. Ive heard the name, but Spiritstake me, I cant remember where.

Indeed, Hunter said, last I heard of Port Signalwas ten years ago, though the context escapes me as well.

Moira looked uncomfortable, glancing down at the discarded, broken mainspring. Oh, there.

Hunter looked at the blacksmith curiously, Anything youd care to share, Miss Wycliffe?

At the captains more formal use of her last name, Moira grinned nervously, fiddling with the part in front of her. I know a Port Signal. Ya see, its a opti-telegraphic signal relay station, flying over the deep part of the North Sea, all out on its own. Smugglers, naval ships, merchants, and pirates of all sorts tend to stop by. After awhile, one of the stationmasters, he set up a kind of Market Square in the down-below of the station. All on the hush, ya know. Lots a deals and smugglin of all kinds. Been there, oh, once or twice in the past. The young woman blushed slightly, nothing regular or anything.

Thats still well within the patrol routes, Anthony replied, surely the Navy wouldve found this little smugglers den by now.

That I dont know about, but the North Seas big enough ta hide moren a few things, Capn, Moira said with a shrug, you said it yourself.

Hunter sighed, Yes, so I did. Well, its as good a place to start as any.

Moira put down the spring she had twisted into an unrecognizable shape. Oh, Capn, ya cant just march in there like ya normally would most places.

I beg your pardon. I march? Hunter asked in surprise.

Closer to brisk walk coupled with a determined air, Krumer quipped as an aside to the captain. Hunter gave the first mate a pained look.

Moira waved her hands, anyway, thats not the point. The point Im reachin for is that unless they know ya, or have someone that can speak for ya, theres no way yer ever going to know about whats really going on there. Theyll not let you just run around Market Square just cause ya want to.

The captain nodded, And if Black Jacks there, I doubt hed speak in our favor. He sighed, we need to get word to the Navy first. Before we head there and start asking any questions.

A muffled commotion from outside the room rippled across the noise of the engines. Suddenly, the door to the engine room flew open. The ships pilot, Tonks Wilkerson, dressed in a faded red shirt, black vest and dark cotton trousers burst into the room, panting hard from running. In one hand was a brown piece of paper with a message on it.

Capn! Tonks blurted out, incoming message, general broadcast. He thrust the paper out for the captain.

Hunter read over the message, his face darkening into a concerned frown. Noticing the confused looks, he cleared his throat and read aloud, It says: All ships in the North Sea area, be advised to be on watch for the schooner, Brass Griffin. Be warned, she is armed and wanted in questioning for piratical actions against the passenger ship, Fair Winds, lost with all passengers and hands. Any sightings are to be reported to the HMS Intrepid at first opportunity. 

We had nothing to do with that! We attempted to lend aid, Krumer growled.

Yeah, but if they think we killed all those people, are they gonna listen? Moira replied sourly. More like theyll be ready for a fight.

I can reply quite accurately the events of our attempt, the clockwork dragonfly replied, with just a touch of pride.

Quite, true. Once you did, youd be claimed as evidence and locked away, since your kind are not seen as people yet by many, Hunter replied. There are risks Ill take with my crew, that isnt one of them.

Orders, Capn? Tonks asked sharply.

Captain Hunter read over the message again, a slow smile appearing on his face. Set a course for the coordinates Arcady is about to give you, Mr. Tonks. We make for Port Signal, top speed.

Capn? Moira asked, concerned, were goin? That was a general message, theyll likely get it there, too.

Captain Hunter handed the message back to the pilot. Thats what Im counting on.

Captain? Krumer asked, concerned by the implication.

If theyve gotten that message, and theres no reason they would not, Hunter explained, theyll be expecting pirates. Which may grant us some measure of acceptance at Port Signal. Therefore  for the time being  well be pirates.



Chapter 5


Later that day, the sun had movedhigh overhead, watching the scattered parade of clouds marching beneath it. Skipping across a low-lying white and gray knot of vapor, the Brass Griffin raced forward. Her narrow prow cut a neat furrow through the cloud tops while the faint sound of sailcloth rustling in the breeze and the steady throb of her propellers carried in the crisp air.

Ahead, suspended by four enormous gas bags  each one easily larger than the Griffin herself, was the relay station of Port Signal. In the clear daylight, the stations steel frame and its brass and aluminum buildings shone brightly. The relay station was not dissimilar to others of its kind.

Suspended three miles above the dark waters of the North Sea, it floated among the clouds like a metal and wooden island in the sky. The rigid frame gas bags that held the station aloft was connected to a wide platform hundreds of yards wide via a web-like series of cables. Air beneath the station was constantly churned by the cluster of steam-powered propellers under the middle of the structure. This stabilized the station, helping to maintain its relative position.

Atop the platform and surrounding the central hub that housed the stations massive steam engines stood buildings of all shapes and sizes. Awash with color, some were adorned with canvas awnings, others with small banners fluttering in the light breeze. All of them were built with stout wood and metal plates that gleamed in the sunlight.

Usually the plates were an aluminum or steelto ward off the effects of bad weather. Above these, a forest of skeletal towers littered the metal rooftops, culminating in one massive antenna that rose from a central point. All were positioned to listen for, capture, and re-transmit opti-telegraphic signals sent from other shipsor relay stations.

Sea birds, mostly gray-white seagulls and crimson-feathered firehawks, swooped and circled noisily overhead, darting over buildings and between the massive rigging for the station. Likewooden fringe, long piers extended out from the edge of the stations main platform, serving as docking slips for visiting ships. Even at the half-mile distance of the Brass Griffin, it was plain to see a steady hum of activity from both visitors and regular inhabitants of thisflying city. 

Dr. Thorias Llwellyn scaled the short wooden ladder to the quarterdeck. Dressed in his usual white shirt, trim blue waistcoat and trousers, he looked more suited to an afternoon walk in Hyde Park than for walking aboard an airship. 

With a nod to the helmsman manning the wheel, the elven doctor crossed to the railing where Captain Hunter stood. Hunter was still dressed as he was before, with arms clasped behind his back, watching a pair of airships in the distance. They were cutters flying the French flag, on their final slow approach to Port Signal.

As I understand it, weve now taken up piracy as hobby. Thorias quipped. You do realize there are safer activities, such as growing orchids, for example? Usually, it results in fewer stitches.

The captain chuckled at the doctors dry wit. Ive my reasons, Thorias. Has anyone told you just what was on the cylinders?

Yes, Moria told me, the doctor replied solemnly. What I would like to know is: do you believe it really was John Clark?

I heard his voice myself, Hunter said. It was unmistakable.

Bloody hell, Thorias replied with an exasperated sigh. So, given you taking to piracy is about as likely as a bovine serving in the House of Commons, what is your real intent around this occupational dalliance?

Hunter glanced at his old friend with a faint smirk, Rather straightforward, actually. There were no bodies in the water  otherwise we would have seen the longskiffs  and only a bare handful aboard the Fair Winds. That leads one to assume Clark took both passengers and crew with him. Angelas cleverly done message, directs us here to Port Signal. I say its a safe gamble that Clark came here with his cargo of unwilling guests.

The doctor considered that a moment, Logical, but no one would be able to keep a cargo hold full of kidnapped people a secret. Someone would notice. What people notice, inevitably one talks about.

Hunter nodded, then looked out at Port Signal again. Slowly, while he watched, a British cutter slid out of port. On leaving the station behind, her sails billowed out as they caught the wind, pulling the vessel away from the station. Sunlight shone warm along the canvas stretched across the rigid frame of hergas bag, highlighting the blue, red and white of the Union Jack flying in the breeze.

The captain frowned, then called over his shoulder, Mr. Baker! Back a third. Lets allow that cutter to be on their way before we get too close.

Already got it, Capn, The young man at the wheel replied, tapping out a sequence on a small set of lettered keys on a stand attached to the ships wheel.

Hunter glanced at Thorias and shrugged, Normally, I would agree. However, according to Moira, Port Signal has a more interesting side. Keeping a cargo hold of kidnap victims sealed against their will might not be out of bounds  once we make the right acquaintance in low places, that is. 

The doctor crossed his arms. I see. So we make port, piracy claim and all, but what then?

Hunter returned to watching the ships drifting around the station. While he watched, the two French ships from a moment before slowly made their way into docking slips, far ahead. The captain unclasped his hands, rubbing the palm of his clockwork artificial left hand to ease a phantom ache. 

A gamble, Anthony admitted, a very risky gamble. If Clark is intent on seeking our deaths, hell know in short order weve arrived and make a nuisance of himself. So, it makes sense someone distracts him, while the others quietly search for the innocents hes abducted.

Of course, why didnt I see
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