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For Zoe and Ryan, 

I hope you always find an adventure around every corner.


 Chapter 1 



This high in the mountains the sky was almost featureless. Clouds spread across the stretch of sky like a gray, padded gauze that filtered the sunlight to a muted, smoky dawn. A gust of wind touched with the damp cold of rain and snow stirred the rigging and trim sails around the main gas bag. On the deck, the crew busied themselves with their daily tasks, only today they kept a watchful eye on the stretch of snow capped mountains that loomed nearby and below the ship itself. 

Captain Hunter, dressed in his usual dark trousers, boots, shirt and long coat leaned on the starboard railing. Quietly he scanned the mountainside below, almost oblivious to his surroundings. Finally, struck by some odd thought, he withdrew a folded piece of paper from his coat breast pocket. He unfolded the worn correspondence, then read the message again. 

My dear Captain Anthony Hunter, 

My associates speak highly after you and word of the reputation of you and your crew speaks likewise of your merit. I seek your employment on a matter of some import. Perhaps you are familiar with her, but the ship Marie Celeste has been logged overdue for arrival at Port Camden. This is of great concern to me as I had booked passage for my own niece and nephew to travel to meet their long lost parents. As I have been their caretaker for some time now, naturally I am concerned as to their outcome. 

Enclosed is a map that detailed the last route taken by the Marie Celeste and a Bill of Order detailing the amount I have advanced. This first amount is up front for you and your crew's efforts. Any news will garner a similar amount upon your return. 

Yours with gratitude, 

Ian Von Patterson 

The captain brushed a few snowflakes that fell on the paper then folded it thoughtfully. Last calculations put them along the same route as the Marie Celeste, seven days out from London. He sighed and surveyed the rocky ground covered in a fresh blanket of snow. The wind stirred again and the Brass Griffin creaked in reply, a protest against the weather while the ship gently banked to port. 

From the quarterdeck came a shout from the navigator, Billy Baker. Baker was a thin man with deep gray eyes and nimble way with his hands. Rumor had it that Billy's mother was a sea witch and he inherited some of the Gift from her. Billy himself only would say he had a knack for finding things. Ship ahead! 

Captain Hunter stood up and returned the letter to his breast pocket. He called back, "How's she fare Mr Baker?" 

"The bird's aground Cap'n, a good 10 twain down on that snow and tree covered slope. Not sure she'll fly again without some work."

"Any sign of castaways?"

"None Cap'n, but tha' don't mean there's not any."
Hunter nodded to himself, the lad was right about that one. "Thank you, Mr Baker."

A rough voice preceded Hunter's first mate while he joined the captain at the rail. "Our employer won't like this. He was clear about finding the children alive."

"We don't know the Marie Celeste went down and took all hands and passengers with her, Krumer." Hunter scrutinized the mountainside until his eyes caught sight of the downed airship. He let out a small whistle of amazement at the view of the mangled wreck.
The first mate shook his head slowly at the sight. "Her gas bag's in at least four parts, and it looks like she hit bow-first when she came in. She might have weathered it, but that large rock outcrop sheared her like a knife. It'd have been rough to ride her down."
"What would your Orcish spirits say about those odds?" 

A grin spread across Krumar's flat orcish face, he folded his heavily muscled arms over his chest, straining his worn white shirt. "They'd remind me they don't believe in the odds. Me? I'd say even odds here. If the ones in the stern didn't get bounced around too much when she hit and if she just didn't collapse on herself when she ran aground."

The pilot brought the ship around again, closer this time, to offer a better look at the wrecked airship below. On this pass, the crew's usual work on the rigging and other matters slowed while all looked over the side towards the scene. No one spoke more than a whisper or two out of respect for the deceased spirits of passengers and what the crew believed was the deceased spirit of a wrecked airship. Even the regular protests of the Griffin herself sounded mournful and quiet while they passed.

It was Hunter who broke the spell of silence. "That's a bloody large set of 'ifs', Mr. Whitehorse."

"Aye Cap'n. I'll take them too, if it means we've live survivors to return instead of dead remains."

"Some hope is better than none, eh? Well, I'll take that. Hunter turned towards the knot of crew that had gathered at the port rail. Mr. O'Fallon? 

The broad shouldered, tattooed man with a long red pony tail near the back of the group looked over. "Aye Cap'n?"

"Bring out the longskiff, I'll be taking three down ashore with me to search the wreck."

"Aye Cap'n." 

The red haired quartermaster looked at the crew. Ye both there and ye by the rail. Ye'll be doin' in a pinch. Ya be hearin' the captain, he be wantin' his longskiff. Look alive! 

Quickly the three men, escorted by O'Fallon, raced to the winch towards the bow where the longskiff was folded and stowed. Once the ropes were released, the four men slowly drew the catamaran shaped craft up over the railing and unfolded the second smaller boat hull that provided some storage and ballast to the first. The cold wind rippled the longskiff's kite sails while a small flock of brightly colored firehawks swooped and played among the top rigging of the Griffin herself. Firehawks, modest sized birds that were a stout foot from toe to shoulder with fiery orange and red feathers, often enjoyed the heated updrafts of air from an airship's steam engines.

Hunter walked to the port rail next to the few crew that remained there. Slowly he shook his head in sad dismay at the tangled knots of rope, wood and bodies that littered the white, clean snow.

A lot of 'ifs', Krumer, a lot of them.






 Chapter 2 



Clouds of steam erupted around the longskiff when it slid to a stop on the packed snow. The whine of turbines echoed with a haunting cry among the wreckage of gas bag, pieces of wood, brass, rigging and spots of blood. When the longskiff came to a rest, O'Fallon jumped out, pulled the bowline and lashed the craft to a nearby tree. He tugged at his dark wool coat around him and turned just as the wind stirred the snow in small clouds around his boots. Captain Hunter followed the quartermaster a moment later, his eyes swept over the upthrust pieces of wood and bent brass fittings. 

"Quite the mess here," Hunter commented.
O'Fallon tugged at the mooring line and, convinced it secure, took in his own view of the wreckage with a sigh. "She took quite the beating, nothing more'n grapeshot, but a large sight 'o it." He knelt and pulled a dented brass object from where it lay half-buried. Shaking the snow loose, he turned the sextant over in his hands before he handed it to Hunter. The captain turned it over himself while Moira and William vented the steam which powered down the air screws and reduced the tension in the longskiff's gas bag.

"Lets spread out. O'Fallon, you and William take starboard. Moira, you're with me here at the bow."

O'Fallon nodded then gave the younger William Falke a reassuring grin. "Let's see who be layin' about."

William sighed and managed a smile although his eyes still swept the ruined ship with a look of dismay. The young man rubbed his gloved hands together to beat off the cold, then pulled his gray woolen coat tighter around him before he followed O'Fallon's boot tracks.

When the pair had left, Moira sighed. Dressed in a leather long coat, warm shirt, trousers and her usual well worn boots, she was suited to the weather but not the scene before her. She shook her head slowly and put her hands on her hips. "The bow's a mess Cap'n. Nothin' be livin' through that."

"Likely as so, but we still need to check. An then there is funeral detail for the crew and what passengers they had. Might have to dig for a few that would've been buried by the impact of the crash. They all deserve at least that. 

Moira cast a somber look at the scattered remains of the former merchant ship then recovered her canvas shoulder bag of small tools from the longskiff. Light snow fell softly on the broken, bloodstained wood and covered the few ruined bodies of victims that had been thrown clear during the crash. Aye Cap'n. Ah'll look for personal items ta try and return ta families. Ones Ah can find anyway. 

Understood and good thinking. 

Moira stretched an hour later, dirt packed onto the most recent grave in the snow and dirt. Captain Hunter carefully lifted another long plank but found nothing underneath except a torn crumple of sailcloth and stiff with the cold. Moira looked around; they had only managed to search a quarter of the wreckage so far. 

Cap'n, Ah be thinkin'. We may be goin' about this all wrong. 

Hunter stood and stretched his own knotted muscles. "Go on."
"We be lookin' fer tracks o' survivors. In this snow? Ah be thinkin' that if Ah be in a bird goin' down, especially on her bow, where would Ah want tae be? Ah'd think near the boilers." 

Hunter looked at the whole of the wreckage. The bow, or front of the ship, was in several large pieces near one another. The stern or rear of the ship typically held passenger and officer quarters as well as the airship's tiny engine room underneath both for boilers and batteries. That entire section lay partially buried in the snow but was largely intact. The reinforced plates of wood and copper protected the stern, not from a boiler explosion but from impact on a snow-covered mountainside. 

Moira, I think I owe you an ale. Brilliant!

In two steps Hunter put himself in earshot of the other two searchers. "O'Fallon! William! The boiler room!"

O'Fallon waved a hand in reply and motioned his younger partner. By the time Hunter and Moira reached the ruined stern section, the other two had used steel rods from nearby to pry open a bent copper and steel door that led below. Their footsteps squeaked in the powdery snow, Moira and Hunter climbed aboard the wreck and joined in. The snow fell harder, the cold hampering the work. Finally, with the added help, the door relinquished its hold on the frame. With a groan and a sharp pop that echoed in the cold air, the door was swung aside and fell in a lopsided heap next to them. A brief cloud of powdery snow surrounded them for a moment. William let out a heavy sigh, gestured to the black doorway and grinned. 

Your doorway Cap'n. 

Moira waved a hand at William. "Sush a moment boy."
Suddenly, her eyes went wide at a sound so faint, she barely could made it out. From the darkness, the hollow ring of copper being struck with something metal reached their ears. Behind that was muffled and panic filled shouts. In a mad dash, she grabbed the door frame and dropped from sight into the musty darkness below. 

"What's she on about?" William asked in surprise.
Hunter and O'Fallon exchanged a look. Captain Hunter shrugged. 

Moira's hearing is quite good. 

O'Fallon started to reply with some story as an example when Moira's voice piped up from below.

"Cap'n! We got a couple here!"

O'Fallon stopped his story before it started and shrugged. 

Hunter grinned at the two crewmen with him. "Never fails, somehow she hears them. Well you lads heard the lady, let's lend her a hand."

With William and O'Fallon helping, a moment later two children, a boy and girl no more than six and nine years of age respectfully, emerged into the light. 








 Chapter 3 


That's all Cap'n. The rest down here didn't hold out. Moira called from below deck. 

Hunter sighed and turned to the two children who were bundled in a blanket William had carried.

"Well met young sirrah and lady, we've got warm food and clothes ... "

His welcome faded on his lips as the sound of a hiss and whine of steam powered propellers echoed in the air.

O'Fallon, hearing it too, stopped partway out of the hatch, "Steambats? What be they doin' here?"

Just then the pair of steam-powered biplanes, named 'Steambats' for the bat shape to the quartet of wings attached to each aircraft, arced gracefully to the right in a turn above the wreck. The cloth and wooden fuselage with its brass fittings had been painted a deep blue, long since faded from exposure to the sun and weather. Before anyone could become comfortable with their new airborne visitors, both of the nimble aircraft turned sharply and dove. Their angle of attack was directly towards where Hunter, O'Fallon, Moira, William and the children were at that moment. 

"Down!" Moira shouted before ducking below deck.
A moment later the whine of steambat engines turned to an angry buzz. From two long nozzles attached to hoses on the wings erupted blue white bolts of lighting, guided by streams of high pressure water jets. The electrified stream scoured the deck and snow, tearing a pair of lines into whatever they touched. Nearly singed in the process, Captain Hunter threw himself across the children to protect them. Bits of wood and brass exploded from the wreck and rained down in all directions. Snow vaporized in whitish clouds of fog before it condensed back to snow. Finally the biplanes tore by overhead, passed beyond the wreck and climbed above the trees towards the clouds again. 

Hunter eased up slowly, taking deep breaths to steady his voice. He had been shot at countless times when he served in the Royal Navy, but one never grew used to such an experience. Adrenaline tempered his nerves, and after a second breath he looked down at the terrified children.

"Both ok?"

He was rewarded by a pair of nodding, grimy faces drawn with lines of hunger and fear. From the hatch, William's panic-white face peered over the edge and looked skyward. Behind him, O'Fallon had already drawn a pistol and true to his nature, looked for a chance to soothe his anger. Moira however, was not within sight.

"Good, now a brief introduction. I'm Captain Anthony Hunter of the Brass Griffin and this is my crew. We're here to help."

Immediately, the children screamed again. Quickly sitting up, Hunter turned to see a the steambats complete a turn for another attack run, guns crackling with lightning held in check. Instinctively he scanned the sky but saw no sight of the Griffin. Without a word, mouth set in a hard frown, Hunter scooped up the children in his arms and raced for the rock outcrop that had helped with the demise of the Marie Celeste. 

Bits of wood and other debris from the wreck exploded behind the Captain. Throwing himself forward, he skid across the mud and snow until he came to a rest beneath the protection of the rock shelter with his two charges. The buzz of propellers surged by overhead then grew dim as the two aircraft returned to the thick clouds.
"Hush crying now, it'll be fine. Just fine now. Now who are you two, eh?"

Dressed in a modest blue-gray dress, black vest with white lace trim that was now stained with black smudges of soot, she still looked very much a young lady from a family of means. The younger boy with her was dressed similarly, in brown knee-length trousers, brown jacket and a cream colored shirt, all stained similarly like the girl. The young lady rubbed her nose with the back of her hand and found her voice first. 

"I'm Angela Von Patterson, he's my brother Miles." 
Hunter smiled, "Well good to meet you both. I know your Uncle, he hired myself and my crew to come looking for you."

Angela looked at Hunter with large eyes, "He did?"

"Yes young miss, he did."

"Captain! Ye breathin'?" Came a woman's shout from the wreck.

"Hale and whole, Moira, by the outcropping."

A hurried crunch of footsteps in snow, then Moira, William and O'Fallon dove behind the rocks as well. William tossed a half-filled, grimy bag into the snow.

"Grabbed a few trinkets from below decks. Never know when somethin' might come in handy. If they come back," William gestured towards the cloudy, gray sky overhead. What were they wantin' anyways, Cap'n?

Hunter cast an apprehensive glance overhead. "I daresay have no idea. It could have been a band of raiders who happened upon the wreck and thought searching it would be simpler with no survivors. Perhaps smugglers who frequent the area. If luck is with us, they won't be a concern either way. O'Falllon, wind that opti-telegraphic of yours and see if the Griffin is paying attention."

"Aye, Cap'n."

From his belt pouch, O'Fallon removed a rectangular brass box slightly longer than eight inches on the long side by four inches. Pushing a brass rivet, a small wood and brass 'S' shaped handle extended from the side with a pop sound. O'Fallon cranked the handle with a few quick turns until a pair of lights glowed dimly on the faceplate. Below the lights, O'Fallon opened a small panel. Using the few undersized typewriter keys there he tapped out a hailing message.

"If they be sailin' within range, Cap'n, they'll answer."

"Griffin here. Anyone found?"

"Be findin' two an' then some. There be a pair o' steambats takin' bites at us, can ye be takin' a swat at 'em?"

"Been in a scrape also, as soon as we patch a few holes we'll be underway to your location."

The four of them exchanged a look, O'Fallon keyed the device again. "Say again Griffin?"

Suddenly
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