Remi could feel the lump in the pit of her stomach grow; the bundle of nerves and tension becoming larger. What else could go wrong? What had she done, what mistake had she made, that the gods played with her life like this? They laughed at her, she knew it. She was a joke and a toy and she couldn't understand what had happened to cause this.

"Frak!" Her head fell, resting in her hands for a few brief moments before she looked back up.  "Uh, keep the room guarded. Don't let anyone in there.  I'll be down there in a moment. And start rounding up everyone. Make sure no one else is missing."

Kaunis had listened to the conversation expressionless. ~Murders. ...that he hadn't committed. Raised stakes.~

He let the captain go, although pondered vaguely following after and pouring her a drink. Instead he followed the men who had reported the slaughter, listening to the inevitable talk and speculation about it, also keeping an eye on where the other ...passengers were.

She went into her cabin, pulling the tube out of her satchel. "Gods, can we open you stupid thing, yet? Maybe give me SOME clue as to what I am going to do."

There came a knock on the door. "Captain? Not to add to your troubles, but it I may have a moment?"

Shaking her head, Remi regained her composure and slid the tube back into her satchel before answering the door to see Kickaha.  "Come in," she said with a tired tone to her voice.  "What can I help you with?"
Kickaha stepped in and shut the door behind him. "Well for starters, you can make sure those bodies don't go overboard.  Our hellbender friend back there backed off because I used a spell to make it smell something unsafe to eat.  We start throwing something it considers food overboard, and I bet it will forget that smell and come after us again.  The same goes for the galley throwing any garbage or scraps over.

 

"Second, I would like to be with you when you look around the dead man's cabin.  It's quite possible that I can catch something you'll miss."

 

"Between you and the bard, I dare say the hellbender is a might confused."  Remi shook her head.  "And do you have a way to keep the bodies from smelling if we keep them aboard?  After a while, it's just plain unsafe and unsanitary.  At this point, I am more concerned with what our mission has to do with the dead men, and what it was they were carrying that brought their death. And who on board would have killed them." 

"I'm afraid I don't, but if they get too bad, throwing them over might actually drive the Hellbender away again."  Kickaha shrugged.  "I can't really say for sure.  My knowledge of Hellbender diet is limited to the fact that I don't want to be part of it.

 

"As for figuring out the rest of it, my offer to help you still stands.  Especially if you can keep a little secret for me."  He grinned.  "A little, non-lethal secret, I promise."

 

Some might say this was getting more interesting by the moment. Remi would say that her life was becoming more complicated by the moment.  "If it's nothing that will threaten or cause harm to me and mine,  yes, you can count that I won't say anything."
"Oh, I'm quite safe, I assure you. And as soon as we're in that room, I'll show you the secret. I would tell you, but I don't think you would believe me unless I show you anyway. So, let's go sniff around and see what we can find to figure out who and why."

Kickaha bowed, sweeping his hand towards the door.
"You would be surprised as to what we seafarerers would believe, but have it your way." And Remi shook her head as she went through the door back to the decks, wondering what could have caused the murders aboard her ship.

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


Kaunis made his way throughout the ship, from bulkhead to forecastle and galley back to quarter deck, in a practice-perfected, I'm-supposed-to-be-here, pay-no-attention manner. Somehow, the news always seemed one step ahead of him. What he managed to overhear offered no real solution or surprises. 

Most of the crew had been out at sea together before. A few said there'd been no problems at all with the Calloway commerce, until a woman showed up as the "Melody" captain.  Even that didn't seem to be a great weighted concern, however, as some retorted that it was nevertheless a ~Calloway~ woman, while others said the quartermaster was still Angus, and therefore nothing much had changed.  

Suspicion was most squarely on the new signees aboard; and the passengers were an unknown element as well.  That included himself, Kickaha, the mindwitch, the new ship's surgeon, his bawdy lady friend with eyes on galley work (if the halfling Crystal was to be 
believed), and another four or five new hands apparently needing "early" compensation.  And even though logically that's where suspicion was directed, the culprit could just as easily be an opportunistic "regular" on board, encouraging blame be sought elsewhere. New, unfamiliar faces became easy, if obvious, foils.

Kaunis sighed. Murder mysteries on ship, like a game... he wasn't in the mood to play detective, he was usually on the other side of this chase. He wanted to know if the murderer had any plans on further murders or disturbing the ship's work, or making his own mission more complicated. If so, he'd had to have a word with him. If not...

The new surgeon and his Crystal-disapproved pet... but before that, a much more uncomfortable thing to do. He sighed faintly, hiding his wince, and went to locate the mindwitch.

Which didn't prove to be difficult at all. T'harah was propped unsteadily against the railing at rear port side. For once she faced the masts instead of the ocean, but from the unhealthy expression of her gray features, that promised not to last. Her covering had been left below and the wind pulled free strands of long, coarse black hair so that it nearly replaced the cape, at least around her torso. Noting someone approaching, she gained a measure of decorum, raising her chin and squaring her shoulders ... as best she could while still gripping the banister at her back with both hands.

Kaunis paused to watch her for a while, still keeping his eyes off of hers. She might be seasick, but she was still a mindwitch.

"Rise and shine." He grinned cheerfully. "There's been a murder or two, and I need to know what you know, and more importantly, what you can find out."

Murder? She marginally raised an eyebrow. Dark, almond eyes watched the red-haired elf closely, waiting for a question she could answer.

"The cleric and his assistant. Everyone seems clueless. The captain is stressed out. And we have a hungry giant snake thingie after us. I don't like the odds. And you got me into this."

He crouched down slowly, the blue eyes fixed on her ear, so he could see her expressions without giving her an eye contact. 

"I know you can read people. I want you to go out there, do your thing, and tell the captain who the murderer is, so we'll have only a hungry sea snake to worry about."

 

T'harah's mouth was slack in a silent 'o' shape. She blinked at his request. Her expression became one of worry. How was she supposed to make him understand? Slowly, she shook her head 'no.'

"So you only read people when it's convenient to you, hm?" He stood up.
"Or can't you do it because you're seasick?"

She closed her eyes for a couple of heartbeats. He didn't want to understand.  So much apathy.  With a shallow exhale, she shook her head again, and began slowly to trace her finger on the banister in the form of 'letters.'

 

He stayed, and walked closer reluctantly. He needed to be on her 'side' to see the letters correctly. "Ever thought of carrying around a notebook, ink and quill, by any chance?"

 

She ignored the comment. He knew good and well she had those things when she was cloaked and had her pouch-belt on. Since she had no guarantee she could ~walk~, much less far enough to get ink, and he would of course not offer to for her, he would just have to try his head at sleuthing.

 

Not knowing his level of ... well, 'education,' she went slowly. It would probably be easier if she wrote on his palm. But there would be no touching him. He'd made that abundantly clear, as well.

 

"'Cannot read any...'" He raised an eyebrow. "Any what? Do go on, this is intriguing." He watched the fingers drawing, it wasn't that much different from reading lip-movement or decoding faint finger gestures. 

She resisted a look of irritation. And ~she'd~ been called dense? Fine. She would use his coarseness; he might understand better.

 

"Not a mindwitch." His voice was sarcastic. "Sure you aren't. You just happen to have moments of browsing through other people's heads every now and then." He glanced at her coldly. "I *felt* you in my head. Felt you going through thoughts, memories... through *me* without any kind of permission or leave. So please. Be a bit more inventive in your excuses."

 

Feeling the uncomfortable warmth of anger, T'hara set her jaw, wishing she could be taking a bite out of this arrogant elf thing. She didn't bother to go slowly, with a last attempt.

 

"Everyone lies." He smiled a little with that. Like it differed from eating, drinking and sleeping. "But let's play this game, then. You say it wasn't you who went through my mind. Who was it?" His tone changed... the cold sarcasm changing into a near purr, oozing with honey. If she -did- speak the truth, he had someone else to avoid.

 

She squinted a little at him, not liking his change in tone. He was up to something again. Gods.  After carefully checking his features over, she made a point of looking over his shoulder ... to where the wolf sat at the hatch, watching them with tongue lolling out.

He followed her gaze and blinked. Then glanced at her again. "...let me get this right. You don't read minds. Your wolf does." Either she thought he was an idiot... but if -someone- had read his mind, she knew he wasn't... or there was something very unnerving going on. "What is he?" His tone was still soft and sweet, more out of reflex than a decision. He lapsed into it when he was unnerved.

She "scribed." 

He sighed, glanced back at the wolf. "Fine... what is she?" A pause, and very reluctantly he added a correction. "Who is she?"

 

T'harah hesitated noticeably. How could she explain? And succinctly? She couldn't. At last she simple "wrote:"

 

 ... A    D -- R -- U -- I -- D     A -- G -- A -- T -- E -- N -- O 
"…a druid." He glanced at the wolf again. "She's a druid? …Agateno?"  He felt stupid addressing a wolf, which didn't much improve his state of mind. But if she … If ~they~ were not lying, he had to find out what was going on.

"And ~you~ read minds?"


The wolf looked up at Kaunis and whined three short whines.
"I don't speak Wolf, miss." He glanced at T'harah, especially her fingers which might be drawing more letters. "Was that a yes?"
Actually, it wasn't. It was a whine of question and about twelve different other things, but without Kaunis' permission to 'tell' him that, Agateno was just a 'wolf.' And without a voice, it was rather difficult for T'harah to explain the twelve different other inferences. Her expression crossed several varying areas of emotion in a couple of seconds, which could leave someone an impression of the answer: '~Well, no, not really, but as far as you know, and as best as I can put it at the moment: Yes.~'
He nodded, watching the wolf with barely hidden suspicion. "...and may I ask -why- you..." ~invade other people's souls without a cursed permission~ "feel it necessary to read others' minds?"

~Then I have permission to answer you thusly?~

He startled, and immediately scolded himself for doing so. He shouldn't kill the wolf. He shouldn't -think- about killing the wolf. Just... get to the bottom of this... first.

"For now."

He admitted it with obvious reluctance, his mind already dancing the familiar concealing paths, memories of unimportant people and pleasant nights to cover anything deeper.

   '~I do not feel it necessary. Quite the contrary. Yet would *you* not, if you could? You see little wrong with invading others' lives in both similar and different ways, do you not, young elf?~'

"Everyone invades the lives of others."

The taste of wine, the feel of silk, concentrate on sensations, hide beneath them... 

"We are all on the same footing there. You, however, are not."

He paused. It took concentration to think while running the whirl of images in his mind at the same time. The steps of a dance, running on the rooftops, the all too brief moment of freedom that he achieved in ecstasy. Slowly, under the veils of the soul-covering theater, the realization formed and he forced it away from his mind instantly. The certainty remained. The wolf was running the show.

"Why did you want me here?"

'~You are the best.  You were needed.  You ... ought to feel your freedom: You have your own value, and it does not depend on what anyone else holds in value.~'  Agateno padded closer to the railing where the others stood. 

'~We are all on the same footing. You, however, are not.~'  she repeated his statement. '~Most everyone lies, as you said. Not everyone, but most everyone. They lie to themselves most of all. 

'~What I might 'see' is a façade, nothing more substantial than a collection of consciousness dyed and tainted by every breathing moment, good or bad, awake or dreaming, valid or imagined, true or false, and more usually false. Everyone sees himself differently than others see him. 

'~You are a specialist at 'reading' people. Gestures, glances, marks, ticks, habits, language that cannot lie and is not colored. I can never be confident of what someone means. You, however, are certain.~'

He nodded, acknowledging the truth. He had been trained to see, trained to please. A weapon of beauty. ...and now he was free, a tool no more. But the old chains still chafed, his voice gone momentarily at the memory of the constricting collar. He was free, but by Kananes, he had no idea what to do with his freedom. But what the wolf had promised would give him more of that freedom... he could figure out the rest later.

"I can only see what they want." That was the truth, that was what he had been taught to see, the only thing that mattered, the only true way to control -- find out what they want and give it to them. "I can see if they hide something, but I can not delve into their minds to see what that is. It takes time to lure it out. Days, weeks, months, years. I can gain any secret, but it takes time. We don't have that."

'~You speak of the dead cleric?~' she asked, without expecting an answer. '~What you lack in specifics, you obtain with intuition. With your skill, intuition serves you as well as any sort of mind games.~'  There was a ripple of something which may have been amusement.

'~Our care is not for Lord Svn -- Sanguis or Arai. The mortal priests are short-sighted, reckless, and egocentric, only seeing what may be immediately gratifying. What they do matters little, and if they kill themselves off, entirely better for all the Islands. The Kawi T'harah needs reach the Rings. All else is secondary.~'

"You are saying that this murder is some internal dispute with the cleric-people and we should just ignore it?" He sounded almost amused. He didn't mind that idea, it just didn't seem very common from the likes he had tagged the wolf to be.

"And why is it so important that she reaches The Rings? Don't get me wrong, I'm used to working in the dark, but since you seem to be talking now..." And he found himself flashing a charming smile at the wolf.

'~To ignore a murderer would be foolhardy. But to succumb to a diversion, careless.

'~I am 'talking' by your leave. Nevertheless, there are matters for which I cannot answer. One being T'harah's duties. Perhaps it will suffice to say we have another internal dispute to encroach upon.~'

"Of druidic origin?" He pondered vaguely what druids would fight about, but stopped himself before his thoughts went too much into it, he could amuse himself with it later. When the wolf wasn't talking straight into his mind, for example.

"So what you mean is that you'll sit here and won't go poking around in people's minds because you can't be diverted, but I should go and locate the murderer so you won't be foolhardy?" He raised an eyebrow. He knew how words worked, and the wolf was one of the noble-and-honest-albeit-cryptic types, easy to decode so far.

'~I mean:  confront your freedom.  Trust ... your instincts. They serve you far better than mine do me.~'

He laughed a little. "Of course. But the point is still that you won't do anything about this. Very well... we're not at The Rings yet, and I can't do anything about that stalker snake... and boredom is a dreadful thing." He bowed, a flourished, practiced, fluid movement. "Is there anything possibly helpful you might feel like sharing with me before I go and leave you two alone?"

'~Do what you feel you must. No one can corner you normally:  do not let someone do so psychologically, either. And you need not worry about my intruding on your thoughts. Without your leave. ... Besides, that mental blanket of indulgences you wave and dance behind so readily ... gives me a headache.~'

The wolf sat down, rather huffily.  '~As if I do not have enough trouble.~'  She pushed T'harah gently with her wet nose. T'harah whirled almost immediately and retched over the side.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

After finishing his breakfast Reynard wandered around the ship. Yes, he had heard the tales of murder most foul, and yes he had noticed the hell begotten creature of the deep was not yet finished with them. Reynard talked with a bunch of the crew, idle chatter, mostly, getting to know them better, rather than digging deep.

After a bit, Reynard decided to spend some time talking to that 'dockyard cat' Hester.

Hester Blon is located in the ship's cleric's cabin, which is just above the hold and toward the fore of the ship. She is apparently alone. She is dressed this morning in black leather breeches cut below the knees. Upon a cot-like bench, Hester slips on a toe ring. With company present, the red-headed half-elf slides her legs down slowly. She props herself with her arms, compelling cleavage to heave near the bursting point of her green cinch vest.

Reynard walked into the room, closing the door behind him. "Morning lass." Reynard said with a grin. He crossed the floor and sat close by her. "Ye look like a little entertainin, wouldn't go amiss.  Understandable, with the excitin events of the past few days though."  

Reynard tried to gauge her reaction after mentioning the grim events of the last few days. There didn't seem to be one. "Perhaps a tale to lifts the spirits?" Reynard smiled before launching into a quick story, filled with humor, high adventure, and no small measure of romantic encounters.

"I've always enjoyed bards," Hester said before Reynard got too into the tale. She leaned into him so that cleavage brushed shirt sleeve. "Except for one thing. Some of them don't know when to hush," she blew the last word in his ear, then nipped his earlobe with sharp, little teeth.

Reynard turned to face Hester, her face only inches from his. He leaned in that last inch to kiss her. After a few long moments, Reynard broke the kiss and gently unwrapped Hester's hands from him before standing up. 

"Mmm, that was nice. Perhaps we will continue this later. I have a few important things that need doing. Good things come to those who wait, lass." Politely brushing aside any protests, Reynard left the room. Not more than a few strides away, he turned back to face the room. Reynard began humming, as if tuning a musical instrument, while one of his hands almost seemed to adjust something nonexistent in the air.

Reynard is satisfied when the spell finds its mark. The thoughts he is able to detect include somewhat lewd overtones: "he did have a nice smell -- good kisser;"

arrogant: "he's missing out on ...;"

and disappointment: "wonder what his problem is;"

and abruptly changes to amusment. "Can't trust a bard for nothing ... maybe a threesome scares him...."

Reynard becomes aware of another intelligent mind in the room.

But it's Hester who has greater clarity. "No ... and no. ... How long? ... suppose can find something to pass ... be glad when this trip is over...."

The final stream of thoughts are quite a bit more ... physically gratifying.

Reynard grinned in spite of himself, as the stream of thoughts flowed through his mind.  'Threesome' Reynard idly wondered who else was in the room, and how they had managed to hide themselves so well.  Whoever the other occupant was, it is clear that, both Hester and that person had a better idea of the time table of this voyage than Reynard did.

Reynard didn't like those unexpected bad surprises that snuck up on people in the middle of the night and did bad things to them.  No, Reynard was always one to be prepared, a step ahead of the competition whenever he could help it.  Perhaps that was one reason why he was still walking around and many others that he had crossed purposes with were not.

'The final stream of thoughts are quite a bit more ... physically gratifying.'


*~Smack~*  Not watching where he was going Reynard ran into a support beam while navigating corridors inside the ship.  "Distracting wench," Reynard mumbled as he picked himself off the floor, brushed himself off, and headed up to the main deck.

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

Below the sterncastle, a grisly sight met them. Two of the crew who had been made to guard, milled around the tiny hallway in obvious discomfort.  One man lay face down with a blade still in his hand, cause of death not immediately discernable. The other was slumped in the corner next to the cabin's door facing. The cabin door had been battered open, and inside was the cleric. He lay on his back, his eyes staring up sightlessly. It was not difficult to tell that the cleric, Simeon, and his slumped bodyguard, nearest him, had had their throats slit.

Remi looked at the scene before her.  They were paid well to safeguard the cleric, and she had failed.  Her Captian Uncle was going to be very disappointed.  What should she do now?  Come about and return to port and tell her uncle what had happened, open the orders and see what could be salvaged of the mission.  She stepped lightly over the blood and looked to Kickaha.  "Well then, show me this, little secret you have."

Well, it's hardly a secret if too many people know about it."  Turning to the two guards, he continued.  "I'm about to do something so I can take a better look around at this.  I would like to ask that you don't watch.  I would like to, but I know better.  Just wait 'till we're done here, and then I'll answer questions.  Okay?"

 

With that, Kickaha dropped to all fours, features changing.  A moment later, the newly-formed coyote began sniffing around the room and looking under furnature, searching for clues. 

"Ah, bloody hell!" Remi jumped when Kickaha's featured blended and melted into the coyote.  'What's next?' she thought as her normal life slowly spun more and more out of control and into the realms of weirdness.
There was a great deal of blood which spread over the floorboards and seeped between the grooves. Kickaha instinctively gathered information via his heightened senses. The odor and draw of blood were nearly over-powering. He filed away scents and other smells, including cast- off bits of fiber and old food, to be used later. With any luck.
None of the sights, scents, or cast-off bits immediately call to mind anyone or anything in particular. But considering the cleric had very limited -- if any -- contact with anybody else on the ship, Kickaha's confidence increases that he can narrow down those who were in Simeon's cabin since boarding.

Kickaha the coyote stood on his hind legs for a moment, and was suddenly Kickaha the person again.  He shrugged his shoulders for a moment, to settle his clothes, then turned to Remi.

"Well, whoever did this didn't leave much behind that I could find.  But, given the limited number of people that have been coming in here, I'm certain I could match a scent to everyone that has.  I would have to be a coyote again to do it, though, and I can't change back and forth more than a couple times a day.  Still, if you want to know if someone has been in here badly enough, give me a call and we'll work something out.

"Oh, I could tell.  I would just need to get their scent as a coyote.  I haven't exactly been doing any sniffing around in that form while on board.  Miss Wolf might be able to tell you right away, but I'm not sure she would be of help even if you asked her."
"Other than that, there's not much to go on. The blood has gotten between the floorboards. It's going to be a pain to get clean. I would be careful who you assign to the task, lest a weak stomach cause them to add to the mess."
Remi stared at Kickaha. "Well, then, if you can't tell me who has been in here, I at least appreciate you doing what you have."  She shook her head and started to search the room herself, trying to look for any clues as to who the killer might have been.

The cabin was small, anyway, and she was forced to step over and finally move the bloody cleric's legs and arms. He seemed to have cast a spell or two in his defense, for what good it did him. Dark scars were burnt into one of the walls, and the lamp near the headboard was shattered. 

Absently, the captain opened the cabin's small cupboard. The cleric's precious, magic tome vessel was inside, splintered and empty. 

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Bloody Hell!" Remi swore. She was getting rather used to saying that of late. "Well, we find the tome, we find the killer, I suppose," she muttered to herself.  Everyone aboard knew the cleric had come on decks with something strange. There was no hiding that since he made sure to be as ostentatious as possible.  Now, this mission, what to do with it.  She shook her head and turned to her crew.  "Let no one in this room save myself, and who I bring with me.  If any broke difference with that, tell them to see me." 
       She excused herself and shook her head leaving the room to return to her cabin.  "Ah, I'm not ready for this," she spoke to the air, twirling the unopened magical correspondence in her hand.  the tube was cold to the touch, and slick, the metal free of any blemish.  "Well, then, what shall we do with you, my secretive friend?  You hold your contents close to yourself don't you, and if we open you, there is no turning back.  Ah, Rory, where be you when I need your counsel the most.  You've always been the more sporting of the two of us, the one less likely to take the safe route.  I wish only to turn back and call this a failure, but then Uncle's pay would be taken out of my hide.  Ah, goddess of the sea, mistress whose whims we sail upon, guide my decision, I have never been more in need of help then I find myself in now.  I'm young and untried; I fear my failure will be my death.  or the death of those who sail under my protection, The protection of the name Calloway."  She grabbed the tube, set it away, then retrieved it again; the benefits of opening it, and leaving it sealed dancing a merry jig in her mind.  "Here be my choice then." she said to herself, grasping the top of the tube, hoping beyond all sanity that it would not open and she would be forced to turn back 
She grabbed the tube, set it away, then retrieved it again. The benefits of opening it and leaving it sealed dancing a merry jig in her mind.  "Here be my choice then." She grasped the top of the tube, hoping beyond all sanity that it would not open and she would be forced to turn back in failure.

The seal broke easily, like regular wax. Opening the cylinder caused a brief scent of jasmine and a bright light to emanate. It radiated until the scroll was completely released, glowing brightly, blindingly, but neither burned flesh or wood, nor hurt the eyes. When Remi found that her skin hadn't melted from her bones, she blinked and opened the rolled up parchment. It read in words with bold strokes:

This tome has traveled far to beget its destination.

You are retained to transport this Book to the Rings Island

and to the New Church at its heart,

where the Book shall be duly exalted,

to begin the enduring Life of the New Church.

You will be rewarded accordingly,

richly in the elation of the favorable Faith.

It is also written in runes:

that If you do not fulfill your commission, you shall be afflicted 

facing the hatred of your band and peers, 

but also the everlasting curse of 

those who would be gods.

Remi's heart sank, as she blinked away the brightness and read the words scrawled on the parchment.  "'Bloody hell' just doesn't seem to cover this one."

Her hand clenched around the empty tube. "How dare they!" Her ire rose as she realized the trap she was stuck in. The tome was missing, a cleric dead, and failure was marked with a curse. They didn't care who lives they effected! She crumpled up the scroll and stuffed it back into her satchel gritting her teeth in anger. 

(aka 'a major recap')

Throwing the door open with a bang, Remi strode across the deck to the railing. "Bloody, arrogant, religious bastards!" Pulling her arm back, she threw as hard as she could, watching the metallic cylinder flip end over end, the sunlight of the day winking off the container as it tumbled away and splashed anticlimactically into the sea and sank beneath the waves.

When Remi returned to her cabin, Kickaha took the opportunity to look around, wondering who amongst the people on the boat had been up to what, and why...  His thoughts were interrupted when Remi stormed out, and threw the metal tube into the sea with a curse.

"Interesting reaction.  Mind if I ask why?"

"Bad day," Gordon said. He sat, leaning against the railing, casually watching the tube they had fought over in the bar go tumbling end over end into the ocean, but inwardly smacking Remi back and forth for tossing out their only real lead.

"These bloody religious, clerics!" Remi spat the word like a curse. "If the job is not accomplished, those aboard the ship will be cursed. So, how do you propose now we finish this mission and avoid the curse when we have dead clerics and a missing tome that HAS to get to the Rings? Any suggestions."

One, then two, then three coppers miraculously appear and disappear from his hand as he sat there. "A dead cleric on your hands. Orders you don't want. Don't forget sailing on your own as the captain and that creature followin' ya like a puppy. Looks like you could use some help." Silver pieces suddenly appeared where the coppers were before and then disappear as quickly. 

Rubbing his head, Reynard also made his way to the top rear. Moments after being on the main deck, he heard Remi’s loud curse, followed promptly by something being thrown overboard. He quickly headed to the side of the ship where he saw it fly overhead. 'People are far to eager to throw evidence overboard,' he thought to himself. Extending one hand, he pointed and let out a quick whistle, as one would for a dog.

Gordon turned to truly see her. "I know you hate me. You know I know you hate me. So how's about this: I help you get out of this mess - at least with the dead guy - and you lay off me. I scratch your back and you scratch mine type of thing. Who knows? Maybe we could even be 

friends." An innocent smile crossed his face and then is gone again, both knowing the truth of his innocence. "You know what I can do - mostly. There's plenty more, too. I can be a good ... friend. The way I see it, you don't have many other options."

Kaunis knew that the next step would be talking to that woman who somehow imagined herself professional in the art. It amused him. But before that, he would have to clear his mind. And so, he was staring at the waves he assumed were made by the stalker snake when the captain ran up and tossed the cylinder into the sea, followed by a storm of swearing. ~This is getting better and better. Damn m- ...mind reading druid bitch and her plots.~

He heard Kickaha asking the obvious, and then raised an eyebrow at the halfling's offer. ~...indeed, better and better.~

Remi turned to Gordon. He had hit many things on the head with his statement. "It's not hate, exactly, Gordon. Just deep-seeded loathing rooted in embarrassment. I'm sure I'll get over it someday." 

She pushed her blond hair back from her face, the strands glistening in the sun. When she spoke again, her voice was without the ire and contention she usually had for Gordon. "So, any ideas, Gordon, on what we should do next? Anything to get the murderer found and get that cleric's book and body to the Rings and off my ship?"

"Find the Tome, deliver it to the Rings," Kaunis offered with a shrug. "I doubt there was a clause of 'all the clerics involved alive.' Don't think the 'bloody religions' much care. The mission is a delivery, then. Anything else we should know about?"

Remi sighed and pulled the scroll out of her satchel and handed it over to Kaunis. "This seems to be it, get the book to The Rings so they can start the church up. I don't believe there is anything else to share."

"We’ll talk about the embarrassment later, sweet cheeks." Gordon inspected the other men; passengers who were suddenly very friendly with the captain. "Well, since you asked so nicely..." Brushing imaginary dirt off his tunic, he pocketed the coins. "First off, you were a fool to have thrown the tube overboard. That could have been a clue. Second," lowering his voice, "you can't go spouting off everything that's going wrong about this mission – ESPECIALLY about the curse. You'd have every Tom, Dick and Harry turning in someone just in the hopes that he's the killer to escape the curse. Sailors are a superstitious lot. And thirdly," he motioned to the two passengers and returned to a normal tone, "no offense guys, but Remi, looks like they're in on the hunt whether you want them or not since you've brought them into it by your ... display. Congratulations guys." Sarcasm dripped from that last statement.

"Well, then, I am a fool," Remi snapped at Gordon. And what do you know of sailors, and this crew? We're an honest bunch, NOT a bunch of dishonest backstabbers. It's their right to know what is going on, not to hide it from them. Kickaha," she pointed, "offered to help, and yes ... maybe I did accidentally drag Kaunis into this, and for that I greatly apologize." She turned a humble and apologetic glance towards Kaunis, her eyes filled with many emotions, fear and depression and remorse among them.

"So, we've got a dead cleric of Sanguis, his dead bodyguard and two dead shipmates," continued Gordon. "We’ve got a scroll tube getting real wet way back there," motioning with his thumb toward the aft and digging in the point maybe a bit too much, "and a missing book that is supposed to go to the island we're heading to. That pretty much sum it up? We keep quiet what was in that tube. We inspect the bodies and room for anything that might identify the killer. And we talk with any mates that were in the area at that time that might have heard something; maybe even the crow’s nest. We also need to figure out who had the cause to kill the cleric and take the book. Someone wanted it already as shown back at the tavern and they're still on the ship. We can't dock until they're found, you know that, Remi?"

Crossing his arms, he looked up at the captain. "Your call, mi captain..."

"Yes, Gordon, I do know that we can't dock until then. We'll sit in the harbor for weeks until it's found if need be. I know we have to figure out those things; just ~how~ is the problem. I can't read minds. I can't look at someone and say 'oh, they did it.' I need people to help me with this, and I...." she sighed, looked out to the ocean and shook her head, 'and I need a drink, and a shoulder to cry on without judgment,' she continued the sentence in her mind. 

Kaunis flashed a smile at Remi, outwardly unconcerned about any of this. "Don't worry, Sunshine. If someone dragged me into this, it wasn't you. The point is that I am part of it now. So... Kickaha, you had some sort of an idea about this? How to find the tome? ...for their ...church." 

He had his own suspicions about the holiness and general goodwill and divinity of all this after reading the note, but he knew he had a tendency to be paranoid. He told himself it was what had kept him alive.

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

With the sensation of fingers brushing an object before one truly had a grip on it, Reynard grasped the cylinder with his spell. Shortly thereafter it was dragged through the air and into his hand. He took a moment to examine the tube and its contents.

Sea water poured from the inside. The scroll case itself was fashioned out of pewter. The clasp, over which was laid the wax seal, was bronze and made to resemble a small spider or nyxaran.*   The only other trait which might be considered decorative, would've been the impression of a snake, one around the rim at the bottom of the tube, and one at the lip at the top where the lid closed. The scroll case would appraise for about three to eight silver pieces. Strangely, it felt rather warm to the touch.

Reynard turned the scroll over in his hands. "Dark gods." Reynard mumbled.  Reynard pocketed the tube, hoping to study its origins later in private.  Reynard continued to head to the main deck and saw the assembled crew there. Wondering if the tube he had 'found' was possibly Remi's message tube, Reynard addressed her. "Remi, before we run into any other sea monsters, murders, or other unusual events, have you opened that tube and determined our course yet?"

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

"Why," Kickaha grinned at Kaunis, "I'm so pleased you thought to ask." He glanced around, looking at any nearby crew. "But perhaps a more private setting would be better for this?  Captain, if we may all make use of your cabin?"

"Curse you say!" Cabat stumbled out of the deck hall, nearly landing on his face. Catching himself on the front mast, he looked up at the others on the sterncastle. "You know, with all the yelling and thumping about --now that's a curse! A curse to someone who's trying to get some sleep!"

When he looked around and saw no one share his humor, he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and cleared his throat. "So... what's this about a curse, I hear?"

"If you would," Remi motioned everyone toward the ladder. She wished this was all a very bad dream. Especially when Cabat reared his head on deck. With a grunt of annoyance, she grabbed him by the arm and steered him into the cabin as well. "Just sit and listen," she hissed, hoping he wouldn't cause too much problem.

Gordon continued to grumble behind her. "I know enough about sailors -- and this crew -- to know what fear can do. Just like you're losing it right now over the possibility of what might happen to you and your crew, eh? Fine. Your call -- tell the crew if you want. But I'll be right.  Already there’s been talking about how unlucky it is to have women aboard. What do you think they'll think of news of a curse?" he spat back. Throwing his hands up in frustration, Gordon looked up, closed his eyes, and shook his head.

Kaunis had followed the others into the room, keeping his eyes on Remi, only to glance occasionally at Kickaha. He knew something. The sooner they heard what it was, the sooner they could get to the business of finding the tome, delivering it, and then getting the hell out of here, and out of any interest of 'those who would be gods'.

Hearing crowded footsteps within the cabin, Gordon counted the "helpers:" Kickaha -- knew more than he was telling; Kaunis -- lovesick playboy showoff; Reynard -- silver-tongued bard; Cabat -- the drunken philosopher sailor. Well, at least it was a small group. Of them he was most concerned about Kickaha and Reynard. They both appeared to have some secret, and the wrong one could spell death for this investigation and him. Cabat was probably already drunk when this happened and didn't have anything to profit from it anyway. Kaunis had an attraction to Remi, so wouldn't want anything to happen to her since she was obviously interested in him, as well. And of course Remi wouldn't have done this to herself -- she had doubts of her own abilities, let alone belief to plan something like this. And himself, well... of course he was innocent. Killing was such an ugly way of getting what you wanted.

Once everyone was in the room and door was closed, Gordon spoke aloud, "Since we've all been dragged -- or walked -- or stumbled into this," his glance took in Cabat, "we get to figure out who killed the priest and recover some book of his. Presuming we all don't want to die from some curse, I'm going to assume that everyone will tell what they happen to know so we can figure out who did this. Remi, my dear, please start."

"No," Kickaha shook his head. "Please, let me have my say first: time's important." 

He grabbed some overturned goblets as he made his way to the desk. "I'm not sure about all the details of what's really going on, but I can tell you what we need to do. Our culprit," he turned the mugs over on the desk, "has pulled a fast one on us. Said person is the only one that knows the game he's playing." With quickly muttered spell, a small red ball appeared in his hand. Kickaha slipped it under one of the overturned mugs. 

"Now, our problem is," he moved the mugs as he talked, "we need to find what he has. Of course, he knows we'll be looking, so he'll hide it." He picked up a mug to show that the ball wasn't there, then lifted another mug to reveal it. 

"He might even make it look like someone else did it, to escape the blame." The mugs went back down, and he started to move them around again. "If I were him, I would place the blame on one of the new people on board. Most of which, I would point out, are in this room. He'll try to confuse us, misguide us." He tipped the three mugs over, revealing a matching ball under each before putting the cups back. 

"So, what we have to do is change the rules of the game on him. He thinks he knows what's going on, we need to change that, throw HIM off ballance. Turn his trick against him." Kickaha's hands moved the mugs once more. "And when it comes to tricks, who better to know how to break them than a trickster? That, of course, would be me." Kickaha grinned as he turned the mugs over one last time, revealing one lone green ball. 

"First, our destination choice: Ahead, or back. I'm sure he has plans in place for both choices -- people able to break the curse, perhaps. So, if we can, we need to go to an unexpected port. Restore the threat of the curse for him as well. Second, we need to mess with his plans to cover his tracks. 

"Captain, I suggest you have some of your crew stand guard at this room, while you and some others search our stuff. 'Our' being those aforementioned 'new people' in this room. Hit a couple of them first, then get to my stuff. There, you need to 'find' something to prove my guilt; have me detained. I'm sure those crewmen of yours that saw my little 'trick' earlier have already told a couple others, so they'll believe all this pretty easily. And to make it convincing, you'll have to treat me like I really did it. You'll have to be ruthless about it, too. Just remember, I would like to be able to walk when I get out of here, so nothing TOO nasty. And nothing too bad on the face, but a few hits there would look serious.

"Having the 'culprit' -- or in this case, me -- in custody should reassure your crew, and throw the killer off his beam. When word of my trick gets out, the crew will distrust me anyhow, so might as well put that problem to good use. And that will give YOU a better chance of catching the real killer. Oh, and I suggest you investigate that wolf and the lady that came with her. When I came on board, I made a joke that everyone missed. But the wolf laughed." 

Kickaha sat on the desk. "That's the advice of this trickster. But if you want to follow it, you'll have to work fast. Otherwise, our culprit will have the time they need to divert you from the truth."

Kaunis shrugged. "Decorating your skin with some bruises will calm down the crew, and make the killer laugh at us, yes.  But what about that curse? When we hit another port..." He let the idea linger in the air for a moment. 

"...I wouldn't go underestimating the people behind this. There are more... tricksters out in the world and not all of them grin, if you know what I mean," Kaunis said.

He considered Kickaha, eyes narrowed although the ever-present smirk still stayed on his lips. "I wouldn't recommend reaching any other destination but those bloody islands. But we can definitely let the killer believe we're going to."

He ignored the comment about the wolf. Whatever game she was playing, there was no reason to let the others know he was associated with her in any manner.

"I do not believe finding a scapegoat will make them relax. They'll be happy, but not foolish enough to make mistakes. We need," Remi sighed, "we need a guaranteed way to catch them, but nothing is guaranteed. Anyone have any other ideas?"

"Well, make sure that nobody leaves the boat, for starters. Do frequent checks on the rowboats, make sure none have gone missing."  Kickaha paused for a moment. "Especially when we get close to land. That would be the best time to make a break for it. And hope they don't throw the book overboard if they haven't already."

Reynard sat in the cabin's cramped quarters, listening to accusations, plans and other intrigues for a few minutes before speaking. Taking off his hat and rubbing his forehead, Reynard asked, "Lass, tell me about this here missin' book. What be so special about it? Is it some kind of powerful magic? Do we need to have it before we reach them Rings?"

"It seems from what this missive says that the book is a religious item to be used to start a new church or temple, and that the book, whether of powerful magic or not, it is needed before we reach the rings, yes." Remi sighed in frustration.

Reynard shrugged. "Might be I can find it lass, if it still be on the boat. Make ye no oaths on findin' it. But we'll see.  Have I yer blessin' to be searchin' the ship?"

"As long as you don't rough up any of my crew in your searching, you may do so. If anyone has problems with you, you may send them to me."  She was out of her depth, taking on water and sinking fast. She just hoped those offering to bail her out would be able to come up with something, and quick.

Reynard nodded. "I'll see what I can turn up for you."

"Well, if we don't find this person and the tome, we have a problem as well." Kaunis clicked his tongue a little. "So, we have the bard looking for the tome... anyone have any new information about the people we're looking for before I'll head out and poke them?"

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

Reynard grinned and made his way outside. He headed to the highest deck of the ship, where the wheel was positioned. He started humming a rambling tune as he shaped the scales for the reveal magic spell.  Once set in motion, his gaze swept across the deck first, intending to do the same to the lower areas of the ship.

He noticed first thing that the scroll within his overcoat now glowed bright amber. Additionally, the rails and barrier and masts of the "Ocean's Melody" were highlighted in an off-color of turquoise, hull and rigging having been magically enhanced for seaworthiness and speed. It cost a pretty penny to be sure. Various and random instruments upon the shelf behind the wheel -- the astrolabe, chronometer, sextant, spyglass, and a compass -- also glowed with a dull green-blue.

Reynard let out a low whistle, impressed with the subtle show of wealth. Reynard continued examining things up top before descending to the lowest deck. There he found much the same as above, with key wooden apparatus and gear bearing a fine glow, including the mast bases and the anchor reels. There were several casks of water, wine, or ale, three or four trunks, and two open drums, one with fruit, mostly apples, the other with oats. Both drums glowed a pale, pale orange, likely a grounding enchantment to discourage rats and other vermin. The bedrolls, satchels, and hammocks the crew used showed no magical tinkering. 

One level above, in the galley, Crystal scrutinized the bard as he hummed at her door. She sliced orange potatoes deftly while keeping an eye on him. The room smelled strongly of brine shrimp and aging fish. There was not much there he saw that shone, save the corner icebox, the shelves of the chopping block, and the chopping block itself.

At the opposite end of the deck was the ship chirgeon's stall. Surprisingly little gleamed within, but about what one would expect. A beveled shelf lined with glass flasks, pottery, jars, and mortar and pestles all of which gave off a violet hue. The next shelf down held several metallic tools that glowed indigo, four knives of different sizes, tweezers, and razors with handles. There is a curtain in the corner to offer the illusion of privacy for undressing or whatever. Nothing shined from behind it. There were two cupboards, one skinny, upright wardrobe trunk, and a water closet, all with wooden doors, though nothing was immediately detectable luminating from within. 

"Do you need something, Reynard?"

Reynard the Red turned, finding Tarick standing directly behind him, watching him with curious, dark eyes.

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

An urgent knock on the captain's door interrupted Remi. Cabat helpfully reached over and shoved open the door. "Yes, Jecon?" Remi said.

"Sorry, Cap'n, but you said you wanted to know if the sea snake changed her style."

"Yes, yes," she said tersely.

"Well, she has. She's fallen back. Ye can see The Rings mainland from the crowsnest, so likely she's backed off because of the barriers comin' up. Just in case, though. Ye want Angus to steer us through, or drop anchor, Cap'n?"

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