60 Hours Later . . . 
As if Crystal didn't have enough to keep her busy in the galley, there was this half-elf who hovered at the door or worse, over her shoulder, and acted as though she had a snit in her underthings. Not that Crystal thought for a moment she wore any underthings. ~Hester.~  She was built in a manner that human -- in particular -- males enjoyed staring at and panting after. She had red hair and the large, upturned elven eyes. It wasn't the least bit fair, and of all things she, ~Hester~, loved to flaunt. Shaking her aft quarters as she sashayed by any man, shamelessly sunning the tattoo of an octopus inked low on her left breast. But the moment someone made a grab she was off, clinging to the wine-robed sleeve of the Arai cleric, Tarick.

Had it not been such a distraction -- at a time when she needed fewer distractions -- Crystal might have chuckled while she watched the show of 'hardened' sea dogs jumping through hoops and begging for a biscuit.

At least Tarick stayed out of the way on the upper deck. He made himself useful, as well, healing strained muscles and the usual cuts, bumps, and barbs of working the booms and the nets. But he was an odd one, too. 'Oily,' Crystal called him to herself. He was just a little too delighted to meet and chat with someone, anyone; a little too happy to help out; a little too concerned over their minor wounds; just a little too pleased with himself. 

And even he was much easier to take than the Sanguis cleric they were toting about. ~Simeon.~ He kept to himself in his chamber, bought and paid for the privacy he did, preventing at least four or five crewmen who could've shared the room. When he did come out to eat, stretch, or visit the bilge, one of his big, looming body-guards followed him, while the other remained in the compartment, door barred; always, the door was barred. They made no attempt to speak to anyone at any time. If asked a question out of necessity, Simeon answered curtly, and returned to his room.

True to his word, Cabat kept to the lower decks, emerging just after midday to conduct his duties. He managed to somehow not scowl in Remi's general direction for taking his brandy bottles and locking them in her cabin. Instead, he did strike up friendly games of cards and stones near midnight, particularly with the pleasant halfling Gordon who he'd met ever-so-briefly on a voyage or three some weeks ago; and with Reynard, who was always a pleasant means to pass the time to aid Cabat in pretending 'Brandy' wasn't calling him back to his hammock below.

Kickaha took to life on a ship quickly, giving the indication that he adapted suitably well to any situation. Considering prior encounters with sea faring vessels were not very instructive, much less enjoyable, he seemed very comfortable with learning different aspects of sailing and of the ship itself. He was eager and engaging, and after only two days and two nights, many of the early evening workers knew his name and called on him to 'help' them with the rigging and sails. Those who thought to put willing newcomers to work doing the dirtiest jobs  -- swabbing, bilge pumping, rat hunting, hull scraping -- soon found themselves occupied in enjoyable story-swapping while working away the hours alongside Kickaha. Long after one or another of the sailors spoke with him about the stars, which ones would lead to where, an otherwise ebullient Kickaha would find his mood changing faintly. His gaze drifted instinctively to the northeast waters; and the amulet usually tucked safely within his vest, would warm with an inner gleam, and vaporous whispers of encouragement wafted to his receptive ears.

Forever eager to hear and exchange tales, whether exaggerated or not, Kickaha's proficiency for both listening and telling, did not go unnoticed by the bard Reynard. He did the job done best by bards, and kept the spirits above decks up and made the work, or alternately the dreary time, pass more quickly. It wouldn't be much longer before he will have successfully composed a couple of songs around Kickaha and felt confident that once the songs were carried inland, they would grow by legendary proportions:
"~His name, it's Kickaha, he's seen a little service,

Where mighty billows roll, and loud tempests blow:

He's sailed with the valiant, he's sailed with the nervous

And in gallant Calloway fleet he's sung out Yo! heave ho!

"Then put round the grog, so we've that on our prog,

We'll laugh in care's face, And sing Yo! heave ho!

We'll laugh in care's face, And sing Yo! heave ho!

"When from his love -- one of many! -- he first weighed anchor,

And she was snivelling seen on the beach below;

He'd seen to his eyes snivelling too, 

     -- d'ye see, to thank her! --

But he brought his sorrows up with a Yo! heave ho!

For sailors, tho' they have their jokes,

And love and feel like other folks,

"Their duty to neglect must not come for to go;

So he seized the capstan bar, like a true, honest tar,

And in spite of tears and sighs sang out Yo! heave ho!

And in spite of tears and sighs sang out Yo! heave ho!~"

Two days were little more than a colorful haze to Kaunis, who would ~never~ admit to being seasick. He managed to adhere to the extensive ... 'training' in his background which served him well enough to keep his condition from those nearby. That and the so-very-helpful pouches of powder and herbs he mixed with the sherry and wine in his small, sheltered, cubicle. But then, that could be considered part of his 'training,' as well. A shudder gripped him, the first clear memory since boarding the ship. He blinked the wind and hair from his eyes and looked upon a calm ocean. The salt touched his tongue, the brine irritated his nose, and the sounds of the water lapping against the hull reached his elfin ears. Gold and silver glinted off the waves from sun rays which would be setting against the horizon before much longer. Kaunis realized he was hungry, but took that as a good sign. What was it Sunshine called it? -- getting his sea legs, it was.

Toward the stern, the usually robed druid was less fortunate. Reynard and Remi referred to her as T'harah. Her wolf friend wandered about the topdeck freely, staying well back from sailors' legs and swinging booms. Its toe-nailed feet were not suited to the steady rocking of a ship and it often found a place near a double-fist-thick rope pin to lay the day away. T'harah wished she could do the same. When she could even wish at all. 

She had been sick since almost the moment she set foot on the Ocean's Melody. It seemed as though the rhythm of the sea was dissonant with every part of her being. She had since left cloak, satchel, and staff in her tiny, corner stall, finding the sea breeze some respite to her prickling skin. She kept her hair tied tightly at the back of her neck, a square of fabric tied partially over her torso, and a cloth skirt that rested at her thighs. She couldn't remember where she had removed her sandals and didn't care. She'd been unable to eat more than watery mead since boarding and was amazed the 'sea sickness' found anything else inside her to heave up each time the boat rose and fell. But it did, and her place grew to be at the railing, whether hanging over or sitting near waiting for the next wave to force her up and over again.

This brought to light an obvious unspoken understanding between T'harah and Tarick. He made no effort to approach her. She showed no interest in seeking him out for aid.

Stuck on a ship was never and still wasn't Gordon's favorite pastime -- especially when avoiding Remi and her temper. 'Won't she ever get over that?' he'd think to himself.

Some of the travelers were strange, but he recognized a few of them from the tavern. Being a self-styled, sociable fellow, Gordon mingled with the passengers -- keeping them out of the sailors' way and making himself look busy so as to not be 'assigned' any tasks by Remi. Some of the passengers wouldn't notice a missing coin or two either. He was providing entertainment after all, wasn't he? Performing sleight of hand tricks and acrobatic flips, he kept the passengers occupied with his antics. 

At night though, his world at sea became a different story. On several occasions, Gordon snuck into Remi's room to catch a peek at the orders in the tube that everyone was fighting over. He suspected it could give him more of a clue to what's going on. Each time he managed to find the tube, though, it was unopened. With a bespelled seal upon it, he thought it better to wait a bit longer until a peek might be easier to achieve.

Event 2:  Stalker

Sitting at a small table in a room below decks, Reynard picked up a small, polished, black stone and set it down on a nearby colored tile. He leaned back and fussed with a small pipe. 

"It be your move lad," Reynard said between clenched teeth where he held the pipe in his mouth, and dug in a bag for some kind of dry powder. He sat across from Cabat, who had a good number of white stones still in front of him. Someone who casually walked by the door and glanced in door would be unsure who was actually winning. Reynard found what he sought, poured something in the pipe with a free hand, and then extracted the pipe from his mouth. "A strange crew Remi has brought with her this trip. It be a rare sight to see so many green-faced shipmates, hugging the rail. Some do show some promise though for a life at sea. That Kickaha lad would do well enough once he's more seasoned, and Gordon plays a fair hand at chop." Reynard said the last as if chop were every bit as important a skill as navigator or other essential shipboard duty.

Cabat pushed a white stone forward and dragged a card from across the table; his bleary eyes seemed devoid of life. He looked it over and moved the same white stone to the tile beside it. He dealt out cards next for those who were foolish enough to try their hand at winning.

Several rounds had gone by, some won, some lost, but Cabat hardly said a word. It wasn't till the fourth round where Cabat suddenly opened up.

"Do ye ever wonder where we be headin'?"

He watched Gordon look up, his halfling height made the cards in his hand appear as if they were a firm, castle wall.  "What?"

"Do you ever wonder where we be headin'? Day in, day out, we sail these seas... And yet most of us don't know where we be headin' at the moment." He discarded a card, and drew another. "And life's a bit like a crew don't you think?"

He didn't wait for Gordon to ask how or why.  "When ye have someone ye don't want, you discard'em the first chance ye get. Then you pick up someone ye don't really know, and hope that they're a firm replacement."

Cabat took another breath, threw in another coin. "And each time, you gamble that they can be trusted. You wonder, if with this crew, your hand is going to be the one to make it big."

He discarded another card, and drew another when his turn came back around. "Because you can't have a good hand, if you have a card that's worthless." Cabat smiled, and pushed the rest of his money into the center of the table.

The others cast their gaze about, each of them folding in turn until it reached Gordon. Gordon waited, piercing Cabat's mask, waiting for a sign to see if his hand was as good as it had seemed.

But Cabat's face was a violent storm. One could not tell which way or how strong the wind would come. Emotion was impossible to read from his stormy features.

Finally, Gordon folded.

Cabat laid his cards face down and scooped up the money into his pouch. "You see, a good deck is like a good crew. You have to pick and choose and eventually you will have it. And you have to know when to get rid of the bad cards. Ye catch my meanin'?"

Cabat tipped his hat and excused himself.

Against the Code, Gordon flipped Cabat's cards over and saw that he had a two of clubs, a five of hearts, an eight of diamonds, a Jack of Hearts, and a Queen of Spades.

"He bluffed us!" Gordon muttered.

Not far, Cabat chuckled, as he flipped the coin in his hand.

Reynard sitting nearby laughed, "Ah, well played lad. Glad to see you ken more than just drinkin'. Though there be nothin wrong with that either." Reynard scratched his chin in thought. "Aye, it be true, people do throw out the cards they think they don't need. Sometimes though fate or the lady will pick them back up. Or the other's if they be playin' chop up there." Reynard points upwards and lets out a short chuckle.

Hey Cabat, wait up!”  Gordon excused himself from the table and caught up with the sober-for-once sailor. “Since when did you become such a philosopher?” Sticking his hands in his pockets, he continued, "Or is it the lack of drink that makes you think, eh?” He chuckled at his little rhyme.

Easily dodging the sailors who were working, Gordon wandered with Cabat to the main deck near the forward rail. “Life is like a crew, huh?  Well, I’ve got another opinion that you might appreciate more. How about life being a drink?

"There are the drinks you drink to forget – simply grab and swallow without any care over what you’re doing. Those are the ones that just pass from memory. Then you’ve got the drinks that you drink with others. Enjoying their company and the carefree feeling you get when you feel that buzz. Those are a bit more memorable; can make an impression on you.” Gordon looked over the side of the ship, watching the waves glide by. “And then you’ve got the drinks that captivate you; the wines and ales and meads that caress your tongue like someone you care for. You sip it and savor it trying to remember every bit for the rest of your life. Those stay with you; what you compare all other drinks against.” 

Leaning back up to look at Cabat, he said, “Or in the end, it was all an alcohol induced dream and none of it really happened." He bounced Cabat’s money pouch on the palm of his hand with a broad grin on his face. He handed Cabat back his pouch. “I know why *I* sail Cabat – because I made a choice of what beer to drink. It was an extremely sweet beer at first but had a really bad aftertaste,” he said, giving a dagger-filled look in Remi’s direction. “Why do you sail Cabat? To play out the hand life dealt you? Or are you fighting not to fold your hand?” Gordon smirked, “to continue the analogy.” 

 

Cabat smiled and gave Gordon a look, raising just one eye brow. "Why do I sail? I do it, because I am sitting at the table... I have cards. And I know how to play. I've grown up learning to manipulate the deck of cards that are given me. To be quicker than the eye can see. To appear one way, but be another. I sail for the same reason I play the cards, because I will win in the end. No matter what cards I discard along the way; they will always be just that. Cards. Discarded, and maybe picked up again, as needed, because every card has its value given the right set of cards in your hand."
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Kaunis stretched, the little he could in the small quarters. ~Right, food it is.~ He checked his outfit, his hair, his weapons, without a second thought. Seasickness or not, some things never changed. The tattoo still held and looked good and he accompanied it with loose black silk pants and some jewelry. His fingers rested for a moment on a small black star tattoo on his heart. That would not wear off and vanish. Not even when real tattoos might. ~No dreams lately.~ There was a sound that could have been the faintest sigh, and then he picked an apple from the small supply of fresh food he had taken with him and headed to the galley.


Crystal was smashing together various citrus-smelling fruits in a meat grinder. It didn't look particularly appetizing -- at the moment -- but it certainly made the galley smell wonderful. Almost clean, above the fish oil and octopus parts she'd just dumped in the slop bucket in the corner.

When Kaunis appeared in the doorway, she looked at him warily. Then she looked
behind him to see if ~she~ was also somewhere in the neighborhood. When Crystal
didn't see her nemesis, she turned the crank a couple of times, before looking
back at Kaunis apple suspiciously. "Where'd you get that?"

Kaunis grinned and took another bite of the apple. "A little mermaid hopped on board and gave it to me. Wanted to compliment my new tattoos." He nodded seriously, but his eyes laughed.

"Well, in all truth, I haven't been much to sea, but the little I have..." He shuddered theatrically. "So I came prepared."


Crystal gave a huff, which could have been approval or just acknowledgement. She hefted a cleaver nearly too big for the halfling and pointed at the far corner, near where Kaunis stood in the skinny doorway. "I gots a barrel of apples there for the trip; just want to keep up with the count is all.

"So yer seein' mermaids now too, huh?" It wasn't really a question as she chopped up a soft-fleshed, pink gourd to add to the mix. "You need to eat. Good stuff." She pointed the cleaver his way with a matronly waggle of the hatchet. "And not that high-powered powder'n yer water neither. Stuff'll make your brain soup."  She set down the knife and wiped her hands on her tunic.

Hopping from her stool, she went over to one of the bins at her height and opened it. "Here." She took out a half-loaf of dark bread and broke off a hunk of cheese so large she needed two hands to give it to him. "This is better. Fruit's good of course. After four days, don't bother drinking the water. At all. Ever. Unless you want to spend the rest of the trip in the hold." She made a face. "Meade's better. Rum'll do."
Kaunis took the offered bread and cheese and bowed. "Thank you, miss." He glanced around the kitchen. "Any chance for a plate of some sort? Or rum? That sounded like an excellent piece of advice, that."

Crystal drew herself up. "It was all excellent advice," she muttered returning to her stool.  She exhaled. "Want a plate, yer on yer own. I h'ain't had a free second to wash them off from last eve. You can find rum on any deck, just ask one o' the sailors. Or if you want it cold," she gestured again with the cleaver, "there's some in that chest, cork intact."

"Thank you, miss." He headed straight to the chest, balanced the food stuffs with one hand and dug out a bottle of rum with the other... then glanced around for a place to sit. There was nothing very comfortable available. He ended up setting the rum atop the chest from whence it came and leaned against its closed hatch. It nearly made a seat for him.

"Vestoria's Ear-hole," Crystal said abruptly. "If yer going to be part of the crew, at least ~try~ to act like it. It ain't 'miss.'  It's 'Cook.' 'Crystal' if I like you." She hesitated in her chopping for a heartbeat, then shoved the fresh pieces into the grinder. "And not even that if that half-elf dockyard cat ~Hester~ has her way. Says she's an experienced galley cook." Crystal rolled her eyes. "Her galley experience might be in a tavern, but I suspect it wasn't kitchen work."

Kaunis laughed. It was a pleasant sound, trained to be such with millennia of practice. "So 'Cook' it is. Unless of course, I might win my way into your favor."

He cut a piece of the cheese with one of his daggers and ate it, somehow making it look as though he was indulging in a gourmet meal. He cut another piece, then a piece of the bread, shaping both absently to be more a piece of art than food, then combining them. He nibbled the food art and hummed to himself. 

"There is someone daring to covet your position as a cook?"

"Covet?" Crystal paused in her cranking to consider the word. She ended with a scowl, cranking out pulp all the harder. "Pah! If she thinks she can take it from me," she brandished the cleaver, "she's just got another think coming to her. And you," she pushed the bowl of mashed fruit to the side and picked out two onion bulbs. "What is it yer doing here and not topside. Didn't you tell Remi you'd help see she didn't become porous while her back was turned? Hmf, I don't trust that wharf-cat ~Hester~ as far as I could toss her." She waved the knife around again. "And I wish I could toss her over, I don't mind sayin'"

Kaunis ate another of the impromptu food art and tilted his head. "I am enjoying the food you so graciously provided, dear Cook. And I trust Sunshine has other protectors around her. She was sufficiently effective with her whip, as well." He smiled at something, then ate another. "But you are correct, of course. I shall finish my meal and go see if there is anything I could please her with."

Kaunis finished the bread and cheese art he was enjoying, performed a little bow at Crystal and vanished with the bottle of rum towards the deck to look for Remi. The ship's movement had ceased to be nauseating... instead it felt like he was running on a moving cart, or over rooftops while being very, very drunk. Or very other things. He grinned a little and took a swig of the rum. Not bad for cheap crew stuff. To see what actual sailors do then...

Standing against the rail, Remi watched her crew as they bustled about the deck. Turning back she entered her cabin, unfamiliar with the luxuries and opulence of the captains quarters as opposed to her small bunk below decks.  She crossed the room and picked up the tube that held the ship's orders. Twirling it in her hand, she slid it into her pouch and left through the door to watch her crew again.  Dwelling in the strangeness of watching -- not working with -- them, and sailing alone without any of her family, made her melancholy and downhearted.  She leaned her elbows on the rail and watched the water flow around the ship, the sea birds singing their songs echoing to the ears of the crew as a staccato to their work.

Kaunis wandered past the sailors doing something that apparently made the ship move, and sailors gambling and drinking and gossiping. He had to resist the gambling. He was here to win something far more important than a few coins. His eyes rested a moment the figure of the ~mind-witch~ promptly being sick near the back of the boat. The sight pleased him. And then he saw what he had been searching for, the young and gorgeous Captain at the rail. He walked up to her and offered her the rum bottle. 

"Cook told me not to drink the water, so I'm trying to survive as pleasantly as possible. How are you feeling, Sunshine?"


Remi took her eyes from the crew, and smiled at Kaunis as she took the rum bottle from him, downing a mouthful before handing it back.  "Feeling?  It's good to be back at sea, but worried for my Captain, his children and my brother. I have never been to sea without a one of them. It's nerve wracking." She nodded at the rum. "Also make sure you keep with oranges to ward off the scurvy. How are you doing? How is the sea treating you?"

"Not too bad," he smiled. "Took a bit to get used to it, I guess, but I'm a relatively fast adapter." He took another swig of rum. "So you're feeling lonely?"

"That's good to hear, not everyone can take to the sea," She motioned to those puking their guts out at the front rail. "I just feel like my right arm is cut off, It is like something being there your entire life, you don't know you rely on it until it is gone.  You could call that lonely, yes."

Kickaha couldn't help but grin at the way the conversation wasn't going.  Pretending not to hear, he turned his outward attention back to what the sailors were showing him to do, but kept half an ear on the pair by the railing.

Kaunis nodded at the words. "There are many ways to be lonely, Sunshine. But you should not worry... you have that right arm still there, waiting. You are far from alone." He smiled comfortingly, and then the silver in his eyes gleamed and the smile turned into a smirk. 

"Maybe you just have to acquire temporary right arms for the journey. This one," he showed his own, wiggled his fingers in the air as a wave, "volunteers."

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

It was becoming more infrequent that Kickaha wasn’t surrounded by shipmates, those who encouraging, those who taught, those who listened, and those who drank. He stared at the ocean off in the distance where the sun would be setting. It was a long, rolling road, traveling off the ocean's edge. Somehow Kickaha ~knew~ the ocean didn't end there. The ocean ... didn't end. The undulating blue-green of the sea and the glare of the sun-road combined into a swirling image of a spiral shell. Like the one he wore. The one that when it warmed against his chest, like now, had trained him to listen.  Not that he could help hearing. 

Charming Coyote. Eccentric Shark,

outside our world agreed to embark

has the breath within his reach

to find to give before the beach

we follow he who our lives bought

serving as he suffers what we cannot

deer watching as she does all like us

grateful to him for him to bless

The song was melodious as always; always soothing and sincere; always meant only for him. Beautiful and incomparable. It almost bothered him that it left him feeling baited. Even the dreams, with all their celebration, left him feeling cornered. 
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
As darkness crossed the skies over head, obscuring the clouds and showing the constellations, Reynard walked topside. He had been humming, and chuckled at something which had come to mind to rhyme. And which could never be used in a proper tavern. Near the bow, he spotted the object of one his latest ditties. Ambling up to Kickaha, Reynard found the boy in contemplation over something. Thinking it might have to do with sea travel itself, Reynard made himself comfortable on the barrier, puffed a time or two on his pipe to give the lad a chance to realize he was no longer alone, and then nodded toward the ocean "She's a beautiful woman," he said. "Sweet and desirable one night; stormy and cruel the next. There somebody back home yer missin', laddie?"

"More like some 'thing,'" answered Kickaha, then half-smiled.

"Eh," Reynard sucked on the pipe stem. "And what might that be?"

Kickaha remained contemplative. Instead of answering, he nodded toward the placid waters.  "What causes that?"

It took a few heartbeats for Reynard's eyes to pick out what the boy was referring to. The waves were hardly more than ripples under a rising half-moon. They gazed west, in the direction the ship was heading, so there was no wake or cross-surge. About every twenty seconds or so, there would be a place on the sea that was without wave or ripple, as though the surface froze for a moment Then it would return to normal.

Reynard watched in silence for a minute or more.  His features became increasingly grave as he slowly straightened. "There be a reason ships don't sail afore the Haunt," he said. 

Spinning on his heel, he took a few steps toward the main mast. "Jecon!" he yelled to the man in the crow's nest. "Jecon, look out starboard!" Reynard pointed over the bow. "Anything in the sea, boy?"

Kickaha watched the ocean. Reynard watched Jecon. Another half-minute passed. 

Suddenly Jecon's hands gripped the edge of the basket. "Aye!" he shouted. "Aye, sound the alarm!"

Reynard was already striding to the brass bell before Jecon finished. He clanged it loudly. "All hands! On deck! All hands! We got a hound!"

A hound, or 'stalker,' was anything that got it into its head to trail a ship. It could be a pod of young whales, curious dolphins, or just a large school of flustered sardines. Or it could be something more menacing and greedy.

Sailors arrived topside in various degrees of disarray and befuddlement.

"What --? Where is --? Who hollered --? Tarnation --! How did we --? What time --?"

Reynard continued to sound the alarm until he spotted Remi and Angus on the Fo'c'sle Deck. "It's a hound, ladies and gents. And we don't think she's alone!"

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *~*

Hearing the alarm in his sleep, Gordon tried to roll over and ignore it, hoping to hold onto that last bit of dream playing cards with his family. The alarm continued and running of feet pounding on the floorboards awakened him fully. Grumbling, Gordon rolled out of bed, re-tightened his pants and slipped into his boots. Shaking himself fully awake, he threw on a shirt as he grabbed his shortbow and quiver. 'Wonder what the *&^$ %*&# is going on?'

Reynard continued to ring out the bell in a steady rhythm to the crew up on the deck. Once he spotted Remi and Angus on the fo'c'sle deck, he called, "It's a hound, ladies and gents. And we don't think she's alone!" 

"Bloody hell! Why can't things start to go right!" Remi stood tall and started barking orders to the crew, hoping beyond logic she was doing what her uncle would have done. 
Reynard then made his way around the deck of the ship saying a few words of encouragement to each man at his station.

Kaunis was up at the first sign of the alarm, his hands on the daggers. Some reflexes were hard to suppress, after all. He made his way to the deck, trying to figure out what was going on. Not wanting to disturb the captain at a time like this, he grabbed the closest sailor by the wrist. "What's a hound?"

The man blinked, his eyes still hazy from rum and sleep. He smiled crookedly. "Don' know yet." When Kaunis didn't release his wrist, he exhaled as if it was work to think. "Means something's trailin' the ship, mate."
Kaunis released his grip and nodded. ~Something trailing the ship.~ He moved deftly past the hurrying crew, locating a spot that didn't seem to be in the way, but gave him a good view at the sea behind them. ~Let's see, then.~

At first, Kaunis distinguished nothing out of the ordinary. After a few seconds, he made out a large black shape moving toward the ship. It disappeared going too deep to see.
Kaunis had withdrawn a few steps, enough to locate support for the inevitable. He kept himself steady when the jolt hit the ship.

"Trying to sink us." It was more of an observation than anything else. There wasn't anything he could do about the situation... what ~did~ people do when they had one of these 'hounds' at their ships, anyway? He glanced around to see what the sailors were busying themselves with and above all, what the captain was telling them to do.

“Who's got a visual on that?" Remi hollered after the Hound slammed into the ship. "And keep the bloody thing off our hull! Bring in the jib and the topsail, dammit!” Though she sounded like the crew had lacked, it seemed they were doing as ordered even before the orders were finished. “Jecon, where’s our shore! How far The Rings?”

Following the other sailors up, Gordon looked over the side, keeping a hand close to the deck to prevent his fall as the ship was rammed. Hearing Remi shouting orders, Gordon shook his head. 'We're dead; she hasn't told what to do other than keeping it off the ship... Guess it's up to me I guess.'


Pulling an arrow back on his bow, he let fly when the shadowy image becomes visible again.

Kaunis moved swiftly closer to Remi. "Beneath us, Sunshine. About three times the length of the ship."

She cursed again as Jecon called back, “We’re north o’ Ingot, Captain. Two more twists for The Rings.”

“Turn out the boom!” Angus chimed in, then hopped from the fo'c'sle deck to pull the wheel with two other sailors.

Reynard went through his pack and dug out a grappling hook and tied it to some rope. Then walking near the railing, he gestured with one hand at the water. "Lets see how he likes being bumped."
Reynard mumbled, casting ghost sounds into the water. He thought to go for a large underwater ~boom~ -- as loud as could be made.

“Stand ready ye weaponry,” Remi shouted. “Don’t fire till she gives us a reason!”

 “Till she gives us a reason?” Kaunis arched his brows. “Broadsiding isn’t a reason?”

Remi’s features were tight as she watched the dark sea churning around the ship when it changed its maneuvers. She gave a curt shake of her head. “One bump? This time o’ year? No. In fact, I’m hopin’ she doesn’t find us interesting at all and goes elsewhere.”

“You keep calling it a ‘she?’ As though there are grounds for that?”

“Black hellbenders. The Deep serpents. This be the time o’ year they breed. Males got more sense than to hang around now. If we crossed too near a newborn, I’d be afraid all’s lost. This late in the season, that’s not likely. If she just be out huntin’ with her babe, we may not be enough of a challenge to bother with.” She cast Kaunis an anxious glance. “We can hope how tame we look from below.”

Gordon cursed as he lost his arrow to the dark. He couldn’t be sure whether it had hit and bounced off, or whether it missed a mark altogether. 

There was an abrupt sound, loud but muffled, like an explosion beneath the surface. 

The ship rocked wildly from violently changing currents, tossed from crest to trough to trough, and spun ninety degrees. Then even the most weathered sea man gawked up in awe as the huge serpentine head of a black hellbender rose out of the depths and shrieked at the vessel. It sprayed seawater, foam, and spittle on the crew twelve meters below. Crescent snake-like eyes barely glinted orange in the ships’ lanterns’ lights. The head, shiny black and the size of three halflings across, lowered to the main deck, nose slits contracting, spewing sea mist in all directions as it tested the smell of this possible threat.

It reared slightly, this time bringing its mighty head down near the rear, onto the quarter deck. Water and slime streamed over the thick wooden slats, making standing hazardous.  Nose slits worked, feeding smells into the head to detect what the eyes couldn’t find. Spray spurted over the two at hand, including Kickaha. The hellbender opened its maw, emitting a sound like a driving hiss and short, resounding clicks within. 

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

The ship rocked wildly from violently changing currents, tossed from crest to trough to trough, and spun afterwards ninety degrees. The huge serpentine head of a black hellbender rose out of the depths. It shrieked at the vessel, spraying seawater, foam, and spittle on the crew below. It descended to the main deck, nose slits contracting, spewing sea mist in all directions.

It reared slightly, this time bringing its mighty head down near the rear, onto the quarter deck. Water and slime streamed over the thick wooden slats, making simply walking hazardous.  Nose slits worked, feeding smells into the head to detect what the eyes couldn't find. Spray spurted over the two at hand, including Kickaha. The hellbender opened its maw, emitting a sound like a driving hiss and short, resounding clicks within. 
Kickaha grinned. "Dinner? Is that what you're looking for?"

He quickly muttered a spell, searching his mind for bad memories to inspire his casting; memories of the smell of sickness, excrement, and of things too rotten for even carrion eaters to touch.  Counting on the creature's developed sense of smell, he compelled the scents wafting towards the creature's nose.

Kaunis had leapt back as the head of the snake rose from the waters, his mind going through his options as he clung to the nearest solid object. He found all of his options lacking. This was nothing he could talk to, bargain with, or charm. Throat too big to cut, heart unreachable, no poison strong enough... they could go for the eyes, but the thrashing of the beast would most likely sink them anyway.

Had he encountered the creature in town, he would have fled. But there was nowhere to run, either. No, it had to be convinced to leave them alone. And if his skills were not fitting, he just had to talk someone else into it. He went through his traveling companions in his mind, wincing internally at the mind-witch. ~Maybe she'll do something. Or maybe she is too busy being sick. Either way, I'm not going to... ah, bard. What was his name again? Oh yes...~

"Reynard," he spoke out in calm tones, but loud enough for the bard to hear, "any good at snake-charming songs?"
"Snakes?" Reynard shrugged. "Not especially, that be a lass named Elsa. She dances naked. Though I think she does just as well at charmin' the men." Reynard looked over at the creature, heaving itself on deck before adding. "Well since this be an emergency, I do be havin' a trick up my sleeve. Plug yer ears lad and make sure everyone else does, too." 

Reynard silently counted to five and then began singing. At first it was a barely audible hum. As he continued, it became louder, the tone staying low and even. Reynard kept walking slowly toward the creature, singing in a tone that occasionally looped back on itself.

The spell was working, with most of those in the bard's vicinity succumbing to the lure of the magically captivating melody. Just as everything began to look illusive, the serpent made a gravelly sputter from its throat which seemed to cause a reaction from the wolf. It bounded from the lead bobbin, and planted soggy, front feet on Reynard's shoulders, licking his nose and mouth repeatedly. The bard was entirely incapable of continuing his beguiling song under the assault.

For the part of the black hellbender, she lifted her head and shook it. She backed off more, shaking her head again and flinging water and slime in every direction. No one on deck escaped the torrent. Then with a decisive snort and guttural growl, she whirled and dove beneath the waves, tottering the vessel as she spiraled deeper.

It took several moments before the water calmed once more and everything fell silent.


~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

Gordon’s jaw dropped at the sight of the massive creature.  “Wha?!  What is that?!” he stammered, holding his short bow unloaded at his side.  The creature was massive; its nostril was larger than he was!  Realizing how exposed he was in this situation, Gordon sought cover anywhere – a mast, a pile of rope, a box, anything…  And then Reynard’s song began.  Gordon knew full well what a skilled bard’s song could do to a crowd, but what could it do to a monstrous creature from the deep sea that was only interested in food?  This entire ship could be its dinner and maybe, just maybe, it would be full.

That’s when Reynard’s song took hold of him too.  Knowing full well what the danger in front of him held, Gordon didn’t care.  The song brought thoughts of home and warmth and good food and drink and laughter to the forefront.  Things that were best kept in the background during dangerous times.  Swaying to the motion of the boat and music, Gordon slightly closed his eyes to concentrate on the music and the thoughts; willing and yet not.

Reynard, interrupted by the wolf latching onto him and licking his face, then lost his balance as the ship rocked. "Gah! mrm, no, sto-- bad wolf! Will you – gods!" Sitting hard on the floor, Reynard tried to get the wolf to stop without hurting or antagonizing it. With a whuff, the wolf left him alone, scrabbling to the aft of the ship.
Nearly as abruptly, the music stopped. Gordon’s mind struggled to hold onto the memories and thoughts that the song brought to the fore.  That was quickly changed as Gordon felt himself being swept overboard by the torrent of water and slime. 

He grabbed onto a nearby rope with one hand while keeping his short bow in the other. The rope offered no traction, though, covered in slime as it was as well. 

“Um… help?” He tossed the short bow to the side and grabbed the rope with the other hand but the slime again caused prevented any decent hold. Very little body mass plus a slippery deck made for one troubled halfling.

Reynard remained sitting, and tried to get the sea monster spittle off of his face. "Anyone have a towel?"

Kickaha ended his spell with a thought, and then looked around at the mess the creature had left behind.  He grinned.  "Anybody have a ~mop?~"

“Help!” yelled Gordon as he skidded across the deck toward the ocean.

Kaunis moved back to his feet and scraped slime off of his arms and chest with distaste. "Nevermind a towel, what I would pay for a hot bath..." He glanced at the sea to make sure it stayed calm and snakeless, then flashed a smile. "Good work. Whoever did whatever, excellent work. Kickaha, despite..." he waved a hand to indicate the smell he strongly suspected was the boy's effect, “everything: impressive.”

With a deep sigh, Remi relaxed surveying the damage done to her Uncle's ship.  "Good work everyone." she called out, adding commands for different members of the crew to start clean up and repair.  


She turned to Kaunis, grimacing at the slimy mess he was covered in.  "Sorry Kaunis.  The best we have aboard ships is a half drum below decks. Though, I suppose if some of the magickers can warm water for it, you would be able to at least relax and get cleaned up some."

Kaunis flashed a grin at Remi. "It's alright, Sunshine. You have more important things to worry about. I'll just go and see about that ... tub."

He inclined his head in a bow and headed below decks.

“HELP!” Gordon yelled more desperately, as he tried vainly to grab hold of something that would halt his slide that wasn't covered with slime and wetness.

For a brief moment, Remi considered letting one of the most prominent thorns in her side wash away over the deck of the ship, but knew better. "Someone grab the slippery halfling." she hollered. "Don't want the Mistress ocean to get an upset stomach from swallowing him up."

Jecon and Dermod caught Gordon, one by the shirt, one by the ankle, even as Kickaha hopped from the aft level and skidded across the main deck with the ease of an ice skater. From somewhere beneath the forecastle, the wolf barked encouragement.

"Very funny!" muttered Gordon, glaring toward the captain. 

At his side, helping to steady him, Kickaha chuckled. "It might be better if you skipped the clean-up detail?"

Dermod agreed, giving the halfling a well-meaning shove toward the ladder. "Best tie yerself in till this place is swabbed down," he said gruffly. His black eyes set on Kickaha. "You too. I think the quartermaster'd agree, you deserve it, yah."

"And the rest of ya," Angus shouted from the forecastle, "get yer mops and lye. I don't want to see any more arse's on the deck. Nav, turn us back on course. We're not staying around here for her to decide she liked what she saw!"

Remi made her way carefully down the fore steps, grabbing a couple of cloths Crystal had handily brought up from the galley. She wiped off her arms, stepping lightly around the over-turned mess and puddles of gunk. She stopped over Reynard, where he sat on the deck.  "Need some help?" she asked as she handed him a towel.

"I think I'll survive," he said, accepting the towel. "Wouldn't want people to start calling me Reynard the Musiferous is all." At Remi's snicker, Reynard look up with a renewed glint in his eye. "Ya know."

"Not to worry," Remi winked. "The only tales what get off this ship is what our own Bard takes along with him."

She paused by Gordon and Kickaha as well, handing them each a hands cloth. "Go on: get yer selves cleaned up. ... Gordon, why don't you take these towels back to the galley an' see if Crystal needs some help with the wash." She turned to the side before he might catch a grin around her mouth.

"And Kickaha," she added a nod similar to a salute, "good one."

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

By first light, there wasn't a spot of gunk or goo to be seen on the upper decks. A few of the morning crew, that being all of them topside, worked to thoroughly clean the slick glop from the ropes and other gear. Couldn't have a winch slip or a grapple fail when needed most.

It was at dawn's breaking, with indigo-pink and deep orange spilling over the spattering waters of the ocean, that the crew found their first surprise of the morning.  The black hellbender, likely the same serpent from the night before, still trailed their ship.

Reynard took time to clean himself off as well as his clothes. He spent some time relaxing, wandering around the ship, occasionally talking to fellow crewmembers. Later, he turned in to get a good night rest. Only to discover that the hellbender was back the next morning trailing them. Reynard swore as the sight of it; some were not sure if it was a curse or a description of the situation.

Glancing behind the ship, Remi grumbled under her breath, "Frakin' blighter." She watched the hellbender as it glided silently in the water, trailing at a distance from her ship.  "Me thinks, Reynard has a friend," she sighed. "Crow's nest, keep visual on that Hellbender! If it as much speeds up and looks like it's licking its chops in desire for this wooden beauty, you holler out, yah hear me? The rest of you, hands on deck, keep the Melody moving, and tack out towards our course."

 

Kaunis had scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed some more, placing curse upon curse in his mind: on the slimy creature, on the mindwitch for offering him something he couldn't refuse, on his luck that took him to sea of all things to achieve it, and to dreams in general for not bailing him out!

The smirk on his lips never betrayed his anger. It never did. Sometimes, after an evening or two of the substances very few even knew about, he wondered if it really was his face anymore, or just a conjured mask from somewhere else. He remembered staring into a mirror with dilated pupils, expecting the image to say something... well, until he had shattered it. It hadn't made him feel better, but it certainly had seemed damned fitting.

Eventually he was back on the deck, noticing it clean to his relief. And then he heard the captain's words and added another silent curse on the trailing beast. 

He turned to Remi and raised an eyebrow, seemingly amused. "So, the bard has a fan now, hm? I just hope she's not the type to pounce and cling."

Remi considered asking Kaunis if that was of a type he often had to avoid, but forgot it immediately, when a ruckus broke out just below their feet. 

"Captain! Captain!"

Coire's clear voice was rushed and constricted. His copper crowned head popped up from below deck and his eyes sought out Remi. A moment after he stood, Ireh emerged right behind him, a look of shock on her paled features.

Remi leaned over the quarter deck, her fingers gripping the railing until they were white. "What is it, Coire! Ireh!" she snapped, dreading what other surprises might be lurking in the morning light.

"It be that wine-robe," Coire said, breathlessly, "Simeon! It's a mess! Somebody broke into his cabin! The bodyguards, they be dead! And the cleric himself, he's murdered as well!"

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

