Upon hearing the news of the sea monster, Gordon muttered, “Can’t follow us? Well, there’s some good news.” 

Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the news. "That's one worry less then, hm? No more rabid snake fan on our tail. Now, did anyone have anything else to ...share?" His eyes rested on Kickaha for a moment. "Or shall I head out and see what I can find out?"

Me?" Kickaha feigned innocence, save for his grin. "Why, if you want to know what all I'm guilty of, you should have asked before we left port.  There's nowhere near enough time to tell you it all now!"  He laughed, good-naturedly.

"Captain, with your permission? As time grows short and options few, I might as well go stick my nose into places it doesn't belong, and see what I can sniff out.  As well as have a few words with that wolf, face to face."

Remi nodded at Kickaha. "If you would," she said quietly, her voice low and heavy with concern. Turning to Kaunis, she tried to smile, to keep a brave face. Like the duck she thought, smooth as silk on the top of the water, but paddling like hell underneath to stay afloat.  

"Anything you can find, Kaunis, would be greatly appreciated, but do not put yourself at any risk. If you should discover who it is behind this, do not take them on by yourself. That goes for all of you."

Kaunis flashed a grin at Remi and bowed. "Far be it from me to take unnecessary risks, Sunshine." ~Only necessary ones.~

Gordon shrugged. “I still say we start with that 'Hester the Molester.' Even if it’s not her, she’s the type of person might be ignored when they’re not wantin’ her, and may've heard something.  If the book is hidden, unless whoever it is is an idiot, it won’t be anywhere near them to be found. We’ll need to search the ship. I’ll start asking around. Someone take the harlot – figuratively speaking ... unless that’s the way to get info. And someone talk with the cleric, but be careful with him. He doesn’t look right to my eyes.”

Kaunis winked at Kickaha and headed out. If he was in luck, Kickaha would go and talk with the wolf first and that would buy him the time to poke the number one on his list of people to talk to.

Jecon moved out of the way, but remained tense near Remi's entrance way. "Captain, anchor or no? Need I remind you, without charts any one o' them reefs'll rip us down and under before we'd yell 'yo-ho-ho?'"
"Anchor here, Jecon.  There are things to be resolved before we reach port." Inwardly Remi winced, no charts? she wondered, knowing that she had a frantic search for charts as soon as she was alone again.

“Good luck everyone.” Gordon also saw fit to pinch Remi on the rear end with a quick grin and a “for luck” comment and then left – quickly.  He started talking up the men who were on duty at the time of the night when the murder happened.

Remi gave Gordon a strange look as he made his way out the door. She murmured sadly under her breath, "My uncle, not my father." She stared out the porthole of the cabin and caught herself in her spiral of depression.

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

Reynard looked over his shoulder and gave the room another quick glance. "I've been told one should avoid the subjects of politics and religion when in the company of strangers." Reynard paced back and forth looking at some of the items on the shelf as if admiring or studying them, but not actually picking anything up.

Almost as if musing to himself, Reynard continued, "It be fascinating how knowledge to heal, be close kin of knowledge that don't." Reynard turned around looking at Tarick. "Tell that sweet lass, Hester, I would love to continue our earlier conversation. Perhaps I will even entertain her
with a chilling tale of spiders."

Reynard shrugged. "Ye are traveling companions are you not? Findin her should be no trouble for ye."

"This is a small boat. I'd think it wouldn't be hard to find her, regardless."

Reynard nodded, "Aye, that it is. We will speak again, I reckon. After all, I be told karma doesn't wait forever."

Tarick smiled thinly. "What sort of karma waits for you?"

Reynard traced a circle in the air with one finger. "All stories have a beginning point and an ending point. They show different faces, yet are all part of the same story. Twisting, turning, traveling through the night. Running to or from, life, illusion, and the illumination of day. Just like a circle, is it the end or the beginning of the journey?"

Tarick rested his shoulder against the frame, effectively blocking Reynard an easy exit. "If a netting of Hester is what you're fishing for, I'd say it is the end of said journey."

Reynard grinned. "She do be a fine lookin' lass. But for the moment I be here to search your room." Reynard extended one hand in the direction of the trunk and cupboards." Reynard then snapped his fingers loudly, as he casts an "Open" spell. 

Tarick was equally surprised and angered at Reynard's audacious intrusion. He held his irritation in check, however, until Reynard registered what were in the coffers. Both opened without hindrance. The trunk held a pale sickly pink glow from one of various scroll casings. There were two tomes and rolled-up scrolls laying on top of additional robes. The cupboard held vials and flasks, some labeled as elixirs others colored or empty. One shelf held glass jars with dried ... things in them. There was another mortar and pestle and a stack of small bowls.

Tarick managed an incensed smirk. "Don't know if you found what you were searching for, but next time feel free to just ask for something, hm, bard?" Tarick said and touched Reynard's shoulder as he moved from the doorframe to let Reynard pass. "I like that better."

Reynard lifted a shoulder, acknowledging Taricks 'suggestion' but saying nothing as he walked from the room. The door of the sickbay shut behind him, at about the same time Reynard became conscious that he had flushed and felt clammy all over as if with fever, his tongue and glands were swollen, and he suddenly had a very sore, burning throat.

Reynard remembered Tarick briefly touching him on the shoulder as he started to leave and is immediately suspicious.


He knocked and impatiently called, "Tarick I don't ken what ye jus did. I suggestion ye undo it though." When the no one responds, Reynard added that he would be all too happy to go to the captain with some of the things found in his room.

Unfortunately, he could not be positive that Tarick heard him, as his throat was dry and guttural with a serious case of full-blown laryngitis. Reynard knocked harder on the door, and when he went to open it, it didn't budge.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

Kaunis took a deep breath of the sea air. He wished he could disregard his suspicions, but there they were, gnawing at him right in his spine. He had spoken with the ...druids, now it was time for the other one...

He headed toward the cabin of Hester, approaching it silently, listening for a moment before making his presence known. He heard nothing except a "Come on in," after he knocked.

Kaunis opened the door, the ever-present smirk lingering on his lips. "A moment of your time, m'lady?"

 

"Ooh," Hester cooed, pleasantly surprised by the visitor. She removed her bare feet from the cot and sat facing Kaunis.  "Let's hope it takes more than that," she smiled. "To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?"

She had on frayed, cut-off black slacks and an orange top which tied in the back and behind the neck. She wore several gold earrings, two in her left ear, four in her right. It seemed she had just painted her fingernails and toenails a bright crimson color.

The chamber had double-boards jutting out from the right-hand wall which apparently served as a primitive chair. The room was just large enough for one bunk and an attached 'bedside table' at the bunk's head. It held a bowl-like lamp and a blank piece of parchment. The table also had a drawer. At the foot of the bunk was a small traveling chest. Kaunis noticed that  beneath the bunk was also a small traveling chest

 

"What most unexpected pleasures are based on: whim." He grinned and stepped closer. "In all truth, the ship is too small to keep me entertained."

 

She cocked an arched eyebrow. "Then what took you so long?" she asked. 

Kaunis settled on the make-do chair, somehow managing to make it look comfortable and shrugged. "In another truth, I'm also very good at keeping myself entertained." He tilted his head and brushed a stray red lock behind the gold-laden ear. "Takes one to know one, hm?"

She smiled at the touch, but seeing that Kaunis wasn't going to start out sharing her bunk to chat, Hester settled her legs back upon the scant mattress. "I don't know. The one thing -- well, one of the things that'd keep me entertained, and I can't get within three lengths of the galley and that self-righteous upstart halfling."


Kaunis raised an eyebrow. "Cooking keeps you entertained?" he pronounced the concept as something alien. "I personally always preferred the dining."

Hester shook her head. "It's fun. To make something out of different things, and that people like! You can even get creative if you have the mind, too." She gave an impish grin. "Meanwhile, I wander the top deck from one end to the other, wondering what recipes I can concoct that contain halfling.

"I'm sure I'd love to taste your creations," Kaunis smirked, "although not the halfling ones."

He stretched slightly and glanced around the cabin. "So you're what, sitting around in here being bored and planning halfling-meals and ... what is it that you do, anyway?"

She sighed, but waved a hand. "Painting various things, such as fingers and toes. Lot of wandering, walking back and forth and back and forth," she rolled her eyes. "I'm here at Tarick's 'whim' as you put it, so I do a little of this and that." She shrugged dismissively. "And you? A passenger? To The Rings?" She gave him a dubious look. "Now, really."

"Another whim." Kaunis shrugged. "You know how it goes... one moment you're getting a bodypaint and indulging in the island's last strawberries in a drink, the next you're sailing to the sunset stalked by giant snakes and who knows what other trouble."

He let his eyes wander from her painted toes slowly up to her eyes. "And you, a whim of a priest. I doubt it's only for your apparent allure, hm?"

"'Apparent?!'" After a moment of shock at his chance insult, Hester laughed. "Oh, I don't know. I think at least ~he~ thinks I'm somewhat attractive." She sniffed condescendingly then chuckled. She pulled one leg beneath her, leaning closer to Kaunis. "You ask an awful lot of questions, for us to be of similar stock, so to speak. We now know that you aren't going to tell me anything; and I'm not going to tell you anything." She touched his lips once gently with a manicured finger and then smiled as she pulled it back. "So, if this dance is 'entertaining' for you, all is well and good. If you're looking for something more, however ... perhaps we should try specifics." She dimpled on her right cheek. "Hm?"

he smirked ~vain and hussy~ 

"I do like to dance, of course. But we could try something more novel, if you insist... there was this most bothersome murder, upsetting a perfectly comfortable routine. A priest as well. Angry gods hovering about, perhaps?" 

Hester thought a moment. "Could be.  Why, was this priest something to you?"
Kaunis raised an eyebrow. "Do I look very clergy-type to you? Do I look like I care? Never really saw the guy." He shrugged. "Should we be in a town, I'd leave it at that... after all, I could always leave. But leaving a ship out here isn't really an option and I don't like to lack information."

Hester seemed interested. "A murdered priest that you never saw would force you out of town? But now that you can't leave the ship, even though you couldn't care less about him, your natural deep seated curiosity brought you here to find out ... what? Why? How?  What I know? Pointers? Some piece of the action?" 

Kaunis laughed shortly, a pleasant amused sound. "I don't leave town when a random person I couldn't care less about dies. But when I get entangled in a web I haven't spun, I do like to have the option to retreat. There's no retreating out here so I'm trying to find the spider, identify the web, and to make sure I can get out of it." He leaned closer to Hester and traced a finger down her cheek to rest on the pulse of her neck for a moment before leaning back with a smirk. 

"And I always want a piece of the action." 

"Really. Hm." Hester exhaled with a quirk of her mouth. She leaned forward mutely coveting for another touch. "Well, then. What I can tell you is that any webs or spiders have no interest in you, either. So there is no reason to retreat."  She let one hand stray to the back of Kaunis neck to play with the fine hairs there. "Or leave."

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

Kickaha wandered off to find a quiet spot by himself.  Soon after, a coyote walked the decks, looking for a wolf to talk to.

A wolf is found at the foremast, resting in the morning sun, beside a half-full buoy and a reel of heavy rope.

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

Remi waited until everyone had left the cabin, and sighed a deep sigh of frustration. She went to the desk and pulled out the charts and began to sort through them. Maybe I am not ready for this, she thought, chewing on the end of a quill used to make notes for plotting courses. I have a dead priest, people who don't know me -- and admittedly I don't know -- helping me. Any one of them could really be behind this. I'm sunk in this horrible situation and the crew knows nothing of it. Do I make an announcement and ask the crew what they feel we should do? Perhaps we should just sail for the rings, find whoever the dead priest was going to meet with, and let them know what happened. Let them deal with it so me and mine can continue, and all the passengers be gone from me life.  Twisting her blond hair into a knot at her neck and securing it with a stick made just for that purpose she got back to figuring their position and how much farther it would be until they arrived at the Rings.

After a few moments of uninterrupted quiet, she made a decision, rolled the charts up, and strode out to the decks. She stood there for a few moments before she realized that she didn't have anyone to call all hands. It was normally her job to pass the order from the captain. Pulling her whistle free, she blew three short notes and called out in her clearest voice. "ALL HANDS!" 

She was inwardly happy that her voice hadn't cracked or shook to display the nervousness she felt. As her crew assembled itself, she sent off a few to gather all the passengers and newcomers, and one to tell the two guarding the scene of the crime to stay put and call alarm if anything occurred while she was calling this assembly. She stood and waited for every body else aboard ship to gather below on the fore deck.

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

Wulvf relayed the message to those two watching the dead cleric's cabin … and the dead bodies there.  Their orders stood.  He made his way from one end of the second deck where the galley and Ms. Blon's cabin were, to the other where the sickbay was set-up. He knocked not exactly politely on both Hester's and Tarick's closed doors, announcing the call. He afforded Reynard a nod, assuming the bard had heard the whistle. T'hara was already on deck, trying to meld with the railing, still. The wolf and the coyote were not bothered.

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

Kickaha the coyote casually flopped down on the deck nearby.  He looked out at the sea for a minute before casually 'speaking', as if to nobody in particular:  <So.  Chewed on any good books lately?>

The wolf looked the coyote over from tail to nose tip.  <I beg your pardon?>


<Now, see, a real wolf wouldn't have said that.  A real wolf would have said something like "What is book?", or "Chewies?  Where?".  You're not really very good at this.  Even the Captain knows you're not just a normal wolf.  So, why don't you tell me what you really are, and why you two are here?  The Captain's a bit stressed at the moment, it would be a Bad Thing to have her come to find out what's going on.>

The wolf gave a bit of a snort, as though getting some of the brine out of her nose.  <And why is that?> she asked.

<Because, oh fluff-butt, she's looking for a killer. One that is putting her whole crew in danger.  And as things stand, you're the only one that can't actually say they're innocent. Or explain why they're really here. And once the crew knows what's going on, they're going to get scared. When that happens, those of us that are more than a little unusual might find ourselves in some very real trouble. Us being you, me, and that girl you're with.>

Kickaha gave a doggie sigh, his tail sagging a bit.  <We're in trouble, love, and I don't think it's going to be easy to get out of it unless we all know what's going on.>

The wolf looked to the sky where the sun was rising. <The only thing that is putting the crew in danger, is the crew itself. Fretting over some ridiculous curse. Any threat there may be, is not on board, it's out there.> She turned her nose westerly. <WE are the furtherest thing FROM trouble, Coyote.>
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

Kaunis tilted his head a little to allow the exploring hand a better access. "Now that is a relief to hear, you'd be surprised at to what lengths rabid fans can go." He traced her arm from the wrist toward her shoulder with light fingers. "However, my ears have picked up a word of a curse." His fingers brushed against her neck, closing around it for a moment, then tracing down her spine. "And as far as I know, curses are messy things, hardly double-checking beforehand who they strike. And that is something I want to know more about, kitten."

He didn't turn to look at the door when the knock and the call came. Instead he offered her a grin and stood up, pulling her up against him in the process, the hand on her back moving to take a hold of her hair and yank slightly. "Going to purr the truth to me or forever hold your peace, kitten? Decision-time."

There was a hesitation that passed through her, as if she was unsure of her footing. For just a moment. She took a half flat-footed step back to look at Kaunis' eyes. "Curse?" She frowned marginally. "What ... curse?"

"Why, the everlasting curse of those who would be gods, of course." Kaunis was grinning, but his eyes were serious. "If I recall right. You know how the godly business is... very hissy sorts, gods and their servants. Delivery-boys best beware... should the ...packet be lost they're not precise on who they clout with their wrath." He leaned lower until his nose almost touched hers. "I'm too close to the delivery-boys, kitten, and I don't like it. At all."

Hester closed her eyes and flipped her hair back before opening them with a smirk of her own. "Loopholes, my Spider Bait, loopholes; excuse, and escape. If they 'would be gods' then they're obviously not gods now, right? Can't blast a random curse on a ship in the middle of the sea and not be a god, right?" She kissed his lips playfully. "Besides, no delivery, no deliver-boy, no trail, no trace. Not to worry."

Kaunis raised an eyebrow. "I see." He wished he could say he was relieved, but he wasn't. There were things he was more afraid than any gods ever, and this was beginning to sound more and more like Them.

The grin gained more depth despite his thoughts. "Some baits are laid on purpose, kitten." And then he kissed her, and there was nothing playful about that, until the point where he pulled back, whirled her around to gain distance and left the cabin to head to the deck.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

Reynard kicked the door once, not hard enough to try to damage it, really just in spite. Then he tracked up the stairs onto the deck where the others were congregating. He sought out T'harah, and approached the woman. "It seems ~cough~ that now two of us ... cannot talk properly. ~cough~  Anythin' ye can do?"

T'harah pressed the back of her hand to Reynard's cheek and looked him over with concern. She felt his neck and nodded sympathetically.

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

Sighing in frustration, Gordon walked distractedly up to the deck, hands in pockets, thoughtful look on his face. 'Nobody saw nothing. Can't be right. It's gotta be one of those two - the harlot or the cleric. None of the crew would want the book or murder on a ship - bad luck and all. Now what could her high-and-mighty want now?'


Taking up position within the gathered crew, Gordon kept a lookout for who isn't there and trying to keep him distracted enough from picking anyone's purse...

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Remi looked out at the crew and passengers gathered before her and took a deep breath.  She searched the crowd and saw Angus, her brother's friend and drinking partner, and locked eyes with him for one brief moment. They weren't as close as he and Rory, but she still knew him well. Seeing Crystal standing in the front bolstered her confidence, as she knew the halfling cook had all manner of faith in her.
"Men," she began, looking out over the crowd, "I know I'm not our captain. And truth of the matter is, I more then you wish he was here right now." Maybe not the best thing to say, but she needed them to know she needed their help. "The Holy passengers we had traveling to The Rings with us, well, I'm sure by now the scuttlebutt has traveled the ship and you all know they are dead. We'll be anchoring here, and will not continue on to the Rings until the culprit is found, and the missing holy book has been recovered. There will be guards posted on the life boats, and no one will be leaving until the book is found. Someone is guilty and it will be discovered who." She watched their faces and their reactions, hoping someone, somewhere, gave something away. She made sure everyone was on deck except the two posted at the scene of the crime.
"That is all, you may return to your duties.  Angus, Crystal, if you would?" she gestured to her cabin.

Crystal stood a little taller as she wiped her hands on the stained, deer hide apron she wore. In an uncharacteristic show of manners, Angus hung back allowing the halfling cook to go first down the three steps and into the captain's quarters. Then he followed, as well.
Remi waited a moment, then gestured for the two to make themselves comfortable. "Angus, I trust you. I need you desperately to help me with this. Choose men you trust, that you know will be vigilant, post them on rotating watch on the deck watching specifically for suspicious actions, and making sure no one does anything with the life boats. 
"Crystal, I need you to listen in the galley for talk and let me know anything you hear. People tend, well," Remi shrugged with chagrin, "people tend to forget you are there and will let their tongues go loose. And let me know what you hear, no matter what it is, if you think it's important or not."  
She bit her lip, sighing for a moment, before looking again at Angus, "Am, I going about this right way? I mean, it was the right thing, to tell the whole crew, yes?  Gods, I wish Rory was here. He is so much better at all this then I am."

Crystal nodded her assent. She'd tell Remi whatever news she heard anyway. But now she'd make a point to be everywhere at once. 

Angus tensed his jaw, nodding simple acknowledgement at Remi's misgivings. A simple run-and-drop-off task had turned ugly nearly from the get-go. "Remi, I don't know if there's a right way. I don't think you're going about this the wrong way. I think stopping ship here is the best idea for searching for the book. Everybody'd be asking why we'd stopped anyway, and it wouldn't take long for the same information you gave here to be known ship-wide and then embellished somehow. What else ya gonna do? The only thing Rory mighta done differently was turn this ship around and hightail it back to your Uncle." He smirked. "Which is still an option. Otherwise, you've shown more resourcefulness and resolve than anyone might've expected."

Remi laughed at Angus' words.  "Than anyone would have expected?  Good thing to know the crew had so much confidence in me.  We can't turn tail and run, there are ... complications if we do that.  Mainly," she pulled the sheaf of paper out, "this.  Do you think I should let everyone know this? Or would that be more trouble then I need?"

Angus read over it. And read over it again. His eyes sparked at the implication and conceit inherent within. But at last he puffed out his cheeks and blew out the air in one huff. He shook his head. "You've been upfront, honest with the crew. This isn't necessary. There'll be enough exaggeration as it is without having this running current beneath it, too."

Remi nodded and bit her lip before continuing.  "Thank you Angus, if you would, let me know when you have the guard rotation, and who you have chosen, you're dismissed." She turned back to her charts and papers strewn across her desk, shoving the parchment with the curse back in her pocket.  Taking a seat at her desk, she dropped her head into her hands, knowing that no matter what she did, it wasn't going to get any easier.

As she had not been told ~directly~ that she was dismissed, Crystal hung around quietly for a few moments. A grin played along her features, wondering to herself if the Captain had 'forgotten she was there,' as well. After a moment more, Crystal cleared her throat. "Should I ... assume you'll be taking your breakfast in your cabin?"

"Gods Crystal, I'm sorry." Remi shook her head, "That was unintentionally rude of me.  if you would, at least, for now, I have, so much to think about right now.  I should have listened to you, you know." she sighed, "had myself a little fun before heading out to sea, I might not be returning after this.  At least, next time, remind me to drink myself silly, it seems to work for Cabat.  I just, need to do something, anything, just, feel like I am treading water here and I know nothing more then I started with at this morning."

"Well, I'm not against taking a large slug or two. But now is probably not a good time. I'll bring up a couple of hard-boiled eggs. Last on the ship, I might add. Some oranges and grapefruit juice, but with a little hit to it."  She winked. "How does that sound?"

Remi smiled at her friend, "That sounds wonderful Crystal, see now, what would I Have done if you had left us?  I would be afloat without a paddle, and then I would be truly lost."

Crystal snorted. "That's me. Keeping the ship running smoothly by providing this essential part of a nutritious breakfast."

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

Kaunis had reached the deck in time to hear Remi's speech. He leaned on a mast, watching her with pleased hooded eyes. ~No mention of the curse. Good girl.~

When she vanished into her cabin followed by the two others, Kaunis stretched a little and glanced around to consider the situation. Kaunis gave a smirk at Hester, marking her presence as a stop for his plans to go and talk with Remi. Instead, he turned to eye the coyote then raised an eyebrow at the wolf.

"You magicked up a boyfriend from another dimension, m'lady?" he grinned.

'<You mean there is still something on board that you do not know, Elf?>' the wolf ribbed. '<Kaunis, this is Coyote. Coyote, perhaps you have made Kaunis' acquaintance already?>' 

Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the wolf. "You give me too much credit, m'lady. I don't know everything that is going on." He inclined his head to the direction of both. "But considering I'm quite sure I would have heard -- or heard of -- a normal coyote by now, I just have to assume that he's quite far from your general yapper, mm?"

'<As always, Elf, your instincts are faithful and accurate. As I've alluded to before, methinks you do not give yourself enough credit.>'

Kaunis nodded amiably at the wolf, then crouched down to watch the coyote better.

"And who might you be then, sir coyote?"

At the mind-silence Kaunis shrugged. "Either not telling me, or not able to, hm?"

He glanced at the deck again to check if Hester was still around, and didn't see her anywhere.
Kickaha let his tounge flop out of his mouth for a moment in a silly grin, knowing that Kaunis couldn't understand what he was saying to the wolf.  <It makes me wonder, do YOU know who I am?  I think you do, but are you going to tell him?>
Kickaha the coyote rolled over on his back towards Kaunis, paws waving lightly in the air, like any dog wanting his belly scratched.
The wolf lounged more upon the deck. <If you see fit. It is not my place, otherwise.>

Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the turned-over coyote and then chuckled. "...alright. You better not come barking at me about this when you walk on two legs." He leaned to scratch the coyote. He wasn't exactly a pet-owner or an animal-handler, but he -was- good at petting.
Kickaha took a moment to enjoy the bellyrub, then replied to the wolf.  <Tell him now.  I want to see the look on his face.>

The wolf licked her chops. <As you wish.> She inclined her head toward Kaunis. '<Coyote has otherwise been called by the name, Kickaha, while on board.>'

The petting hand paused on the coyote's belly and Kaunis blinked. Blinked again and tilted his head to observe the creature from the tip of his tail to the muzzle and the eyes. And then he laughed, the sound rather genuine despite its practised pleasantness. Laughed and continued the petting. "I see. So that's how you knew m'lady here was no ordinary yapper either."

"Yip!"

 

Kickaha the coyote rolled to his feet after a moment more of the petting.

 

<Do be careful.  Without knowing who's the killer or why, you don't know who to trust.  If they get desperate, you and your friends might find youselves between them and their escape.  And we've seen what happens to people in their way.>

 

<Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm off to sniff around to see what I can smell.>

Kaunis watched after the coyote with a smirk, then stood up. He knew very well what happened to people who got in the way. Mainly because he had been the very thing happening to them. The question was... who do you send to clean up your messes when your cleaner has eloped?

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

Reynard nodded and followed T'harah to her cabin after the informal gathering held by Remi. He sat down on a stool and watched as she mixed a few herbs and mashed them up and stirred in water to give to Reynard. 

Reynard took the proffered cold herbal tea. "Thank ye, *~cough~ahem~cough~* ... lass." Reynard winced at the taste, and started to get up to leave. Noticing T'harah writing something to him, he politely sat back down and watched. She handed him the hastily scrawled note with a regretful look.

"Till the morrow? Tis not a cure? No? Aye, I be appreciating your help *~cough~* ... all the same." Reynard dug through his pockets for his hip flask. Perhaps a little quaff of his own drink
would also help alleviate the symptoms until a cure came on the morrow.
T'harah smiled at Reynard sympathetically. She nodded for him to continue. It certainly couldn't hurt and likely could ease the cough and any pain the herbs didn't.  Quickly, she wrapped up the crushed herbs in a small cloth square to give him.  He could mix it up in water if he wanted through the night.

She wrote down another note for him as well:  ~ If you want I will bring poultice later? Need boil water.~
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *

He had seen many things in his days on these dark seas; some of them real, some of them forged from the spirits found at the bottom of every bottle he consumed. Some he could remember as clear as the sun breaking over the horizon, while others were as hazy as a storm's morning fog.

Giant snakes.

That had been one he had seen once before.

That one was hazy. And undoubtedly forged from one night of drinking entirely too much. Cabat believed this one he had seen before to be fictitious because he woke up next to a dead garden type snake on the floor next to him, apparently beaten to death by the bottle in his hand.

He looked back over the deck, somewhere behind him, his eyes following the tides; until it reached the horizon, where the edge of the world simply seemed to fall away. Somewhere back there had been a giant snake.

Unfortunately for Cabat, he had drunk nothing that early morning. So what he saw was real.

Or so he believed. Everyone else around him seemed rather convinced that a giant snake of some kind had given them chase. Unless of course, all of this was an intoxicated dream; which seemed odd, the more he thought about it. Because if this was all an intoxicated dream, it was rather detailed, drawn out, and longer than any other he had had previously. Which forced him to come to the conclusion, yet again, that this time it had been real.

And then there was news of a dead cleric or something to that nature. And a wolf and a coyote on board. He scratched his mangy head and wondered who he could talk to – to perhaps clear up a few things in his head.

But who was he kidding? What would he ask?

"Was that really a giant snake? Is there really some dead priest on board? And why the blazes is there a wolf and coyote on board? And why were they sailing here, with no charts?"

Questions, he was rather positive, that no one had the answers to.

Only one thing could give him the answers he sought.

So he did what he could to find those answers.

He tilted the bottle to his lips and took a big drink of the Rum Bottle he had found. It felt good going down. Another drink would certainly help clear the mind. And perhaps another.

Ah yes, things were finally making sense now. Another drink.

Before he knew it, much to his dismay, he was still conscious, but his friend within the bottle had run dry.

Cursing he threw the bottle over the edge and collapsed against the wooden railing.

"Son of a bitch," he muttered to himself. "That damn giant snake was real." He looked over towards the door that led into the hall where the cabins were. "And for some bloody reason, we're tagging along some dead man, rather than throwing him over board."

He scratched his head again. "And to top it all off, I think that wolf or coyote gave me fleas!"

He scratched again and caught a flea between his fingers. "Yup, fleas. Could this day get any worse?" He wasn't too thrilled at the idea of finding out the answer to that last question, really.

Cabat's sininen, Terävä, came out of the air in a tiny, blue streak, squeaking and aiming for Cabat's hat. As Cabat didn't happen to have his floppy hat that the bird enjoyed so much, on at the time, she squealed, wheeled around, and landed on the man's shoulder instead. She hopped about, chirping in an urgent matter as only a sininen could. A strange, dark shadow passed over their heads, causing the bird to squeal again and try to burrow in beneath Cabat's earlobe.

"Look!" Cabat mumbled, his eyes looking at the bird rump feathers as it tried to bury its head in his mangled hair. "I get yelled at enough by the captain of the ship, I certainly don't need you -" It was then he saw the dark shadow pass over his head. "Let me guess," he said to no one in particular, "my day just got worse."

Using his hand to block any light, he tilted his head up to see just what had made such an enormous shadow. It was too much to hope that it had been a small bird that passed very close to them, giving the appearance of creating a large shadow. That would have been too easy.

No. Cabat was sure that whatever it was, it wasn't going to be good news.

It had been his luck of late. And so, with eyes scanning the skies, he sought out the owner of the large shadow...

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Sitting at her desk, Remi looked over the charts and paper and sighed. They were close to the rings, but they couldn't dock until they knew who had done the unthinkable murder.  Murder aboard her boat?  Her uncle was going to be right upset, she thought.  And when she got home, she was going to let her uncle know just exactly what had happened.  No one hung the Calloways out to dry, to swing in the wind and not feel the repercussions. 

When Crystal returned, she smiled in acknowledgement and ate as she poured over the charts, waiting for someone to bring her some information about what was going on her ship. When the coyote vanished from his sight, he offered the wolf a nod and headed toward the captain's cabin, knocking on the door once he got there.

"Sunshine?"
Remi looked up from her table of charts, and when she heard Kaunis' familiar name for her, she put down her papers and answered the door.  Dared she hope he had already found some important information?  She pulled open the door, trying to steel her face, and remove any outward signs of the stress she was under.  "Kaunis," She smiled at him, "Won't you please come in?"  The room was a total disaster she told herself as he walked passed her, papers everywhere, the bed unmade, the remnants of her dinner, she sighed, not a very good image she was giving of herself, panicking, she looked to her uncle's store of drink.  "Please sit. Would you like something to drink?"
"I'd love something to drink, Sunshine." Kaunis smirked, located a chair and sat down. "I went and had a little chat with miss Hester. I'm quite sure the curse is a bluff."

Pouring some of her uncle's brandy into two glasses, Remi passed one to Kaunis and sat across from him on the edge of the bed, "What did she say that would make you believe this?  I hate to say it, she's new, never been on the ship before now, and we have a murder, it's hard to say I can trust her.  Truth, hard to say I can trust many people, but I hope to be a good judge of character, and she's not impressed me much as trustworthy, or at least very honest.  What exactly did she know?"

Kaunis sipped the drink. "Ah... a whole lot of nothing. Why waste a perfectly good playing time into being straight, hm?" He tilted his head and then mimicked Hester's purring tone. "Loopholes, excuse, and escape. If they 'would be gods' then they're obviously not gods now,
right? Can't blast a random curse on a ship in the middle of the sea and not be a god, right?"

He took another sip of the brandy. "...I suspect they have nothing to do with any deity, nor do they have any power to curse anybody. However, there has still been a murder and the tome is obviously important." He shrugged. "But at least we shouldn't get a curse on our necks."

"As for Hester, she's guilty alright. Of course she didn't admit anything, except that she could assure me that the ones behind this were not interested in me." He paused for the irony of the words, then finished his drink. "Which means she knows who were behind this. And she was very confused when I mentioned the curse, after which the reason became apparent... there isn't any."

Remi swirled the brandy around in her glass, and mulled over what Kaunis had to say.  "But if Hester or whoever is behind the murder did so to stop the other priests from setting up a new temple in The Rings, why would they care if the messenger is cursed by the other god?  The curse was on the scroll from the dead cleric's church." Her head began to hurt with all the politics, intrigue and religious bull flopping around on her ship.

"So then we watch Hester I guess.  I should have Crystal let her into the galley, though it would make Crystal right sore, I would have her under a watchful and loyal eye most of the day.  And she came aboard with Tarrick.  So now, that makes him guilty by association, and someone should watch over him.  What EXACTLY does Hester do anyways? She seems so, well, non essential to me, and honestly I am not sure WHY my uncle hired her.  Crystal hadn't talked to him about her plans to leave yet."  She stopped herself, embarrassed that she was rambling on, not at what she was saying.  "I'm sorry Kaunis. Thank you so much for finding this out. It has been a great help to me and somewhat lightened the load on my shoulders.  I fear I am going to make a right mess of this, and the lives of everyone here are going to be forfeit because of me." She laughed nervously.  "Not really the reputation a new captain wants on their first voyage out.  To be branded a failure, while wearing the Calloway name? Oh, would truthfully be the death of my uncle from embarrassment."

"Ah, Sunshine... one thing that you can always trust about people who would be gods is that they have a hell of a lot competition." He smirked and shrugged. "Maybe Hester and her associates are that competition, but because they know who they're dealing with, they know
there can't be a curse."

"Now what intrigues me in this business is the gain. If they are not gods, I doubt they really have any divine interests. So there has to be something else. Why are the Rings important? What was the tome about? ....it still goes back into finding the tome." He frowned slightly. "I
can ...chat with Hester a bit more thoroughly, if you wish."
"Delusions of grandeur," Remi muttered. "It's the tome, whatever it is. It seemed to be an item of power. Perhaps Hester and her associates wanted the power."

Remi smiled at Kaunis, noting his frown, "No, Kaunis, I would not wish you to do something you find distasteful.  She'll misstep eventually, we'll just watch her. One thing I would like is a way to search her room. As captain I have the right to look at any crewman's quarters and belongings at any time.  Though what SHE is doing with a small room when the rest of my more experienced and senior crew are still sleeping in bunks below decks is something I am going to have to look at."


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


Reynard nodded, "Yes, later." Getting up he was stiff, but felt less flushed after a satisfying drink. Reynard mumbled something about desserts as he left, heading to the galley. After locating Crystal he asked, "Lass, I be needing the foulest smelling brew, in a small container.  I
be talkin' of somethin'  *~cough~*  that makes a smell so terrible even Cabat wouldn't eat it. Should be a liquid too."

Crystal quirked her lips and an eyebrow as she looked over Reynard. There was no mistaking the mischievous glint at home in her halfling eyes. "I think I gots what you be needing right here."  She held her breath and opened up one of the slop pail lids, yet to be dumped overboard. She dipped a pewter mug into the sludge of used shellfish parts, discarded octopi tentacles, greasy seaweed, and faintly decomposing fish innards. She capped off the top and held the vessel away from her face as she handed it over to Reynard. "See if that be close, Bard."

Reynard took a whiff of the tankard, and then grimaced at the horrid smell of decomposing marine life.  Making a face he said, "Ack, this smells terrible." He quickly grinned. "It be perfect! Thanks lass." 

Reynard took the mug and headed out of the galley, his chuckling intermixed with a slight wheeze.  Finding Tarricks door, he opened the lid and carefully poured the contents under the crack of the door.  Just as quietly he crept away. Shortly thereafter, he stopped back in the galley, humming, and set the mug down for Crystal to dispose of properly.

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


"The tome is hidden magically. I'm quite certain of that. No one is stupid enough to steal an item on a ship and in a situation like this and then just hope their quarters wouldn't be searched. And she's too confident in her position for it to be found by any conventional means." He stretched slightly, like a lazy cat in the sun and gave Remi a bright smile.

"What you could do, however, is search everybody's quarters. Call everyone on deck and go through them with the help of the bard. No fingers pointed, no suspicions revealed, just going through every inch of the ship. If the tome is not found with that method, we'll at least know in how big a league we're playing."

"I was hoping I wouldn't have to resort to searching everyone's quarters, but it looks like that is the only choice I have."  Remi sighed and tried to look like it didn't weigh too heavily on her shoulders, this business with the tome.

"Well, you don't have to dig through every item... the idea is to have everyone on deck together and away from their quarters while the bard does his job. ...on that thought, could take Kickaha with you as well. To nose around." Kaunis smirked, watching Remi to see if she knew the coyote or just the man.

“Oh yes,” Remi scoffed, “Kickaha’s nose.  What other strange and weird occurrences will happen while we are dealing with this.  I guess then, I will need to be finding Reynard.”  With a last smile at Kaunis, Remi sent for Reynard at his first convenience.

Kaunis stretched on his chair, but no one had asked him to leave so he took that as an invitation to stay. "You look stressed, Sunshine. You could use some time off. A massage and a drink, if there's no time for anything else," he smirked, his eyes following the young captain.

Remi nodded at Kaunis. “That sounds wonderful, if only,” she trailed off leaving the rest of her sentence unformed in her head.  Putting her head in her hands at the table, inwardly cursing the frustration and sheer immensity of the problem at hand, and though she had information, she still did not know how to proceed.  She stood, paced from one side of the cabin to the other, mimicking a pattern she had often seen her uncle walk without knowing she did so.

Kaunis got up and moved to where he had seen Remi pick up the bottle earlier. He poured a glass, took a sip and then returned to her, pausing her pacing and offering the glass. "Drink it. No 'if-onlys' needed." He tilted his head, eyes smiling with warmth. "Tell me, Sunshine... you're new at this captain-thing, mm?"

“I am that obvious am I?”  Remi sighed and took the drink from Kaunis. Taking a long draught from the glass, she pushed a strand of hair back with the practiced ease of a common action.  “My uncle, he’s the rightful Captain Calloway. I’m just an officer, and my brother he’s not here, and I have never been separated from him, not since birth, and my cousins, not a one of them is on ship. I feel lost at sea with so many on this ship who have been traveling the fair mistress for longer then I have been alive, and here I am in charge of them, with a dead priest, a curse, and a missing book. So, yes, very new to this, and sinking fast I fear.”

"Nonsense, Sunshine. You have me on board. I do not sink. Makes me look bad, and we can't have that, hm?" He smirked and moved behind Remi, beginning a very casual and practiced massage on the tense shoulder and neck muscles.

"You're doing just fine. You have to stop worrying so much and trust in yourself. And if the burden feels too much, share it. Get it off your shoulders, talk about it. Sharing your worries doesn't mean that you're giving away authority or even responsibility. It just means you're a
sensible human being.

"Tell me, what do you want to do?"

Remi sighed with contentment, and dropped her head forward.  “I want to save my crew, find the killer, and then take a good long dockside rest.” She laughed deep in her throat.  “This is the second time I have been given responsibility, and the second time I have fraked it up. I am thinking that I should just give up being in charge of things.”  She had begun to find Kaunis’ presence as comforting and non-threatening, and her normal practiced demeanor of standoffishness melted away as she spent more and more time around him.  “I want someone else to fix this problem for me if you want the truth. I can’t think of anything else. I’m just tired of it already.”

"Mhm. The curse is a bluff. Thus this is just a simple murder and robbery case, with a possible magic twist." The smile was audible in his voice. "Not the end of the world. And you haven't 'fraked' anything up, Sunshine. Can't go blaming yourself for everything." His fingers worked all the way up to her scalp, and he paused to pet the golden hair for a moment, to brush it better aside from her neck, and then continued the massage.

"If I may offer a suggestion, it's as simple as this. Everybody on the deck, especially all the passengers. The bard, you and me go through all the cabins. In the meanwhile, the coyote will sniff around on the deck. Again, especially the passengers we suspect. If we don't find the tome or the murderer, we haven't yet blamed anyone openly. If we do ... well. We'll see about that then, hm?"

“I think your suggestion is the best.”  Remi finally felt relaxed for the first time since they had set sail.  “Though I hope it is as easy as the suggesting is.”  Relaxed and enjoying herself, Remi leaned into the massage and smiled, “You are being exceptionally kind to me Kaunis.” She sighed again in comfort.  “Thank you.”

"You inspire me, Sunshine." He trailed a finger down her spine, smirked to himself, brought the hand back up on her shoulders, brushed his hands down her arms and then trailed them back up to the massage.

"To ...kindness, of course. I'm used to ...arranging things, making things alright. No leader stands without support, Sunshine. Sometimes the leaders stand only because of it, you know. And so, you shouldn't worry about your own abilities and if they are enough... all you need to do is be aware of the talents you have in disposal and put them in good use. Leading is delegating the burden, not carrying it alone."

Remi felt goose bumps rise on her skin, as a pleasant shiver ran up her spine.  “Could you arrange putting me out of my misery?” she laughed at her own morbid joke.  “Well, the only way to solve the problem is to take the problem head on, but, this is much to pleasant for me to want to run away to solving the problem.”

Kaunis chuckled and leaned closer, so that he could whisper into Remi's ear. "I happen to be very good at putting people out of their misery. Practically an expert." His voice was low and amused. "But you are correct, it might take too much time. Besides, I believe that the bard you sent for might interrupt us any moment, mm?"

“Perhaps you are right.” She wasn’t entirely sure if it was a ‘good’ out of their misery, or a ‘bad’ out of their misery.  Deciding she just didn’t want to ask, Remi let a disappointed sigh escape.  “You know, I just realized, I still owe you the rest of the work on the body paint, how incredibly rude of me.” She mentally cursed herself for forgetting her obligation.  “When this is all done, I promise, no interruptions, no missions calling away.  I’ll finish it, and add some that has been running around in my head.”

"I like the sound of that." Kaunis brushed a stray lock behind Remi's ear. "There's no rushing artists, I've learned that much in life. Inspiration doesn't obey orders."

“It is nice to work with someone who truly appreciates art,” Remi laughed nervously, feeling a little out of her depth, “but I have said that already, haven’t I?  How embarrassing, now I am repeating myself.  But besides all that, I think I have some designs in mind you would like.”

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

From outside the doorway and a little down the hall, the sound of a man noisily clearing his throat was be heard.  Footsteps echoed on the wood flooring as the bard Reynard approached at a relaxed pace.  Upon leaving the galley, with a smile on his face, Reynard was stopped by a shipmate telling him that the captain would like a word with him.  Entering the cabin, Reynard found Remi, and Kaunis sitting very close by.  Reynard appraised the situation, but doesn't immediately say anything. He merely nodded in greeting. Taking his hat off, Reynard greeted them in a raspy voice, "Captain. Ye sent for me?"

Remi nodded at Reynard, with an embarrassed look on her face.  "I hate to impose upon you, but could you assist me in searching the quarters of everyone on board?  Until we know who is behind this, unfortunately, everyone must be suspect, even the passengers.  Even those who have been aboard ship for years.  And, have you learned anything, since I last spoke with you?"

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

Closing his eyes, Gordon simply sighed and wondered when the ship would break out in hysterics once the shock wore off.  Leaving the group of other sailors, Gordon took to the ropes and climbed carefully to the crows nest to clear his head and maybe get a different vantage point.  Obviously there was something that he wasn’t seeing.  Who was pulling the con around here?  It certainly wasn’t him.  And no one seemed to have seen anything that he could ferret out.

Looking down, Gordon crossed his arms atop the side and laid his chin upon them.  What did any of them have to gain?  He doubted it was one of the sailors – they wouldn’t kill their own and especially not this Calloway crew who were all very loyal.  That left the passengers.  But from what he saw, few of them would have the skill to make kills that quickly.  That Kaunis looked dangerous and like he had a past; he'd been awfully snugly with Remi too – perhaps to get on her good side or get close to kill her.  But that’d be way too obvious, especially now.  Hard to blame it on anyone else too.  Kickaha was too straightforward and it didn’t seem an act and he’d seen plenty of acts – mostly from him, he thought with a devious smile.  Reynard, the bard, seemed too nosy to be the killer.  He might kill with his lyrics, but certainly not with a knife.  T’harah, the mute, didn’t seem the type.  More a healer than a killer.

No, of the “guests”, it was either Hester or Tarick.  They came aboard together and that man of Jargon’s saw the clerics talking together.  Time to nose around a bit more.

Climbing down from the nest, Gordon snuck to Tarick’s quarters.  ‘Gotta start somewhere…’ he thought.  He stopped a good distance from the door and scrunched up his nose. ‘What is that god-awful smell?!  Someone must not have made it to the railing in time.’ Trying to avoid looks and certainly the puddle, Gordon took a deep breath and then held it as he listened at the priests’ quarters for any movement inside. Not seeing him at the gathering, he was probably still in there or wherever the book was. As there was no discernable sound, Gordon examined the lock for traps, then unlocked the door and entered silently.

Had there been any shadows long enough, or anything large enough, he would've utilized them all to hide himself. As it was, the morning sun came through a small high portal on one side, and a lantern attached to a desk near the examination bench, spread light throughout the cramped quarters. First causal glance revealed no one else in the room, either.

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

Reynard cleared his throat before answering hoarsely, "Aye, on the morrow if all hands are on deck save those few that help me search." Reynard paused before answering, "Aye, Tarick be a man with a spiteful temperament. But the book, dinno be found in his room from my brief peak of it.  As for the other." Reynard reached into a coat pocket, pulling out the message cylinder that Remi had thrown overboard.  "Be careful what ye throw away lass. Ye never know when it may come in handy."  Reynard turned it over in his hands once, before handing it to Remi. "Dark gods ye be trafficking with to have this thing, but best not to be rid of it, till the matter is safely behind ye."

Seeing the scroll tube in Reynard’s hand, Remi had one moment of wanting to spit in frustration.  “Thank you for checking on him, I know little to nothing of him and the, well, whatever-she-is that came with him.  I’ll be looking much closer in their rooms. Get you some rest and we’ll be looking tomorrow for what lies hidden and what secrets they may have.”

She nodded to Reynard in thanks, taking the scroll tube from him, and clenching her fingers so tight they went white from the effort.  “Bloody bastards, arrogant fools.” She muttered, cursing the fate that fell upon her head, the stress and frustration tumbling down upon her head and shoulders like it had never left.  

Kaunis let out an exaggerated sigh and offered a glower at the tube. "There you go again, Sunshine. Worrying too much." He got up and poured another drink. He took a sip and then offered it to Remi. "If we're lucky they're arrogant fools. Emphasis on the 'fools'." 

He glanced at Reynard. "So... Reynard, what did the tube say?"
Reynard shrugged. "As ye can see the tube itself doesn't say anythin'. It be a repository for a message. Yet what it doesn't say can speak volumes."

Reynard gestured toward the tube. "Ye might be familiar with that design, if ye be as well traveled as I think. If not, know it be a nyxaran. Foul twisted creature, size of a dog, body of a
spider, and face wretched enough to make...certain members of ye crew seem like right handsome folk in comparison." Reynard sniffed and looked around as if either to spit or sneeze.  Hastily he dug into his pockets producing a handkerchief and managed to use it just in time. 


"Err, sorry bout..." Reynard paused again to use the handkerchief. He cleared his throat and continued. "Note the design near it, some kind of religious order or cult it be.  That bright yellow coffin, mayhap I've seen it before, it not be a good omen. Dark gods, always fightin' all the other religious types. They get right peeved should ye kill any of their followers, grab their loot, save their sacrificial virgins from being sacrificed."

“So, wait,” Remi shook her head. “What you’re saying is that there IS a curse even though the others say there isn’t?  Or what?  Look,“ She sighed, poured herself another drink and offered Reynard one, “don’t be coy, and lyrical, today, I just need hard facts.  I’m not trying to be offensive, but I threw the thing into the ocean for a reason. I needed the release of frustration. I’m about to throw it again and let the gods sort out the bodies of the dead.  So you’re saying, these priests that are dead in the below decks, they are an ‘evil cult’ followers of a dark god?  So, now that the priest is dead, these dark gods are going to be looking at us?  Or is that just a pretty figure of speech.”

Reynard took the proffered drink and sat on a nearby stool. Taking a swig, he gestures with the mug. "Hard facts?" he snorted. "Lass, I deal in stories, rumors, and half remembered truths far more often that hard facts. Ye wish me to sift the flecks of gold from the sand for ye?" Reynard sighed and looked into the slowly swirling liquid in his drink before he took another gulp.

After a moment, he nodded his head in apparent resignation. "Aye I suppose I can try to do that for ye, but ye may not appreciate my answers."  He took a breath. "Fact: the priest and his guards paid for safe passage, and they all be dead on ye own watch.  Fact: ye have no way of knowin' if this 'Curse' be real or fancy till it strikes. Fact: whoever killed the priest and then took the book went through a good bit of trouble, it looks like they tried to fight back when they realized what was happening.  If ye go through that much trouble to get something, ye don't generally throw it away as a rule.

Fact: just because ye throw somethin' overboard don't mean ye be rid of it." Reynard stood up and set the cup down. "Sleep well, see ya on the morrow." Reynard rose and headed out, muttering about just one more thing to do tonight.
Using his hand to block any light, Cabat tilted his head up to see what had made such an enormous shadow. It was too much to hope that it had been a small bird that passed very close to them, giving the appearance of creating a large shadow. That would have been too easy.

Cabat was sure that whatever it was, it wasn't going to be good news. It had been his luck of late.

And so, with eyes scanning the skies, he sought out the owner of the large shadow. ... But found nothing. He wiped away the blurring tears from the streaming sunlight, and cast his gaze about the sky again. Clouds that had not been there in the brightening dawn, gathered from the direction of The Rings island but nothing else caught his eye.

In fact, except for the muted chirring of the nervous Sininen under his ear, he didn't hear anything either; just the lapping of the ocean below.
Cabat shrugged, looked around, then looked back up at the sky to see if whatever it was would be caught unaware. "Piss," he muttered. Stumbling for the cabin, he passed a few crew members, "It's bad luck to have a woman aboard," he sputtered. "And now it's about to catch up to us. Again."
As he stepped into the hall, he shouted, "Oh, Captain! We may be havin' a problem!" He looked over his shoulder at the sky again, "That is, if it shows itself again!"
He paused, "Piss," he muttered again. "They're not going to believe me. 
"I wouldn't believe me," he said after a moment of consideration.

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


Kaunis narrowed his eyes for a moment. "'Those who would be Gods' sent the message in a tube with some... dubious religious symbols? It could be a hoax. After all, it was supposed to be a religious mission." He shrugged. "Or it couldn't, and Hester is just as clueless about the truth of it as we are."

He grinned apologetically to Remi. "It doesn't change any course of action, though. Whether there's a curse or not, we still have to find out the murderer and locate the tome, hm?"

Remi sighed. "Yes, it does not change the course of things, I think." 

Remi thought about Hester and WHY she was aboard her ship, and still didn't know.  "Well, if Hester is clueless, and she is playing us, then it's because she wanted something. Obviously from you, because if she wanted anything from someone else, she would have come to them.  I think I myself have a few questions for her, and the logistics of HOW she ended up on my ship.  Something about her bothers me.  Don't know what it is, but well..." 

Remi shot Kaunis an embarrassed smile. "I'm sorry, thinking out loud again here." She threw the offending tube on the table and took up pacing again. "Am I just startling at phantom problems and she isn't anything threatening?  And here I am expecting you to have all the answers. I'm sorry Kaunis. I'm presuming so much upon you today."

"Don't worry, Sunshine. Talking is a good thing. And actually, she didn't come to me, I came to her." He shrugged. "To find out what she knew. So as much as I'd like the world revolve around me, don't think she's on board because of me."

He grinned, and suppressed the insistent shiver of dread. ~She wasn't. She couldn't be.~

"You need to stop worrying now and have a good night's sleep. We'll face tomorrow with a plan and that's all we can do about it right now. The crew will need a rested, confident captain tomorrow, hm?" He smiled and leaned to stroke Remi's cheek lightly. "So I forbid you to worry
tonight. Understood?"

Remi smiled at Kaunis, sadness and weariness evident upon her face. She placed her hand softly over his. "I didn't think she was on board because of you. I just thought she gave you information because she wanted something from you. Does THAT make more sense?  She doesn't seem the type to just give out information without expecting something in return." 

What bothered her about Hester and her motives?  She was an unknown variable and it wasn't comforting to have that aboard ship. "I will not worry any more this evening. Or at least I will try not to worry any more this evening. I only hope that I haven't already lost confidence amongst the men aboard ship."  Fool, she chided herself, you're being a fool.  The answer has to be there, but WHERE? What is it? What was the answer?  Who had blood on their hands?

"Mm. She wanted me to relax, yes. And the crew will follow you. People tend to do that to the sun, you know." He smirked and crossed the little that was left of the distance and kissed her forehead. "Rest, Sunshine. You have a big day and much to light tomorrow." 

"I will try,” Remi nodded, “I will try, though there is so much to keep my mind on the problems at hand.”

"Of course." Kaunis smiled, took a step back and bowed. "Rest well, Sunshine. And have sweet dreams." And with that, he left the cabin, heading toward his own.

Remi locked her cabin door after Kaunis had left, feeling strange and alone, this journey the first time she had fallen asleep without the gentle snoring of her brother nearby.  Even when dallying with the maids of port, he returned to the ship in port to sleep.  Adrift in the sea of strangeness, discomfort and disillusionment, Remi slept fitfully, waiting for what the morrow brought.

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


Off on the deck, a coyote skidded to a stop at the railing.  Near frantic, he stuck his head through, before his dinner leapt forth to become one with the waves below.

 

He hadn't gotten far in sniffing around before he encountered a smell so awful, so foul, that it had been like red-hot pokers jammed into his sensitive nose.  Then it had hit his stomach, and he had barely made it to the deck in time.

 

Shaken, depressed, and momentarily defeated, he regained his composure and wandered over to the captain's door.  When he heard no movement inside, he scratched a couple times on the door with a small whine before curling up to rest.
The human called Kickaha curled up in his sleeping area, frustrated.  His one big advantage in all of this, his sense of smell, had been blocked. No, attacked.  Whatever that had been down there had left him reeling with its stench. Even if it was cleaned away, any scents it hid would be cleaned away with it.
"Calm down," he told himself, "and think this through." He took a deep breath and looked at the situation again. He knew the scent he was looking for, and knew it must still be on the ship. If he didn't find it elsewhere, then the stench must have been hiding it. If removing that stench removed the scent, then that still narrowed things down for him.  He smiled to himself as he realized that he didn't even have to assume that the stench DID hide what he was looking for. It had stopped his search; he still had other areas and people to sniff around. Perhaps it had only delayed his findings.
Now that he had a plan of action, Kickaha finally relaxed and soon drifted off into sleep. 

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Keeping quiet and hiding as much as possible, keeping a hand near his dagger, Gordon thought, 'Locked door, but no one home.  So where did our cleric go?'  He continued to trying to avoid breathing as much as possible. He searched for clues as to what the cleric was doing aboard and where the book might be.  He also looked for another exit that the cleric may have gone out by.

Just in case the cleric returned, Gordon wove a spell about himself, growing slightly, darkening his hair and adding a thin beard and moustache to his existing goatee with clothes more of a religious bent to include a small holy symbol of Tarick's faith. He heard a soft rubbing sound behind him, and turned to face the door.

Tarick stood there, unruffled, with some aromatic herbs and sand he crushed and chafed between his fingers, sprinkling it heavily upon the smelly puddle. He glanced at Gordon as though they were old acquaintances. "It seems to be my day for visitors. Something I can do for you?" he asked.

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

After a moment, he nodded his head in apparent resignation. "Aye I suppose I can try to do that for ye, but ye may not appreciate my answers."  He took a breath. "Fact: the priest and his guards paid for safe passage, and they all be dead on ye own watch.  Fact: ye have no way of knowin' if this 'Curse' be real or fancy till it strikes. Fact: whoever killed the priest and then took the book went through a good bit of trouble, it looks like they tried to fight back when they realized what was happening.  If ye go through that much trouble to get something, ye don't generally throw it away as a rule.

Fact: just because ye throw somethin' overboard don't mean ye be rid of it." Reynard stood up and set the cup down. "Sleep well, see ya on the morrow." Reynard rose and headed out, muttering about just one more thing to do tonight.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
 
In fact, except for the muted chirring of the nervous Sininen under Cabat's ear, he didn't hear anything either; just the lapping of the ocean below. 

As he stepped into the hall, he shouted, "Oh, Captain! We may be havin' a problem!" He looked over his shoulder at the sky again, "That is, if it shows itself again!"

He paused, "Piss," he muttered again. "They're not going to believe me. 

"I wouldn't believe me," he said after a moment of consideration.

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

Remi locked her cabin door after Kaunis had left, feeling strange and alone, this journey the first time she had fallen asleep without the gentle snoring of her brother nearby.  Even when dallying with the maids of port, he returned to the ship in port to sleep.  Adrift in the sea of strangeness, discomfort and disillusionment, Remi slept fitfully, waiting for what the morrow brought.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
The elf called Kaunis slept, his mind whirling through the labyrinth of memories and visions, bright colors over the dark, grinning masks ever changing.

Mirrored hallways. Air full of scents of incense, perfumes, niva-smoke. He glanced at his reflection and smirked at the golden-haired man covered with intricate jewelry and nothing else. A brief moment of pondering where one of those jewels had gone, it had been a mark... but his feet kept walking, music now mixing with the scents in the air. It called him. It called his names.

Another glance at the rogue in black leather and hair. His mirror image tossed a dagger into the air and winked at him. He winked back.

The names came faster now, his steps echoed the pace. The mirror-images flashed into existence and vanished as he turned the corner, then another, and another. And then he turned the last corner and stared at the image of a young elf with black wavy hair and green eyes. They
both gasped. And then he turned and ran.

~Not him, not now, not ever! Too dangerous, they'll find out, they'll take it away... you're supposed to hide, damn you!~

Fear rushed through his veins and he was unable to suppress it, unable to find any of his masks. The mirror-images ran with him, scattering away in panic. Except one. His eyes were drawn to it and he stumbled and fell to face the one laying in a pool of blood, branded and broken. He could still feel the collar constricting his throat as he panted in terror. 

'Shush, Beautiful. It's gone and I won't let it return.'

With the words the mirror vanished and he could feel himself being drawn up and into an embrace. Unable to stop himself, he wept. 

"Where have you been?" He hated the sound of tears in his voice, hated the way it sounded like a plea, but couldn't stop himself from asking.

'Recovering. It took almost more than I had to get you out, Beautiful. I have been ...sleeping.'

"You sleep? You?" He laughed and wiped his eyes.

'Hard to believe from such perfection, hm?'

He laughed again and wrapped his arms tighter around his savior. "Something like that." Then the smile died and he sighed. "...do they know where I am? There's much happening around here and I'm getting paranoid..."

'No, Beautiful. They're most annoyed by it, but they have no clue where you are.'

He exhaled in relief and closed his eyes for a moment. "So what in all the nightmares is going on in here? Is this just some random murder among bickering priestly people or are they involved? They are, aren't they? I can practically smell them..."

'They want the Nine Islands. Surely you knew that. Now there's many factions willing to help them in that, for a price. They're pretty pleased about it.'

"I see. ...and what about the curse? I know they're about as divine as my left ear, but-"

'Less divine, Beautiful. Your ears are extremely divine. Practically holy.'

He grinned. "How true. So, I know they're less divine than my ears -- and other body parts -- and couldn't place a curse on a mouse... but what about these other factions? If there's priests involved..."

'I don't know, Beautiful. I've kept an eye on them, not anyone else. I could of course check on other people, but it is so very tiring...'

He could hear the smirk in the voice and returned it. "Good thing I have just the plan on how to give you ... both an incentive and a reward, hm?"

The elf called Kaunis shifted against the mattress and smiled in his sleep.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
The Sininen stayed next to Cabat the rest of the evening. Through the next few bottles of booze and stone shoots. Normally when he laid down, or passed out, the blue bird would find a comfortable nesting place in the rafters or some other high point in the room. Tonight, however, she stamped her tiny feet on the top of Cabat's hair and huddled down into his crown, shuddering every so often.

Visions of cloudy reefs and images of screeching sirens on a hazy shore, drew him toward them in his sleep. He walked unsteadily from wave top to wave top getting closer to them. He knew the sound was irritating, dangerous, not melodious and promising, but he walked on, wondering why even as he did so. 

The journey became more treacherous, more difficult to hold his balance. He looked down to see the sea had become a mass of eels, writhing and thrashing against the surface. He high-stepped faster, thinking maybe back to the ship would be the best place. The shoreline grew darker with fog. Behind him the boat was gone. In its place was a giant, floating tome.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
~Breathe~

The fog was so thick Kickaha could only make out shapes up to a few strides in front of him. The deck was secure, the wind fanned the sails above him, and he heard the irregular clanging of the signal bell as waves shifted the boat from side to side.

~Breathe~

Abnormal outlines at the rail took shape into those of men. Quite dead. Both bodies were slumped partway over the paling; one man still had his hands gripped around the other's throat. Their eyes remained open in a glazed indecipherable death-stare.

Seeing as this was where the lifeboat would swing, they may have been fighting for it. But the boat was either taken by another or lost during the fracas. The harnesses it should hang upon, swung empty with the sway of the ship.

~Breathe~

Kickaha made sure he still had all his belongings. Something was laying on his chest that he'd not brought with him. He wore a torque of carved, linked coral. On the end was an equally, finely crafted adornment, made of the opalescent inner shell of bottom bedders. It was small enough to fit in the palm of his hand and have a finger's breadth of room all around it. Some skilled and dexterous artisan had shaped, etched, and sculpted it into the perfect relief of a turtle shell.

He touched it and blinked, remembering in a sudden wave from where the gift must have come. He could distinctly hear their melodious voices wafting back to him:  ~" You are Shark. Do you think you go simply where the current? You are unique. You are needed. You are balance. Like rain and sun; blood and rebirth; water and land. Kananes and Kalu are in need of balance. This will aid the forest's breath. We will aid the Shark."~

 Now. Breathe.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Not knowing the religious symbol, Gordon left that off the disguise. "Feeling ill Tarick?" nodding toward the puddle but ignoring the odor.  "Yes there is."  There was confidence and haughtiness in his attitude as if expecting to be obeyed. Using all his skill at the game, "I was sent to make sure everything was going well and stayed that way.  We are getting close to the Rings and I need to know if I need to get involved in the ... situation."  His hand strayed to the dagger at his belt nonchalantly, but with an obvious skill and ease of use with the intent that killing was a necessary nuisance.

Tarick smiled to himself. "Which situation would that be?" he asked. He brushed the sand and flakes from his hands and turned amiably toward Gordon. "And ... you are ... who to get involved?"

"Do not play the fool for me Tarick. You know the situation I'm talking about. The book.  The one to establish a new temple at the Rings. As to who I am, suffice it to say that I was sent by those who want to keep an eye on things and deal with it if it doesn't go their way.  Time is growing short and while I am patient, this has been taking too long. Speak of what you know." With the tone of 'or else'. His hand strays to the dagger at his belt nonchalantly, but with an obvious skill and ease of use with the intent that killing is a necessary nuisance.
Tarick folded his hands in front of him, as he full attention turned to this illusionist. His eyes narrowed. "Very well. I know my Priest would not send a spy to watch my progress. I know, too, that the Sanguis wouldn't have followed Simeon. Which leaves two options and one unknown. The more ... alarming being Syvävihreä may have sent an 'observer.' And even that is difficult to believe, considering your, shall we say, inexperience in the affair."

Bluff not quite seen through, but Tarick was obviously on edge; if not everything, he suspected some thing. 

'Not the first time I've needed to scramble out of something,' Gordon thought to himself. Quirking an eyebrow, he said, "All very good guesses, but you're stalling. Stalling for what ... Tarick? Trying to hide your failures? The entire ship knows of the deaths - very messy.  And now the captain isn't going anywhere until the book is found. You screwed up Tarick. How is this going to look, hmmm? I don't even know if I can fix this mess."
Tarick smiled with delight. "Fortunately, nothing needs repairing. The tome is quite satisfactory and unharmed. I keep it in my false wardrobe space," he pointed, "behind the privacy screen. I doubt anyone will find it, or you, until the stench leads them there."

The last thing Gordon thought before engulfed in blackness was that Tarick was moving his fingers over the opposite hand.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
Remi woke to insistent pounding on the captain's cabin door. She blinked herself awake, somewhat surprised she had been in such a deep sleep that someone had awakened before she. She got up groggily, pulled on an overcoat haphazardly, and answered the door. From the soaking smell and the puffy grayness, dawn was immanent. Angus stood before her, his hair dripping wet. Must be a heavy fog, she thought absently.

Coming up the steps behind him, Remi made out the halfling cook, Crystal, struggling with a heavy basket; likely breakfast. Now more fully awak, Remi looked up into Angus' face. "What is it?"

"Nothing suspicious around the dead cleric's cabin. Nothing out there 'cept that damnable salamander swirling about. But," he cleared his throat, "bed check this morning came up with Reynard and Gordon Molehill missing."
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
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