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For Chip and Terry, who never shirk at an adventure.



And for Marco, rest well.


 Chapter 1 



Clouds broke the night sky like gray waves on a glassy, black lake. Diamond-bright stars glittered as far as the eye could see. Perched high above, the round yellow moon shone down on ancient Roman ruins like the eye of some giant creature's stark pale gaze. The Roman town was nearly a thousand years old; the marble stones pitted and cracked from the ravages of time and weather. Just a few feet from the town itself stood the dilapidated stone framework and archway of the town's main gate. The gate was a pair of marbled columns that supported a stone crosspiece. The doors that had stood guard for the town had long ago fallen victim to age and weather. Now, they were little more than rusted metal hinges bolted into the stone. Shadows reached out to grasp at the ruins, between shafts of moonlight. They moved like ghosts along the avenues and alleys throughout the town. Silently, they stretched across the gate and lingered amongst the grass and trees. 

Footsteps echoed on stone. A lone figure raced headlong down the old streets and bolted through the gate. Dr. James Von Patterson, skin pale and eyes wide in fear, clutched a canvas-wrapped bundle next to his sweat and dirt-stained white shirt. Despite his run, he clutched the wrapped tube pressed to his chest as if his very life would abruptly end without it. The mountain air was cold and a light wind blew. Despite this, Dr. Von Patterson panted for breath and was drenched in sweat and grime. Down the main avenue and through the ancient gate, he tore across the dark grass towards his campsite that lay thirty feet from the gate itself.

His pace slowed to a walk as he reached the bloodstained and burnt-out tents. Smoke from the ruined camp stung his eyes and smudged his face with soot. Slowly, he walked through the remains, careful not to disturb the camp or the bodies of dead friends that lay in silent witness. For the moment, he was lost among memories that tore at his heart. Horrors of an attack he wished had never happened. Parts of tents not touched by fire rose up in the night like misshapen, grayish-white tombstones. 

A wordless shout from the ruins snapped him back to reality. Quickly, he spun then dropped into a crouch. Casting about with a free hand, his fingers located a forgotten pistol. It was one of the newer clockwork variety with an engraved steel finish. Dr. Von Patterson remembered it had belonged to one of his porters before he had been so recently stabbed to death. He fumbled with the lock and pushed down the barrel to open the pistol and expose the cylinder. Inside there were only three rounds left, out of six. Quietly, James pulled the barrel closed and pushed the lock back into place, then waited. Satisfied no one heard him, he slowly wound the mainspring on the clockwork gun.

Wood chips exploded in a hailstorm of blackened shards from a burnt tent pole just off to his right. Dr. Von Patterson suppressed a yelp of surprise, and half-crawled between the wreckage of tents and long shadows. Another bullet flew overhead, striking a tree. Frantically, he scurried through the camp in a crazed pattern turning one way, then the other in an attempt to hide from his pursuers.
At the Roman gate behind him, five figures in black raced into view. Tall and muscular, they were dressed in black, blending in with the shadows around them. They even wore charcoal gray scarves to keep the chill from their faces, save for their eyes. One of them pointed at the brief motion of a shadow among the burnt tents, then dropped to one knee. In a smooth motion, he brought up his rifle, pulling down and back on the lever-action to load it.

"Remember, only wound him. He's more valuable to us alive than dead." The tallest of the dark figures commented icily. 

"I remember," came the gravelly reply.

The shot echoed in the night air, just as James attempted the fifteen feet between himself and the safety of the trees. He yowled in pain as a white-hot lance of fire exploded in his right side, causing him to stumble. He kept his feet, however, and through brute force of will stumbled in a blind panic toward the trees. 

Branches whipped and tore at James' face. Roots, upthrust from the forest floor, tripped him with each exhausted step. He paused for a moment at a large oak tree and gulped a lungful of air. A wave of nausea and excruciating pain shook him like a wind-tossed leaf. James leaned over and panted heavily, his vision red and blurred for a moment. When it cleared, he could hear his pursuers crashing through the burnt-out camp not far behind him. He looked down at the pain in his side and saw a modest crimson stain mingled with the soot, dirt and sweat already present in his shirt. 

"Must keep going," he panted to the moonlight, the forest, and to himself. "Can't let this stop me. I have to keep going." 

With sheer force of will, Dr. Von Patterson pushed himself off the tree. He closed his eyes a moment to steady himself, then stumbled off into the forest, pistol in his right hand, the canvas bundle cradled in his left. No more than five steps later, the ground betrayed him and fell away under his feet. Loose dirt, covered by a deceptive carpet of green moss and pebbles, broke under his weight to reveal a furrow dug by runoff water. His footing lost, James slid wildly down the small hill and crashed into a knot of tree roots at the bottom. The doctor lay still, exhausted from running and partially covered by the brush. 

A branch snapped, and James tensed. Then he heard a woman's voice.

"Dr. Von Patterson?" The voice asked. 

James sat bolt upright. His vision swam for a moment as a result of his wounds. He knew the voice from his time at the museum. Relief flooded through him. "Adonia?" 

A woman, draped in a long coat that stopped just at the top her knee-length leather boots common to many airship pilots, stepped closer in the gloom. Her yellow eyes narrowed in concern. "That I am. You sent word to the museum that you discovered something, yes? They sent us, but when we arrived your camp was on fire? What is happening, James? Where is your family?" She asked with a light Portuguese accent.

"Sent away," he whispered harshly. "They left on the previous cargo ship to help shop for supplies a day before the attack." 

"Who attacked?" Adonia asked while she knelt to check Dr. Von Patterson's wounds.

"I bloody well couldn't say. They didn't leave a card. I do know they're after my find. And they're willing to kill for it!" James replied between clenched teeth and bolts of stabbing pain. "Adonia, they can't take it. I can't explain now, but they must not have it." 

Adonia considered this a moment, her yellow eyes thoughtful. "Very well then. I've known you a long time, James. I trust you on this. The ship I came with has set down not far from here. Come, lean on me. We'll make it." 

Carefully, she lifted James to his feet. He swayed a moment and took an experimental step. Adonia jumped forward to catch him before he fell headlong into a gnarled tree. Together the pair slowly picked their way along the bottom of the hill. Thick vines and prickly shrubs wound tight among trees and along the ground. So much, in fact, that it hampered their pace to a crawl. Adonia searched the underbrush for any sign of a dry watercourse or small game trail that might make travel easier while she half-carried Dr. Von Patterson with her. She had guided them both around a large oak when the sounds of running footsteps echoed louder from the hilltop above. Anxiously, they both waited in the shadow of the oak tree until their pursuers had moved on. When the noise faded away, Adonia looked around at the thick bushes and trees.

There, between a thick pair of holly bushes, was a faint game trail in the grass. She knelt and looked for tracks. It took her a little while but she finally found them. Several sets of tracks from a medium-sized cougar could be seen, but if Adonia was any judge, the animals had not been this way in a while. Satisfied it was safe, she stood and helped James to lean against her again. Carefully, they parted the holly bushes and followed the tiny game trail along the base of the hill and onto the top.

"We'll need help." James said hoarsely. "They're well armed. I haven't seen it, but their ship has to be close about." 

Adonia was silent in thought. In her mind she reviewed all the flight paths and trade routes she could remember. Finally, she recalled a recent story she had heard during a recent stay at Briggs' Reach. 

"Do not worry about that. I know of someone, I just hope they are listening."


 Chapter 2 



The following morning, the sky was sapphire blue with only the occasional tall mountain of clouds dotting the air. Airships broke the clouds while they sailed to and from Brussels, the capital of Belgium and main airship port. Some were merchant vessels fully loaded with cargo, others without, and still more were Belgian military airships on their usual patrol routes.

With the wind at her back, the Brass Griffin rocked slightly in the gentle wind. A soft hum played among the rigging while the ship handled easily along the bright blue day. On the quarterdeck, Tonks Wilkerson hummed a tune with the one that played through the rigging. They had delivered several crates of cloth, tea and other general goods at Brussels and had just left dock, bound for Edinburgh. Before they had left port, Tonks had heard the calm weather in Belgium would stay with them the entire way to Scotland. He enjoyed piloting in weather such as this. It made for an enjoyable task overall. 

Off to his right and slightly ahead on their path, Tonks noticed a small shape. Nothing so obvious as a longskiff, but neither was it an airship. The unusual shape drew more of his attention as it grew closer. It was too small to be any steam-powered air-vessel. The motion was all wrong, as well. Most air-based vessels did not bob rhythmically up and down against the wind. That was motion more akin to a horse or some other riding animal.

Eventually it came clearly into view. As long as a Clydesdale draft horse, the animal had the golden-furred body of a lion down to the black claws. Above that were white-gray feathers along the neck and eagle-shaped head. The griffin beat its wings in a smooth, steady manner unconcerned over the breeze that stirred its feathers and blew at its fur. On its back a lone rider sat with an easy hand on the reins. A pair of saddlebags were slung over the griffin's backside. They bulged slightly with the suggestion of packages. Tucked beside the saddlebags, a Springfield Trapdoor riflesat neatly in a rifle scabbard within easy reach. 

Tonks turned to look out over the ship's main deck for either his captain, Anthony Hunter or the first mate Krumer Whitehorse. Neither seemed to be out on deck. The pilot took a deep breath. 

"Griffin-rider inbound!" Tonks bellowed.

"Aye ta that!" Came the reply from one the crew. He raced off towards the rear of the ship.

A moment later below decks, the tawny-haired young crewman burst through the door to the officers' cabins. Neither Captain Hunter or Krumer noticed him at the door right away. They both leaned over a set of maps, pouring over them while deep in the middle of a conversation. Hunter was dressed in his usual white linen shirt and brown trousers, his long coat tossed over a nearby chair. Krumer was in a loose-fitting faded blue shirt and brown trousers, as well. Presently, both looked up at the sailor. The young man hesitated, unsure if he should ease back out and knock. Hunter raised an eyebrow while Krumer stood up to his full, broad-shouldered orcish height. His black dreadlocks fell loose about his shoulders. 

"Well, Henry?" Krumer asked.

The first mate's deep rumble of a voice shook Henry from his indecision. He smiled nervously. "Ah, beggin' yer pardon Sirrahs, but there be a courier inbound." 

The captain and first mate exchanged a glance. Most messages transmitted to an airship were done through an opti-telegraphic system which sent its electronic message through a network of relay stations scattered across much of Europe, held high aloft by reinforced gas bags. To send a courier meant the message was sent from a place where there was no relay nearby, or the message was of such important or sensitive nature it was felt a courier was more reliable and secure. Especially since most relay dirigibles still fell victim to the more powerful storms. 

Hunter stood and reached for his worn longcoat. "Well then, it's either a package or something of greater import than a message. Best to see what brought."

The trio walked out of the cabins and onto the main deck just as the griffin started to approach the airship. With its wings stretched wide to catch the winds about the Brass Griffin, the animal circled the ship and, at the riders' gentle tug on the reins, turned and came in for a landing on the ship's main deck. The beast shook its feathered mane and wings as it settled into place. The rider tugged his goggles down from his smiling face and pulled off his fur-trimmed leather cap to reveal a shock of unkempt red hair and scattering of freckles. 

He looked about at the crew, eyes settling on Captain Hunter and Mr. Whitehorse upon their approach. "Brass Griffin, right Guv'?" 

Krumer folded his arms over his chest and nodded. "Indeed we are." The orc noticed the horse and rider patch on the young man's jacket. "You are a courier, yes?" 

The griffin rider stepped down from his saddle onto the deck. "S'right on that. Jim Reed, Pony Express rider, at your service." He turned to his saddlebags to rummage through them. "Got a package or four here for you." 

Krumer, who stood closest to the courier, accepted the packages and unwrapped the first one. "Ah, the new mainsprings. Henry, take this to Moira and William." 

"Aye." Henry raced off across the deck. 

Krumer unwrapped the others. The vials of ink and blank paper were delivered to Thorias, and the rest were spices which were taken to the cook.

Hunter looked over the griffin as it shook its feathered mane again. "Pardon my manners, but the Pony Express? An American service, yes? I thought it had closed down during that American Civil War." 

Reed chuckled. "Right ya are. Main office still is 'cross the water. We had some hard times durin' that, no doubt! Once we started usin' griffins, we could really cover the land. So, we just opened stations over here workin' with the Royal Mail." The rider patted the side of the large animal he arrived with. "Been with Percy here since."

Footsteps hammered across the deck. "Cap'n!" 

The group turned while Henry raced up with a worn piece of parchment and held it out to anyone that would take it. "Message Cap'n. It popped out once Moira put the mainspring in. She said it woulda' come in last evenin'."

Hunter took the message and scanned over it. In moments, his eyes narrowed and took on an icy glare.

"What is it?" Krumer asked.

"Adonia." With one word, said so flatly, the air seemed to chill about the group.

The courier diplomatically turned away at that to check on his mount and wisely keep from the conversation. 

"Ah, well. The spirits do move in their own way." 

Hunter sighed heavily to cool his anger. "And Dr. Von Patterson is with her. I don't like smell of this. But ... no matter either way, it is a distress call and one where Dr. Von Patterson is needing help. We'd be remiss if we ignored it. The location, however, escapes me. I don't recognize the coordinates." 

Krumer looked over the captain's shoulder at the dispatch. "I think those should be here in Belgium. The moors aren't they?"

The Pony Express courier turned back around. "The moors? Cor blimey, that's the Hohes Venn. Been some odd goin's on out that way. Last I was on station, some of the riders are tellin' tall tales of a black ship tryin' to run anyone bloody daft to get nearby to ground. Way I hear it told, they come for ya, no one's gonna hear from ya again. Not many are buggered enough to ride out towards Hohes Venn or the Hohes Venn relay." 

"Tall tales." Hunter commented.

"True enough for me." Reed answered quickly. "I been out there, but bugger me, I won't ride that way again." 

Hunter handed the dispatch to his first mate. "Mr. Whitehorse, get a map and with Sirrah Reeds' advice, find us a course to the Hohes Venn relay. Henry, run below and forewarn Dr. Thorias he may be having visitors."

"Aye Cap'n." Henry raced off for belowdecks.

Hunter turned on his heel and strode back toward his quarters, his face as dark as a thundercloud.

Reed checked the harness on Percy once more. Convinced the cinch was still secure enough to keep the saddle on Percy, he turned to watch Captain Hunter walk away. 

"Right knotted captain ya got there." The Pony Express rider commented with a low whistle. 

Krumer glanced over the distress message then back in Hunter's direction as the captain disappeared through a door. "Captain Hunter and Adonia share some of a past." 

"Now that sounds right morbid, if I do say so." 

Krumer chuckled and folded the message. "A relationship, however short, can occasionally be so. If you would before you leave, we'll need those coordinates of the relay." 

"Sure enough then. Just s'long as I'm not havin' to go." 


 Chapter 3 



A few hours passed before the Griffin crossed over the edge of the Hohes Venn, which was known in English as the High Fens. It was was a modest-sized area comprised of rich, thick forests and swampy moorland occupying the eastern portion of Belgium. Jim had described it as a rain-swept region, often covered with dark gray clouds stacked high one atop the other. These sat angrily above the fens, drawn into a knotted storm front. Combined with sporadic bursts of chilled winds in between a torrent of rain in summer and deep snow in winter, it was foreboding at best to visit.

Gray mist broke against the prow of the Brass Griffin while the ship cut through the dark clouds above the fens. A light rain washed against the deck and ran down in thin sheets along the ship's sides. Below, between the ship and the bottom-most layer of clouds, lightning rolled and danced in the gray darkness. Farther down from that, rain fell in torrents onto the moors and forests below. 

Hunter walked out of the doorway from the officers' cabins and adjusted his long coat against the thick mist in the air. With a brief nod of greeting to a passing crew member, he crossed the deck towards the starboard of the vessel where Krumer stood peering into the wall of storm clouds.

"Any sign?" The captain asked curiously. 

"Aye. She just came into view." Krumer pointed to a break in the thunderclouds. 

Nestled three miles above ground among the storm clouds and floating amid the wind was the High Fens Relay Station. Four rigid-frame weathered gas bags, each 400 feet in length, held aloft a large platform that was shaped as a wide circle. Off the circle were numerous stubby piers thrust outward like spokes from a wheel. These were the docking areas for visiting airships delivering food or repair materials to the station's maintenance crews, or for docking space for airships needing a temporary safe haven to wait out a storm or make repairs. 

Beyond the docks stood a handful of weather-beaten two-story warehouses, a small building for a dock master and the five story, main building of the relay itself. All of the buildings were wood-framed structures that had lightweight walls of Douglas Fir and sealed plaster. Some were even layered in thin sheets of copper or aluminum for some added protection against hail or bullets. This had obviously been needed at some time in the past, given the few dents in the metal that could be seen even at a distance.

On all the buildings, a dozen or more lightning rods projected upward to occasionally harvest the stray bolt of lightning for the station's batteries. In the middle of the entire structure stood a collection of four, one-story tall turbines that channeled air through the top and out below the station. This, along with a series of smaller propellers spaced along the underside, helped to steady the entire assemblage. 

Hunter squinted at the station, then frowned in thought. "Odd." 

Krumer looked over at the captain. "What is?" 

"That." Hunter pointed towards the station. "These are the correct coordinates?" 

"Aye, As correct as I can make them." 

"Where is everyone then?" Hunter asked aloud. "We're within view, yet we've not been challenged as to our purpose here. There should be dock crews at least milling about. I see no one." Then as an afterthought he added, "Adonia, what have you gotten yourself into?"

Krumer chuckled. "Or what has she done?" 

The captain gave his first mate a wry glance. "Indeed." 

Over by the main mast, William dropped a coil of newly repaired rope next to a storage box. "If'n ya ask me, looks as quiet as a tomb." 

"Hm, morose choice of words, William." Krumer replied.

"Although accurate." Hunter interjected. "Something's amiss. William, stow that rope and open the opti-telegraphic. See if anyone is awake over there." 

"Aye, Cap'n." William quickly finished storing the rope in the wooden box and raced off to the meeting room that adjoined the officer cabins where the opti-telegraphic was stored.

"If there is a soul about, they should reply." The captain paused a moment then looked up towards the ship's wheel. "Mr. Tonks." He said almost casually but firmly.

"Cap'n?" Came the reply from above. 

"Bring us around. It would behoove us to check the entire station before jumping to conclusions. It's not like we can see through the station itself." Hunter explained. 

Tonks inclined his head in a small nod then pulled the wheel to his right. "Aye, Cap'n, comin' around." 

Only the creak of rigging accompanied the turn, as the Brass Griffin put her port side to the station and caught the fast moving winds above the fens. The crew, overcome with the dark mood of the storm clouds and the stillness of the station nearby, spoke in whispers if they said much at all.

At the crest of the turn, whispers became a low rumble of quiet voices that ran the length of the ship. There, on the far side, an airship listed to its starboard side against one of the many open docks. The ship was a schooner, but a larger one than the Griffin. Instead of the 85 feet of the Brass Griffin's length, this was easily 120 feet from end to end. Her prow was more refined, having a clipper shape, able to cut through water and wind more easily than the usual prow of airship schooners. The gas bag was a semi-rigid frame, with the bag pulled out enough to visibly cause a flatter shape, which reduced wind resistance. It was the shape more favored by merchant marines, privateers, pirates and smugglers.

Drawing the most comments were the charred hole that had been blasted in her side and the peppering of black holes in her gas bag. The damage was extensive, but not quite enough to have sent the airship crashing to the ground. Instead, her partially inflated gas bag and the tethers between the ship and the dock had helped keep the craft aloft instead of drifting earthward.

"There's a soberin' sight eh, Cap'n?" Tonks asked while he turned the wheel to steady the Griffin from her turn.

"Indeed." Captain Hunter paused, a dark look obscuring his face momentarily. "I'm liking this less all the time. Tonks?"

"Aye?"

"Take her in." Hunter ordered. 

"Aye, Cap'n." Tonks turned the wheel slightly, then reached for the controls to slowly ease some of the pressure from the gas bag above. "Prepare ta dock!" He shouted. The cry was repeated twice while crew rushed about to help manage the Griffin's approach to a berth next to the one with the ruined airship. 

Krumer leaned on the railing, his eyes still on the burnt out airship. "Cap'n, is that wise? We don't know what did that." 

"I know. But William's yet to return with any news that the station replied to him, and still I see no one moving about the station docks when there should be." Hunter explained. "So, it seems to me, our only source of information is that wreck and the station itself." 

The orc looked back at the damaged airship while they approached. "Aye, Cap'n. Point taken." 

Carefully, the Griffin eased into the neighboring dock next to the damaged airship. Under normal circumstances, dock hands would be waiting to take the lines tossed over the side of the ship and tie them off to the pier. These were not normal circumstances. William tied himself off with a long rope for a tether, then scrambled over the side and jumped to the dock. Two other crew followed his example and landed beside him a moment after. 

With the ship tied off, the gangplank was lowered. A cool gust of wind played among the silent buildings and ruffled the gas bags overhead. Somewhere, deep within the station a lone bird cried out in a dim, mournful cry. The ruined sails and rigging on the damaged airship swayed lazily in the breeze, like tattered ghosts standing watch on deck. In the distance, the deep rumble of thunder shook the air in an ominous undertone. In between, a deafening, dead silence would fall in the intervening moments. 

Hunter paused on the dock to look at the over-sized gas bags of the station above him. "Only the airship suffered damage. Nary a scratch upon the station itself." 

Krumer walked up beside Hunter. "We start with the ship then?" 

"Indeed. So far it seems the likely candidate for anything fresh, given the distress message only just arrived the other night. Take Moira, Thorias and O'Fallon with you."

"Is O'Fallon up to it?" Krumer asked, referring to the brutal gunshot wounds O'Fallon suffered some few months back. 

"He's as recovered from his wounds as I am." Hunter replied. "Even though I daresay his wounds were graver than mine, he's been about his duties for some weeks now. Thorias gave him a mostly clean bill of health, with a few personal comments about rushing the healing process." 

Krumer laughed, "Which means according to any average doctor, O'Fallon's fine. Consider it done." 

"Very good. Oh and Krumer?" 

The orc paused in mid-walk. "Aye, Cap'n?" 

"Mind yourself. Whatever caused that," Hunter pointed to the gaping, burnt hole torn into the side of the other schooner, "is not someone or something to trifle with." 

"We'll be watchful, Anthony. Spirits willing." 






 Chapter 4


While the wind danced with the torn sails creating a ghostly waltz, the explorers from the Brass Griffin approached on the weathered wooden dock. At first, the wreck looked to be tilted towards her starboard side, where the lines kept her tied to the station. This was only partially correct. She did indeed tilt to starboard, but whatever caused that to happen had slammed her into the dock itself. Wooden railing and deck planks had met the dock and smashed together in an ugly mix of intertwined wreckage. The weight of the ship against the relay station itself kept the two together in a precarious embrace. 

At the edge of the damage, Conrad O'Fallon, the quartermaster of the Brass Griffin paused to survey the damage. He gave a low whistle of appreciation. O'Fallon was accustomed to many kinds of destruction, both in causing and receiving it. He tapped a broken spur of a mast that was embedded in the dock with a toe of his boot. A blackened, burnt section of wood fell away into a crumbled heap of soot.

"What is it?" Krumer asked as he walked up. Moira Wycliffe and Dr. Thorias Llwellyn were not far behind. Near Thorias, Arcady, a Clockwork dragonfly, flew in a lazy, circular pattern while he took in the surrounding view.

"She be takin' quite the beatin'." O'Fallon remarked in amazement while he stepped around the broken, burnt mast piece and over to a fractured gangplank.

Krumer followed in quartermaster's footsteps. "That would explain the damage on the port side."

O'Fallon shrugged. "Only a wee mite. With the docks bein' so close about, the attacker would be gettin' as good as they gave. Should be some sign of damage on the other dock we be tied ta." 

"And there was none." Krumer finished O'Fallon's explanation. "Curious." The first mate stopped at the plank that reached from the dock to the ruined ship's deck. "We'll cover more ground if we split up. Moira and Thorias, check the crew hammocks below decks. I'll make my way towards the officers' cabins. O'Fallon, head for the cargo holds and the ship's stores." 

"Och, the stores?" O'Fallon asked surprised.

"If they abandoned ship, what they took might give us an idea of where they thought they'd be going." Krumer explained, then grinned. "Besides, you spend enough time raiding the date bread Ahmed cooks, I assumed you were our resident expert on ship's stores."

His cheeks flushed as red as his topknot of hair momentarily before O'Fallon recovered his voice. "Ah, well. We need ta be crackin'. Daylight be a wastin'." Quickly, the quartermaster navigated the warped boarding plank and stepped onto the tilted deck. Chuckling, the others followed not far behind him.

Once aboard, their laughter fell hollow against the dead air surrounding the wreck, fading off to nothing. The four paused to get their bearings and steel their resolve. None spoke at first, though they exchanged a knowing glance. Each felt the same, as if they had not only stepped into a graveyard, but stepped onto a fresh grave. 

"Shout if anyone finds anything." Were Krumer's parting words before he turned towards the ship's stern and the likely place for any officer cabins. Behind him, the others exchanged one more glance and set out on their own tasks. 

On most schooners, there was a small meeting or ante-room that connected the officers' cabins together. Situated below the quarterdeck, there was normally a small door with a short set of stairs that led directly to it. This ship's design was no different. There, to the left of a set of stairs up to the quarterdeck and ship's wheel, Krumer found a medium-sized door. The wood was weathered, stained and streaked with some kind of soot. The orc wondered if a fire had ravaged the deck, but found little sign of fire save the burnt masts, some rigging, the sails and this door. Even the stairs next to the door were untouched.

He tried the handle but the door held fast. When the ship had tilted to starboard it must have done so rapidly, and in doing so, warped the frame just enough to hold the door closed. Krumer took a moment to examine the door frame and found two spots where the weather-beaten door was wedged the tightest. In this case it was just the top right and bottom left corners. He gripped the door handle again then put his weight behind the shove. With a snap, the
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