“Might as Well be Undead”
Case No. 04:01 - An excerpt from the casebooks of Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, Private Investigator and Diabolist.

I was on my way back to the office from having breakfast at the Inn. The meal was, as always, quite good and I felt pretty optimistic about the day after my second cup of Joe.
I’m Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, or Jack, a Private Investigator and Diabolist. Tarquin is my Diabolist name, passed from my first teacher. Well, I prefer to be called a Ward Mage or Arcane Symbologist; because it doesn’t make me sound like I’m diabolical or something untrustworthy. In my line of work, I need my clients to trust me implicitly. So, I prefer to tell my clients that I am a Ward Mage. Among other mages, I use the proper title, it makes them feel special.
An unlikely combination to be sure, but the magical skills and knowledge I’ve picked up expanded my circle of contacts beyond the law, the criminal element, and the victims of society. And the skills I’ve learned as a Diabolist have helped me to survive as an investigator over the years. To say the least, my Wards have pulled me out of some tight spots.
I also hire out to translate languages, maps, and magical texts for a fee. Magical knowledge and languages stay with me because I have a talent for total recall. It also helps keep track of details while investigating.

I can also read people pretty well, due to a modest level of empathy; which helps while investigating. It’s handy for telling when someone is jake or not, meaning that they are leveling with me or everything’s OK. I don’t like to overuse empathy; I would become dependant upon it. And I block it when other’s emotions become too painful and overpowering, usually when dealing with ladies.
I live in a small square two-story building in the Western Kingdom, near the docks and not far from the taverns. I conduct business on the first floor. But I live, rest, and do my work on the second floor. The only windows are upstairs, one on the north side and the other on the south side. The upstairs are more comfortable, less stuffy, and has better lighting during the day.
It’s where I call home, a town called Port Monivey.
That morning, I had a copy of the morning press tucked under my arm, “The Daily Crier”, the local paper; and it was an interesting read as I ate. As a habit, I keep a copy of each issue for about a month before I burn them for heat; partly to keep up with the news, but mostly to keep an eye open for potential clients. Occasionally there are papers from other towns and I get them to get the skinny on the world outside.
The local news rag covered lots of stories, but it often tells more by what it doesn’t say. It reported the usual amount of thefts and muggings, the usual breaking and entering cases, the usual amount of missing persons, and the occasional murder. The unsolved and unusual murders usually catch my eye. That’s where I come in. That’s my job; I investigate unsolved and unusual crimes.
It has been a slow week, no clients in sight except the occasional translations. Days ago, there was a guy with a Dwarven map that he couldn’t read and I made a translated copy for him; and of course, one for myself. Yesterday there was some short fellow wanting a translation of some Elven ring with a string of pretty etchings. I read it for him and he seemed rather disappointed that it didn’t make some reference to the ‘One True Ring’. Instead it said, ‘May the force be with you.’ He seemed to be happy with that and left. He didn’t ask about the magical etching on the other side and I didn’t mention it, since he was haggling over the price. I don’t haggle, it irritates me.

So, the sprout with the cursed ring of the ‘Easy Mark’ left, in all his naive gullibility. Amatuers and geeks… At least it pays the rent.
And that’s how it began on that morning. I was looking forward to something a little different.
As I said, I was on my way back to my sandstone building and I saw a lady waiting at the front door. She was easy on the eyes and she appeared to be dressed in the attire of a healer. I knew for certain when I got a closer look.
She was around six foot tall, with definite Elven features and as I mentioned, she was easy on the eyes. She wore long, flowing white and gold robes adorned with healing symbols and symbols of purity. She moved with grace and carried herself like a woman of dignity. Her eyes were big, brown, and innocent. Her gaze secured one’s trust. Her hair was brown and cut about shoulder length. She had a warm face and she didn’t wear makeup; because she doesn’t need to. And of course, there are her pointed ears. You would never really notice her ears, because you are drawn to her eyes. I did, because I’m trained to notice things.
I could go in detail about each of the symbols she displayed on her robes but I will spare you that.  I have all of the magical symbols, runes, Wards, circles, and several languages that I’ve studied stored in my head. My memory isn’t perfect, but it’s good enough to serve me well enough.

She had the serious expression of someone that was on a mission, not the air of desperation that I usually see in potential clients. I was certain that she was more than an Elven healer, but I couldn’t say why I sensed that, so I tabled the thought.
I tipped my hat and smiled, “Good morning, milady. I’m Jack and this is my place. How may I serve?”

“Good morning Jack, I am Thalia. I am a healer from the island of Lopan. I am in need of your services.”

“Certainly Thalia, let’s go inside where we can speak privately.” I opened the door, lit the lanterns, and took her to a corner of the room where there were comfortable chairs. I motioned for her to be seated and asked if she would like something to drink. She said that water would be fine. I poured water for both of us and she began her tale.

She asked me if I had heard about the string of deaths along Tavern Row. I said that I had, and the “official” line in the press was that they were victims of cults. And that the homicide department wasn’t interested in pursuing it further. I suspect when there are powerful cults involved, the police tend to shy away. Some powerful clerics can be rather dangerous. I am of the opinion that even clerics put their clothes on the same way as others do, so they should be investigated like anyone else. However, I’m not anxious to be the recipient of any curses either, so I can empathize with the law. 

In the Western Kingdom, there are many groups it is best not to fluster. And it is part and parcel of my job to deal with all of them on a regular basis. I have trouble with authority figures. I enjoy tweaking a few noses, but I know when to soft pedal it.

She was concerned about the murders that started eight days ago. There was one victim a night for four nights, then four days of nothing. She suspected it wasn’t over... yet. The victims had bite marks on the neck, very pale, and drained of blood. Yes, I’d dealt with the undead before, so I knew what she was alluding to. It had been four days and these victims hadn’t “turned”. Meaning they hadn’t become vampires as well. Since they hadn’t turned, it gave more credence to the cult theories. She didn’t buy it and neither had I. Sometimes, vamps just want a meal.
She gave me as many details that she had, very few, but it gave me enough to work out a plan. She told me she could be reached at her ship, the “Raven”. It is docked alongside a row of ships on the harbor. My empathy was confirming that she was being honest with me and I sensed that this would an interesting case. My common sense was telling me that this would be a dangerous one as well.

I told her that my fees were steep for most people, five gold pieces a day plus expenses. It’s the expenses that tend to be steep. I include meals and drinks, generous bribes, and other purchases that I feel that are necessary for the case. I may take liberties, but I don’t gouge my clients. And I don’t haggle. If I have completed my assignment to their satisfaction, they may feel generous and pay a little more. And I appreciate generous clients.

She agreed to the terms, handed me a five gold piece crown as a retainer. Her hand was warm and so was the coin. I told her I would contact her later when I discovered something or had questions.

She departed and walked back toward the docks, probably back to the Raven.

After she left, I put up the “closed” sign and bolted the door. I walked around the long counter at the back of the office and through the curtains. To the left in the back is a spiral staircase which I followed up to my room. I went to my desk and got some writing materials out. I use the typical materials: parchment, crow’s feather quill, and ink.
It never hurts to be prepared; on the piece of parchment I drew up a Ward for ‘Protection from Undead’, with a ‘Trigger’ Ward which activates the Ward if an undead is within 15 feet of the Ward. The protection lasts for ten minutes, which is long enough for me to deal with the creature or get out of range in a hurry. It takes around twenty minutes to do it right, it includes uttering some power words to magically power the Wards. I was certain that it would be necessary to draw up more later, probably before nightfall.
I thought it was best that I look professional, not sloppy, before going out. So I checked myself in the mirror. I’m not vain, but my appearance is a tool for gaining access to places and putting people at their ease around me. This is a good time to provide a brief description of myself. I am a tad over six foot tall, with dark auburn hair and gray eyes. I am cleanly shaven, mostly because I am too lazy to keep it well groomed. Besides, it looks cleaner.

My pants, boots, and hat are black. I wear a loosely fitting long sleeved white shirt under a black jacket. Inside my jacket, I have an array of pockets with my tools of the trade. On my black leather belt, hangs a scabbard with my foil saber. On another scabbard hangs my crossbow. A small quiver holds my crossbow bolts.
The belt has a large silver buckle with two symbol engravings that appealed to me. At the top is a symbol for knowledge. It is an eye with lines radiating left, right, and up. Below it is a symbol for Mystic knowledge. It is an eye with lines radiating left and up, with a circle around the eye. It is this pair of symbols that adorn the front door of my sandstone building.

My hat is a special design and not exactly fashionable, but I am working on making it fashionable. I like a heavy felt hat with a rim to shield the eyes from the sunlight. The rim is two and a half inches wide and slightly sags in the front. The front of the hat is slightly creased and the top of the hat is indented from front to back. The hat isn’t important, other than I like the look and feel of it.  
My quiver holds silver bolts, since I may face some of the undead. I don’t like going out unprepared on a case. I had taken my thin saber from the weapons rack. For the hundredth time, I promised myself that one day I would get a magical blade; or at least silvered. But that is a bit pricey for someone in my line of work. I gathered up a pouch of items that may come in handy, a handful of business cards, and my reserves of cash for expenses. I put them in the appropriate pockets, made my way out of the shop, and made sure the magical locks were in place. 
My first stop was the morgue. I wanted to examine the bodies for myself to see if there are any clues that others may have missed.
At the morgue I met the coroner, Fritz. He said that he was expecting me and that Lady Thalia told him to expect a visit from me. Fritz took me into the building, down several flights of stairs and I could feel it getting colder as we descended. I thought that if I should ever get buried, I will have them wrap me in a heavy cloak, on the off chance that I might somehow feel the chill even in death.

He took me to the metal cases where the bodies were stored. He pulled them out and put them on the cold marble slab. He discussed the bodies in detail, in the order of their death.

The first one, died eight days ago, was known only as Jack. The only thing of interest was a tattoo on his wrist that I recognized as a Ward symbol of prosperity, non-magical. For the right fee, he could have come to me and I could have made a Ward of Prosperity and made it permanent. Just as well, he doesn’t need prosperity now. He also had a silver key in a pocket. I asked Fritz if I could borrow it. I signed for it and secreted it away, a clue is a clue. I might get lucky. His body was found on the street in Tavern Row. 
The second one was a lad of 14-15 years. He was dressed all in black with a black hooded cloak and no identification anywhere. He had a dirk and a thieves’ tool kit. His body was found outside the Grinning Gryphon.

The third man was Allen Gimble. He was finely dressed and was carrying a purse of assorted coins when they found him outside his manor.

The fourth man was Robert Clover. He too was a finely dressed man with a purse of coins. Like the late Mr. Gimble, Mr. Clover was found outside his manor.

All of them still had their possessions, so it wasn’t robbery. No other injuries, so it wasn’t simple assault. All had the same puncture marks on the necks, were very pale, and drained of blood; just as Thalia had described it. Fritz had heard the official line of cult killings but doubted it based upon his examinations of the bodies.
There were no other markings on the bodies which would indicate that they were sacrificed. (That was something that I “expected” to see if a cult was involved.) Besides, even cults can use some extra cash, and a cultist would have helped himself to the valuables. I was quickly ruling out any cult involvement. In each case, the only thing that seemed to be missing was the victim’s blood.
I thanked Fritz for his time, gave him one of my cards, asked him to get in touch with me if there were any further developments and told him I would be in touch if I found anything of interest for him. I like cultivating and maintaining an amiable group of contacts.

I was on my way to the Hall of Records and tried to determine what exactly I was looking for. I had the impression that someone or something has moved into my burg at least eight days ago and probably no more than a month ago. The stack of papers to sort through seemed rather daunting, so I decided upon another plan. I headed, instead, for the docks.

I reached the docks and inquired with a dockworker where the Dock Master may be found. After asking the fifth person and getting gradually closer to my quarry, I was finally face to face with Jim, the Dock Master. I introduced myself and told him I was investigating the recent murders on Tavern Row. I was looking for shipping records for something out of the ordinary. For example, perhaps there was a shipment that was going to a private residence, not to a warehouse or business. Or an unusual crate unloaded within the last month, but before eight days ago. When he asked what I meant about unusual, I told him something the size and shape of a coffin. Or perhaps there was a crate that mysteriously disappeared after unloading.

He had a look of concentration and called to Ernie, his assistant and records keeper. He asked Ernie about the crate that Bill had accidentally broke. It had a stone box in it and had difficulty in pronouncing it.
“A stone sarcophagus?” I asked.

“Yea, that’s it.” He replied. “It was around a month ago. Bill was unloading it, he’s a good worker, and it was quite heavy as you might guess. The end came down with a crash and the end of the crate broke off and fell into the water. A part of the side of the sarcophagus cracked off. The destination markings on the crate were on the piece of the crate that broke off and fell into the water, so we have no idea where it was to be shipped. So, we left it in the warehouse, hoping for someone to claim it. No one has yet.”

I asked if I could see it and he was rather nervous about it. I handed him a five gold piece crown (my retainer) as a bribe and he was less nervous, but more cooperative. He wanted to know how long I needed to examine it. I told him about a half hour and I wouldn’t disturb anything. He agreed and had Ernie escort me to the crate.

When we reached the crate, I gave Ernie five silver pieces and thanked him. He nodded and smiled awkwardly, anxious to get away from the crate. I borrowed a lantern to get a better look at it and jumped back. I understood why everyone was nervous about the sarcophagus. The parts of the stone that were exposed were covered with markings. Any Power behind the Wards had long expelled. The Wards were of Protection, binding, and many references to the undead; drawn in the style of the Old Ones. Whoever inhabited this coffin had been there for an unknown number of centuries. And the Wards were placed there to “keep” him there.

The Wards, if they were active, were deadly. My instincts had taken over and made me put some distance between me and them. Fortunately, they were inactive.
My second thought was “unfortunately”, they were inactive. The Wards were broken long ago and with the coffin exposed, the corpse was either taken or it got out unaided. The last part was something that hadn’t escaped my suspicious mind and things were falling into place. I didn’t like what I found.

I used the lantern to look into the coffin as far as I could and it seemed completely empty. I made a mental note of all the symbols I could see and decided that I had seen enough. Since it was daytime, it was certain that this wasn’t the place where the vampire was sleeping. So, where was it?
I left the warehouse and walked to the Raven to see Thalia. At times like this, it becomes necessary to check with the client to see how to proceed with the case. So I did. I reported to Thalia what I had found in the warehouse. She told me that she suspected as much and was glad of my progress. She wanted the investigation to continue, but without anyone knowing she was my client. We agreed that if anyone had information, I could send them to leave a message at the Raven, if they couldn’t locate me. I bid her good day and left.
My next step was to interview witnesses, learn more about the victims, and see what the police know that isn’t in the official story. There must be a common link and I was determined to find it. With this common link, I was hoping to find a pattern and use it to locate our missing corpse. Furthermore, I hoped to prevent more deaths and more vampires.
I went in search of one of my local contacts, Silk. He is a small time thief and informant, who supplies material and information that I can’t buy in any shop. As I reached the corner where Silk is usually found, I noticed an Elvish lady in black leathers leave the area. Her features were similar to Thalia, and I needed a better look to be sure, but I had other things on my mind.
I found Silk in the alleyway; he is a short and thin man, with black eyes and hair. His nose is large and out of proportion to his face. His ears are flat and they follow back along the contours of his head. He sports a thin waxed mustache, which gives you the impression of whiskers. It would be unkind to call him weasel-like, because he really isn’t. He has a gentle and generous nature. But it is seriously the look he tries for; why, I don’t know. As thieves go, he is one of the best I’ve known and one of the nicest. A year ago, he started breaking into my place, just for laughs. He left a note and gave me suggestions on how to prevent further break-ins. He didn‘t take anything, he just likes the practice. I followed his advice and his visits continued but they are less frequent. It’s an ongoing training experience for both of us. That’s why I like him.
I told him I would like to speak with his Guild master. His nose twitched. He told me that was impossible and I knew it, but he could try to act as a go-between if I wished. I agreed and I gave him the story, excluding the name of my client. I was working on the murders and told him I was interested in learning the identity of the boy who was murdered seven days ago in front of the Grinning Gryphon. I wanted to know who he was and what he was doing there when he was killed.
Another twitch. Of course, Silk heard that there were rumors of some thieves’ body that was found. But he denied that the body was that of a thief, with a smirk that I had seen a lot. Even the Thieves Guild had their official line. I gave him five silver pieces and left. He knows where to find me and didn’t need my card. He knows nearly every inch of my place. Nearly every inch…
I was looking forward to my next stop, the homicide department. I greeted the various officers that I saw as I made my way to my destination. They, as usual, just nodded or growled at me. When I show up, it is a matter of time that more trouble will follow.

I knocked on the door and a gruff voice told me to enter.

At his deck, going though a pile of papers and chewing on a cigar was Lieutenant Gromley. When he looked up, he scowled and said. “Aw, nuts! Wylde! I don’t need you butting in right now, any more than any other time. I’ve been getting reports on you and I don’t like what I am hearing! I don’t like it one bit!”

“Relax Inspector; I’m just a concerned citizen, here to help. I just need some information and I will leave you alone.”

“I don’t believe that. You’re here to mess up a case and I don’t need that. Alright, what do you want?”

“There have been a string of murders. You know the routine better than I do. Bite marks, pale skin, and nothing taken except their vitae. Don’t deny it, I’ve seen the bodies. Why are you taking the cult angle?”
“Look, Wylde, there are “no” vampires in my town. Got that? None! Some cult is out there making it look like the work of vampires. Since it is the work of an organized religious group, we can’t touch it.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Take your pick. But back off. The case is closed. There haven’t been any similar murders for four days, so it’s done. No vampires. Not in my town! Not in Port Monivey! Got it?”

“Have it your way then.” I pulled out the parchment and held it out. “Take this Ward; it’s better to be prepared. One will get you twenty that it’s “not” over. And cults aren’t involved in this one. There were no markings on the bodies and I’m a local expert on markings. Something you should know by now.”

He refused the parchment, more stubborn that I thought necessary. “Nuts! Keep it for yourself. Is that all you wanted, to be a nuisance?”

“No, I just do that for fun. What I “really” want to know are details about the four victims. As a concerned citizen, I would like to prevent further murders if possible and I want to know what the police know.”

“Who’s your client?”

“No dice. My client is just another concerned citizen that wants to keep others from being murdered or turned. Nothing could be simpler.”
He growled. “I can think of something simpler. OK, I don’t see that it will hurt to tell you. With any luck and if there “are” vampires, you’ll get it next.” And he tapped his neck with two fingers to emphasize his point. His grin was as evil as I’ve seen.

I smiled and said. “I’ll try my best to disappoint you.” So, he provided me some details about the victims. I will give you the short version and save some time.

1) Jack was the owner of Jack’s Tavern. He was found outside on Tavern Row, on his way home from working at the bar.

2) The boy is still unknown and presumed to be a thief in the process of breaking into the Grinning Gryphon. No one has reported him missing and no one is cooperating with the law to identify him.

3) Allen Gimble is the owner of Gimble’s Bar. He nearly made it to the front porch of his manor, from working at his bar. He gave me the address. 
4) Robert Clover is a business man, with a string of businesses who was working late and, like Allen, nearly made it to the front porch of his manor before he was killed. He gave me his address as well.

The Inspector wouldn’t admit to it, but I am certain that he has men posted around Tavern Row and the surrounding areas after dark. For all the good it will do him. But that is jake for me if he wants to investigate it on the sly. He’s the one honest cop in the area that can’t be bought. He can be scared, but not bought. And he follows orders, so the city bosses are putting pressure on him.
I knew where all the taverns were located and now I knew where the last two men were killed. I thanked the Inspector and told him that the parchment would be available if he should change his mind.

He told me to get lost and so I did. Destination… Tavern Row.

My first stop was Jack’s Tavern. I saw immediately that it was being closed down and a woman was supervising the task. She was wearing a dark cloak and her face appeared to be one who was still grieving. Men were loading crates onto a wagon and they were boarding up the windows.

I addressed the woman and tipped my hat. “Pardon me, are you related to Jack?”

“Yes, he was my husband.”

“I am sorry for your loss. I am Jack Wylde and I am investigating the recent murders and your husband was one of them.” I handed her one of my cards and she looked it over. “I wanted to ask you some questions, if that’s not a problem.”

“I already talked to the police. They are convinced that some cult was involved. Wasn’t it a cult?”

“That is their opinion. I am trying to find a common link to the murders and to see if I can prevent more deaths. Do you know anything that can help in identifying the killer? Did Jack have any enemies? Did anyone see or hear anything suspicious?”
It was a bit of a strain for her to talk about it. “No to all of it. It makes no sense why anyone would kill Jack. He was an honest businessman and it was a real shock. I hope you find who did this.”

“Thanks, I understand that this has been a shock for you. Murder is a shocking business. If you discover anything that may help, please get in touch with me. If it can be solved, you should hear about it. Thank you for your time.” 

I left her to her unpleasant task. I didn’t expect to discover anything new, but I never know if some new lead will turn up. My next stop was the Grinning Gryphon, across the street. The owner was there and I covered the same ground with the owners, Bill Dunn and his wife. Bill had heard and seen nothing when the boy was killed. He seemed rather unsympathetic because he believed that the boy (“the little sneak thief” was his words) was going to break into his place and burglarize him.

He also thought that the police had considered the murders as the work of cultists. He didn’t feel bad about the boy, but he was upset about Jack’s death. They had been competitors, but as neighbors they got along very well over the years. I thanked him, gave him my card, and asked him to get in touch with me if he discovered any more information that may help with the case.
I departed and walked for a few blocks, and I noticed that Gimble’s Bar was closed down. I had suspected as much, so I kept walking beyond Tavern Row and into the residential area. The first blocks are homes of relatively poor citizens. The further away from Tavern Row and away from the docks, the nicer the houses looked. The fifth block from Tavern Row, I saw some manor houses. My destination was the gothic manor house of Allen Gimble, owner of Gimble’s Bar.

I walked up the steps and knocked on the heavy doors of Gimble Manor. A manservant answered the door. I introduced myself and handed him my card. I asked to speak to Mrs. Gimble. He told me to wait and he closed the door.
A few minutes later, a woman opened the door. I immediately thought of Jack’s wife and knew that this wouldn’t be any easier for her. She asked me what I wanted and I followed the same line of questioning as I had with Jack’s wife and got the same results. She pointed out the area of the grounds where they found her husband and that he was on his way home from working at the bar.

I saw that she was holding the card I gave to her manservant. I asked her to contact me if there were any new developments. She seemed relieved that someone was trying to do something to find her husband’s killer and thanked me for my efforts. I bid her good day and left her to her thoughts. This minor talent of Empathy could take a toll on me if I let it, especially when there was too much pain sensed in the subjects. I was glad that I only had one more stop.

Another block away was the Clover Manor, nearly as nice as the Gimble Manor. I climbed the steps and knocked on the heavy doors. Moments later, an attractive young lady answered the door. She looked to be slightly over 20.
I introduced myself, tipped my hat, gave her my card, and stated my purpose. Her name was Julia Clover and her father was Robert Clover. Her mother, Clara, was inconsolable and that’s why she answered the door. Julia was tearing up as she talked. Mr. Clover had several businesses that he maintained and she had no idea why he was out at that hour. She pointed out the area of the grounds he was found and I inquired what businesses he was involved in. Mr. Clover was involved in shipping, selling, manufacturing, and of course his business on Tavern Row, Clover’s Bar.

The wheels locked up in my brain, Mr. Clover didn’t seem to have a connection with Tavern Row. That is what I was fishing for, the link.

I asked “He owns Clover’s Bar? Do you know if he was working at the bar that night?”

She wasn’t sure, but she thought that was likely. “He goes there occasionally to check on the books and help out when they are short handed. But he hadn’t told my mother or me that he was going there. That would make sense.”
I told her that I was sorry for her loss, I suggested that she didn’t travel alone after dark around Tavern Row, and to contact me if she thought of anything that may help. I told her she was already a great help and I thanked her for her time. That brought a brief smile to her face, something she needed to help get through her loss.

I left and my mind was racing. It was getting nearly dark and there was still work to do. I had some preparations to make when I got back to the office, but I had one more errand first.

I walked the back way, behind Tavern Row, towards my office, but a couple of blocks short. In a building the size of an Inn, there was another Guildhall, the Adventurer’s Guild. It’s a place where anyone can go to hire an adventurer of any kind. I’m not looking to hire anyone, but I am looking for information.

As I walked in, I saw nearly a dozen faces. They regarded me with both suspicion and anticipation for a job. I asked for the Guild master and he was pointed out to me. When I addressed the gentleman, I gave him my card to examine. I asked him if any adventurers knew anything about vampires and had anyone heard about any in the area.
I didn’t need my empathic ability to sense that “every” eye was on me. A few faces were familiar to me, because they had visited my shop to purchase items I keep in stock. It was occasionally mentioned by them, that I should someday join the Guild. I always changed the subject.
The Guild master said in a gruff voice, “I know who you are lad, my men speak well of you. Aye, there’s a few of us that know about vampires. Why are ye asking?”  A few men were gathering closer to join in, as though there was a tale to tell. And adventurers liked a good tale. My empathic talent was telling me that I had better not disappoint them.
So, I laid out the story; beginning with the murders eight days ago, my investigation, and my supposition that something must have occurred within the last month. I was looking for information about the period of time prior to eight days ago up to nearly a month ago. I finished by telling them my opinion that the theory of a cult being involved was rubbish. I am certain that several men went pale.

The Guild master spoke up. “Aye, ye are correct, sir. It was nearly a month ago when a powerful vampire appeared here. The police and city officials kept news of it pretty quiet. They got us involved and wanted it hushed up. ‘We don’t want to panic the poor citizens of Port Monivey’, he says. Anyway, it came in on one of the ships in a crate that was broken open. The vampire was loose and started building an army, turning people to vampires.” He paused. “We were hired to hunt them down. The main vampire was called Krakken and we found his lair. We killed him and destroyed the body. We tracked down and destroyed the rest of his creatures. Poor devils. This happened two weeks ago, we got the last of them. Or so we thought until now.”

“I saw the sarcophagus. So, his name was Krakken.”
“Aye, you did indeed. I have men watching it to see if someone or something comes for it. You were spotted. It troubles me greatly that you say there were four more victims in the last eight days. And they didn’t turn?”

“No, they had been in the morgue for over four days and haven’t turned. But they looked like victims of vampires. Bites on the neck, very pale, and drained of blood. There were no markings, so I discount cult involvement. They mark their sacrifices, although only few would recognize or know what to look for. I would.”

“Then we missed one. Damn. Lads! We have unfinished business and there is work to do. Get at it!” At that, the guildhall nearly cleared out. “I appreciate the information, Jack. If I have any news, I will get in touch with you.”

“Thanks. It looks as though I need to make up some protection Wards.”
“Aye. That it does. Farewell lad and good luck.”

“Good luck to all of us. Good night.” I left for my office and darkness was settling in.

I worked for a couple hours making up six ‘Protection from Undead’ Wards, hoping that would be enough, and went out into the night and walked to Tavern Row.
With the Wards, I had a built-in alarm. If one came within fifteen feet, I would know it. And the vampire would stay away from me until, as I stated earlier, it wore off ten minutes later. If any of my other Wards were Triggered, I would know which one and be alerted.
It is unavoidable that I make myself an easy target, because I have to make the rounds and see if I can prevent another attack. I walked to Tavern Row; I was a little more alert to things that may be hiding in shadows.
My plan was to visit the bars that were still open and offer them one of the protection Wards. And to see if any of the bar owners live outside their bar. They would be the most likely target. My other plan was to see if my wards would detect a vampire looking for a meal.

So, I entered the bars, one at a time.

I started at Green Eyes. I told the bartender, whose name was Terry, that I would like to speak with the owner and there was an important matter that I had to discuss. I would even consider it a matter of life and death.

I am sure that the young man at the bar had heard it all, or thought he had. “Lady Finnegan is the owner and she will be in later. She walks here from home.” After I inquired where she lived. “I don’t know her address. Sorry, I can’t help.”

“Very well, Terry. I will tell you, so you can pass on the information. I’m Jack Wylde, a Private Investigator. I have been investigating the string of murders in this area. I have reason to believe that she may be in grave danger. Please give her these items.” I handed him the parchment and my card. “The parchment will provide some magical protection from the forces that have been endangering people in Tavern Row. It is important to make sure that none of your patrons travel alone. And by no means let Lady Finnegan go home alone. Let her know that this parchment will tingle when in the presence of the danger I mentioned. She is to go to a place of safety and not alone. She can go to a ship at the docks, the Raven, and let them know she needs sanctuary or she can go to my address and speak with me. Got it?”
“I think so. Is it really as bad as you say or are trying some scam?”

“I wish it was a scam, I already have a client, so I’m not trying to drum up some business. If I knew where she lived, I would go there immediately with a bodyguard for her. But that can’t be helped now. Now, what ship is she to go to?”

“The Raven.”

“What about the parchment?”

“It will tingle and she is to go to a place of safety and not go alone.”

“And your patrons?”

“None are to travel alone.”

“Good man. Let her know I want to speak with her as soon as possible. I will check back later. Thanks!”

So I moved on. My next stop was Coyote Ugly. When I entered the bar, there was a Stone Man, an impressive statue. When I stepped in with others, it went “Boo!” An amusing trick, if that is what it was.
I moved through the crowd and headed for the bar. There were three very attractive ladies dancing on the bar. They provided entertainment as well as tending the bar. Nice touch, I can understand why the bar was packed.
I scanned the ladies to see which I should try to talk to. My eyes settled on one that was not only very easy on the eyes, but she had an air of self confidence and strength I couldn’t ignore or resist. It would be fair to say that I was immediately drawn to her.
With all the activity, it would be difficult to get her attention. So I tried the direct approach. I flipped a five silver piece coin upwards. She reached out and snatched it almost quicker than the eye could follow. I had gotten her attention and I was impressed at her speed, agility, and beauty. We made eye contact. I tipped my hat and said hello.
She was 5’ 5” tall, the shortest of the three ladies. She had cool light blue eyes that locked your gaze and held it firm. Her warm smile and blonde hair highlighted the beauty of her face. She was curvy and her clothing accentuated her form. She wore tight fitting black leather pants, a simple white short sleeved shirt with an open front that showed an ample cleavage. She wore a large western style silvery belt buckle with a profile of a coyote engraved on it.
She smiled at me as though she had me pegged; I guess I didn’t mask my expression very well. To be honest, I hadn’t. 

She bent down in a crouching position, to meet me at eye level. “What can I do for you?”

“I need to speak with the owner and then I would like to speak with you. It is very important.” I tried to sound like I wasn’t just trying to pick her up.

“The three of us own the bar, we’re equal partners. I’m Tavera, that’s Jenny (in the middle), and that’s Chloe (on the left). What’s so important?”

It is best to describe the other ladies before I continue. 

Jenny (or Jenna) was an olive skinned 5’ 7” beauty with large brown eyes. She has black hair and a sharp grin all the time. She isn’t as feminine as the other two, but carried herself in a strong and attractive manner. She wore brown leather chaps and a blue t-shirt. She had an identical belt buckle.

Chloe is tall, black and well built. She has beautiful brown eyes and long, inviting lashes. Se has a smile that can light up a room. She wore shined black leather pants and a long sleeved, silk purple shirt. She also had an identical belt buckle.

Oh yes, there was one other feature they had in common. On their right shoulders, they have tattoos of coyotes howling at the moon. 

“Tavera. What a fascinating name. I’m Wylde, Jack Wylde, I’m a Private Investigator. Can we find a quieter place? As I said, it’s important. It shouldn’t take much of your time. I can see that you are very busy.”

“All right, Mr. Wylde. Follow me.”

“Of course.” I did and the view was pleasant. Her hair fell across her shoulders and swayed as she walked.
We went to a small office and she pointed me to a chair. She walked around her desk and sat down.

I gave her my card. “As I said, I’m a Private Investigator and the local Ward Mage. I have a shop down the main strip. I am investigating the murder of several bar owners: Jack, Gimble, Clover, and a young thief at the Grinning Gryphon. Perhaps you have heard about them.”

“Yes, ghastly business. But why are you here to talk with us? The police have been here and they are convinced that it was cult related.”

“I know, but I’m certain that it was the work of vampires. I have been hired to find them and find a way to deal with them. The victims have been attacked because they were walking Tavern Row alone. I am trying to prevent further incidents.” I held out one of the parchments. “I have made some of these to give to bar owners to protect them from vampires. It will give a warning if one is near and will offer some protection.”

“Thanks, but no. We can take care of ourselves, we don’t need any help, and we live in the bar. I appreciate your concern, but you needn’t worry.”
“Very well, I thought I’d try. Now that business is out of the way, may I buy you a drink later? I’m still on duty and I have to check with the other bars first. I can stop by after I’ve made my rounds.”

“I’ve never seen you at the Adventurer’s Guild. I only drink with other members. Sorry.”

I tried to keep my disappointment from showing.
“So am I. I will be honest with you, blue eyes. Let me tell you a little about myself. I’m “not” an adventurer. I’ve never been a joiner or anyone’s partner for that matter. I am an independent operative and a free-lance. I have a problem with authority figures. I only get the licenses and memberships required by law to keep the Guilds off my back. I pay the dues they gouge out of my measly commissions, but I never attend meetings. I’m too busy working and they are usually too boring.”
I shrugged. “Sorry. I didn’t peg you for a joiner either. You have my card if you change your mind, the offer still stands. I won’t take any more of your time. Later.”

I got up and left. She may have tried to say something, but I didn’t hear it. And I blocked anything I felt from her, I didn’t want to know. I forced my mind back on the job at hand and away from the blue eyes that would haunt my nights. There’s a problem with having total recall. It’s hard to forget something that I don’t want to forget but need to.

I walked to the Sparrow’s Nest. The owner’s name was Alex and I immediately felt that he was hiding something. What it could be, I had no idea. I introduced myself and explained my purpose and I offered him the parchment. He said he appreciated my concern and would contact me later if something came up that put him in danger.

My next stop was the Blue Parrot. The owner’s name was Jim. He was friendly and talkative. I gave him the same story and suggestions. He appreciated it and thanked me for the parchment.
I moved on. As I left the Blue Parrot, I smelled smoke.
I turned and saw smoke coming from Pete’s Bar. I ran to the scene. It looked pretty bad and the fire department wasn’t there yet. A crowd was gathering. I cursed myself for not being prepared with a ‘Protection from Fire’ Ward. I ran in and looked for survivors, avoiding any open flames. I saw a man slumped over the bar, he wasn’t moving, and he looked like he had burns on his body. I pulled him over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and ran out of the bar. Once we were outside and a safe distance from the bar, I placed him on the ground and checked his vitals. Too late, he was gone. I knew what to expect and I checked anyway. Sure enough, there were bite marks. Under his clothes, he was rather pale. I shouted out for someone to get the fire department and the police.

Down the street I saw another crowd gathering. This was not turning out to be a good night. They were gathering around the Green Eyes. I left Pete for others to deal with and ran to see what was going on there. I pushed through the crowd and saw a woman on the sidewalk. I asked around if anyone knew who she was. Someone said that it was Lady Finnegan.

Nuts! I’m not at all happy with how this is going. I gave her a quick examination. She died in the same fashion as all the others. I had lots of questions and no answers. I cursed myself for not being more insistent. I walked into the bar and saw Terry at the bar.

“What’s going on out there? Lady Finnegan isn’t here yet, something must be delaying her.”

“I know. She is outside. I’m sorry Terry, she’s dead. Like the others. It was too late.”

“No! It can’t be!” He ran outside to see for himself and fell to the ground beside her.

I moved on. It’s difficult to remain optimistic when two people die on your watch. I walked to the Grinning Gryphon and saw that it was closed down. The owners, Bill Dunn and his wife may have taken the sensible route and locked themselves in.

I watched as the fire department came to put out the fire. There was a fire mage standing outside and was drawing the flames and smoke into himself. Another walked out the front door and was covered in flames. Within seconds, the flames were also drawn into him; it rippled as it was absorbed. It was impressive to watch. 
Outside Pete’s Bar, I spotted Inspector Gromley. He was obviously there to investigate the deaths of Lady Finnegan and Pete. And he turned to look at me. There was a hint of sorrow in his eyes, and a smoldering anger for those responsible. He wasn’t happy to see me, and that was plain enough.

I told him that I visited Green Eyes earlier and learned that Lady Finnegan didn’t live at the bar and the bartender didn’t know where she lived. Otherwise, I may have gotten to her first.

Gromley understood and said that he wished I had gotten to her first. I handed a parchment to Gromley and he accepted it without a word, putting it into a pocket. He is stubborn, but he knows when to follow a hunch; even from me.
“I will get with you later, Inspector. There is still a lot of work for us both to do.”

“Right. Later.” His cigar was badly mangled. 
I went back to Coyote Ugly. I decided that the young ladies needed to be encouraged that they should at least pay attention to me. Tavera saw me approach the bar. She greeted me, and I wasn’t certain of her reaction, I was still blocking. I didn’t trust myself.

She worked up a smile. “What is it this time, handsome?” 
“I’m not handsome, just charming. It’s part of my job, blue eyes. Tavera, I thought you should know. Lady Finnegan was just found outside her bar, she died the same way as the others. Pete’s Bar was on fire. I pulled Pete out of it, but he was already dead; again, the same as the others. I think we have a situation that can no longer be ignored. As much as I would enjoy some quality time in your company, I am more concerned for your combined welfare.”
Tavera looked shocked, her brows knitted, but she regained her composure quickly. “You’re playing it straight with me?” I nodded. “Lady Finnegan and Pete? Damn.”  She stood up and whistled. To her partners, she made a hand gesture that they understood and steps were taken to close the bar and send everyone home. They gave instructions for everyone to go home in groups. Absolutely no one was to travel alone! The patrons balked because the parties were well underway. The Stone Man started herding people out of the bar, like a dog would herd sheep. And more efficiently
After the crowd was gone, the ladies took me to a table where we could talk. I gave them the story I gave the adventurers and included their tale. They were grateful for the information and were reaching the same conclusions I had. Whatever was going to happen, they wanted to be in on it with me. Tavera was quite insistent about it. And at the same time, I had gotten the impression that she was sizing me up to see if an independent could really be trusted.
I tried to give her the impression that I could even be trusted with her life. And I meant it. I have a rather high opinion of myself. Again they assured me they could take care of themselves and they didn’t need the Wards I prepared. I said that I had some plans that would have to wait until tomorrow and I would contact them then.
I left and they locked up for the night.

I headed back to my office, irritated that I couldn’t prevent the deaths of Pete and Lady Finnegan. I was concerned that if there were two feedings tonight, there may be at least two vampires running loose. And I was frustrated that I had failed miserably with Tavera, I thought I was usually a better judge of people. And I was beginning to have doubts about my abilities. Something I didn’t need at this time.

I worked on a few Wards to occupy my mind, until I was getting tired. It still took awhile to fall asleep, because the plans I had for tomorrow were going to be expensive and dangerous. I hoped that Thalia was up to pay for it.

Morning came and I woke up. I was still upset with myself and the only way to get past it was to get to work. I got dressed for the day and made the usual preparations. There were no messages for me and no other prospective clients, so I went to get breakfast and a paper. I just hoped they had enough coffee and juice ready for me.

Of all the preparations I had made and was going to make, it is sometimes easy to overlook an obvious one. I will admit it now and let you know that I didn’t visit a local Cleric and acquire some holy water. Since it wasn’t on the list of materials I usually keep in stock, it had completely slipped my mind. When I am running short of materials, I make sure that I get them replaced. So, I offer that as my only excuse. And I assure you that it won’t be forgotten in the future.

Having said that, I had a full day planned and I hoped that there was enough daylight.

When I stepped out the door, there was an old woman trying to sell me bread from her basket and she motioned for me to come closer. “What kind of bread would you like, kind sir?”

When I was closer, the voice had changed. It was Silk. “Jack, the boy’s name was William Turner. The owner of the Sparrow’s Nest, Alex, had hired him to rob Bill Dunn at the Grinning Gryphon. He wanted to run Bill out of business. The Guild wants those responsible for young William’s death. Understand?”

“I will take a loaf of rye, madam. Thank you.” I handed him a five silver piece coin. “I’m working on it.”  

I went to the Raven to report to Thalia and tell her my plans. Since she was my client and the expense I had in mind was rather costly, it was best to get her approval – and her money.

When I got to the ship, she wasn’t there and no one knew where she went.

As I walked away from the Raven, something felt odd. I have learned to trust my instincts, so I took cover behind a wall and turned to look at the Raven. I spotted someone leave the ship and head for Tavern Row. It was Tavera, dressed in black leathers, similar to the Elven woman I saw earlier. What was Tavera’s connection to my client? So, I tailed her. I’m sure she hadn’t spotted me and I’m good at surveillance. When she reached Tavern Row, she walked in front of the first bar. She looked around to see if someone was watching her, she hadn’t spotted me. Then she knelt down with something in her hand that she looked at. Satisfied, she got up and repeated the action in front of each bar. When she reached the Grinning Gryphon, her reaction was different. She went to the door and knocked. There was no answer, so she tried a few more times. Soon, she gave up and walked back to Coyote Ugly.

Another mystery; well, at least a curiosity to file away for later. The Grinning Gryphon was closed the night before, maybe they left town.
I headed for the docks to do what I originally planned. I walked along each pier, as close to each ship as possible, hoping that my Wards would activate. The range was 15 feet, so I approached each ship from both sides. Nothing. I walked along the buildings of Tavern Row and the alleyways. More nothing. I went along the residence behind Tavern Row, I tried for two blocks. Even more nothing. I killed two hours of morning and accomplished nothing. It was approaching noon and there was still lots to do.

I walked to the mortuary. I wanted to confirm something and Fritz was the local expert on the subject. He greeted me and was happy to take me to look at last night’s victims. No they didn’t turn. Yes, both died like the others. The time of Pete’s death was difficult to tell. It may have been close to the same time of Lady Finnegan’s death, and not likely to have been the day before. It was still too fresh, even with the burns on the body Fritz could tell that.

So, it looked like there was more than one vampire at work here. I thanked him again for helping me with the case. Fritz understood what that meant and wished me luck. And I made my next stop, which has become imperative with more than one vampire at large.

I went to the Adventurer’s Guild again. I greeted the Guild master. He looked somber; he apparently received the news of the night before. “What can I do for ye, lad?”

“I want to hire a Summoner. Is there one available for a job?”

“Oh aye. Indeed there is. I suspect you have something specific in mind.”

I smiled. “Oh aye, that I do, sir.” I tried to get his accent right.

He smiled. “You’ve quite a few talents. Can you afford his fee? He will volunteer his time for a common good, but his materials are very expensive.” 

“I think I can raise the funds. How much?”

He swatted the boots of someone seated nearby. “Get up, ye lubber. Get Blake out here.” The young man got up and hurried out. “We will find out soon. Care for a drink while we wait?”

“An Ale would be nice. Thanks.” I grinned. “You don’t mind drinking with a free-lance?”

He walked to a cabinet and poured one for us both. He gave a hearty laugh. “So, you’ve met young Tavera. I wondered why she asked about you. Good luck lad, she’s a wild one, she is. One of the best of the pack.”

If he meant anything specific by that, I didn’t pick up on it. He raised his glass and said, “To a successful hunt!”

I raised my glass. “Indeed, to a successful hunt!” We drank to the toast and the ale was quite good. I decided I was very thirsty after all that walking. 
In a few minutes, the young man returned, followed by a man about my age in flowing robes. He looked the part of a mage. There were broad trimmings of fabric along his robes that was filled with symbols of magic circles and rune markings. I recognized all of them, of course.
He gave me a slight bow. “I am Blake, the Summoner. I was told you have a job.”

“Hello Blake, I’m Jack Wylde, a Diabolist and a Private Detective.”  I gave the accent on Diabolist, guessing that he would have more respect for me if I stressed the magic side of my career. “Although I could draw a circle of summoning, I don’t have the skill to do it properly. I need your talents to do it right. How much does it cost to hire you to draw a ‘Circle of Summoning Undead’?”

“Hello Jack. Under the circumstances I am willing to do it for only the cost of materials, which is considerable. It costs 1000 gold pieces.”

I knew the going rates and I was impressed that his cost was that low. He was indeed generous. “Thank you. Given our situation, I share your feelings and generosity. I have to check with my client and collect the funds. I will return when I have it. How long does it take to draw the circle of power?”

“Around five hours, but I can make advanced preparations that can cut it to three hours. It involves preparing the ingredients first.”

“Please do so. I will be back as soon as possible. I think we will draw it in the middle of the road in Tavern Row, the center of the activity. What is the range and duration of the Circle?”

“The duration is permanent, or until I destroy it. The range will be around two miles. Will that do?”

“I think so. The attacks haven’t been that far from there. It should bring them all out. Thanks, Blake.” I turned to the Guild master. “You may want to get your men ready. I’m guessing they want to be in on it.”

“Oh aye, they do. Now, be off with ye and take care of things. We will be ready. Count on it.”

I left them and headed for the Raven. This time Thalia was there and she was wearing the black leather that I saw earlier. Then it was her that I spotted near Silk.

I reported everything that occurred. Some of which she knew already. I explained my plan and asked her if she was up for it. She was and she was willing to donate the funds she had available. She had 500 gold pieces. I added my 120 gold pieces. We just needed 380 more. Now it is time to look for contributions. She wished me good luck and I moved on.

I made my way back to Tavern Row to ask for charitable contributions. I started with Coyote Ugly. I made my pitch to Tavera and she was willing to help. Then I asked her what her connection was with Thalia and what she was checking for in the street this morning.

“So you are now spying on me?” She feigned hurt feelings.

I laughed. “No, I was in the area and you aroused my curiosity when you left the Raven. You were trying not to be spotted. I’m pretty good at not being seen. Not that you don’t arouse my curiosity naturally.”

“Very well, you’re forgiven. I have a coin that senses the presence of undead and I was checking for traced. It works like your Ward. It led to Dunn’s place. No one has seen or heard from them since yesterday.  Regarding Thalia, I occasionally work with her. We are in the same Guild.”
The ladies of Coyote Ugly could only contribute 200 for the cause and were happy to do so. We are getting closer. I thanked them and gave them a receipt for their gold. I moved on. Tavera promised they would be ready.

It was time to use the information I got this morning. I paid a visit to Alex at Sparrow’s Nest. I told him that I was seeking out contributions for removing the killers from the area. He was eager to see the threat go away, but wasn’t planning to be very generous, so I beat him to the punch.

“Extortion is such an ugly word, but you can do much better. And it is for such a good cause. To expose and destroy the creatures that killed young William Turner.”

“I don’t know who you are talking about…” I sensed his pulse rise.

“He was the thief who was killed, while trying to rob Bill Dunn.”

“I still don’t see…” I detect a bead of sweat on his forehead.

“The thief you hired to rob Bill Dunn, to run him out of business. A generous contribution will guarantee that no one will ever know.”

His head sunk. “That little sneak…”

The Guild takes care of their own and they know what all are hired to do. That is something for you to remember next time. If you want something done and you don’t want it known, do it yourself. The only thing the Guild wants is William’s killer. That’s what we all want, right?”

He realizes his position. “Yes, that’s what we all want. I can only afford 80 gold pieces, that’s all I have on the premises. I swear it.” The truth. I gave him a receipt for the gold.

“Thank you Alex, you are indeed generous. Lock up tonight and don’t come out. It won’t be safe out there. Understand?”

“Yes I do. Good luck in finding the killer. I mean it.” He did indeed mean it.

“Thanks, good luck to us all.”

I moved on. Only 100 more to go. I went to the Blue Parrot. I gave Jim the same sales pitch. He was eager to be rid of the danger and he wanted business to return to normal. He gave me the final 100 gold pieces. I thanked him and gave him a receipt.

We are now in business. I went back to get Blake and give him the gold.

He was ready with the prepared materials. We were cutting it close. In three hours it will be dark. So he went to work. He drew the Circle using powdered silver and garlic. There were other components I recognized and the Circle looked as I remembered it.

He sat in the center and began chanting. At the end of three hours, he lowered his head. “I’m done. Good luck!” He got up and left.

Smart man, he decided not to fight them too. If I was smart, I would leave too, but I’m committed and it is, after all, my case. I will see it to the end or die trying.

The members of the Guild appeared and so did the women of Coyote Ugly. Soon others appeared. Since it was my show, they respected my position and held back until I needed or asked for help.

Bill Dunn and his wife came out of their bar and walked to the center of the circle and stood there. That explained their recent actions, they were vampires too. They can stay there for now, they won’t go anywhere.
From the east there were three people walking down the street and from the west there were two people approaching. If they were vampires, that makes seven so far.

I was in the path of one of the men from the west. He was getting closer and I loaded my crossbow with a silver bolt. It was at that point I realized that I didn’t have any holy water and cursed myself for not covering all contingencies. I mentioned before that my memory wasn’t perfect.
When one of the men got within thirty feet, it was apparent he was a vampire. My Wards had activated moments ago when Bill Dunn walked past me. And the Dunn’s can wait there in the Circle of power. The vampire was within 20 feet, so I fired point blank at his heart. I scored and he went down, screaming and aging rapidly; until he was a mere skeleton. The second vampire was getting closer, so I reloaded and fired. The crossbow bolt went wild and completely missed the target. He was on top of me and I dodged his slashing attack. My Ward helped a bit, I’m sure of it, but I wouldn’t count on any further protection. He was behind me, so I drew my blade. I drove my blade under my armpit and up, to hit him in the chest, but I missed the heart. It penetrated under the ribcage. 
The vampire howled in pain and tried to pull the blade out, so I slammed the blade deeper and spun him around. I got behind him, grabbed the blade, and bent the end so he couldn’t pull it back out. That’s why I prefer the thinner swords, they bend easier. The downside is that I’m now short a perfectly good blade and the creature wasn’t dead yet.
The creature howled in frustration and decided to attack again. There was no time to reload my crossbow, so I pulled out a bolt and drove it into his heart by hand, like a dagger, with as much force as I could muster. That did it. It screeched and died like the other creature.
Sweat was pouring down my face and I was gasping for breath. I ran back to the Circle, of more accurately, I walked to the circle. I didn’t have the strength to run. This was hard work, harder than I was used to.
I looked around at the others and I waved them in to have some fun. I heard Tavera call out to me. “Can you keep a secret?”

I said. “That’s my job. I’m very discrete.”
She smiled and I watched, as the ladies of Coyote Ugly transformed into Were-coyotes and attacked the three vampires approaching from the east. They leaped at them and tore out the throats of the vampires. They did a nice job of teamwork in dispatching the undead. I smiled at the joke that I finally got: “Coyote Ugly” and the owners, are coyotes, and definitely “not” ugly.
I reached the Circle to face Bill Dunn and his wife. I wanted to make certain they were truly undead. I would feel bad if I killed innocents who just got curious and wandered into the circle. But I knew better.

Bill approached me menacingly but pulled away in pain, my Wards were still holding. I loaded my crossbow and held it upwards in front of him. It was the shape of a cross. He howled in frustration trying to get away, but the Circle held him fast. He had nowhere to go.

I leveled the crossbow and fired. “Sorry,” I said as he died quickly. I reloaded and I dealt with his undead wife. Fish in a barrel, I thought.

They were finished and the job was done. The adventurers moved in and did their job by destroying the bodies utterly, except the skulls of Bill and his wife that I asked for. I may have a need of magic components later and they will do nicely. And I thought they would look good in the display case. I tucked the skulls into my pack. I laughed to myself. “Jack Wylde, vampire hunter.” Hopefully they are the last I will need to hunt. Four vampires are quite enough for one night.
We waited for another hour, in case there were late arrivals. None came. It was really over.
Except for my trophies, there was no trace of their existence and Blake came out from the shadows and dispelled his Circle, removing all traces of it. As far as the rest of the Western Kingdom was concerned, this night had never happened and the police may never know, unless someone talks. One will get you fifty that the witnesses would rather just forget tonight and everything that led up to it, no one will talk. 
Tavera and her partners returned to human form and everyone moved to the remains of the Circle. I congratulated them and thanked them all for a job well done. “It looks like everyone can open the bars again. Anyone care for a drink? I could sure use one.”

Tavera walked over to me, smiled, and took me by the arm. “My treat, Mr. Wylde, my treat. Don’t worry, I don’t bite.”

“Who would I tell if you did, blue eyes?” We walked into Coyote Ugly and had a few drinks. I think we got to know each other a little better. On my off hours, there is a new place I frequent where the drinks are good, the women are beautiful, and there is a Stone Man at the door who goes “Boo!” when I come in. And that’s jake with me.
Epilogue:

Late the next day, I saw Thalia. She was in her healer’s robes again and she came to my office. I gave her my bill for the job and asked if she was satisfied.

She said yes and thanked me. She looked at the bill and smiled. “You won’t get rich in this business.” She paid my fee of 140 gold pieces and gave me a bonus of 200 more. “If you decide to take up adventuring, come to Lopan and look me up.”
I thanked her and smiled. “This will pay the rent for the rest of the year. It’s a very nice offer, but adventuring would just put me in a higher tax bracket with more Guild dues. I’m gouged enough. Besides, I like it here. If you ever need a Detective or Ward Mage, you know where to find me.”

“Yes, I do indeed. I look forward to a prosperous relationship with you. The Raven is frequently docked here, so we will meet again. Farewell, Mr. Wylde.” She held out her hand and I kissed it; a nice hand, warm and soft. She turned and left for the Raven. I’d heard that it sailed away that afternoon.

Later in the day, the bread woman stopped by. She entered the shop carrying her basket and moved in closer, Silk smiled and said in a quiet male voice, “Lady Thalia sends her regards and the Guild hopes your bonus was adequate.”

I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t. I nodded. “Thank you Silk, please give Thalia and the Guild my best wishes. I was glad to help avenge young William Turner’s death.” Silk smiled, turned, and went into the street.
I was summoned to the homicide department. I expected it and was surprised that it took so long.

I closed up shop and made my way to the Inspector’s office. Little has changed in the outer offices and the desk jockey’s did their best to ignore me. That’s the kind of thanks I get. They are probably mourning the loss of some of their men. I killed two of them, something they wouldn’t like but couldn’t be helped.
I knocked on the door and Gromley said. “Come in, Wylde.”

I entered and grabbed the seat opposite his desk. Then I placed my hat on his desk. “What’s up, Gromley, too quiet around here?”

“Nuts! You know very well why I called you here.”

“Do I? Oh! That cult you weren’t investigating. I’ve been meaning to tell you about it, but I’ve been very busy. As a favor to you, and to my client, I put some pressure on them and they got tired of me hanging around. I kept jabbing at them. I think they got the point and bolted. Probably some place with a warmer climate. Before they left, they took some converts; Bill Dunn, his wife, and five of your men. Two of them were quite steamed with me for getting in their way.  Anyway, the lot of them left in a puff; I mean huff. There is no more cult and the streets are safe again. You can thank me later.”

“Wylde, that was pure crap and you know it. I didn’t have any men posted there. What about those vampires?” The cigar was getting its fair share of abuse.
“Is it crap? You lost some good men to that cult. They did their job but the cultists were fast talkers. You can’t seriously believe there were vampires in town, can you? Talk like that can start a panic, Inspector. Is there anything else you would like to know?”
“Yes, do you know where the cult went?”

“Here and there I suppose; maybe nowhere. The Dunn’s were nice enough to leave me some tokens to remind me of them. I’ll show them to you if you stop by the office sometime. Oh yes, that paper I gave you? Pitch it. It won’t be needed unless there is another cult uprising.”
I picked up my hat and started to rise. “Is that all?”

“Yes, satisfactory.” He went back to his paperwork and forgot that I was there.

I walked out and I was satisfied it was all cleared up. All in a day’s work in Port Monivey, I thought.

I moved on.
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