The city now affectionately known as Slab, grew outward from the original Slab Harbor. It lies on the upper east coast of Nine Island's largest landmass, Gold Ingot. What began as a mercantile outlet and stop-over many, many decades earlier, has spread into a bustling city of shipping trade, business, and debauchery.  Honest commercial shipping establishments have no place, and very little reason to ever dock here.
The population ranges from 2,800 to 8,000 depending on the whim of the seas and the time of year. Any type of commerce venture anyone might imagine may be found here. From acolyte to thug to brownspice drug peddler. From paladin to prostitute to pirate. If it can make a man rich or destitute, bring him pleasure or anguish, it can be found here and elsewhere around Nine Islands.

In addition to every clan and race of felons and rakes so far exhumed, the city holds a considerable body of mages and warriors. All there for the gold that changes hands with the ease of the tides. The thought that there might be a durable sentry organization or city guard is preposterous. Every man for himself, is the Number One Law. Nonetheless, interests are known to be protected by an elite group known as the Seamless Brigand. When wrongs have been performed, gauged by the pirate and rogue Codes, expect retribution to come swift, silent, and conclusive after midnight.

What passes for government in the Slab, is made up of several entrepreneurs joined loosely for a similar cause. Membership ranges from merchants, wenches, pirates, thieves, and some say slavery, which is frowned upon even in this society, is even represented. The leader of each faction is known by the title of Paramount.

There are many points of interest, the first one ever seen being the Great Yearning Lighthouse. It rises out of the waves of the Sea of Sentence. It's said that once you travel the Sentence, your destiny is forever fixed. The Great Yearning with its ceaseless light stands as a beacon to those traversing the Sea of Sentence and the waters beyond. Scribes state that the lighthouse has stood as long as anyone can remember, and that ancient scrolls make reference to the fact that the light once pointed skywards before they were altered to illuminate the Sea of Sentence. It's been heard that the Yearning's light is the only thing some otherwise heartless pirates have any reverence for.

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

The Picaresque Chest had a tavern, as did most of the area pubs. It also had two parlors, one behind the bar and a larger one on the second floor. As Remi entered, her elder halfling friend, Crystal, turned from the bar and motioned her over. Beside her was another halfling, slightly shorter and male. From the back parlor came a young, heavily made-up human girl with burnt-orange hair. She dimpled at Crystal and the other halfling and moved to a table, which was occupied by three more. One was a male elf, bedecked in red sleeves and a flimsy shirt with matching red hair. One was a young human man carrying a lute. The other was a tall, lovely elf with long black hair tied up at the crown of her head.

"There's the interested party," Crystal grinned at Remi and pointed at the table.
Remi nodded. "Well then, I would assume that they would like to be somewhere private." She looked over the three, deciding that she didn't really want to know more about them then she already did. "It will take a while, they do understand that, correct?"

"I've no idea," Crystal said. "I reckon you'll have to tell them, that. Tell them you charge by the hour, too," she winked.
Remi tossed her pack over her shoulder. "Well then, shall we." 

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

Kaunis returned to his table and entourage. By then, the human girl had rejoined them. 'Tanya' was her name. She grinned up at Kaunis with the moon-eyed look many a human had given him, then pointed to the bar.  There sat two halflings, male and female, and another human woman. 

 

The new arrivals spoke briefly before the human woman stood, slung some harnessed boxes upon her shoulder, and approached. She was remarkably attractive, particularly for a human. Her hair was golden, lighter still due to years in the sun and surf. Her skin and features were unmarred by blemishes, freckles, or even signs of time on relentless seas. And her eyes were the blue of noon skies over calm waters.

Remi walked the table and nodded to the two elves. "Fair evening," she cast them her most winning smile. "Hear tell you are looking for some artwork. Do you have lodging set up? It would be a fair site simpler to perform the procedure there."

"I'm sure we can arrange that." The male elf in the center of the group, Kaunis, replied with a dazzling smile of his own. If most humans found elves to be a "deck above" when it came to beauty, then this one was exceptional even by elven standards. His eyes were blue-silver and his hair a bright red-red surely not found naturally. His face was sharp at all the noticeable points. He wore sleeves, leather-like except they were red as well, attached to what would not be called a jerkin, as it was merely thin strips of the same red material, revealing a lithe and perfect body. Indeed it would be difficult to take one's eyes off of him

 

"Nightingale dear, check if they have free rooms here," he spoke to the youthful-looking, male bard beside him. "If not, I guess we must return to The Curse."

 

He took a sip of a drink seen mostly in exotic ports, not pubs on the Slab. Different colors of liquid layers in a glass with fruit decorating it. His tongue touched the straw slightly in the process. An obvious seductive action, and one he accomplished without the least bit of reticence. "And yes... I like body paints. Nothing permanent. Permanent is boring."

 

With a smile, Remi waited for the bard to return the table. "Life is fleeting: too mercurial to be trapped into one thing. How long are you wishing the artwork to last?"

"Mm." He tilted his head as to consider this. "A week. Two at most." He glanced at the halflings, then back to the woman. "Wearing any of your own art, by any chance?"

"Aye," Remi responded, setting her pack down at her feet, she rolled the front edge of her shirt up to display the intricate designs of dolphins she had tattooed around her belly button.  "Though I had a fair bit of help from my brother, this be one of mine."


"Mmhm." He stepped closer and leaned to trail a finger around the dolphins. "Good work. I don't trust artists who don't trust themselves with the quality of their work."

Sonny, the bard, returned, watching Kaunis' fingers intently as they traced over the smooth skinwork. When Kaunis looked at him, he lifted a shoulder. "They said we could rent part of the back parlor. They have curtains to separate, an illusion of privacy, I suppose." He winked at the tattooist. "Or we could stay the night at The Curse."

 

"Whichever suits your needs is convenient for me."

"Here, then." Kaunis would have to go back to get his things from The Curse later, but he'd make a point to be fast. He took another sip of the drink and exhaled contentedly. "Alright, nightingale... lead the way." He glanced at the pretty artist and smirked. "And we'll see about the night afterwards."

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

The myth of 'Cat's Eye' was a long standing tale told from one generation of pirates to the next, with half of the population believing every word, and the other half having none of it. There was allegedly a very small islet, perhaps no more than a reef, which abounded with all manner of magical items and creatures. It was heavily protected by the wizards who teleport to and from it. But once every hundred-fifty years, it's said, the island takes back its own and would appear for thirty-six hours for anyone to witness. It was not surprising, however, that the islet was charted on no known map and there were as many stories of just which direction the islet laid in, as there were variations of the tale itself.

The young halfling rake, Gordon, was well acquainted with many such tales. “Okay, Gideon," he was saying to his brother, "who got the idea of the Cat’s Eye into your head? It’s a myth told young halflings to get them out of the house chasing treasure and adventure and who knows what else.  You know that!” Gordon chuckled and took a drink. He scratched behind one ear, thinking, and ruffled his brown hair. “Think with your head; if the baby was taken, then it was done by someone nearby that knew they had given birth. I’ll ask around and see who knows what. Even if this Cat’s Eye isn’t a myth, and it is of course, then I’ll follow the trail there I suppose. No one is going to sacrifice our cousin’s baby, alright? So get that thought out of your head, too.” The halfling took a final swig of the ale. “Come on. Let’s start looking to see who knows something.” 

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

"If I may ask, what brought you to this city at this time of year? It seems a little strange to find someone as cultured as yourself amidst the brawling and base nature of the sailors that frequent this port." Remi switched to the black, setting the brush of gold down on the table for the Crystal to rinse out so she could use it again soon. "It seems like a peacock amidst the seagulls, if you don't mind the analogy."

Kaunis chuckled softly and pierced another strawberry-slice with the straw. "Of course you may ask. If you're lucky, I might even answer." He smirked and offered the strawberry slice to the artist, placing it near her lips, "Say 'aahh.'"

Curious, she thought as she opened her mouth to allow the elf to slide the strawberry. She swallowed before she continued. "We all have our stories. Perhaps I will do a good enough job to earn part of yours." She smiled at him, and went back to her work.

"Mm." He hunted down the last piece of strawberry, indulging in the taste. "There is of course always the possibility that peacocks might get bored in the company of other peacocks sometimes."

"True," She let herself fall back into the pattern for a few moments before speaking again. With the ink dye trailing up his arm, she began to work her way down his side. "It is easier to be noticed amidst the seagulls, when you are the only peacock.  It is much better then being the magpie amidst them, lost in the shuffle."

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

Sitting down outside of a shop on a convenient bucket, Gordon put his elbows on his knees, his head in his hands, and rubbed his temples. “Ugh. I don’t think I’ve talked so much in my life, Gideon! Anything could’ve happened to Tabith’s baby! Anything!” Shaking his head, he looked over at his brother. “If it’s any of those groups, getting on a ship won’t help at all. Cause if they’re out at sea, they’re long gone by now and there’s no way to track them.” 

Sighing, Gordon rubbed his forehead. “It’s late and we’re not going to get much more out of people. Let’s get something to eat and sleep on it. Tomorrow," Gordon thought for a bit.  “Tomorrow I’ll do some more looking. You getting on with a ship won’t do a thing. Why don’t you head back and tell Tabith that we will find her baby and that everything will be fine, instead.”

The other halfling muttered something and shoved his hands into his breeches.

Gordon clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving!”

They glanced around them and noticed the lights in the Picaresque Chest seemed brightest and chose to go in there.
    ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~

Corsair, the curse.  Corsair, the curse.

Cabat turned over mumbling something.

  

The Haunt would sail next week; when the largest numbers of pirate vessels sailed out of Port Slab to jockey for clandestine positions on the seas between Nine Islands and the mainland. It would be a new season for the Barbarian Raids, and placement on the deep was as important for those in the pirate trade during these hunting seasons, as it was for fishers to find the perfect location when tuna ran the breeding currents.

~Your rum?~ he looked at the bottle, then back at the thin man who was like a weed blowing in the gentle wind. ~Where's m' ship?~

"At the pier, you smashed excuse for a gentleman!"

A sharp *smack* to Cabat's bared rear-end brought his hazel eyes wide open. After a moment to orient himself -- evening - check; bed - check; land - check; another body in the bed -- he twisted himself around abruptly, at the same time winding a sheet about his lower body. He glared down at the red-head. "What're you doing!"

"I've got work to do," she said plaintively. Her nose was thin but sharp and with the smeared makeup around her eyes, she looked a lot like a raccoon. "You promised me another three silver then you finished up -- the drink that is -- and passed out."  She sat up and tucked a lock of red hair behind an ear. She pulled on a sea foam green top, placed her large breasts just so, and stood to situate her pantaloons and then her skirt.

"You said you were a rich merchant from the Dogs and all night you snored and snorted on about pirates and ships and little, bitty bluebirds."  She huffed as she reattached the wench belt beneath her bosom, accentuating its heaving qualities. "Not that you weren't sweet at first, but I'm ready to get back."  She held out her hand for the promised silver.

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

A third female squirmed between Kickaha's legs so that she very nearly leaned against his chest. He was quite handsome, with features striking and exotic even for air-breathers. She looked into his eyes, and rubbed small, cold fingers over his features. "You are Shark. You are Ko-yo-te. Prey. Raid. You are no one's. You are all. And we need you."

Kickaha leaned forward, bringing his chest into contact with the woman. "It's nice to feel needed.  It's nice to feel other things, too." He hooked a leg around hers, bringing her into full contact with him. "So tell me, what do you want me to do?  And when we're done with that, what do you need me to do?"

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

Cabat felt for his pockets then realized his pants weren't on. He reached down, slid those on, and reached into his pouch, scrounging for whatever amount of money he might have there - along with some lint; and placed it all in her hand. He took her hand, using the other to close her fingers around whatever it was he had put there.

 

Squinting his eyes as if it took effort to keep them opened, he smiled crookedly and whispered, "You were amazing!"

 

He quickly grabbed his hat, and walked out the door whistling a tune - hoping he'd either paid her enough, or making a fast enough get away so that she didn't notice. He stepped out into the hallway and looked around, curious to see if the bird had been a figment of his intoxicated dream as well. He tried to recall when he'd docked, but it was all rather fuzzy. He held onto the banister as he strolled down steps, finding himself -- as hoped -- in a pub. He blinked a couple of times and recognized the tender of the Picaresque Chest. He made his way to the bar.

"Allo, Corsair," the balding man grinned. "The usual? Or do you plan to pay me this time?" He chuckled at the joke as he pulled out a goblet and poured dark rum into it. "If you don't, you know I'm charging the Calloways your tab again." He pointed to the rear parlor. "One of 'em's in the back now, in fact. How much you owe 'em now, eh?"

"Ah," he lifted a finger, as if remembering everything. "The Calloways! Good people them Calloways! Put it on their tab," he said and reached over for the drink. "Good people indeed! In the back you say? I should pay'em a visit!"

 

"'Not so sure that's a fitting idea, there, Corsair." He leaned against the railing and topped off Cabat's goblet. "I said one of them's in the back. It's the she-girl. And she took a man back there with her." He winked. "Two, actually, but hey," he shrugged, "not that I'm into noticing."

 

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

Kickaha stretched languidly before ever opening his eyes. He was enjoying the warmth and the deep slumber; a more restful sleep he couldn't remember having in a very long time. His green eyes opened with awareness and blinked as he sat up.
He was on a ship and was starting to get that déjà vu feeling all over again. His sharp gaze swiftly took in his surroundings, and gradually allowed him to realize this place was ... entirely different than other places he'd been – or thought he'd been – recently. Mainly, he wasn't underwater and the crew seemed ... well, alive.
He rose cautiously, nonetheless, going up two ladders from the cargo hold to the upper deck of the galleon. It was almost a relief to feel the sharp wind on his face and find the boat docked at a pier. A few remaining crewman were arranging crates to be unloaded come morning. The gangplank was already down, as though it'd been waiting for him to find it all along.

He made sure he still had all his belongings, patting different pockets or pouches. When he came to his chest, he looked down. Something was there that he'd not brought with him. He wore a necklace made 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. Breathe. Find the Rings."~
    ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~
Event 1:  In the Chest

"Ah yes, the she-girl!" Cabat looked at the man with a coy smile. "Because there'd be a different kind of girl other than a SHE-girl! Now I am sure anyone else, it might bother!" Cabat raised his hand and pointed at the door. "But it's me!"

And with that, he headed for the door... 

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

Kickaha made his way down the gangplank quickly, in case anyone might decide to stop him or ask why he had been on the ship.  Once off the docks, he took a moment to look around.

"Let's see... rings.  Sounds important.  Sounds interesting, too.  So to start, I should find an interesting place to hear about them."  He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked around.  "I think I need to find an interesting tavern..."

Kickaha wandered the streets, taking turns mostly at random, but avoiding any areas that looked like they might be trouble. He was trying to get a feel for the city, trying to find the places that were interesting without being murderously dangerous.

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

One of the halflings at the bar nursing a drink avoided the gaze of Cabat who entered the tavern via the back stairs. While the sailor spoke with that half-orc barkeep about the “SHE-girl”, the halfling tried not to cringe at the thought of -her- being there. Taking great interest in his ale and speaking quietly with the other male halfling sitting next to him, he turned his back toward the sailor.

"So, Gideon," Gordon put quietly, "do you still feel like signing onto a ship? I think we’re pretty full up, but I could find out a good ship and captain if you really want to, I suppose.  It’ll be really hard work and nothing like the stories. And you’d have to deal with people like that." He motioned his head toward the drunken sailor headed toward the back. “They can get nasty when they’re drunk.," adding in his mind, ‘Or duped.’ He took another swig of the ale to finish it, and ordered another for himself and Gideon, and then ordered supper as well.

Gideon waited to answer until they were served their portions of pork, potatoes, and red-eye gravy. He chewed slowly and exhaled. "I don't want you to have go it alone, Gordon. This is my undertaking, and there's no reason for you to risk anything more than you already have. Maybe you're right about hopping a chance boat being like a pussywillow in the wind, but," He chewed further and finally frowned. "Maybe I could go back to at least find out where Kent and Kelsoe got ~their~ information."

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

Remi nodded as she continued to work, pointedly keeping her eyes only on the area she was applying. "I am glad then to find that so far it meets to your satisfaction." She added shyly, "There are many who do not appreciate the art that can be seen in the world, looking only for the dark and despairing."

"There's never any need to look for the dark and despairing." Kaunis shrugged a little, careful not to move his leg on which the tattoo was forming. "It will find us on its own too soon anyway."

Remi thought of her own tragedies, those things she had dwelled upon just hours before in the bar, sipping away at a pint of ale with Crystal, and nodded.  "Ah, yes, the dark and despairing does find us, no matter how innocent of it we are. It is a miracle sometimes, that we can still see the sun and stars through everything that tries to bog us down.  But then with the life at sea, you have the good and the bad."

"Life at anywhere, sunshine." Kaunis watched the golden, sun-burnt hair of hers for a moment. It was a very nice hue for a blond, and he'd have to keep it in mind. "All we can do is to seek more of the good things to counter the dark ones. You're doing pretty well at the countering, yourself." He grinned.

"Thank you," Remi smiled as she continued to work on the design, adding more golden highlights to the black and red swirl of colors.  "I do only the best I am capable of."

Kaunis sighed at the lack of drinks. He glanced at the bard and offered him a pout. "I'm thirsty. Talking too much." The silver-flecks in the blue eyes seemed to laugh. "Go ask that nice half-orc gentleman at the bar if he could conjure up a new drink for me, would you? Sangria will do too if he seems busy. Even plain wine."

Sonny stretched and the elf lady behind him, Kohokohta, released her hold of him. She drained her goblet and handed it up to Sonny as he stood with a wide smile. "Whatever they have is fine with me," she winked.

Sonny gave an exaggerated put-upon exhale and slid back the curtain of their small section of the parlor. From the door, he went and leaned on the bar, letting the tender know what he wanted once he got his attention. He turned with two drinks in his hand. Also around the bar came a serving wench with two more goblets for the parlor. The bard turned and nearly spilled his drinks on Cabat with rum and intentions of entering the parlor. The sea man was a little taller than Sonny, with soft brown eyes, and long brown hair. He was in obvious need of a lather. A rinse. And a repeat.

Nevertheless, Sonny smiled up at him. As hoped, Cabat held the door while he and the wench went through first. Sonny handed Kohokohta her goblet and set his down nearby. To Kaunis and the tattooist, he said, "Your orcish friend is mixing up something. He's humming. I think you made his week. Course he expects payment upon delivery," Sonny smirked. He bowed to Remi. "I failed to ask m'lady and her halfling friend if they cared for anything to drink as well?"

With nothing else to go on, Cabat followed the bard and stood there as if trying to either figure out which one, if any, was a Calloway.

Remi heard the bard return with the drinks for the others in the room but shook her head at his offer. "Many thanks, but I have only two hands, and I need them both for the intricate designs, but your offer is very kind."  Remi slightly turned her head at Crystal, nodding as if to say that she could accept the offer if she was still thirsty.

"Thank you, Mr. Gale," Crystal beamed at the bard, "but I'll hunt down Ganin after this and have a pintful." She nodded at him.

"Thanks, nightingale." Kaunis flashed a grin at the bard. "And don't you worry, sunshine, I'll buy you a drink once you're finished and have your hands back to yourself. Or wherever you choose to place them." 

His grin widened for a moment and then, unhurried, he let his attention drift to the man who had entered. "Yes? Something the matter or just enjoying the view?"

Remi smiled, the nervous blush creeping down her ears and neck, she didn't turn her head to see who Kaunis had acknowledged, but continued to work on her pattern, knowing it was like wisps of smoke, if she stopped, it would be difficult to get it back again, wafting away in the moment, slipping through her fingers.

Crystal's grin broadened to see the new arrival. "Hail there, Corsair!  Bit early, ain't ya?"

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

While Kickaha took in the sights and smells of streets, he looked up and happened to see someone watching him a bit more closely than the other casual or suspicious or calculating glances he'd encountered. The face was familiar, and it struck him that it is the young man from the voyage over.

"Well, hello!" Kickaha waved at the youth. "Fancy meeting you here! Come on down, I'll buy you a drink or something."

The boy seemed shocked and took off running round the next corner.

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

Perhaps he would awaken if one of them spanked him. This had to be all a part of his alcoholic induced dream. A dream within a dream. A smile crept over Cabat's dirty features as he smiled, showing off a gold tooth or two. He raised his index finger, while raising one eye brow; as if it took an insane amount of effort to do both things - at the same time. "Calloway!" he said looking to the one named Crystal. 

He swayed this way and that, as if the world were on a never ending ocean.

Kaunis raised a beautifully formed black eyebrow at the latest arrival. Then he glanced at the halfling who obviously knew the man.

"Ah, an acquaintance of yours." Dismissing him with that, he turned his attention back to the gold-haired artist to rest his eyes.

Unable to stop the initial reaction of hearing her name called out, Remi turned her head away from her artwork, and grimaced.  Dirty, and obviously drunk -- again -- Cabat wandered into the room, unable to keep his own feet beneath him.  "Ach, Cabat!" she said with frustration, "what be you doing?  Crystal, could you have a care for the corsair please, before he falls on someone and makes an even BIGGER fool of himself."

Her embarrassment compounded at one of her Captain's crew being so foolishly drunk, and ruining any chance she had of the illusion that they were above the common sailor on the Ocean's Melody, Remi turned back to her client. "Please, be so kind as to forgive Cabat his ... exhibition. He has a love for rum that we cannot seem to break him of, no matter how hard my Captain tries. If he would just sit calmly in a corner, I will make sure he gets BACK to the ship in a moments notice, without any further incident." The last sentence obviously directed at the drunken sailor himself.  "My many apologies, good sir, for his behavior. I am so very sorry he is acting as such."

"Nothing wrong with a love for rum. As long as one remembers to imbibe it in a bath every now and then." He smiled soothingly at the artist and reached to twirl one golden lock around his finger for a moment, then let it slide away. "Don't worry about it. Please, do continue."

Ah ha! Now he knew who Calloway was! Raising an eye brow, he looked over, his words slurring. "She's got quite the talent that girl! She can paint quite well!" A smirk crossed his dirty smile as his eyes gleamed with mischief and clarity for the first time, "And she's quite good with the hands if you catch my meaning!" The gleam was gone as soon as the sentence was said, and his eyes returned to the dull, drunken state they always seemed to be. "But don't le'mme interrupt! I'll si'an' wait here."

"Oh, I'm sure she is." He responded casually, watching the hands painting on his skin. "Takes excessive control and skill of fingers to do that."

The embarrassment of the words being bandied about the room in her direction caused Remi to blush even more. The red hue crept across her neck and cheeks, as she intently stared and concentrated more on the work she was doing than those around her. She knew to fly off the handle and yell at Cabat with indignity would do nothing but fuel their amusement at her expense.

Kaunis watched the deepening blush on the artist's features and hid his amusement. Instead he glanced over his shoulder at the door, then at the bard. "I sure hope he remembers how to mix that drink. But in the meanwhile... we could use some fresh air." A meaningful glance at Cabat, then at a window.

Sonny stood. There were two skinny windows, each about as long as his forearm, on the wall nearest he and Kohokohta's settee. He opened the shutter of each outward.

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

As far as pirating went, there were the ones who didn't last, the ones who were counted the usual fare, and then the ones who turned an evident profit. The ones in the first group either died on the seas or returned and tried their hands at being crew again. The second group scraped by, continuing the trade more out of habit than passion. The third group was the one which could rise to the summit of legends and bard tales.

Out of the first twenty-five ships or captains any bard worth his salt could name of such potential living legends, twenty-three made their home port in Nine Islands. Of those twenty-three, eighteen were within a three fathom radius of Port Slab. Keep your friends close, it's been said; but keep your enemies closer.

His name was Daren Calloway. No doubt one of those twenty-five ready in a teller's head. He made attempts to foster a low-profile, but with fortune comes exposure. Many an area merchant or merciless sea captain far outweighed him in riches alone. But not many, even in the long history of Nine Island bootlegging, could hold a candle's flame to the dignity the man radiated. Not many at all.

He owned four ships. Four ships that were public knowledge, at least. There were constantly rumors of more ships utilized under false companies, but oft times this was attributed to those who simply wanted to tarnish the reputation of the 'Golden Captain.' It was like swimming against a run-out. Not only was he known for his just treatment -- in work, wages, as well as retribution -- he had a cunning foresight making it seem whatever he touched, turned profit. It wasn't true, of course. Daren Calloway knew when a judicial expedious retreat was called for, also. Even that added to his notoriety, talked up by sailors thankful to return to port in one piece, instead of being lost by a skipper's foolish fit of arrogance in the face of an otherwise hopeless skirmish.

It seemed that Daren Calloway had only one weakness, which pointed to his family. He had four children of his own, plus had accepted the responsibility of his brother's two after their mother and father perished. Only the most dastardly, reprehensible, lowest form of scum-sucking sewer rats would consider exploiting a man's family to get to the man. Yet, this was the place in all of Unaltva where that should happen. And a prominent pirating citizen such as Daren Calloway made a tempting target. Fortunately, he was keenly aware of where he made his living and went to extensive lengths and considerable gold to be in good with the right people, to hire reliable minions, and keep merchants and paramounts who counted happy, in order make sure those he had sworn care for were seen over.

He went to vast degrees in making any who thought to point cutlasses at his weakness, soon found where his strength actually lay.

It was this man who stormed through the doors of the Picaresque Chest's outer tavern, five capable stalwarts flanking him. His tan hair was sun bleached nearly platinum, his beard and eyebrows of a darker brown, underscoring his stern, rugged features. It didn't seem his severe glance had taken in the entire room before he spied Gordon and addressed him. 

"Ah, Molehill, a break finding you here. I won't have to send out someone to garner you. Be ready to sail come dawn."

With that said, Calloway and his men strode to the rear. Serving maids and tray holders skirted the walls to make room. 

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

Kickaha watched as the youth once again ran off. When he made his way to the corner around which the boy had disappeared, he ducked back quickly to get out of the way. A team of sea men marched down the alleyway with partially splintered boards, spiked maces, and other bludgeoning items. They had blood in their eye and their destination seemed to be the wide, three-story building opposite the alley.

Once the agitated band tramped by, Kickaha stepped away from the building a couple of steps. The hair on the back of his neck pricked and instinctively he turned. About six paces away stood an unhooded, cloaked figure. She had long, thick black hair, ginger skin, and dark eyes.  She stared at him, and below her right eye was a tattoo of a snake. To her left, stood a medium-size wolf, the source of Kickaha's impetus. Its head was lowered slightly, and the hackles on its back were raised.

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

The men with Calloway pushed back the shimmering curtains of the Picaresque's parlor, inciting a couple of shrieks of surprise and muttered curses. It wasn't hard to pick out his niece and the 'clients' she'd taken the evening with. "Remi!" he called, startling the woman into whirling around. Calloway's gaze fell to Cabat and his scowl deepened. "Cabat." He nodded to the elves and bard he didn't recognize and then to Crystal, who hopped down from her stool to stand at attention with her mug.

"Captain," Crystal said, breathlessly. "Blame anything on me, it was a human feather-headed flare-up, and I wanted to talk to you about my signing this season --"

"Not now, Cook," he said curtly.

"Right, then."

"Remi, the Ocean's Melody is sailing out in the morning. I came to bring you the ship's orders. You and your brother will have to take on the haul. It's a straight-shot and I expect your return within two weeks."

Remi looked at him, unable to find her voice.

Daren Calloway's brow softened into nearly a smile, though it be somber. "Remember a few days ago Sean and Bryen came up feeling poorly. Nana confined them to their rooms, but they've contracted the measles. Nana is sure Ian and Cear one will be next, if not both. She's completely quarantined the upstairs." He showed her the sealed scroll tube. "The company's promised swift delivery of ... religious items, just there and back. I know you two can do it, and I've already assembled the crew to go with you." He paused, his commander exterior disappearing for the moment for Remi's benefit. His eyes became both worried and bright. "Bryen can't even sit up and Sean has worsened. I just can't leave them only with Nana right now...."

Remi swallowed but before she could say anything in return, screams came from the outer tavern. Calloway's stalwarts turned immediately at the ready. There was time enough to register crashes from the front before the parlor door burst open.

The leader of the cutthroats wore a striped, dirty red and black bandana over his balding head. He didn't bother with addressing his objective. He snarled, wrinkling what could've been a permanent scowl and raised his mace as he charged Calloway. The eight behind him spread out. Each attacked a member of Calloway's outnumbered personal party. 

Armed with a gauntlet over one hand and dirk in the other, one pushed his way over to take out Cabat. Another reattached his sap at his wrist, bounding toward Remi. He sneered, showing three silver teeth sparkling to match the single-minded glint in his eyes.

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

Swallowing the bite of his meal, Gordon nodded to Gideon. "That's a great idea. You know how they are - overblown imaginations. Do you remember the time they..."  Gordon was interrupted by the men walking into the room. Quickly covering his reaction toward Daren Calloway's entrance, he paid rapt attention to this man who could cause him to lose his head -- or worse. "Dawn. Sail. Got it." Watching him and his men go to the back, Gordon turned to Gideon. "That's the captain. Nice enough guy, but I think he chews plank nails for breakfast and washes it down with sea water."

Shaking his head and rolling his eyes, Gordon finished his drink. "Let's get out of here. I don't want to be around when he collects Cabat; it could get ugly."

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

Once the agitated band tramped by, Kickaha stepped away from the building a couple of steps. The hair on the back of his neck pricked and instinctively he turned. About six paces away stood an unhooded, cloaked figure. She had long, thick, black hair, ginger skin, and dark eyes. She stared at him, and below her right eye was a tattoo of a snake. To her left, stood a medium-size wolf, the source of Kickaha's impetus. Its head was lowered slightly, and the hackles on its back were raised.

Kickaha smiled. "What's a nice lady like you with such good taste in companions doing in an alley like this? Wait!" He held up a hand to stave off her answer. "Let me guess. Given my recent luck, you're going to hurt me, aren't you?"

She tilted her head marginally, as though studying him. Her eyes were drawn to the oceanic torque at his chest. After several noticeable moments of silence, she looked at his face again and nodded once, as though in greeting. She pointed to the building and she and the wolf turned and walked deliberately to the tavern's side door. 


"Well, I was looking for an interesting tavern. And this just got interesting..." With a shrug and a grin, Kickaha followed her into the tavern.

The place was teaming with overzealous humans knocking each other about with blunt objects. The door led into a pub, which appeared to hold the majority of spectators. From the back, a door to the side and rear of the main bar, was where a fracas of some sort was gaining momentum.


"Ahh, a bar brawl. This brings back memories." He stepped aside as two of the combatants went past him. "Lots of memories."

Carefully picking his way through the fight, he made his way towards the back room, intent on seeing what the real action was.

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

The leader of the cutthroats wore a striped, dirty, red and black bandana over his balding head. He didn't bother with addressing his objective. He snarled, wrinkling what could've been a permanent scowl, and raised his mace as he charged Calloway. The eight behind him spread out. Each attacked a member of Calloway's outnumbered personal party.

Armed with a gauntlet over one hand and dirk in the other, one pushed his way through to take on Cabat. Another reattached his sap at his wrist, bounding toward Remi. He sneered, showing three silver teeth sparkling to match the single-minded glint in his eyes.

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

So many things ran through her mind. First and foremost, what she was going to have to explain to her uncle when the time came; and second, what was she going to do with this scabby creature advancing her. Remi at least knew the main thing was to get this done and over with quick, so that she could explain to her client and his companions what had happened. The problem was she wasn't really sure what had happened or what was going on. She placed her brushes down as carefully as she could, she stood, drawing the large dagger she wore strapped to her leg, and prepared to defend herself.

 

The moment the obvious thug-types rushed in, the hands of Kaunis landed on his daggers he had placed on the divan. They were never far, not even when he happened to be naked. Unsheathing them, he slid off the divan, naked but not bothered by it in the least, holding two daggers, ready to bury them into the idiot harassing his body-painter.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~

Hopping down off the chair, Gordon took a step or two toward the door with Gideon when the ruffians entered looking for a fight and heading toward the back. "Shit!" Gordon quietly exclaimed to himself. He turned to his brother with a rush of words, "Gideon, it's going to turn ugly in here and I don't want to try and explain to mom if you get hurt or in trouble because of me. I've got to help the captain," and then in his mind, 'as much as I don't ~want~ to', "so I'll meet you at the general store down the street as soon as I can."

Not sure what else to do to help, Gideon nodded. Gordon drew his rapier and disappeared into the crowd and shadows and crept up on the ruffians from behind. 'Outnumbered huh?' he thought. 'Well, let's see if we can change that.' He tried to keep his gestures and arcane mutterings from the eyes and ears of his crew, and cast a spell to change the mind of one of the ruffians:

 

"I heard that your companions were going to use you as the stool pigeon if this failed. I wouldn't take that from them, would you?"

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

The ruffian Kaunis had chosen for the gig of his daggers, was also the first man to go down in the fray. He wouldn't be rising again. This shock remained glazed upon his lifeless eyes. One of his cohorts saw him fall and angrily shoved aside Calloway's man to reach Kaunis. Calloway's man tumbled headlong into the crates beside Cabat, which aided in the distraction a small, dark bird was causing by swooping low and thumping Cabat's intended attacker repeatedly about the head and shoulders.

 

The man rumbled something from his barrel chest and lunged. Kaunis evaded the attack for the most part, but took a glancing slice to his right shoulder.

 

Gordon's style of charm worked wonders on the intruders, when the one in his line of sight turned to the smelly thug beside him, shouted at him in some foreign dialect, it caused the two to immediately come to blows with one another. Things were not faring as well on the opposite wall.

From the far left side of the parlor, one of Calloway's men fell hard to the floor. Without breaking his stride, the assailant jumped to the assistance of the buddy nearest him, and another of Calloway's men fell in the struggle. The first went to the rear to help take out Kaunis. The other went to the aid of his leader, coming behind Calloway and grabbing his arms. The man in the dirty red and black bandana took advantage of the seconds bought for him, driving his dirk between the Captain's lower ribs. He made to slice the other across Calloway's throat, but he broke one arm free and blocked the slash. The tube with the ship's directives went skidding across the floor.

 

The interest in Remi had shifted completely as she became a far less lethal concern than the naked elf man. She nimbly hopped over the dead man's head and side-stepped another coming their way. "Uncle!" she called, seeing him outnumbered and bleeding.

 

"Hey, Jorgan!" a voice called out, tossing the brass cylinder. "I got it!"

 

The leader deftly caught the ship's orders with one hand. "Good! A dead Golden Captain's just gravy. Draw back!"

 

Those who'd stormed in and still stood, made final strikes as they reshuffled to run back out.

 

"Uncle?" Remi knelt by her uncle when he sagged to the floor.

 

"No, Remi, not me." He shook his head and growled, "Get those orders back!"

 

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

 

"Cabat!" Remi barked at the one crew member in the room, and the only person she could command. "They do not leave this room alive! You hear me!"  She reached around behind her back, and unfurled the whip she had strapped to her belt and advanced upon the leader that had speared her captain uncle.

Kaunis gripped the left-hand dagger tighter and ignored the pain in his right shoulder. "You people have now successfully managed to annoy me." He stalked toward the group that couldn't move fast due to being on defensive, still heedless over his naked state. "First you interrupt my artist and then you smear the paint on my shoulder with blood." He clicked his tongue. "So you're going to buy me a drink. With the gold from your dead bodies."

The man who'd connected with Kaunis, mocked him as he backed away, showing him his blood, which marked the blade. The man kept half a glance on Cabat at his right, but was much more concerned with the naked elf advancing and the stupid bird scolding him, and diving at his head at every opportunity.

Kaunis spared but a glance at the pitiful taunt attempt, keeping his eyes on the leader. "See? Harming me invokes the wrath of the gods. The bird is just a beginning." He grinned, eyes gleaming of arrogance and some strange delight in the situation. "You, good sirs, have drawn my blood and are therefore now cursed. Enjoy the rest of your lives, as brief as they may be."

"Now look and see what ye have done," Cabat stood, still swaying. "I was goin' ta' say we can settle this over a drink or two. But now the lass - she's all in a tizzy. I suppose seeing someone stabbed in front of ye can do that. Ruins a good day, it does." Cabat's vision suddenly cleared and a smile crept over his face as he drew his blade. "And she said to not let any of ye be leavin' alive. Now I'd strongly suggest droppin' your blades, before I go and drop you."

Cabat attacked the bloke that his figment-bluebird had chosen, hardly giving the mocking dirk-holder any chance to escape the two of them. The other looked as if he was much less certain of himself, and his skirting gaze showed it. Kaunis seemed to move at the same time as Cabat, and to scarcely move at all. The moment Kaunis half-pivoted backward, the would-be attacker fell in a heap from a fatal stab to the gullet.

Gordon looked upon his charmed victim. “See? It’s all falling down around your ears! You better kill them,” the halfling pointed at the charmed victim’s allies trying to retreat, “before they turn you into the town guard!” To himself he added, ‘~That~ should add to the confusion a bit.’ 

With the addition of the man, woman and wolf, there was plenty of distraction. Gordon tumbled into the crowd of ruffians and stopped right behind the lower calves of the leader. Then when he backed up, with some more fortune, he would trip over Gordon and (hopefully) drop the tube in the process.

Jorgan sensed, even with his hand around the map case, that the tide had all at once turned against him. To his right the drunkard, Cabat, sliced the poor sod who'd been harangued by some stupid bird. And a naked, wounded, slip of an elf felled Pigfeet without even taxing himself. He had three good men left and one was being argumentative, while two of Calloway's boys and his ~veljentytär~ came straight for him. The job no longer appeared to be easy silver. 

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

Reynard the Red, semi-consistent bard for the Curse of Thirst, walked down the cobbled streets to the city, and at first was unsure what all the commotion could be in the Chest. Drink specials perhaps? A good game of chop? He mused to himself. Certainly not stones. No one could possibly make that much noise watching a game of stones. Upon entering the bar, he saw several figures retreating in haste. 

"Filthy bilge rats even here. Didn't I tell you boys to stay out of pubs I like?" Reynard happened to notice some blood and torn clothing. "And who have we been fightin' today, lads? Mayhap you took somethin' that didn't belong to ye? This here be a Calloway hangout, you've --"

"Out!" Jorgan shouted and turned to make a final break. 

They shoved Kickaha and the mantled woman out of their way, and very nearly stepped all over the wolf in their graceless retreat. The patrons and serving maids who hadn't spilled into the street, stayed well back out of the way.

Reynard realized the one bilge rat near him attacked others of his ilk, which was momentarily bewildering. But only moment. Reynard caught Jorgan's eye and said in a voice that carried, "I thought I smelled week old rotting fish. Jorgan! What a surprise."  

Reynard drew his sword in a smooth motion. "Come out here and fight me, you spineless coward."

Kickaha simply let himself be pushed aside as they came out, not wanting to break up the group. As soon as they were a few steps past, he muttered the words of a Sleeping spell. The heavy, who'd been fighting Gordon's bespelled thug, fell over asleep. Unfortunately, so did the bard, Reynard.

Jorgan spun around too quickly and ran over Gordon. He caught the halfling in the ribs with the toe of his boot. He lurched forward unable to right himself before stumbling, and then crashed chest-first to the wooden floorboards.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~
 
The crew shouted again!


Reynard could hear the clang of metal on metal and shouting in the near distance. There was the taste of sand in his mouth after landing on the floorboards. Reynard went to push himself up, but his hands sank deeper into the sand as the water from the ocean rushed over him. Seagulls flew overhead screaming out their shrill cries. For some reason, it sounded like they were saying, 'Uncle!'


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


Kaunis moved swiftly to follow the fleeing thugs, observing the chaos with a raised eyebrow... apparently either the girl's people had allies or the thugs had enemies. Either way, the remaining heavies were separated from the leader in the crowd. Kaunis grinned and lunged. He dropped on Jorgan, knees first in the human's back. There was a distinct crunch and uncontainable groan from the fallen foe. The hilt of Kaunis' left-handed dagger cracked against the man's skull. Gordon had rolled from beneath Jorgan, palming his dagger and easily spinning so that he held the blade at Jorgan's jugular.

“I know your life ain’t much right now, but is what you’re getting paid enough for it? Just lay real still, got me?” 

A whip snapped nearly simultaneously, where Remi had pulled it from the back of her belt. It writhed out toward the metal map case. By the luck of Vestoria, Remi pulled back the skinny cylinder with the whip, catching it deftly in the air.

Kickaha grinned. "That looks important. And shiny."  He brought the words of a charming spell to his lips, but didn't release them. The message tube was hastily snagged from the downed man's grip. Kickaha took a step back, watching for another opportunity.

From near the bar, the mantled woman made a smooth gesture with her left hand. Not that anyone noticed in the uproar, except for the result it brought. Without so much as brushing against another body, the wolf to her right walked to one unwillingly snoozing Reynard the Red. Once there, the wolf licked patiently but persistently the bard's face.

Reynard sank through the muddy sand of the beach and somehow was in a dark cave.  It was a large cave with ceiling maybe nine feet high. It seemed oddly familiar. Reynard felt the hot breath of a large creature on his neck. He saw a very large bear, looking at him with a hungry look on his face. Memories came swirling back to him. 'I know this cave.'  He had fought this bear in the frozen north when he and his companions had stumbled upon a cave in the middle of a blizzard, at first not realizing it was occupied. The bear, its head brushing against the ceiling, knocked Reynard down with its front paws, and leaned in, its hot breath on his face.  Reynard looked around. The companions who had helped him drive off the bear before, were nowhere in sight. The bear leaned in more, on top of him now. Then the unexpected happened. The bear licked him. 'Hey..what are you...' Its tongue was like wet sandpaper as it continued licking Reynard's face. 'Wait this is definitely not how it happened. What is going on?'

Reynard's eyes opened. Still he was being licked, although the bear had fortunately shrunk to the size of a wolf. Dimly Reynard recalled a wolf at the battle. Blearily, like a hangover, sound returned. Reynard sat up, wiping his face off with one hand and petting the dog with the other. A second later he thought, 'That's not a dog. That's a wolf. Should I be petting it?  Should it be licking my face?'

Reynard got to his feet and decided to worry about the wolf later. Hopefully. He took a moment to look around for his sword and picked it up while he walked back towards the interior door. "Where was I?" he mumbled to himself. He looked over the mixed combatants of the battle before continuing.


"Ah yes." He cleared his throat and pointed the sword at Jorgan.  "Let's try that again," he said. Then in a voice that carried, "We aren't finished yet, Jorgan." He realized Jorgan was on the floor and if he was capable of standing and delivering, he wasn't going to. A naked and half-painted elf moved adroitly back from the thug and a mighty halfling held a knife to his neck. At movement to Reynard's left, he flourished his rapier and turned it on the two of Jorgan's men who still had wide eyes on the outside exit. "Whoa there." Calloway's boys moved tactically in behind them. 

Turning to the hall, Gordon whistled loudly. “Your attention, please. Those of you unfortunate enough to come in with Jorgan here,” he slightly pricked Jorgan’s neck, “are in a bad situation. I’ve got your leader here. You don’t have what you came for anymore. AND you are surrounded. Now, since I ~know~ you won’t get paid for coming back empty-handed, and with a throat-slit leader, why don’t you just put your weapons down now and maybe, just maybe, we’ll let you out of here with your lives. Have I made myself perfectly clear?”

Crystal, the Calloway's halfling galley cook, could have swooned.

"I think," Daren Calloway said with noticeable smugness, "you have made yourself perfectly clear." When he tried to shift his legs, though, his body wouldn't obey, hedging between pain and blood loss. Crystal ran over, supporting him at his back.

"Remi," she said, looking up at the woman, "we need a priest."

Sonny and Kohokohta rushed up to Kaunis and began examining his stab wound. "Taydellinen," Kohokohta murmured as her fingers brushed over Kaunis bloody shoulder. The cut went deep and angled downward, toward the spine.

"Aye," Cabat tottered forward half-a-step, "and these others? A letting or no, lady captain, eh?"

From the tavern vicinity, the woman picked her way around Jorgan, the halfling, and the four men glaring at each other, to move through the doorway, just within the parlor area. She removed her hood, revealing long, tar-black hair and a wine-tinted asp tattooed beneath her right eye. She gave no indication she recognized, or even saw, Kaunis or the others. Kneeling next to Calloway, she placed a hand over each of his wounds. Her lips barely moved and no whisper escaped, but the lacerations began to seal.

Remi's fingers were white where she still gripped the ship's orders. She watched the ministrations with anxious eyes until Reynard cleared his throat from behind her. He still had his rapier trained on the two heavies. On the opposite side of the room, the one of Jorgan's men who was enthralled glared at his former buddies. One wolf and a curious Kickaha, kept intelligent and exotic eyes on him.

"Lass," Reynard prompted Remi, "what'll it be?"

Grasping the metal tube with the orders in it tightly in her hand, Remi looked at her wounded uncle, and to the others who she barely knew, or didn't know that got themselves involved in the ruckus. "Take their weapons, and let them go. If ye wish." She glared at Jorgan's men. "Remember, when you mess with a Calloway, that death awaits you on the end of a knife. If I see any of you again, no quarter will be granted."

She walked over to where Jargon lay unconscious and booted him in the side with her toe. "As for you," she frowned down at him thoughtfully, then turned to the others: Her uncle on the floor with a healer and Crystal, Cabat to her right and behind him, the elf with a partially ruined tattoo and entourage with him. "We'll see about him."

Reynard pointed his sword at the thugs. "Well you heard her. Take your sleeping friend and be off." Reynard watched them retreat until they were out of sight. He noted the wolf still nearby. Reynard reached into a belt pocket and pulled out a very small piece of cheese wrapped in wax. Quickly discarding the wax, he tossed the piece to the wolf. "Thanks, Wolf. And do something about ye breath, gods it be almost as bad as Durin Ironjaw a dwarf barbarian I once knew. He only thought he was a wolf." 

Reynard walked over to Daren Calloway, and sat next to him. "Ye need to pick a different drinkin spot, I'm thinkin. What be so important that ye have to stain this poor barkeep's floor cherry red?" Reynard motioned to the barkeep. "Barkeep a water of life for Calloway and myself."

The captain accepted the goblet of whiskey and threw it back with one swallow. He made a derisive noise from his throat and pushed the cup over in the wordless request another shot from the 'tender. "I ~didn't~ think it was that important," he admitted, then he laughed once. "But if someone sent Jargon's gang to get their hands on it, I figured there's something there I might not know."

He shrugged and nodded to Reynard. "Thanks, Red. You didn't have to get involved. The orders from – eh, that we got, they won't be opened until the ship's underway. So ...." he ended in a half-shrug and took his whiskey to sip.

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

From the floorboard, the sable-haired woman stood and the second time that night met eyes with Kaunis. She said nothing and made no move but waited for permission.

~Mind-witch.~
~Healer.~
~Mind-witch!~
~  ...Healer prevents scars.~

Kaunis's thoughts argued with each other, but in the end his vanity won over his distrust. Can't work with a defaced weapon, after all. Silver danced in his narrowed eyes, making them almost metallic, as he stepped toward the woman.

"If you'd be willing to heal this gash, I'd be most grateful." Closing the distance between the two, he lowered his voice into a whisper, a breath into the black hair. "And if you stay out of my head, I won't feel the need to take yours."

She blinked in what might have been interpreted as surprise. Then she looked over the wound critically and hovered her right hand over his shoulder. She neither touched nor spoke while the gash knitted itself laboriously from the inside.

 

Kaunis waited the healing patiently. He was running the usual litanies of nonsense in his head, just in case. He didn't feel her in his mind, trying to read him... but for all he knew it could mean that she had just turned more subtle. ... He had to get out of here. The more islands he put between himself and the mind-witch, the better.

"Nightingale, locate that bartender and get me water, clean towels or cloths and some vodka. To the parlor. I'll be there as soon as this is done." He didn't take his eyes off the mind-witch while he spoke.

"Ech, I heard ya."  The bartender moved from the far end of the bar, to the back. He picked up a jug, set it down, picked up another smaller one, shook it, and decided it would be fine. He handed the half-empty jug of water, two small towels, and a previously-opened container of spirits to the bard. Sonny started back to Kaunis, but hesitated before backtracking and placing the items on the settee in the parlor.

 

It was a few minutes more until the woman finished her aid, and stepped back from Kaunis.

Kaunis moved his arm carefully, shrugged to test the shoulder's mobility and nodded to the woman. "Thank you."

He turned around and marched to the parlor where he drank a few deep gulps from the bottle and then began the task of cleaning the blood away and examining the damage to the body paint.

Sonny sat on one side of him with his hands to himself. Kohokohta sat on the other, the one where the gash had been. She tsked once, gave a smile for Kaunis, and sighed once. "I suppose I won't have those pretty blue stars this night, hm?" she asked as her hand trailed down her neck where Kaunis had instigated the idea earlier.

Kaunis took a deep breath and forced his muscles to relax. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they were grinning. "No, I guess not. Have to figure some other way to keep us entertained, hm?"

He dipped two cloths into the water, and gave one to Kohokohta and one to Sonny. "Here, help me out. Need to get the blood off before I can get dressed and we can go."

With a quick, inquisitive glance to her Captain, Remi noticed he was well and talking, at least, drinking.  Still clutching the rolled up case, she tucked away her whip and crossed the room to her elvish client, embarrassed by the outburst that had occurred.  "Please, good sir, forgive the intrusion. I am mortally embarrassed that your artwork request was interrupted in this manner. I will fix it of course, and finish out the design for you if you wish, but it seems I must sail at first tide tomorrow, so it would have to be tonight. Please accept my apology."
Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the girl and then smiled. "No apologies needed, Sunshine. And you know what? Tonight would be the best possible time to correct this, so I have no problem with that. At all." 

He stood up, now clean, although still naked and glanced down at the tattoo. "The healed area lost the paint and was generally ruined. ...There were also some other smears along the way. And the leg-paint of course needs to be finished."

Raising his eyes to the girl, then past her, he nodded a little. "Do you need to do something in here? Talk to someone? Or are you free to leave and relocate? ...Unless you'd rather do it in here, of course."

"I am glad then you are not upset." The relief was evident on Remi's face, "Those smears are easy to fix, and the shoulder area shouldn't take more then ten minutes to correct. I do," she looked back over her shoulder at the mess behind her. "I do need to speak with my Captain, and then," she noticed that Cabat also had appeared in the room, "and send my crewmen back to the ship to prepare to sail. Either here or somewhere else is fine, but the blood might detract from the design."

"I've done my best to clean the blood off but the atmosphere is far from inspiring, I'm sure. You go talk with your captain, I'll gather my things and we can relocate for the rest of the pattern." He nodded, took the red leather pants from the divan and began dressing up.


Remi nodded and returned to the bar room. 

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

Remi strode to where her uncle sat drinking his whiskey with the new comer.  "Captain, what am I to do with this?" She held the scroll case out towards him and shrugged.

Daren Calloway eyed the container for several moments longer than was comfortable. At last he offered Remi a lopsided smile. "Strangely enough, that's what I came to find you about. Calloway's were hired to transport some ... items. I'd spoken with the punter, eh, several weeks ago actually. He gave me money upfront, said he had to get the rest of the cargo and when it was ready, he'd want us to sail immediately. I gave him my word on that, of course." He nodded once at Remi. "And now he's ready. Fronted some more coin, offered a few of his hands for crew, too. Likely you'll understand tomorrow. 

"And that," he gestured to the scroll-case, "is what we need be doing and where we need be going I assume. Can't open the blasted thing until you're at sea."  He tapped on the wax ringing the cap. "Bespelled he said. Look," Calloway turned on the barstool to face Remi more squarely, "After this, eh, episode tonight, I'll speak to Nana and the kids. I can't let ye and Rory take something on yourselves, that was supposed to be an easy haul-and-drop, when it ain't beginning that way."

 

"Ah, Captain. Rory and I be alright, it be the younglings you should be concerning yourself with. They be feeling much better with their papa around, you know."  Remi shrugged and put the scroll into her satchel bag.

Reynard scratched his chin in thought, then drained the remains of his drink in a single gulp. He listened as Remi speaks with her Uncle. "Well, if the thing must be done, better to do it sooner than later. If they sent him, they are bound to send someone better should he fail. That be the way of it if its important enough." Reynard looked at the bottom of his glass swirling the one or two remaining droplets around. "I
suppose The Curse can do without Reynard for a while. New stories and tales must be had somewhere. Remi? Your course still fixed on this 'Milk Run'?"

Remi looked to her captain uncle's drinking partner. "I be setting my course where my Captain be setting me, and if we're paid up already for the run, then we'll be taking it."

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

Gordon tugged on his charmed victim's shirt to get his attention. Quietly so as to not attract the attention of the others, he said, “Hey, bud. You did real well there; told them what for. A true man’s man if I do say so myself.  Say,” He palmed a gold coin from his pouch and fiddled with it so the sailor could see, “you could earn some gold if you tell me what this was all about. How’d Jorgan know what to come for? Who was he supposed to give it to? When and where?"

The man grinned widely, showing all of eight dirty teeth. "Yar, like Jorgan would tell us any o' that! It's some mad gyratin' dance with the churches and who ever knows what they're thinkin' eh! The usual, it was fer us, it was. Go an' get the thing, then get along." He winked at Gordon and chuckled more to himself.

"You don’t say? Why don't we take a walk and you tell me more about these churches, eh?" He led the taller man toward the exit, keeping himself on the other side, using the sailor as cover. Once outside he continued, "So what church was Jorgan dancin' with? You with him or did he hire ya?"

"Awh, you know I been with Jargon for nigh on seven years. Thinkin' maybe of getting something else, but pickin's've always been good on Jargon, ya know. Well, till now, anyhoo."  The man shuffled his feet once, peering down at the dark cobblestones that were looking slick in the midnight darkness. "Don't know what churches, just seen Jargon talkin' with a couple of cleric-types a time or two. It's the churches dance, man, you know. You know Jargon'll only dance to the tune of silver!" he guffawed.

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

Inside, Kickaha wandered over to Kaunis, a slight grin on his face.

 

"You know, it's a shame to see good artwork interrupted. If it would help, I think I know a trick that could remove the distraction of blood from the area so the work can continue with less interruption. It wouldn't take me but a minute.

 

"After all, I'm sure it's not often that an artist finds such an ... interesting canvas to work upon."

 

Kaunis raised an eyebrow, his grin matching Kickaha's. "I could point out that I already cleaned it up and that-" ~mind-witch~ "-dark-haired lady healed it up."

The dark-haired lady remained just inside the parlor room, watching Kickaha and Kaunis

Kaunis had already put on his pants and shoes and was now attaching the black thigh-straps for the daggers. "But who am I to stop you from showing me something new and potentially interesting, hm?"

Kickaha shook his head, his hair somehow falling into a more attractive manner. "Not the design. The floor." He gave a sweeping gesture with his arm over the parlor. "If you've not noticed, the place is now wrecked, plus there's some nasty stains." He clicked his tongue. "Not very conducive to satisfactory artistic inspiration. If one were to ask me."

With that Kickaha said a few well-versed words and gave another, very different sweeping gesture, and things about the parlor began to straighten themselves, and the sullied floor and furnishings started gradually appear clean.

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


Remi nodded again to her uncle.  "I just want to finish up the last project I was working on, then I will be to the ship, Captain."  She turned and nodded at Reynard before crossing the room to Cabat.  "Sailor, finish your drink, and high yourself back to the Ocean's Melody, things need to be a'taken care of before we be sailing in the morning, get it done, I expect a full rested crew and the supplies on board with the ship ready to sail in the morning."  Not waiting for his reply, she turned and crossed the room back to the Parlor.  It took her a brief moment, before she noticed the blood and mess of the parlor had been cleaned and there was no trace of the ruckus that had occurred.  "Whenever, and wherever you would like to continue," She smiled at Kaunis, "I am available and at your beck and call."

Kaunis had raised an eyebrow at the man's cleaning methods, then grinned approvingly. As the artist-girl entered, he turned to look at her. "Mm. Well, I -was- ready to leave, but can't let all of this been done for nothing... very handy fellow, this..." He glanced at the man, then back to the artist, to see if either would volunteer a name or relation.

"The name's Kickaha."  Kickaha gave a sweeping bow.  "And, as I have never seen such a skilled artist use such an interesting canvas for their work, I was hoping I would be allowed to linger long enough to see the process, as well as the finished result?"

 

"That would be the clients decision, if he does not mind you watching," Remi didn't turn her head to answer Kickaha, but continued with her painting, "then I would not be upset."

"Kickaha, hm? It doesn't upset me at all... feel free to watch." Kaunis glanced at the man and smiled.
Remi knelt down to clean up the mess her inks and brushes had become when the tussle began. "It'll just take me a moment, to get this sorted out.  I can move or stay here, it is your wish and decision." She smiled at Kaunis before returning to cleaning up her mess.

"Mhm. Here then." Kaunis kept watching the man for a moment in the hope of introduction, but turned to set the divan straight again. His hands moved to his belt and he grinned as he started undressing himself. "Seems like this is the theme of the day... someone keeping count on how many times I've taken my pants off today, hm?"

"Actually, I haven't," Sonny said. He pulled his lute from a pack and winked at the high elf near him. "But if I tried very hard, I could probably get close. And write a few lines about your escapades just this week." He strummed a couple of different chords from the strings.  He shot a smile toward the blushing youngster. "And I believe, 'sunshine,' that I overheard them call you 'Remi,' is that right?" He almost shrugged. "'Remi' is nice and all, but not as lyrical as I might expect. Tell me, is it 'short' for something else? Hm?"

Remi nodded at the bard as he addressed her. "Yes, it is short for something else but believe me, 'Remi' is much more lyrical and easy to say then my given name, which to this day, I wonder what my dear departed parents were thinking."
Remi continued to salvage what she could from the inks and dyes already spilled.  Looking into her bag, she found another bottle of red and black and pulled new brushes out. 

Once he was naked again, Kaunis settled comfortably on the diven. "Canvas ready at your pleasure, miss..." He left it open, to see if she'd want to introduce herself or just get him painted and out.

"I could just kick myself, I am so horribly sorry, I never followed my proper manners, do please forgive me." Her blush crept further down her neck, "Remi Calloway, sir, sailor, and," she smiled, "artist extraordinaire."

"A pleasure." Kaunis inclined his head slightly, momentarily pausing as the memory of the last time he introduced himself with just those two words slid through his mind. Then he chuckled softly. "But you may call me Kaunis."

"The honor and pleasure is all mine, Kaunis," Remi struggled to remember her manners. Her uncle was just on the other side of the door, drinking and recovering from the wound he had suffered. He would hardly be happy to find out she had slacked on her propriety. Though the Calloway family were sailors and sea faring folk, they still strived to carry an air of respect about them. It would do her no good to forget her manners and mistakenly insult someone by her casualness.

"Possible. Depends how much in a hurry you are after finishing the painting." He smirked, still internally amused at something not visible in the situation. "Please, miss Calloway. Complete me."

Remi smiled at Kaunis before returning her eyes to the shoulder area where the pattern would need blending. "I only hope the finished work meets to your satisfaction, and that your time was not wasted ... and the interruption didn't sour you on the experience."

"Not to worry, little work-out never hurt anybody." He let the subject drop, although he still seemed amused. But then again he seemed to be almost constantly amused. "Not like they were a challenge." He kept his eyes on Remi while she worked on the pattern.

Remi took in the pattern, and where the broken lines were, she placed the brush to flawless skin. "It would seem," she muttered idly while her hands moved methodically, "such a fine canvas is in no need of a 'little work out.'"  Words flowed as she fell into the calm place in her mind the patterns and designs came from, once again finding her center, her creative 'muse.' Soft lashes brushed against her cheeks when she closed her eyes for a brief moment, hearing the song of the sea in her mind. She felt the waves of pattern flow through her to the brushes in her hands, fixing the broken flow before moving to the new area. She continued the pattern down Kaunis' leg, adding black and red lines and curves with a touch of gold for accent where needed.

"There are things we do because we need to do them," he continued watching her, his eyes content like a cat's who was about to purr, his voice low, near the feline sound as much as an elf's was able. "And things we do simply because we want to. I have always preferred the latter."

"Need, want, one cannot forget of course duty or the requirement to do something that must be done."

"Ah, duty." He pronounced the word like it was some exotic, yet distinctly unpleasant new fruit. "You are correct, miss Calloway. Duty rules many."

"It's a hard plank to balance, duty and what you want to do. Or what calls you." She spoke in hushed tones, as if not fully aware of what she was saying, lost in the trance of the design. "But if you wish, I'm no noble or highborn to be called 'miss' or proper titles. 'Remi' is acceptable if the familiarity does not bother you."

"As you wish, Remi." He pronounced the name with a slight accent, the "r"-sound purring a bit. "I've always recommended enjoying what you want when you can... the duty will certainly force you on the other times. It's the times in between of the duty that count."

"When there is time between," she smiled, still not taking her eyes from the pattern before her, "this is what I do, find the pattern, and find the beauty in the world that others do not see." 

"Admirable. Always liked artists, seeing and creating beauty..." He was silent for a moment, lost in thought, his mind back at all the places he had called home and all the beauty he had paid different artists to fill them with. "If circumstances were different, Remi, I'd be hiring you semi-constantly. But they're not. So I'm grateful for everything I
get."

"You are too kind with your compliments, Kaunis," Remi dipped her brush in the water, softly dipping it into the gold to add some more highlights.  "Though circumstances are strained for sure, but if our paths are to cross again, it would be my pleasure to work with you again."

"Who knows, Remi. We might meet again one day."

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

Gordon kept his charmed victim talking and walking as much as possible. "Yeah, Jargon's been really good to you has he? Did you happen to catch what cleric types you saw? Perhaps some symbol or some other thing to identify them? How about you take me to where you saw Jargon talking with the cleric-types, eh?"

 

He walked beside the halfling with his ungainly gait. "You know I don't pay attention to that kinda stuff. Somebody told Pigsfeet that they was the grey ghost ones. Then Mauler said he heard from one of M.G.'s girls that those wine robes were goin' in and out of his place, you know."


Once getting to the location, Gordon asked, "So where'd you see him?  What did you see?"  Another piece of gold shines in Gordon's palm so only the sailor can see.

 

His eyes glinted with the glean of the metal. He pointed to the abandoned cartographer's shop, where the door hung askew from its hinges. "They was outside there. Couldn't hear nothin'. They just nodded a lot. They left and I walked on. Still think h'it was the wine robes," he shrugged. 


Gordon attempted to see who in the local area saw the conversation between Jargon and his "employers," but no one offered any more information. They were well into the Paramount M.G. Sykes' known territory.

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

In the meantime . . . .

The bartender at the "Curse of Thirst" had magnanimously written off Reynard's tab upon hearing the man wouldn't be returning the next evening. The bard was presenting an extra-enthusiastic performance to those who would be without his entertainment for the next few weeks. Upon one of the many occasions he glanced around while playing his pipe to engage the audience, he noted one of the Comstock sisters at "table six" waving at him. Like her sister next to her, she was plump with ample, ready cleavage, freckles dotting nose, cheeks, and bosom, and dark, red plaits. Reynard was sure their family was originally from the far east side of the mainland. Their appearances were too closely similar to that race of barbarians to be otherwise.

He took what would be his last break before the finale, and the bartender handed him a full goblet of mulled wine.

"Ah. Fresh Spirits for a parched throat. Like rain to a desert it is. As much as I enjoy a good drink barkeep, I enjoy one with company more. I ken ye have your hands full tending to that crowd out there, mayhap you could get those twins with hair like fire to join me for a few minutes? Oh and a round for them if ye would." Reynard thanks the bartender and waits for his fans to arrive.

While Reynard leaned against the bar, the two women came up, one on one side and one on the other. Toyah rested her arms beneath her breasts on the cabinet. Signa was bold enough to lay her fingers to Reynard's elbow. And across from them, two of the Curse's bar wenches flirted with all-too-practiced ease.


Reynard set his drink down when he saw the two women approach. He took off his hat and gave a slight bow to them. Smiling, Reynard put his hat back on and retrieved his drink. As the women about him, Reynard greets his fans properly. "Toyah, Signa. Thank you for coming to my show!" Reynard turned to give each one of them a quick kiss on the cheek in greeting. "Tis sweet to have one's work appreciated." Reynard raised his cup. "To new adventures and new friends, may they always be a plenty!" 

Reynard took a quick gulp. "Tonight in honor of a new journey, I will tell the story of the wanderer and the sorceress queen. How she turned his friends into swine and how he stole her heart. But that is later, for now tell me more about yourselves and what brings you to the slab?"

Reynard listened and continued small talk until interrupted by the bartender that it is time to resume. Reynard then went back on stage, announced the story, and mentioned that he may need a lady to volunteer so that he may finish his story.

He started his story with....
"It began as most things do, with but a toss of the dice between fate and destiny. The sky grew cloudy, a sharp wind arose, and the waves splashed over the bow with greater and greater frequency. The wind howled like an enraged beast, hungry for blood, and threw itself against the ship in a fury. The ship climbed each wave, the height of a small mountain, only to fall into the trough each time. A few times men were swept off the deck into the maelstrom, screaming they could barely be heard against the raging wind. One of the masts splintered, cascading pieces of wood onto the deck much like a hail storm. Then just as they thought all was lost......"
Reynard still in the curse continued to tell the tale of the wanderer and the sorcereress queen to a (hopefully) captivated audience. Somewhere in the middle of the tale still.....

"Dawn broke on the Island, and the Wanderer set some of his surviving companions and crew out to search the Island they were beached on.  They went in search of food and supplies to repair the ship. It was not long before they came upon the domain of the sorceress queen. Without knowing they stumbled upon her gardens rich with food, and stricken with hunger fed themselves devouring much of the garden. The sky grew dark and her anger was echoed in the wind as well. Like lightning she arrived, both beautiful and terrifying. With a shout of anger, 'How dare you take from my gardens, if you will act like swine you will be swine!' she said.  
A bright flash of red followed by a billowing red puff of smoke occurred. Somewhere offstage a cage was opened, and a few animals run right out onto the stage. They try to
leave but are scared, the stage being surrounded by throngs of people.

"The wanderer back at camp sees scores of animals run by. He snags one of them. A pig." Reynard reaches down and tries to snag a small piglet off the stage. "*cough* He snags one of them; a pig." Reynard repeats as he grabbed a squealing little piglet. In a louder voice he continued. " 'Ah what fortune', the wanderer says to himself.  'A fine feast for tonight you are.' Looking closer at the pig, the wanderer exclaims.  'That earring? No? It cannot be my friend wears that earring. We cannot eat this pig. Or these animals, this is an ill omen indeed?'" Reynard held the squealing piglet out in his outstretched arms so that the audience can better see it, one ear is actually pierced with a small earring.

"'What foul magic has done this?' the Wanderer exclaims! The wanderer sets down the pig." Reynard sat down the squealing pig which ran a few steps away from him, before it reached the edge of the crowd and retreated yet again. "The wanderer looks around, 'I will explore this Island to see what has become of my friends and crew.' The wanderer heads off worried about the fate of his crew, Unaware of the danger he himself is heading towards."

Reynard waved a hand slightly at the end of this and some music could be heard in the background. Music that spoke of adventure mixed with danger. Reynard cleared his throat while the music played, "Are there any volunteers for the Sorceress Queen this evening?"
Coyly, Toyah fluttered her fingers.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~

A long, contemplative interval passed while the robed stranger alternately watched the dye artist and the one who called himself Kickaha. The wolf seemed to have taken up vigil near Kickaha's heels and was now dozing upon the floor near him. The foreign woman's dark gaze passed over the two who hovered near Kaunis, and the halfling female. When she apparently settled on some course of action, the robed woman moved purposefully to the settee where Kaunis reclined.

She knelt near Kaunis' shoulder. Like a conjurer giving a sleight-of-hand performance at the faire, she wound her wrists about and produced a lean cheroot balanced between two of her long, lissome fingers. She proffered it to Kaunis. While the elf watched her with deceptive casualness, he did not make a move to accept. She inclined her head in acquiescence. She pulled back the cowl of her cape but returned the hood to cover her head and hair, leaving her face mostly hidden from all save the indisposed elf.

She fluidly switched the cheroot to the other hand, and with a spiral of her free fingers, abruptly held a single flame on a cushion of air. She put the cigarette to her lips, the flame to its end, and inhaled deeply. The end of the tube glowed bright amber and smoldered on its own when she exhaled fragrant smoke. The scents were unusually faint, underlain with sandalwood and ginger-root.

She inhaled deeply and exhaled the smoke so that it wafted into the cover of the robe and opened piercing eyes to meet Kaunis' gaze directly. She began to change in those seconds, her features elongating, her hair moving from gentle waves to a single extension. Her skin transformed from bronze to translucent, and eyes that were black in the shadow became a vivid sky blue, unblinking, and watching him attentively. She could have effortlessly passed for the beautiful high-elf sitting only a few paces away.

She even gave Kaunis a coy, sideways smile. She breathed in the tobacco, spices, and mystery of the cheroot again, and twice more, until the smoke was once again thick beneath her hood. She began to change within seconds, her features becoming firmer, shorter, and rounder. Her hair went from long and luxurious, to short and straw-like. Even though it was impossible to tell whether her height had changed, she was nevertheless a passable replica of the 'nightingale' bard in female form.

The woman seemed convinced that she had acquired at least some interest from Kaunis in the implement. She sighed silently and it took several more seconds for her to look as she had when she first knelt at his shoulder. She pinched off the end of the stick, rubbed it between her fingers and put the pulp into a pouch. By then, the cigarette had prestidigitated from her other hand. Then she removed the hood of her robe. Only the piquant aroma of the smoke remained to suggest anything odd had occurred.

Remi smiled and nodded at Kaunis. "The sea is a harsh mistress at times, but she always brings to shore those who remember to honor and revere her. Perhaps fate will smile upon me, and we might meet again in the future. It would be nice to speak with someone more eloquent than the ones I speak with on a regular basis."

There had been no expression change on Kaunis' features when the ~mind-witch~ approached her, nor when she did her trick with the cigarette. The same faint composed smirk masked whatever he might have been thinking, the silvery flecks concealing whatever his eyes might have otherwise betrayed. When the woman pulled back her hood, he glanced back at Remi. "It is always important to have good company." His eyes moved from the artist to her work, to see how close she was to finishing.

He was silent for a moment and then his gaze swept to watch the mysterious woman's features, never allowing her the benefit of an eye-contact, instead dancing over her cheeks, lips, chin, earlobe...

"Fine." His voice was quiet, but casual. "I'll talk with you after this."

Remi nodded as she moved past Kaunis' knee down to his calf and ankle, the reds and blacks swirling into mystical and beautiful patterns. She dipped her brush into the gold for the last accent and sat back on her heels with a smile. "You will want to let it dry for a while, by tomorrow at the earliest, before washing it off so that the dyes sink into the skin. It will last for two weeks at the most. I do hope you are happy with the final design." She felt a bit of apprehension that someone this accustomed to beauty would be satisfied by her amateurish work.

Kaunis turned back to Remi and smiled. "It's beautiful. I couldn't get better service anywhere, trust me." He stretched slightly. "I trust wearing pants is alright, or should I walk naked for a day?" He grinned at her.

Remi's ears flushed a brilliant red, her blush covering her cheeks as well. "Pants are alright," she managed to force out past her embarrassment. "Unless you would prefer not, that is. Your choice."

Kaunis chuckled softly and sat up. "Pants then. Not that I would mind parading your art to the masses, but I have some business to attend to, methinks..." He pulled on the red leather pants once more, then shoes, then the thigh-straps. He checked his daggers, took the red sleeves by the cords they were connect by and offered a brilliant smile to the blushing girl. "And then, m'lady artist... your price?"

Cleaning up her brushes and her inks, Remi smiled at Kaunis, feeling awkward and out of her league. "Two gold is the going price for the work, good Kaunis. You have been patient and even more so, understanding with the interruptions. I feel wrong to charge you for the work, especially since you were so grievously wounded during the fray." She stood and placed her bottles in her satchel, her hand closing on the map case with the orders to reassure herself it was still there.

Kaunis laughed and shook his head. "Grievously, indeed." Somewhere in the back of his mind old memories stirred like wounds. The taste of blood. His hands trying to gain purchase on the slick stone, to crawl away... the laughter died and transformed into a pleasant smile.

"This is not a royal palace, Remi. Interruptions happen." He dug up two gold coins and offered them to the girl. Not like there wasn't more where that came from. The island was full of people with money.

Remi took the two gold pieces from Kaunis and smiled at him. "Yes, but if I had not been here, you would not have been injured. I feel terrible for that." She put the money in her pouch and looked between Kaunis and the cloaked woman, obviously waiting for his attention. "I'll not keep you from your other appointments, good Kaunis. Thank you for giving me the chance to practice my art and for your kind words about my work. If you find yourself in port where the Ocean's Melody is docked, do not hesitate to come calling. I usually have little to do when we're in port."

"I'll keep that in mind, Remi." 

Crystal gathered up the smaller of the satchels and followed Remi from the room. Not that she wanted to. Between that weird half-elf, the lovely elf with the groupers following him around, and the sweet-smelling Kickaha, it promised to be an interesting evening there in the Chest! 

 

But she had her duty. And she still wasn't certain what she should be telling the Captain. Not Remi, that is, but the man what paid her. She sighed. And paid her well. The night had not answered as many questions as she'd wanted.

 

Daren Calloway turned when Crystal and Remi walked through the parlor door and into the tavern proper. "Glad to see you finished up, Remi," he said. "Dawn'll come early. Depends on the fog, of course, but I can't help but believe your trip to The Rings will be an easy sail."

The eyes of Kaunis followed Remi and the halfling out of the room. Then he glanced at Kickaha. "Nightingale, Kohokohta... why don't you go and buy this considerate gentleman a drink. I'll join you three in a moment."

Kohokohta's smooth, pale brow wrinkled marginally. But she knew well enough not to protest; not where other business matters were concerned in the Slab. She stood and gracefully left the room as requested. Sonny on the other hand, appeared much more interested in talking to Kickaha, an obvious new-comer to the port conurbation. He hopped from his seat and went up to the young man to escort him personally. The wolf 'wuffed' at the bard, but stood and walked with them, its toenails clicking rhythmically on the wood floor.

"Sorry, sir. I didn't mean to be taking so long. Just wanted to finish the art. You can understand, sir." Remi pushed stray strands of hair behind her ears and smiled at her uncle. "So we can read this, whatever it is, once we be at sea? I hope it's an easy sail. After what transpired here, I think anything could be considered easy. You feeling okay, Captain?"

Daren Calloway nodded for both questions, setting aside his empty goblet. "Aye, I be feeling tired. Looking forward to seeing the children after ... all this. An' yes, the punt said it could be unsealed after the ship was out o' port. We're to 'ead her toward The Rings. After that," he shrugged and indicated the sack where the map case was. 

"I'll be having you escorted suitable to the ship, if that's where you're sleeping. My guards'll stay there till ye pull anchor, too."

"I be fine captain.  I'll be heading back to the ship as soon as this is over and be making sure everything be ready for the morning's sail." She smiled warmly before hugging him quickly.  "Go be with the younglings, Rory and I be okay, will Ian be sailing with us tomorrow." 

Her uncle shook his head. "No. Nana has the entire upstairs quarantined off. They'll be there for," he exhaled, "as long as it takes." He rubbed his hand over his beard, obviously torn and worried. "Is there anyone ye might want to have ridin' shotgun with you, Remi?"

"Rory and I will be fine, there and back, shouldn't take that long." she smiled at him, "We'll be fine Uncle, you've trained us well.  Cabat is off to the boat at this moment, though he's a drunkard, he does his job well.  Are you sending Gordon along? or are you keeping him dock side for other things?"

Daren Calloway was surprised by the question. "Why, he's to go along, of course! He still has a large debt he's working to paying off, and lazing about the docks and seeing his 'friends' won't get that done."

"Ah, I know, one could wish the little blighter had something else he could do, but such is life eh?  Have you fetched my brother, or should I go out looking for him." she cringed at the thought of fetching her brother, knowing exactly where he would be, the women of the district loved him for his soft hair and pretty looks. 

Daren Calloway actually snickered. "That shan't be necessary. He's been informed. You, you need to get some rest, eh? If," he sighed, "If I change me mind, I'll be on the ship before dawn. If not, I'll be there to see ye off."

Remi smiled at her uncle, quietly thanking him for saving her the embarrassment of fetching Rory,  "I will get some rest, as soon as I know the ship is ready to sail.  And as soon as I get myself something to drink."  Remi turned to the bartender and ordered a drink, something to calm her nerves and to chase away the memory of the battle in the bar earlier.
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~

Once everybody except he and the cloaked woman were out of the room, Kaunis nodded, still keeping his eyes from straying into the mind-witch's gaze. He had made that mistake before. 

"I'm interested. As you so very obviously knew. I'm even so interested that I'm willing to let pass the fact that the only way you know I'd be interested is because you dug that info out of. my. head." Instead of a snarl, he smiled. Blue eyes stared coldly at her earlobe. "What do you want for it?"

His disgust pained her. She winced as she looked at the floorboards to regain her composure. She gave a little shake of her head, as though wanting to make him understand and knew it would be near impossible. After a moment of thought she slid her hand into her cloak, to a pouch and withdrew a very crumpled piece of parchment. She opened it and handed it to him. On the paper was drawn several interlocking rings, seven to be exact, making a crude spherical shape themselves.


He watched the paper for a moment, trying to find connections, then sighed. "So, you won't talk. Can you write?"

She nodded.

"Good. ...you wouldn't happen to have a quill and ink on your person, now would you? If this is what I think it is, you're going to give me more details before I do anything."

She hesitated three heartbeats, but at last took off her cloak. Her dress would be more suitable for a steaming rain forest, than a port town, and she had an obvious, shiny scar etched down her neck to nearly her collar.  She set a larger pouch from her rope-like belt on the settee and pulled out a small brush, with no more than four or five fine bristles, rolled in suede, and a corked ink bottle.

 

Kaunis nodded approvingly. "Excellent. Now tell me... write down, I mean, what you want and what are you offering for it? Exactly. Amount of that tobacco? Recipe?"

She wrote each letter deliberately, thinking over what was needed as she swept the brush over the parchment. It was obvious she was not satisfied with the note when she finished, but she handed it over to Kaunis, regardless.

 

Kaunis read the note, clicked his tongue, read it again and nodded slowly. "And 'they' are... Remi and her crew, hm?"


She nodded. From the pouch which had held the original, folded note, she withdrew three small wooden boxes. She shook the bag to show there was nothing else inside. One box held very thin pieces of square parchment. One box held fragrant dried tobacco leaves and spices. The third box held nine of the slender cheroots already assembled.

 

Kaunis nodded, not taking his eyes off the boxes. "Deal." He extended his hand to examine the pieces of the parchment carefully.


She exhaled. Even though she knew almost as well as he why he agreed, she nevertheless inked one last thing on the paper, and handed it back to him. Then she gathered up and retied her belt and pouches, and refastened her cloak about her shoulders.

 

Kaunis packed the small boxes carefully into a belt pouch. He glanced at the note she gave and nodded once more, packing both of them away as well.

"I assume the recipe will be given after I return successfully, hm?"

Strangely enough, she paused at the door. When she turned sideways to look at him, she actually gave a half-smile, as though teasingly, and shrugged. Then she opened the door.

 

Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the shrugging woman. At least he did have the stuff itself... things could always be analyzed, for a price. And by Kananes, should the mind-witch be trying to cheat the cheater, he'd include her head to that price.

Dangling the sleeves over his shoulder from the combining cord, he made his way out of the parlor and straight towards Remi. The girl was heading to the bar. A polite bow to Captain Calloway, and he followed her.

Once at the counter, he moved to stand next to her. "You know, Sunshine... world can be a surprising place sometimes. I said we'd meet again, didn't I? Now it seems we won't even be parting." He flashed a grin. "That is if you'd like two extra daggers on your side to make sure no one mistakes you for a pin cushion."

Setting down her drink, Remi turned to see Kaunis standing next to her, a smile on his face.  "Well then," she waved the bartender over to get Kaunis a drink of his choice.  "You ever been to sea Kaunis?  It can be a wild ride." Here eyes twinkled with mischief as she smiled at him, toasting her glass to him. 
"Just the kind I like." He grinned at her, then nodded to the bartender. "One of the strawberry mixtures I showed you before, please." While waiting for his drink he continued smiling at Remi.

"To be honest, I'm not a sailor. If you want me to be of help at anything that makes the ship move, you'll have to teach me. I've sailed a fair bit, but only as a passenger. However, since it sounds like the sailing is something you're good at already and the wildness of the ride comes from... other unknown factors, I can assure you, I'm very
good at those."

Truth is," she took a drink from her glass before continuing, "Unless we run afoul of something really terrible, you won't need to help with the sailing part, the crew is very good  Well," Remi's eyebrows knitted together, "if you can handle Cabat being drunk all the time, "

 
"Mmhm. I have no problems with drunk people, Remi." He purred her name again and smiled. "Do we have a deal then?"

Remi looked to her uncle to see if he had over heard the conversation, or had any objections before nodding at Kaunis. "We have a deal, " Remi smiled at Kaunis as she finished her drink.  "The ships the Ocean Melody, and weather permitting we leave at first light.  Would you like me to show you the boat now, or wait until dawn to find us?"
The tender came over and set a new goblet in front of Kaunis. "Them's the last of the berries, sir," he said in his gruff half-orc voice as he stood there waiting for payment.

"I'll find you, Sunshine. I have still things to attend to before morning." He toasted with the many-layered cocktail and took an indulgent sip through the straw

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ *
"Why is it", Kickaha asked Sonny as they left the room, "that people never want me around to hear their secrets?  Honestly, talk about a waste of time..."  He grinned to show that he was joking.  "It only means that I have to figure it out later.  Ah well..."

Sonny smirked. "You get used to it after awhile." 

"So, a drink, eh?  Tell me, is there some local drink I should be trying while I'm here?  Something that will knock me flat on my ass, and leave me waking up in a back alley with all my money gone?  I wouldn't want to miss it, if there is."

He thought a minute over the drink question, looked Kickaha from top to bottom, and thought some more. "Well, two come to mind. One does pretty much exactly as you said. They call it Rip Current. Then there's one that the hardcore sailors use as, well, in betting, if you will. Whoever dies from it first, wins." He snorted. "I've tried Rip and it's not bad. Since I can't make my living face down in the gutter, I admit I've never finished a mug of it. Never had the fortitude to try a Kraken, though."
They ordered their respective drinks and Sonny pushed his lute to his back. He sipped and gazed alternately at Kickaha's green eyes and soft black hair, and the delicate carved coral lying against his chest. Finally, he pointed with one finger from the goblet. "That's very nice. Unusual. Where'd it come from?"
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~

Cabat sang something, now and again when he remembered the words, on his saunter to the ship. Terava flew somewhere nearby. He could hear the flutter of wings every so often as she flitted from one roost to another ahead of him. She hated flying at night. She couldn't see and the insects were too big and ugly. When he found the right dock with the 'Oceans Melody' he started toward the gangplank with a new round of the verse he knew. At the bottom there were three sailors he didn't recognize from the last voyage, admittedly quite a few weeks ago. They were men, the largest sat on a crate. Another leaned against a barrel and the third stood near the gangplank itself.
"I'll find you, Sunshine," Kaunis nodded. "I have things still to attend to before morning." He paid the bartender, toasted him with the many-layered cocktail, and took an indulgent sip through the straw.
Kaunis raised an eyebrow at the sight of Sonny and Kickaha. He wouldn't have minded staying and watching the show, but he couldn't afford it. Not now. Instead he walked to the trio and leaned lower to grin at the two.

"I have some more business to attend to. I'll return to my room for the night if you want to catch me. If not... have fun." He glanced at Kickaha and winked. "Voice of gold, mark my words."

And with that he turned and left the tavern. So. Sailing to mysterious islands for an unknown reason against unknown threats. This should be fun. He'd need to stock up on some herbs... buy a bottle or two as well. ...some fruit wouldn't be a bad idea. And the... other kind of herbs. He grinned, humming to himself as he made his way through the
dubious merchants, eventually ending up to his room to pack.

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

"Oh, from some lovely ladies I met while at sea."  Kickaha grinned.  "But I'm afraid the rest of that story is my own secret, and you'll have to try harder than THAT to get it out of me."

Sonny laughed. "Well, if I wasn't intrigued before, I am now. I've never seen you around here. Not that I know everyone, but I see a lot. No outlanders come here around Haunt time. Did you just ... get lost?"

"No, no...  I'm right where I'm supposed to be, I think.  Or close enough to find it, at any rate.  But", Kickaha tucked the coral into his shirt, out of sight, "I'm more in the mood to find something of interest to me, instead of being the object of interest for someone else.  It looks like everything of interest here is either over, or not allowed for the likes of me."

 

Kickaha sat his drink down on the bar, and stood up. "I think I need to keep moving, to see if I can find something of interest to me. Unless you have more interesting things planned?"

 

Sonny took a hint and returned his eyes to lovely green ones of the newcomer before him. "What do you mean?"  He made a semi-spherical gesture holding his goblet. "Both 'the likes of me' and the 'interest to me,' that is."

"Ohh, you know.  Strangers, outlanders, people that you don't know. That kind of 'likes of me'."  Kickaha leaned back against the bar, resting his elbows on the top as he grinned at Sonny. "As for what's of interest to me? Oh, lots of things. Most people would call it 'trouble' but that's a bit unfair."

 

Kickaha paused for a moment, making note of everything in the room, so that he could see any reactions. Then he continued on, still loud enough for anyone listening to hear, "And, of course, I'm looking for The Rings."

Sonny frowned and glanced over Kickaha's shoulder to Daren Calloway and Remi, discussing things on the stools behind him. "What rings? You mean the island?"

Kickaha shrugged. "That's the problem with strange women that live in the ocean. They always want something, but never give you enough information to go on."

He picked up his drink and took another sip. "So, that's the name of an island? Anything special about it?"

 

"No, not that I've heard. I'm not a sailor. Obviously. It's just one of the smaller islands on the northwest. They call it the Rings 'cause of the reefs scattered around it."

 

Sonny watched him for a few heartbeats, and then chuckled. "All right, I admit, I'm interested. WHAT strange women living in the ocean did you talk to?!"

Kickaha smiled. "Now, if I go telling that story now, word will get around and then I'll have nothing to use to help me get myself a trip to that island. Until I can find myself a ship going that way, I think I had best keep the rest of that story to myself..."

 

"What is it with the sudden interest in --!" The wolf still lounging at Kickaha's feet twitched, momentarily distracting Sonny from Kickaha's eyes. He blinked and returned to his trail of thought. "Those two over there," Sonny exhaled and pointed behind Kickaha, "they just, hm, 'persuaded' a darling of mine to sail to the Rings with them. Why don't you ask them about it?" Sonny smiled obliquely and leaned in to say the rest below a normal, conversational tone.

Kickaha blinked a bit in surprise before his own quiet response.  

 

Sonny laughed at Kickaha's adventurous spirit, his own good humor returning. "I'm afraid I could never presume such for him, though I do believe he wouldn't mind. The problem is that I don't know when he will be back to his room, or even if he'll be back to his room. As it appears you two will be traveling together, though," Sonny grinned, "you'll have ample opportunity. Speak to the Captain there, and his young'un, then tell me how I can best help you," he winked.

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

Gordon walked with the sailor while the spell was in effect, talking him up for any information. "Yeah, Jargon's been really good to you has he? Did you happen to catch what cleric types you saw? Perhaps some symbol or some other thing to identify them? How about you take me to where you saw Jargon talking with the cleric-types, eh?"

 

He walked beside the halfling with his ungainly gait. "You know I don't pay attention to that kinda stuff. Somebody told Pigfeet that they was the grey ghost ones. Then Mauler said he heard from one of M.G.'s girls that those wine robes were seen goin' in and out of his place, you know."


Once getting to the location, Gordon asked, "So where'd you see him?  What did you see?"  Another piece of gold shines in Gordon's palm so only the sailor can see.

 

His eyes glinted with the glean of the metal. He pointed to the abandoned cartographer's shop, where the door hung askew from its hinges. "They was outside there. Couldn't hear nothin'. They just nodded a lot. They left and I walked on. Still think h'it was the wine robes," he shrugged. 


Gordon attempted to see who in the local area saw the conversation between Jargon and his "employers," but no one offered any more information. They were well into the Paramount M.G. Sykes' known territory.


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


Reynard scanned the crowd and watched as Toyah hesitantly raised her fingers. Reynard smiled at her and gestured for her to come on stage giving her a hand up. Once on stage he led her just off the side of the stage and whispered to her.


"Tis going to be a fun night, don't ye be nervous lass.  In case ye don't know how the story goes, I've got a lad over there with cards for ye to read from." Reynard pointed at the lad. "Just wait here till ye hear your cue. It will be smooth sailing."


Reynard walked back onstage, smiled at the audience, and continued his story.  
"It was then that the wanderer began to search the Island. For hours he walked along its beaches and deeper into jungle like patches to search for a sign of his companions. It was then that he came upon a vast garden and strewn about it, the clothes of his companions."


Reynard gestured briefly, and the boy holding the card gave Toyah a little tap.  Reynard continued, "It was while exploring this very garden that the wanderer came across the sorceress."


Toyah moved onstage awkwardly reading from a large card that the boy was holding opposite her. "You dare to trespass on my lands! I will turn you into a simple minded animal like your companions."  

Reynard spoke up again as Toyah waved her arm in what was meant to be some sort of spell like gesture. "The sorceress cast her spell, not realizing that in his long travels the wanderer had already availed himself of various blessing to protect himself from such foul magic."


Reynard walked up to Toyah, snaked and arm around her quickly so that she couldn't go anywhere. Holding a dagger high so the audience could see, he said. "Now foul sorceress you will meet your end for what you have done to my crew!"  Reynard gave Toyah a moment to recover and for her to again read out her lines. Finally she said, "If you kill me, your men will be cursed to spend the rest of their days as animals."


Reynard then continued, "What is it you ask of me then?" 


Toyah read the last lines, "Stay here with me, and I will restore them to what they were," she said blushing.  

Reynard looked at her for a few long moments as if trying to come to a decision, then lowered the knife and said, "So be it."  Reynard then leaned in and kissed her. After a few moments, he broke the kiss, faced the audience, and in a loud voice said, "Thanks for coming tonight! Hope ye liked the show."


Reynard watched the audience, then bowed as he received a robust round of applause that signaled a good show. Then he whispered to Toyah, "So sorceress, would ye like to see my bedchamber?"

She chuckled, blushed, but didn't refuse.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~
Swaying as if he were standing on the ship itself; Cabat tumbled towards the three men. When he got close enough to see them, he let his gaze fall from one to the next, while wiping his mouth with the back of his arm. "I don' suppose an' of you might have a spare drink on ya?"
"So you're Cabat," the one standing said. He straightened, crossed his arms, and looked down at the drunken sailor. He had tattoos of spider webs along his upper arms. "I'm feeling pretty randy myself. I'm willing to cut you a deal, Cabat. All we need is those orders. Just leave now. And you'll likely live to see the Haunt next week."

"A shame, really," the words seemed to tumble from Cabat's lips. Cabat searches his pouches for a second, then snaps his fingers. "Well, it would seem I've gone and done something here - I didn't take the orders to even take the orders, so it would seem the orders were not taken and have been left behind. So I guess your orders, to hand over my orders, is an order to which I must decline. However," Cabat pulls out his weapon, "I will cut you. But not a deal. I just feel like cutting you. Unless you take you and your pieces of washed up seaweed with you and depart. I wouldn't think about coming back around either. And that's not a request. That's an order. The only orders you will be taking from me."

"You are a drunkard and an idiot," the man stated. He drew a scimitar, but before he could lunge at Cabat, he had a deep, dripping, stripe of blood across his sword-arm. Cabat smiled crookedly.

He didn't have any more time to revel, however, as the other two moved quickly, one on each side. Cabat managed to pivot and dodge both close-fisted strikes, and concentrated again on the scimitar trying to open his chest.

The next heartbeat, Cabat felt a solid wallop to the back of his head. Everything blinked in-and-out black, and somewhere in between the slow retreating of time Cabat was roughly picked up. In another brief, lucid moment, he felt himself falling, sinking into the grimy waters of the pier.

 

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


When dawn came, it was indeed veiled by a heavy layer of fog. Regardless, Remi rose with the sun, unseen though it was, and moved from the Captain's quarters to the gangplank, looking to see of the Ocean's Melody was as fit as it could be. She heard the clanging from the galley of pots and the sometimes singing, sometimes cursing voice of Crystal. The sentries of her uncle still stood two by the gangplank on the ship, and two on the pier below. Some grotty men hanging about the docks had shambled off soon after Remi and her security arrived. Otherwise, the night at been uneventful.

It hadn't been much longer after that when Gordon came on board, with the guards having to ask Remi if he was indeed allowed. Kaunis arrived with the gray daybreak with Kickaha not far behind. Remi nodded to the guards that it was fine for them to come aboard. Reynard turned up about half-a-candle span later, escorting the half-elf lady with the large cloak and her wolf companion. She held a rose. Reynard nodded to those he passed as though it was the middle of a bright day and not so dim a morning that the seagulls weren't even stirring.

The half-elf lady kept her cloak around her as though it were armor before battle. While the others carried their belongings onto the ship, she hung back, watching. Another half-a-candle span later a troop arrived, six people around a single cleric dressed in wine-red robe, magically "holding" a square tome case painted dirty gold. He waited while another of his party went to Remi to show her the original agreement signed by her uncle.

In the process another group came up, much less orderly and decorous. Among the nine or so, were five that had made up her last crew, including Angus who didn't go anywhere without Rory, Remi's brother. And ... 

"Cabat," Remi scowled, coming down the plank to meet them on the pier. Upon coming closer, Cabat looked like he'd been driven hard and hung up wet, so to speak. Angus strode out ahead of the band to catch Remi before she could start questioning.

"They met them at the boat, Remi," Angus said, his dark eyes darting worriedly. "We fished Cabat out of the drink, but they did a number on Kane, Sharak, and Rory. He's laid up in your uncle's sitting room now with a broken leg and a bump on the head the size of a pelican egg," Angus blurted out, pointing at his temple. 

"Well well."  Kickaha tried not to grin, despite the interesting way things were turning out.  "It sounds like we might need any extra pair of hands we can get.  I guess I'll be pitching in to help out for the duration of our voyage together, then."

 
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~
Kaunis hadn't slept. First he had had arrangements to make, then....other kind of arrangements to handle, including replenishing his gold supplies and when he finally returned to his room, Kohokohta had been waiting for him downstairs and he couldn't disappoint the girl. 

No matter, after a drink mixed with niva, the sleepless night vanished into the line of several similar ones. Packed up, dressed up, and ready to sail. He was wearing loose black silk pants and sandals, the daggers this time in a belt. He had kept the tattooed side bare, but on the other arm he wore a large gold and onyx bracelet. And his gold-laden left ear held an extra earring. It made him grin. Someday his tendency to take trophies would get him in trouble, but then again, he spent his time in trouble anyway, so it hardly mattered. 
 
~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~
Remi grunted in frustration. After all of that ruckus in the Chest, now she was taking this journey by herself, without her twin and confidant. She shot a glare in Gordon's direction as he passed her. He was going to get himself gutted like a fish if he continued treating the sailors in that manner. Or she was going to hang him by his feet from the mast if he did one more thing to annoy her. She was not in the mood. 

She nodded at Kaunis with a smile, and looked at the others that had joined them. Walking forward, she looked at the strange cloaked woman, and another she didn't know. "And who, pray tell, are you? I haven't seen you before, nor do I have information about you joining us, so speak up before I have you taken off my ship."

The lady nodded and from a deep pocket within her cape, she produced a half-size parchment scroll. It was sealed and marked, and additionally was held in place by a ribbon of dark blue silk. She handed it over to Remi. She waited with a sack of blue velvet, heavy with gold recompense.

Remi unrolled the scroll, and read it in depth, her face furrowed in mild annoyance before she looked at the woman again. "Well then, this explains some. Is he with you then?" she asked pointing at Kickaha.
The woman glanced over at Kickaha. Before she could do anything else, the wolf at her knees gave a "whuff."

"Actually," Kickaha grinned and produced a note, "I purchased passage on this hsip last night. Made arrangements with Captain Calloway himself. No strange secrets, no hiding agendas." Kickaha held up his hand as if to swear. "Just a normal passenger. Coyote's honor."

With a shake of its head, the wolf nearby sneezed.
Remi exhaled. "Cabat, could you show our passengers where to stow their gear, and let the cooks know we have some passengers on this run?"
"Of course," Cabat replied, as he took a swig from the bottle. He rubbed the back of his head and looked at the new passengers. "Pardon me if I seem a bit whoozy... a knock to the back of the head will do that to a man."

As he proceeded to walk down the hallway, he bounced from one wall to the other, as if the ship were churning under extremely chaotic seas.

He paused in front of the room and looked over his shoulder, "Is it me, or is it really difficult to stand?" He offered a small smirk, before continuing to walk down the hall.

Kaunis followed the drunk sailor. For a moment he had hoped that Remi would get rid of the mindwitch, but of course she had something to change her mind. Shouldn't have expected anything less, really.

"It's definitely you," he smirked at the man... what did Remi call him? Cabat? "But walking straight is over-rated anyway."

 
Cabat looked passed the lithe elf as he paused at the door. He smiled once more. "If ye be needin' anythin', I'd suggest rememberin' another name other than mine. Me and Brandy have much to discuss in the lower decks." He held up a bottle and kissed it. "She always has so much to say, you know. So much kissin', my lips to hers. You understand, I assume?" His slurred the last word, his breath carrying the scent of mixed drinks of all kinds and of all makes.

Turning around, he held up the bottle of brandy and began to sing.
"Awaitin' for me,
She's so pretty
On this fine day
On this boat we sway!

She's waitin' for me,
A swig here, a swig there
Raise your bottles
High into the air!"

Repeating those two verses over and over, clearly he was making up the words as they came to him. There was no rhythm to speak of, and it was a surprise that some of the words even rhymed.

Remi glared at Cabat's back, knowing she was going to make him VERY unhappy in the next day when she rationed his drink. If he wanted to be the drunkard, he could do that all he wanted to on shore, but not on her vessel. She had too much going on, too much happening, and too much stress on her mind.


She turned to all the newcomers upon her ship and tried to put her best smile on. "Welcome aboard the Ocean's Melody. We'll be setting sail as soon as the cargo is settled in and all passengers are in their rooms and safe. If you could, try to stay out from underfoot of the sailors as much as possible, it'll make for smoother sailing."

"But of course!"  Kickaha bowed to her.  "And, if there's anything else I can do to be of help, untrained as a sailor though I may be, please let me know.  I'm always open to trying new things."

Kaunis grinned at Kickaha's words, then performed a small bow to Remi. "I'll stay out of the way, Sunshine. Just tell me if you need something to do with climbing or removing annoying people from your glowing presence, and I'll be there."

The red blush creeping across her ears again, Remi smiled at Kaunis. "Thank you Kaunis, I hope that your time aboard the Ocean's Melody is more calm the the chest was last night."
As though he had not heard the original suggestion, a human male, thin to the point of being gaunt, stepped up to her. He arched his black eyebrows, which matched his straight, black hair. "You're the captain of this ship?" He blinked. "I was expecting, rather, I signed on under an older 'gentleman.' But I guess it's not important. My name is Tarick and I shall be serving as your ship's new physician." He bowed stiffly. He stood and swept his arm behind him, "This is Hester. She is an experienced galley cook."

Remi turned and nodded at the two newcomers. "Welcome aboard Tarick, Hester. I will be looking over all the contracts that Captain Calloway made with the new crewmembers. He did mention to me that we would be joined by you this morning." Remi turned to find Ireh, one of only four or five regular female crewmembers aboard. "Could you please show them the chiurgeon's quarters and then show Hester around the galley? Thank you."

Reynard momentarily set a few of his items down, and turns to Remi. "So, do ya have a place for me, or am I stuck sleeping on deck?"

"There is bunk space below, no need to sleep on deck. That would be mighty uncomfortable for you." Remi smiled back at him.


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