“Too Many Adventurers”
Case No. 04:02 - An excerpt from the casebooks of Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, Private Investigator and Diabolist.

It was two days since we eliminated the vampire threat and it has been rather quiet in our town of Port Monivey.
I read the paper as I had breakfast. There were two items of interest in the paper. First, there was a story about the cult murders. Reporters interviewed bystanders who reported seeing vampires in Tavern Row, the night the cult was reported to leave. They interviewed Inspector Gromley, of the homicide division. He reported that the cult left town and took with them a few converts: the bar owners Bill Dunn and his wife Velma (I hadn’t known her name until I had read it in print), and several unidentified men who had been reported missing. Their identities were withheld at the request of relatives. It implied that the families were embarrassed that the missing people had left to join a cult of slayers.

So, there were witnesses that talked. It looked as though the paper discounted the stories as rumors, because everyone knew that a cult was responsible and they had left. And Gromley was confirming it. I was satisfied that I had sold Gromley a bill of goods that everyone could swallow. It was much better to accept that, than to try to explain away an infestation of vampires in our quiet town. There was a group of adventurers, beside myself, who knew better. I suspected that Gromley gave the family members a story that would prevent them from trying to rescue them from the cult. Probably that they’re presumed dead, killed by the cult and there was strong enough evidence to believe that it was a fact.

The other story was about the “Ghost”, a nearly legendary thief. He had stolen a golden medallion from a rich merchant. No one has ever seen the Ghost enough to identify him. He was reported as average in every way and probably male, but no one knew for sure. At the scene of the crime, the door was locked and bolted from inside, there was only one entrance, and no magic was involved. They had magic detection alarms that detected nothing. And there were no other clues to go on.

The Ghost was involved in a long string of thefts and break-ins. Some were practical jokes, thing that I would suspect Silk of; just for practice or to cause distress in their targets. My first impression was that it was an inside job. The Ghost must have bribed someone inside to let him in. And my first impressions are usually correct.

If I approached the merchant about the theft, I would not only have to find the inside man, but I would be committed to tracking down the elusive Ghost. I knew that I could expect no help from the Thieves Guild; in fact, they would probably make the job more difficult and I would probably make a few enemies along the way. Nope, the merchant would have to rely on the police to solve the crime.

The day was uneventful. I shopped for writing and carving materials, organized my shop, and went to Tavern Row for a drink and to play cards.

On the third day, after breakfast and my daily paper, I carved ‘Protection from Undead’ Wards with the detection trigger on the two vampire skulls (Bill and Velma) I recently acquired. They looked rather striking and they should bring in a good price. I placed them in a place of honor in the glass case.

Carving tends to stir up some dust and I decided that I may as well do some office cleaning. I purchased a broom, bucket, mop, some cleaning solution and wood polish. I did a pretty thorough job. I used wood polish and got the furniture, door and staircase shining. The cleaning solution got the dirt and finger prints off the glass in the cabinets. Then I swept and mopped the floor, until it was free of dust, mud, and other debris. I was rather pleased with the results, because it looked like a newly opened shop.

The next day, after breakfast and my daily paper, I was ready to tackle the room upstairs. It was a lot of work, but I got the same results. The bedding needed extra attention. So I took the linen to the local wash woman. She hires out to clean clothing and I take advantage of that when I can. When everything was done, it was presentable enough for a lady visitor.

On the fifth day after the vampire eviction, I was hoping for something different. I had my breakfast and read the daily paper. I finished my second cup of Joe and headed home. I went upstairs, sat at my desk, and started preparing some parchment for some Wards I wanted to keep handy. After the writing materials were ready, the bell chimed downstairs. The first visitor I’ve had since Silk. Business has been too slow, I decided.

I went down the spiral staircase and spied from behind the curtain. I saw a man in shining full plate armor; he was sporting a sword in a scabbard and a shield strapped to his back. He stood the office, looking at the display cases. I stepped out and asked him if I could help him with something.

He asked if I was Tarquin Wylde. I told him I was. He said that his name was Jack. He was a member of the Adventurer’s Guild and he was sent to invite me to attend an Adventurer’s Conference that was held annually across the sea in the town of Spielberg. Apparently a young lady named Tavera had suggested that I be invited; very kind of her, I told him. He agreed.

Jack provided some details about it. The conference is a training program for adventurers of different backgrounds and occupations. There would even be a Diabolist instructor and a couple Diabolists from our region would attend it. It sounded like it would be interesting. I may even learn something. I agreed to go and I was instructed to be at the Adventurer’s Guild at dawn to ship out. He suggested I attend a meeting at the Guild Hall at 6:00 tonight, and the Guild Master would answer any questions we may have.

Jack said that they were looking for a ship which would take us north across the sea and we would continue going north on land for a few miles. The entire journey should take about a day. The convention would last for five days and another day’s travel back. It sounds like a nice break from the routine and as I alluded to, there haven’t been any new clients. We were to be at the Guild Hall at dawn. The only thing I knew for certain was that it would be very cold there. I thought it was odd, since we have wonderful weather most of the time here.

The cost of the conference was 200 gold pieces and it covered lodging. The transportation and food would cost extra. I thanked him. He said that he would see me later and left to continue his errands.

There was plenty of time to pack and organize things and I was eager to get started. I packed the clean bedding, backpack, heavy cloak with hood, and changes of clothing; all would be in the bundle to carry. I collected the tools of the trade, my paper, inks, quills, brushes, etc.; all would be carried on me, in various pockets.

I prepared the Wards I had started before Jack Too arrived. The completed Wards, with the necessary triggers were: ‘Protection from Evil’, ‘Protection from Undead’, ‘Protection from Fear’, ‘Protection from Dark’, ‘Protection from Cold’, and ‘Protection from Magic’ with a Mystic Energy Drain. The last one took longer and I wanted to make sure I had it right. I thought it would be necessary if I was being attacked magically. It would dispel a magical attack and give me the moment I would need to do something about it.
One of the drawbacks of being a Diabolist is that I don’t cast spells like other Mages. So, my recourse is using Wards for protection and fighting back with standard weaponry. Barring that, I can run like hell! I may be brave, but I’m not stupid. And that last part is held in reservation, because I tend to act when there is danger. I will shoot first and ask questions later. I learned that although it may contribute to survival, it can also result in stupid and costly mistakes. I will explain later what I mean. I will leave it open to speculation to determine if I am also stupid.
I had everything packed up and taken downstairs. I stowed it by the front door. I still had some time, so I went to the shop where I got my writing supplies and purchased more parchment and inks. I made arrangements with the daily newspaper stand to hold a copy of each issue for me. I would pick them up on my return and I paid him in advance for the week. If it was longer he was to use his judgment if it is worth it to continue. Then I went to the weapon shop and got a replacement saber. Thus armed and supplied, I made my way to the Adventurer’s Guild.

The Guild Master DuMonde told us that they were still looking for a ship; and if one wasn’t found by morning, the trip would be called off. They still had hope that everything was a go.

People left the Guild Hall a few at a time. I saw Tavera in the crowd and after a bit of small talk we made our way to Coyote Ugly, where she was already late for the opening. I escorted her to the bar; not that she needed any protection. I just enjoyed her company and hopefully she enjoyed mine.

Along the way I noticed some adventurers at the docks talking with some ship owners, trying to get a ship for tomorrow. Pity, they couldn’t have made arrangements earlier and got the transportation booked. But that’s how it went.

Tavera joined the others tending bar. I ordered a drink, found a quiet place with my back to the wall, and played observer. If someone talked to me I carried on a pleasant conversation; as much as the music would permit. Mostly I watched the crowd. I occasionally gave a glance at the bar to look at Tavera and her partners, blue eyes (Tavera) and I would grin and smile. Understandably, they were the main attraction at the bar. It was pleasant, but not what I preferred doing involving Tavera. What I had in mind was Tavera and a quiet room.

The Stone Man shambled over to where I stood. “This isn’t exactly your scene, is it?”

“Not exactly, in a place like this, I’m just a people watcher.”

“That’s why I work here.” He smiled.

“It gets tedious after awhile. I prefer a quieter place where I can sit, drink, smoke, and maybe play cards.”

He grinned knowingly. “There are some bars like that in Tavern Row.”
I shrugged. “Yep; but they don’t have owners like Coyote Ugly.”

He laughed in a deep booming voice. “Indeed they don’t. Enjoy!” And he shambled off. I decided I liked the Stone Man; there was more to him than I thought.

I had a couple more drinks, smoked my pipe and resumed observing. I looked for people who behaved rather suspiciously. There were either those who appeared as predators or those who appeared as prey. One and the same in a place like this, I thought. Everyone was looking for someone else, for a fleeting bit of fun or something more lasting. Every night here was the same, with a slight variation. Not exactly my scene, as I had said. But it is a diversion from the daily activities.
The night pressed on without incident and I got rather bored; so I looked at Tavera and tipped my hat. She smiled and waved bye. I moved on. A pleasant walk into the night was what I needed. I thought, ‘he walks again by night’. That’s me; not the crowded bar scene but walking the streets. I grinned at the thought, ‘he’s ready for excitement, he’s ready for adventure, he’s ready for anything, he’s… Jack Wylde, private eye.’

I had decided I would suggest to Tavera that they should have a few card tables around and then I decided not to. What do I know about running such a place? And how would I feel if someone told me how to investigate something? I already knew; Gromley was that person.
So, I decided that if I want a card game, I will go to one of the other taverns. Even though I’m not exactly a bookworm, I guess I’m not a party animal either.

The streets were quiet and I made it home without incident, except the occasional drunk or pan handler. I try not to encourage pan handlers, but there was one I knew.  Edgar Woods. He had truly come onto hard times and I knew he wasn’t the usual scam artist, he wasn’t a drinker either. I gave him a few silver pieces whenever I saw him, enough to get a meal and keep him going. How he evaded the vampires, I don’t know. I don’t know why any of the Guilds hadn’t picked him up either. In his prime, he was quite talented. After some battle injuries, he lost his edge, most of his dexterity, and his self-confidence. But he still has a sharp mind. Occasionally he has given me some valuable information and he has become one of my contacts. That’s why I give him the occasional silver pieces, or whatever I can afford. In time, I’m sure he will get back on his feet. Hopefully I can think of something to help, but I’m not exactly well off enough to support both of us.

I made it home; I felt guilty wishing I could do more, I don’t feel like a generous benefactor. I decided that I would have to work on that. Maybe I can come up with some ideas during the convention.
After a good night of sleep, I woke, cleaned up, and got ready. It was nearly dawn; I collected my things and made my way to the Guild Hall.

No ship yet and no sign of finding one. Guild Master DuMonde told us that the convention was off. Even a day delay would make the trip pointless. I sensed a lot of disappointment as everyone left.
On the way back home, I saw Thalia walking from the docks. She just arrived on the Raven. I mentioned the conference and that the Adventurer’s Guild was looking for a ship. She was unaware of the conference and was interested in the chance of a paying fare. I took her to the Guild Master, who was greatly relieved and excited. She agreed to give us a ride for 50 gold pieces per person. He sent some runners off to gather the conventioneers. If we hurry, we can still make it to the convention.
Within an hour, they loaded us onto the ship. There were 40 of us going and our gear was stowed below deck. It was impressive to see a Wind Mage gather a strong gust of air to fill the sails and send us on our way. The ship moved at a good clip and I was told that we were moving considerably faster than it would have been without the Mage. And we weren’t at the mercy of the natural air currents.
Late afternoon we made port. The town Sheriff arranged transport by carts to the town of Spielberg, where the convention was held. It was indeed cold, so we bundled up in our cloaks. My ‘Protection from Cold’ Ward went off, providing a moment or so of warmth, until the cloak did its job. I decided it was pointless to keep energizing it and I just wrapped myself tighter in the cloak. 
We reached the convention on schedule and we were taken to the main hall. After introductions and a short greeting from the organizers, we were escorted to our quarters. Then back to the hall, for an evening meal, which was nothing special.

After dinner, they organized us into groups by profession. I was sent off with the other Diabolists, twelve of us in total. Three of us were on the ship with me and I had never met them. There were Elves, Humans, and one Wolven Diabolist.
We met the Master Diabolist, Orzak. He got our names, full names and the names we were given by our first masters, mine being Tarquin; and he proceeded to explain the objectives, the schedule, and the expectations. It would be a full schedule and little free time. Just as well, there was little else to do but socialize.

The other Diabolists were very introverted and it looked that I was the only one who had another side line. In addition, there were no other Detectives at the conference. In this respect, I felt rather unique and special.

That was how our first hours were spent there. The next morning would be the first official day of the convention.

After a tolerable breakfast and a few cups of java, I put my full attention into learning what I can. We were trained in art, languages, Wards, lore, math, sculpting, and whittling. Time passed quickly and the five days were over before it seemed possible.

I had visited the local Inn and saw some cat people, the males were four feet tall and the females were three feet tall. Their fur coats were in a variety of colors and markings.

One evening I visited a magic shop to see if there was anything stocked here that wasn’t available in our town. In the front of the shop a woman was attacked by an imp-like demon. It looked like the imp was hurting her, so I stepped in. I kicked the imp off the woman and blocked its access to attack her again. It howled and she yelled “No! We were just practicing.”

I apologized, but it appeared that it was a bit too convincing of a fight and I had this problem with helping damsels in distress. I turned to the imp and asked for his pardon. He gave some verbal but incoherent exclamations and turned his nose up at me. I supposed that was the best I would get for forgiveness.
I introduced myself and said that I wanted to browse her shop. There wasn’t anything in particular I was looking for, just to see if there was something I hadn’t seen before. And with the current expenses, I couldn’t afford much anyway. She understood. I couldn’t find anything there that wasn’t available at home. I explained that if there were any Wards that she needed, I would be happy to participate in the barter system. She said that she would keep that in mind and let me know.

The morning after our fifth day, we made preparations for the return trip and they loaded the carts. The ship was waiting at the dock and would depart when we reached the port.

Orzak called me aside and I thought he was flattering me, but he was genuinely serious when he complimented my progress and level of talent. He apparently gathered his most promising students for advanced training. I was flattered.
He wanted me to stay for another week, free, which is one of my favorite words. So, I accepted. I had to be quick and reach the group to make alternate travel arrangements.

I found Tavera and explained the situation to her. She would let Thalia know to make arrangements to return for me in a week. She agreed and I returned to let Orzak know that I was set.

Orzak took me to my new quarters to stow my gear, then we went back to the class to start my advanced training. He doesn’t believe in wasting time; neither do I.

He had me practice drawing Wards and symbols. Drawing a parallel from martial arts, it could be considered ‘Ward Katas’. I drew them over and over, concentrating on improving my style. It is like practice writing in cursive to make it clearer, more precise, and stylish. This practice made me focus on my best effort; there was no pressure to do anything else. Nothing else mattered beside improving my skill at drawing the Wards and improving my memory on the appearance of the Wards.

After awhile, Orzak stopped me. He observed my exercises and asked if there was something I wanted to ask him. He noticed that I had a different personality, style, and manner; than the others in the class. He wasn’t sure if my mindset was different than that of the typical Diabolist. He knew that I was also a Detective, which indicated that I was inquisitive, analytical, observant, and was trained to think ‘outside the box’. All but the last were key elements to both professions.
He was correct; there was something on my mind. I frequently noticed that it would be a great help if there was more I could do with the Wards than to utilize the ones I had been trained. I felt that there had to be a way to create new Wards, based on concepts that other Diabolists never had need for. And there was no one else I’ve found that hinted at that possibility.

And I instinctively ‘knew’ that it had to be possible. But how?

He smiled and opened up a book. He asked “Tarquin, do you see a difference in the Wards?” as he flipped through pages.
I did. I noticed that each page had a flavor and flair of its own, like the differences in handwritings. I could see that the Wards and symbols on some pages were written by others.

 

“Are there any more Wards?”

He grinned. “Yes. How do you think that you would make them?”

Thinking from the detective (problem solving) side of my mind, I said, “I would imagine that new Wards and symbols could be found using associative symbology. Fire looks like fire. Perhaps a lock looks like a lock.”

“I am impressed, but you must take it a step further. In order to create a new Ward, you must understand what it is you are trying to symbolize. Take a lock, for example. You must know what a lock looks like, what it does, and what it means. You must know a lock inside out. You must take what is in it and make it a part of you. You must then take all that you learn and, with your own creative energy, symbolize it. You must let it flow out of you. You must let your heart and hands reveal to you what you need to draw."
As he spoke, I let my hand move on its own accord. I understood what he meant. It was important to generate an image of what the desired object represented to my subconscious and imagination. And then, let the image grow from what my subconscious mind saw. Rather metaphysical, but that is part of the nature of the Ward Mage. 
 

“There are very few people that are capable of such a feat. Most symbols and phrases are passed down from generation to generation. That is why you were an apprentice for such a long time. It was from all the memorizing of symbols and meanings that were passed down to you. But, there are those rare Diabolists with that spark of greatness that allows them to create something new.” It was unspoken, but he saw some of that gift in me. “Rest until tomorrow, Tarquin; we will continue the lessons in the morning.”
I thanked him and left, feeling good about what he said. Tavera and Thalia appeared in the training room hall, looking for me. They decided to stay for the week. The Raven was still docked and another ship took the others back. I was pleased at their decision. There were fifteen people who hadn’t left and were also waiting for the ship to leave the following week.
Tavera was going to spend time meditating to control her problem; which meant she wanted to learn how to gain more shape changing control.
Thalia was going to learn more about biology, specifically canine biology. I offered to share what I knew about equine biology and animal husbandry. I owned horses earlier in my career and took care of them as I grew up. But the cost was more than I could handle, so I sold them all. She was delighted at the prospect.

We went to the main hall for dinner.
During the meal, Baron Vladimir and twelve guardsmen entered the hall shouting for help. He wanted adventurers to find his son, Prince Kayless. I thought they needed more than an adventurer who went in, sword raised into battle. He needed a qualified investigator.  In other words, he needed me. It could be a simple kidnapping, the lad may be lost, or he may be in serious peril. And he offered 500 gold pieces per person to find his son, which got my attention.

I introduced myself to the Baron and offered my services to investigate his son’s disappearance. I needed to ask him a barrage of questions to get started. I got my quill, ink, and paper out to take notes.

The Prince desperately wanted to be an Adventurer and this conference excited him. He wandered around the woods yesterday and hadn’t returned home last night. The Baron suspected foul play, suspecting the Necromancers at the Elven Keep.
From the questioning, I discovered the following facts. Prince Kayless was 18, hardly a child, but the Baron was trying to protect him. The Baron suspected Necromancers who were at Elven Keep. The Church of Light had a motive; the Baron took their lands, because they were behind in taxes. The Thieves Guild may be involved, but there was no ransom note; so I discounted it for now. Baron Stuppen had a motive, because they were rivals for land. The Wolven was a possibility, but not likely; they would have found the Prince’s body in the woods, or what would have been left of it. The Prince wanted to be an Adventurer and went out into the woods frequently, looking for adventure.

I thought the Church of Light was a good place to check. The Prince may have gotten hurt and went there for help. Also I would visit the Adventurer’s Guild to see if they have any ideas where he may have gone.
Baron Vladimir wasn’t used to someone asking him so many questions and he was frequently confused at my line of questioning. He kept returning to the Necromancers and I suspected there were others just as likely to have taken the boy. It is also possible that the boy was just hurt and unable to move. My ‘Protection from Evil’ Ward flickered as I talked to the Baron. I suspected that he wasn’t the most trustworthy of people, perhaps just a touch of evil, pseudo-evil, or quasi-evil. But he was not evil enough to activate my Ward.
The Baron agreed to provide me one of his guards, as a guide and to relay information. He would also provide some of the Prince’s clothing to use for tracking, within an hour.

I told him that I would see what could be done. He was satisfied and left with his men after choosing the one who would stay with us.
Thalia and Tavera were excited at the possibility of adventure and wanted to go along. They were probably curious how an investigation would be carried out.
Our first stop was to see the Sheriff. We left the guard outside and entered the Sheriff’s office. He was an old geezer in his 70’s. He wore a shawl and badge. He had a goon, 8’ tall; hairy with fangs. The goon sat cross-legged and played with a yoyo. He wore a badge but no shoes.

The Sheriff liked the Prince; he was good lad with the heart of a gypsy. He distrusted the Baron. He thought that the Church of Light had a motive for it, because their lands were confiscated. I thanked him and moved on.
The next place was the Adventurer’s Guild. The Guild Master was Surrigarth, an older man probably in his 40’s; he showed us a display of the creatures found in the woods. It was an impressive display of heads and bodies of creatures and animals prepared by a taxidermist. The name of the person who killed the creature was carved on a plaque under it.

He thought that the Prince would be foolish enough to go to the spider cavern, visit the Necromancers at the Elven Keep, or the Church of Light. I thanked him and we left.

We went to the Church of Light. A pair of Acolytes left the office, and my ‘Protection from Undead’ Ward activated. We went in and saw the Head Priest, James. My ‘Protection from Evil’ Ward activated as we talked. I sensed that he was deceptive and lied about not knowing where Kayless was. He blessed our cause and we left; which gave me cause for concern.

We returned to the Adventurer’s Guild. I sent the guard for some coffee, so I could speak with Tavera and Thalia alone. I mentioned the events at the Church of Light. The Priests were immediate suspects, but I could tell that James hadn’t lied when he said that Kayless wasn’t there. So, I decided we must look elsewhere. I re-activated my Wards.
We went to the healer’s shack. She was indeed good and was genuinely concerned about the Prince. She thought he would be foolhardy enough go to the spider cavern. I was getting a consensus that people liked the Prince but didn’t care for the Baron.
I thanked her and we made our way to check the Spider Cavern. On the way, we saw giant footprints in the snow, leading to the Baron’s Keep. We stayed on the path to the Spider Cavern.

At the entrance of the cavern, we found torches and skeletons of the men who held them. We collected the torches and wrapped more rags on them; using the tinder box, the torches were lit. We entered the cavern and the path went downward at a gradual slope.
Tavera changed into a coyote, unable to control the transformation in the face of danger. She smelled humans beyond the darkness, but was uncertain how long ago the scent was there.
As we entered the chamber, we encountered small spiders; small, meaning about a foot in diameter. A larger man-sized spider appeared in front of us. I faced it and fought it. Another larger spider appeared behind me. Thalia killed the one that appeared behind me and I fought hard to kill my opponent. I killed it before it nearly killed me. The rest of the smaller spiders retreated into the shadows. Thalia tended to my injuries and I felt better.
The corridor was carved from stone. It was four foot wide and a bit taller. We reached a place where we had to turn left or right. I withdrew a stick of charcoal and marked which corridor we had left and which way we turned, drawn with arrows. Each turn would be marked. This strategy would serve us well. We turned right. I will try to summarize.
The corridor bent left and ended in a left and right junction. We turned right and my ‘Protection from Undead’ Ward activated. Beyond the darkness, we saw a dead end and a zombie shambled toward us. We retreated and I reactivated my Ward. 
We backtracked and went past where we could have turned left before. We took two bends to the right. At a junction to turn left or go straight ahead, we went straight and there was another left and right junction. Right would have taken us back to the area of the zombie, so we turned left. We took two right bends and the ‘Protection from Undead’ Ward activated again. There was a skeleton in the hall and beyond was darkness. We retreated and I reactivated my Ward. We took two left bends and two right turns.  
Thalia sensed something wrong. We couldn’t determine what it was. Tavera took the lead and set off a trap. Two arrows fired from the trap and struck her. She howled. She shifted enough to regain some hands and pulled out the arrows. More howls and the injuries were starting to heal. When she was ready, we moved forward.

We took a left bend, a right bend, and we went straight ahead. Because of the arrow markings I left, we hadn’t become lost. Within minutes, we found a massive amphitheater. In the center was a pit; on both sides were stairs leading down to the center. In the center, there was a large slab with a boy chained to it. We were certain that it must be the Prince.
We could see the evil Priest James and his two Acolytes. They were chanting and magical energies were appearing over the slab. The Prince was being sacrificed.
We quietly worked our way down the stairs. When I was in crossbow range, I fired a bolt at James. He fell, but wasn’t dead. He also wasn’t moving. Lucky shot I thought, but he was a stationary target and I was careful not to miss or make any noise. The other two Priests were alerted. I could see that they were vampires and they rushed to attack us.

I fired at one and missed it as it was leaping to the stairs, to come at me. I reloaded and I missed the next shot. He was getting closer and with the next shot, he caught the bolt inches from his heart. I reloaded, took careful aim, and fired as he was nearly upon me. It somehow found its mark and I could smell his fetid breath upon me. He screamed; aging quickly and died. With his momentum, the bones fell upon me.
I looked around to see where the other vampire was, worried about the women. I shouldn’t have been, because Tavera attacked the other vampire and tore it apart.

Thalia ran to the slab and worked to release the boy, to tend to his injuries. She thought he would be alright, but he wasn’t conscious yet. We would have to carry him. Tavera has supernatural strength in her were-coyote form; she picked up the Prince and carried him.
I looked around for an exit, so we wouldn’t have to carry the unconscious boy for over two miles through the freezing snow. I found a magical portal. I reactivated my Wards. It looked like a water pool. I checked it by sticking my little finger into it, expecting the worst. But I felt no water and there were no problems. I wasn’t convinced that this was safe without some precautions, so I looked around it for markings.
There was a small slab next to it. It was dusty and I couldn’t see any markings. I wiped off the dust and saw the markings. In Dwarven, it read. ‘And lo’, thou shall find thyself in sanctuary.’ I was certain that it would lead to the Church. But to sanctuary?
So, we found our exit. I looked around to see if there were other exits, with no luck. Thalia did the same, with the same results. We decided to take our chance with the portal.

I decided to go first. My mindset was that the Church was controlled by an evil Priest and his two vampire acolytes. Surely, we will have to wade through more evil Priests or vampires. I decided to be ready for an attack. My ‘Protection from Magic’ Ward was ready, as were the other Wards. I stepped through the portal and appeared in the same room we talked with James.

I spotted two Priests and decided to strike before they could attack or change into vampires. Both were unpleasant prospects. I fired a bolt at the closest one, as he turned to face me.

Thalia came through, followed by Tavera who was carrying the Prince. 

The other Priest called out “Prince Kayless!” in a worried voice. At that moment the bolt went through the older Priest.

The younger Priest cried out and another Priest entered the chambers. They immediately tended to the older Priest, but it was too late. They gave it their best effort. I realized that I had killed an innocent Priest. I was beside myself with guilt and remorse. I saw myself spending my life trying to atone for killing an innocent. I had already established a career of helping the innocent.

As I said earlier, I was brave ‘and’ stupid.

I asked for the senior Priest. It happened to be the one I had killed. So, they presented the next ranking Priest.

I gave a brief explanation to the remaining two Priests; that we had killed the Priest named James and his two vampire acolytes.  They nearly sacrificed Prince Kayless at the altar. That knowledge alone was itself enough to put terror into the Priests. They ‘somewhat’ understood why I had done what I had done and are probably grateful that they weren’t killed too. I asked if there was something that could be done for the Priest. They had considered it hopeless, but would give it their best attempt and trust their in faith and their deity to intervene.

Thalia and Tavara had said nothing, perhaps they would have done the same. Perhaps not and they weren’t going to make me feel any worse than I already did.

Thalia asked. “What now?”

With all the confidence I could muster, I said. “We’ll take the boy home and finish the assignment.” I have an idea forming and I don’t like what I will have to do. I don’t want to lose a traveling companion, especially those I am fond of. But the death of the Priest makes it imperative and I can only put it off for a while longer. After Thalia’s ministrations, the Prince recovered enough to regain consciousness and would walk on his own power.

We bundled up again and made the trek a couple of miles through the snow covered trail to the Baron’s Keep. The Prince accepted our help in supporting him along the way. Guards opened the doors and we were ushered into the main hall, where the Baron greeted his son through eyes, red from crying.

He hugged his son and thanked us for his son’s return. He asked us to join them for a celebration dinner, five hours from now; where I presumed he would pay us our fee. That was going to be a long wait, with nothing to do. He walked off with his son to talk with him. Unfortunately, I hadn’t asked the Prince what he knew of his captors.

I feared that if Prince Kayless knew the Priest kidnapped and the Baron found out, there may be reprisals against the remaining Priests. This, I couldn’t allow.

A plan was forming in my head, secondary to the one I was planning; and this plan required the protection of the Church of Light. I got my parchment and writing materials out and drew a few Wards. If the Baron planned treachery, this should let me know. I drew the serpent for treachery, a bloodied blade for vengeance, and a trigger Ward. If the Ward was activated, I would know; wherever I was.

I told the guard that we had urgent business and we had to leave. We would be back as soon as possible.

We went outside and I buried the parchment under a layer of snow. If the Baron’s men left the Keep with the intention to commit treachery (as I saw it and visualized it) my Ward would alert me. On the way back, I told my companions my concern and my Wards. They smiled at my foresight. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t smile when they heard my plans.

We made it into town and went to the Adventurer’s Guild and found Guild Master Surrigarth. I asked if there were any adventurers to defend the Church. He informed me that everyone had left. I was discouraged but resolute.

We went to the Church of Light and saw that the Priests were still at it, most likely they would keep at it out of desperation. We didn’t disturb them, because I had done enough harm here.

It was that point that I shared my plan.

I was going to the Elven Keep to look for the Necromancers and ask their aid in restoring the old Priest. That was it. Pure genius, right? Right. I had other plans for the Baron, the Prince, and the Church; but it depended on one thing. My getting back alive. I didn’t realize how difficult that would be.

The drawback was the expectation that I could convince ‘typically’ evil magic users to aid a good Priest. And I couldn’t think of a better plan. It was potentially a suicide mission and I didn’t expect anyone else to take it on and I didn’t want to leave the Priests completely unprotected.

I let the ladies decide who stayed and who went. Tavera decided that she would be better at defending the Priests and would make sure they got to a place of safety if the Church was attacked.

Thalia wasn’t going to let me go off alone and I would bet a pocketful of my parchment that she knew what we were up against and still had enough faith in me to pull it off. We left the Church and headed northwest to the Elven Keep. The snow was picking up again as we reached a forest on each side of the path. Beyond it was the Keep. It was impressive; towers at all corners, a larger tower in the center, guards posted along the top wall, four guard shacks at the front, back, and sides, and four Frost Giants were posted and walking around the Keep. From the center tower there were twin beams of indigo light spreading into the distance, like that of a lighthouse. Indigo and violet were the colors of evil magic. I wished it was a lighter shade of blue, or any other shade for that matter.

My resolve was weakening fast, almost to the point where my Ward for ‘Protection from Fear’ was flickering. Detecting that flicker, snapped me out of it. I looked around and couldn’t decide how to approach this. An army would be nice. Curse my sense of guilt and justice, because they wouldn’t let me walk away. I clenched my fists and offered up a prayer to the god or gods of the Church of Light to give me a sporting chance at helping them.

I turned to Thalia. If I said, let’s charge the door, she would do it expecting miracles of me. She didn’t expect what I had in mind.

“Stay here and out of sight. I mean it! I am going to the main shack and ask for an audience with the Necromancers. If they attack, I don’t want them to know you are here. Get away and let Tavera know, don’t be heroic. Don’t help if I am fighting them. It won’t do us any good if we are both captured. Agreed?”

She knitted her brows and I knew she didn’t like it, but she knew I was right. “Agreed.”

She fell back a bit and found a bit of cover. I made my way to the shack and tried to keep from being seen by the Frost Giant. The guards on the roof of the Keep couldn’t be helped. The snow falling thicker would help in concealing me, but also slow me down.

I reached the shack. An Orc was inside. I said, “Hello, I would like an audience with a Necromancer.” He looked startled, perhaps he didn’t understand the human language; fair enough, I didn’t understand Orcish either. He blew his horn. Damn. This was going as badly as I expected.

So, I ran. The snow was making it worse and I saw the Frost Giants make their move to me.

I ran until one of them was gaining on me, there was no hope of out running them. I grabbed my crossbow and loaded it while running. That is harder than it sounds, when you are running through a snow storm.
But that is what I did. When the Giant was nearly on me, I turned and leveled a careful aim of the bow at an eye, the softest and most vulnerable target I would get, and fired.

The gods were with me, giving me that slim chance that I asked for; because I scored a direct hit and it pierced the brain. It fell within feet of me. The impact shook the ground. I thanked the powers that be.

The second Giant was forty feet and closing. I loaded, took careful aim, and waited. The Giant brought up his shield, but not quick enough. Lightning struck twice. I gave out another thanks.

The remaining Giants learned fast. They had their shields up and kept their distance. I tried to put some distance between us, but they had other plans. A shadow appeared over my shoulder and I knew fear. A snowball was flying in my direction that I would estimate around a hundred and fifty pounds. I rolled ninety degrees to the side to avoid it. I couldn’t.

The last time I hurt this much was when I was breaking in horses. Horses can be unpredictable when you are breaking them in. A miscalculation results in getting thrown. You hit the ground, hard. Very hard! First, the wind is usually knocked out of you and you concentrate through the pain just to catch your next breath. After you get your breath, you hope nothing is broken and try to get moving again. Third, the horse is probably mad and you have to move through the pain and get out before the horse decided to give you something to remember him by.

I was buried in a shattered snowball and I knew the Giants weren’t done with me. I finally got my breath back and I dug my way out of the snow. My ribs hurt, I was cold, and I was losing hope. I still had my bow in my hand and my fingers were numb from keeping a grip on it.

I crawled out of the pile and reloaded my bow, while lying on my side. I fired at the closest one and his shield deflected it. The other was busy collecting material for the next shot. I tried to get to my feet and get some room to dive out of the way. No dice. He threw it and I felt the jarring impact again.

I looked around and was satisfied that Thalia followed my instructions and I wished for her safety.

The other Giant was leaning over me and I was weaker than a kitten. He pulled me out of the snow with one hand and his fingers wrapped around my body. The pain I felt before was nothing compared to what I was feeling now, but with no air in my lungs, I couldn’t even manage a scream.

The world went black.

I fought my way back to the land of the living. I had a head-full of useless ideas and my mouth felt like I ate cotton. I was thirsty and knew I wasn’t going to get room service. Even worse, I was afraid that I had lost my favorite hat in the snow.
I found myself in a dark chamber. I was thankful I was still alive, but I was disturbed at the sight I beheld. I was hanging from a wall, bound by ropes, hands behind my back, and unable to move a muscle. That was an exaggeration. I could move my head around, I could talk, and I could wiggle my fingers and toes; but that was about it. Along the wall, I could see at least twenty others in the same shape I was in. At least I was in good company.

In the center of the chamber was a bizarre magical construct. It was tubular and tall. It glowed and pulsated with magical energies and I felt it draining me, at least my magical energies. Within a glass-like container, was swirling purple energies and I would swear I saw bones within.

I called out. “Is anyone else awake?”

The mug next to me spoke up, but I could sense the weariness in his voice. “Yes. I am Aramis. I am one of the forty Elves who once held this Keep as our own.

“Hello Aramis. Pleased to meet you. Please excuse my manners, but we are prevented from shaking hands. How long have I been here?”

“You were brought here yesterday.”

“Thanks. I’m Jack Wylde. Was anyone else brought in with me?”

“No, you are the only new prisoner.”

“I am glad to hear that. Then my companion was wise enough to follow orders and left. How long have you and your brethren been kept here?”

“It’s been a couple of weeks.”

“How’s room service here? I could use a drink and something to eat.”

“There is none. No one comes here except to bring a prisoner.”

My heart sank. “Why are we here?”
“To drain our magic and to die. By that cursed thing. We are all drained and wait for the final release.”

I could sense he was right. Any magic I once felt, was as gone as the sensation in my extremities. Being trussed up in this manner made my arms and legs go numb and occasionally return with the tingling and shooting pain of returning circulation. My one consolation is that I am wearing all my clothes and my supplies are there. I guess that even my whittling knife is there, but I couldn’t possibly reach it.

I decided that I would try to occupy my time keeping my brain active, doing anything I could think of, to keep my mind off this imprisonment. 

I felt a kinship with the Elves, because I was sharing their suffering and their fate. I told Aramis the tale of how I got to the Elven Keep and what brought me here.

“Thank you for your tale. I feel your loss and I understand the motivations that brought you here. I feel sorrow that you will soon be as dead as the unfortunate Priest.”

“I hope you are wrong, for all our sakes.”

“As do I. Since you were so kind to tell us your tale, I will share our story. There was a Mage named Tim who came to our Keep a few weeks ago. He asked if we would train him in the arts. He seemed kind enough. So we took him in. A fortnight ago, we had fallen to a spell and woke here. We have seen no one before or since you were brought by the Orc guard.”

“Thank you. My hope is fading, but not gone yet.”  

Weariness caught up with me eventually and I fell asleep. I woke and slept. The passage of time was beyond my measuring it. I tried not to think about how long it was. I went through mathematical calculations in my head. I visualized the drawing of Wards before my eyes. I went through my entire life; I visited my regrets, smiled at my achievements, dreamt about my loves, and wondered what the others in my life have been doing during my absence.

I woke from a pleasant dream and realized that I should have stayed there when the door opened for the first time since my imprisonment.

Some Orcs brought in two prisoners. Thalia and Tavera.

I looked at them and they saw me hanging like a curing ham. “I am delighted beyond words to see you both, but I wish you weren’t here.”

Tavera said, smiling. ”Don’t wish us away yet.”

I tried my warmest hopeful smile. “The cavalry is here?”

“That’s us!”

The Orcs bound them fast and hung them up next to me. Tavara was hanging closer to me.

“I could kiss you but I have morning breath. How long have I been here?”

“Four days. Have they treated you well?”

“Apart from the three hot meals and a cot that we don’t get, they leave us completely alone here. If you are the cavalry, why are you prisoners too?”

“We brought help.” A small light emerged from Tavera’s pocket. It flittered closer and hovered in the air before me.

“Hello! I’m Max,” said the little fairy in a high pitched voice. “My wife has been captured too. I am here to rescue her. Will you help me look for her?”

“Hello, Max. Pleased to meet you. I’m Jack Wylde. I would be delighted to help. Can you get us out of these bonds?”

“Sure!” He motions in the air and a miniature fireball is hurtled at me. It hits the ropes and burns them a little. He repeats it and I expand my chest to push against the ropes until a few more fireballs burn through. I fall with a sick thud on the floor, two feet below.

Circulation returns gradually and through the tingling, I move my extremities until I feel better. My legs are weak and it takes long moments before I can stand.

Tavera changes and rips through her bonds.

I get up and withdraw my whittling knife from a pocket. I cut Thalia free then I cut Aramis free. I’m strong enough to support his weight and lower him to the floor. Leaving Aramis to recover, we cut down the others. Soon there are forty Elves freed but still not out of danger.

The only way out is the stairs. The Elves don’t have the strength to go anywhere, but at least they can move around.

I made a net from the ropes. Tavera guards the entryway in case another guard shows up.

The Elves didn’t know anything about the draining device and how to destroy it. There were no controlling devices or markings anywhere.

My companions and I, with our new member Max, climbed the stairs. We hoped we could end this deplorable situation.

At the top of the stairs, there was a room that held all our weapons. I thanked the powers that be; among the pile of possessions, was my hat! We collected everything that belonged to us.

We checked the outer door and discovered it was locked. I was embarrassed that I didn’t have a set of tools. Note to self: get a set of Thieves tools.

I asked Thalia if she had a set, knowing that she had connections with the Thieves Guild. She was embarrassed and said that she had. I borrowed them but was unsuccessful. I would guess that I hadn’t practiced with a set like hers and I was unfamiliar with the design of her tools. She tried it and had it opened in an instant. Again, she was embarrassed at showing me up, but I smiled with satisfaction.

I tried to open the door quietly, but it was rather rusty and gave a noisy squeak. I told the ladies that I would open the door and run ahead. If there were orcs, they would follow me and they could attack from behind.

That was the plan, so I opened the door wide and ran. I passed an intersection and an orc from each side saw me and gave pursuit. The nearest one, blew on the horn, giving an alert to others.

I couldn’t use the crossbow, because the ladies would be behind the orcs. I turned, foil drawn, lunged, and went for the unarmored neck of the nearest one with the horn. I startled him and hit with a stab. He bled profusely from the neck, swung his blade, missed me, and fell. Tavera leaped at the other and tore him up. 
We went straight and stairs spiraled to the upper floor. At the next floor, we went to the other end of the hall, passing another intersection. And we passed two more orcs, who pursued us. There was another spiral stair at the end. We couldn’t surprise them this time. Max asked if we would like help. I said, “Please.”
He cast a spell and the orcs feet were stuck to the ground. With their forward movement, the stress on the lower leg bones were too much; their legs broke and they fell forward. I backtracked and put them out of their misery with crossbow bolts. “Thanks Max!”

We took the stairs to the next floor and ran to the end of the hall. Another set of stairs spiraled upwards.
At the top of the stairs, we entered a large room. In the center, we found a creature known as a Raksasha, a demon. He was conjuring and maintaining the intensity of a spell, supposedly powered by the magic he stolen from all of us. There was a purple cloud coalesced in the center of the room. Whatever he was doing, that was the source of the purple glow that I saw outside, four long days ago.
We battled the creature. I fire my crossbow and the bolt evaporated before reaching the target.

The demon either teleported or became invisible; and it appeared around us to attack us from blind spots. I fire bolts until I use them all. Note to self: I need more bolts, if I survive this. Since they are silver, most of them get damaged when fired and I can’t always re-use them without some work on them first. He disappeared again. I withdrew my blade and prepared for his reappearance.
One time he reappeared, I saw two Tavera’s. They act startled to see each other. I call out “Tavera!” They both look at me. This bumpkin demon thinks we are idiots. “What does your greeter say?”

The Tavera on the left grinned, looked at her double, and said, “Boo!” I charged with my blade and it disappeared again. He certainly has a lot of tricks to choose from. But it is making mistakes. 
We catch on and we face each other. We watch the surrounding areas, behind the others. We work well as a team. When it reappeared, we warned each other.

I got hit with a fireball after barely dodging the first. The force of it bounced me off the wall, with the hard thud. It felt like the snowball attack from the Frost Giants, without the cold. My clothing smoked and was charred in spots.
He vanished again and I stepped to the right five paces and we waited again. Thalia called out, “behind you!”

I used the same technique that I used with a vampire seeming ages ago, I drove my foil behind me, under my armpit and drove it upward. It caught him in the throat. I hurt him, but he still had plenty of fight in him. I was hurt and tiring.
The battle went on. I got hit again, lights flashed, and then there was nothing.
I startled to alertness again, wondering if I am back in the dungeon. I looked around and saw Thalia looking over me like a Guardian Angel. “It’s over, Jack. The creature is dead.”

The fight lasted a short while after I had passed out. Max knocked it out and Tavera finished it off by severing its head.
The spell ceased but the magic wasn’t released yet. I looked around the room and saw that it was a huge library. I couldn’t find anything to help figure out a way to stop the device and return our stolen magic. I looked through all the papers on the desk and there was a book on summoning demons, apparently what the Raksasha was doing.

On the desk there was a glass globe with a wooden lid; inside it was the glowing form of a fairy, a female. I tried to remove the lid, but couldn’t. Since the lid was made of wood, I got out my whittling knife and carved a hole. I kept cutting until I got a hole through it. I asked her if it was large enough; she said that it could be a bit larger. I told her to move to the side of the glass and I would make it larger. Moments later; the hole was larger and smooth enough to try again. She was soon able to squeeze through to freedom.

She flew up and floated in front of my face and thanked me. I asked her what her name was and she said, “Min, short for Minuette.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Min. I’m Jack Wylde” and I introduced the others.

Being a student of mathematics, I was amused at the names: Max and Min. She saw her husband and they rushed to each other and embraced.

We were still left with the device to deal with. Some times the simplest way was the best. We decided to break through it with the swords that the Orcs carried.

We made our way down the stairs and hallways, to the dungeon. And we collected every sword we found along the way.

The three of us surrounded the device and on the count of three, we struck. We kept the cadence up and eventually it cracked. We kept it up for nearly an hour until it shattered.

The room filled with the exploding energies. The backlash of the energy imploded into the device. The energies spread like gentle waves over us. I felt my magical energies returning to full strength. I looked around and saw that the Elves looked stronger and healthier.
We made our way to the tower, with the Elves checking to make everything was secure along the way. I saw the nobility and strength of character of the Elven leader, Aramis. I wondered how many centuries he has lived, and how many more he would now see.

They saw the body of the demon and began the process of cleaning up their Keep. Aramis said we could take the body if wished. The Elves used magic to dissolve away the flesh, until there were only bones remaining.

I suggested we split the bones three ways as reward. The proceeds would make us comfortably wealthy. They liked that idea.

Aramis told us that we were welcome to return and this would be a place of sanctuary and learning for us it we desired. But they would not repeat their mistake and they would seal themselves off from the rest of the world. I asked if it was possible to restore the life of the Priest. Aramis said to bring the body and they would be happy to give the gift of life for the ones who brought life back to them. 

We thanked them and left. The five of us left to face the cold and the walk back to the Church.

Max and Min were happy to be free to return to the forest. Max said, “If you return to our forest first, I would like to reward you for rescuing my wife.”

“We would be honored to.” I agreed; and we took a detour through the woods to the southwest.
We reached a clearing where there was a small hill. Max whistled and the hill burst open. A swarm of fairies came out of the hill and we were surrounded. There was much celebrating at the return of Max and Min. They made us feel welcome.

Max motioned me over to a pile covered by leaves and snow. “Whatever you dig up, you are welcome to keep.”

I knelt down and dug with my hands. I felt steel and gave a tug. It was a foil saber; the style I use. I sensed a powerful magic to it.

Max smiled and said. “Very good! That is ‘Cinder’, it ignites into a flaming sword. It is very effective against vampires and other creatures that shun heat.”
“Your turn,” he tells Tavera.

“I do not need a blade.” She smiled.
“Hmm. I did not think so. How about you, healer, do you need a blade?”

“Yes, I could use one.” Thalia dug and withdrew a short sword.

“Cinder’s sister blade. One is fire, the other is ice.” 

We thanked them for their generosity and we told them we must go and see to the Priest’s restoration. We were told that we could return anytime. Max asked if he could accompany us for awhile. He liked our company.
We bid the fairies farewell and headed for the Church.

We saw the Priests, who were still praying over the old Priest. We told them that we would like to take the body to the Elven Keep. The Elves will restore his life. They accompanied us for the trip and Tavera carried the body.

We reached the Keep and it was surrounded by a light blue glow; that was more like it. We pass through it, into the Keep. A pair of Elves escorted us to Aramis. They took the body and began their spells of healing.

Soon, the Priest was brought back to life. He was startled, because his last memory was being shot. He saw me and moved back. I smiled and said, “Hello. I’m glad you’re back. I’m Jack Wylde and you are among friends. We have a lot to discuss. When you feel up to it, we can head back to your Church.”

He was indeed ready and I thanked Aramis for everything and he bid a fond farewell and a safe journey.

On the walk back to the Church, I felt talkative and wanted to explain what happened to the old Priest, and finally learned that his name was Nevin Kirbist.
I told him the entire story, since my arrival in the town of Spielberg. The other Priests and all of my companions listened as well. Priest Kirbist looked distressed about the kidnapping of Prince Kayless and he was relieved to hear that he was rescued. Then he startled and went pale when I got to the part of reaching the Church and firing at him, expecting more of James’ people. Again I apologized about my actions and he told me something about confession being good for the soul.
I continued with the rest of the tale that brought us to where we were. He was genuinely grateful that I faced the seemingly insurmountable odds on his behalf and was glad that my character gave me no other options. He felt that there were many points where the gods were indeed intervening on our behalf. He would burn a few candles on our behalf. I thanked him.
He asked me what I had planned next. The others never asked me and I’m glad that he broached it. I told him that something needed to be done about Baron Vladimir and I had something in mind. After what we had all been through, I told them that a Baron held no real threat to me and I tried not to sound cocky. But a plan formed and I thought that the Baron needed to be brought down a peg or two.

Kirbist was rather fond of the young Prince because he was a gentle soul and felt that he needed to be gently guided in a different path than his father.

I was glad to hear that, so I told him what I had in mind. He and the others approved and hoped that I wasn’t forcing my hand to the point that the Baron would bullock it all up. I hoped so too.

If it worked, everyone would live happily ever after. Sorry for the ancient cliché but that was the plan. We made it to town and left the Priests at the Church of Light, so they could make preparations, in case my plan worked or not.

The rest of us went to the Adventurer’s Guild and to the training area. I thought that I would be too late and I nearly was. The Diabolist teacher, Orzak had packed up and was preparing to leave. His disposition was as I would expect of someone who was abandoned for nearly a week, expecting to teach a promising pupil; namely myself.
I met him and bowed deeply asking his forgiveness and that it couldn’t be helped. I was eager to tell him of the events since I last saw him, but it would take time and there was something that must be done very soon first. To show him that I wasn’t just scamming him, I opened my bag of bones and showed him the contents. I told him it was the bones of a Rakshasha and the tale would be worth it.

I asked him if he lived far from here and I sincerely wanted to continue the training, even at my home in Port Monivey and I would gladly pay for his travel expenses. He could see that I could now easily afford it.

“I will tell you what, Tarquin, I will put off going home. I will go to Port Monivey and teach you what I can and return home from there. However, I wish to accompany you on your errand; I expect to hear a good tale and I don’t want to miss its conclusion. Agreed?” 

I smiled. “Agreed. I will try not to disappoint you.”

“From the contents of your bag, I’m sure you won’t”

We bundled up for the journey to the Baron’s Keep. It took an hour or so, and it gave me the time to tell Orzak the tale. I confessed my blunders, my successes, and boasted of the bravery of my traveling companions. He looked at them and was genuinely impressed.
He stopped in his tracks, turned to face them and gave a damn fine bow. “I am honored to be in the company of such brave and talented people. I wish I had you with me, when I was younger.”

They were pleased that he was giving them such honor. The others knew what I had in mind but I was saving that as a surprise for my teacher.

We reached the Keep and climbed the step. Guards had spied us from a distance and the Keep was alerted to our presence.

I bent down and sifted through the snow by the doors. I found my parchment and handed it to Orzak. “I took your advice to heart.”

“Nice touch. You suspected treachery?”

“It had occurred to me.”

The guards escorted us to the main hall, where the Baron and his son were ready for us. I was pleased that they thought well of us enough to welcome us.

The Baron addressed me. “It is about time. You brought my son home and have been gone nearly a week. I don’t like to be kept waiting.”

I ignored him and looked at his son. “Hello Prince Kayless, you look well. Are you fully recovered?”

He nodded.

“Good. My companions are thirsty from our long journey. Would you be so kind to bring us refreshments?”

He looked taken aback at my request. “I can have it brought by servants.”

“That will not do. I do not trust anyone here, except you. I like you and I wish to discuss some important matters with your father and he may not wish you to hear it.” I turned to the Baron and gave a slight bow. “Baron Vladimir. I have been delayed and have faced many perils in that time. You have been much on my mind and there are matters I wish to discuss with you. They should be discussed in private.”

He looked dubious and I could tell he was of two minds. That someone should dare address him in this manner and concern that he may be embarrassed about something if he doesn’t agree. His vanity won out. He turned to his guards and told them to leave us.

He looked menacingly at me. “Speak your mind. My gratitude to you for the delivery of my son is the only reason I don’t have you arrested and imprisoned.”

I waved it off. “I am here to discuss business, which is in your best interest. As I said, I like your son. One day he will make a good Baron and his people will be happier for it. First, you owe an apology to the good Elves at the Elven Keep for slanderous comments about Necromancers taking your son. The Elves were imprisoned by a demon for weeks and the surrounding Baronies did nothing to help them.” I paused.

“That has now changed. We have destroyed the demon and the Elves are free again.”

The Baron was shocked at my claim that he was partially responsible because of his inaction and his slander. But I gave him no time to think of a reply.

“But the business I want to discuss is your inexcusable treatment of the Priests of the Church of Light. They gave sanctuary to your son and insured his safe return.” This was true in the details that I would share with him. “You have confiscated their lands and I insist that you return it to them. Now!” I emphasized it with my full force of will.
“I am grateful that they have helped deliver my son, but the Church has not paid their taxes and their land is forfeit.”

“I thought that would be your position. How much do they owe in taxes?”

“1000 gold pieces and the Church can’t possibly raise that amount of money. And…”

I waved him off. “You would damn your soul for such a pittance? And lose the good will of your subjects? Very well, here is the deal I propose. Return the rights of the land to the Church and give me a fortnight. I will return with thrice that amount as payment. And they will be able to pay your taxes, for long years after you are dead and forgotten. If I fail to pay, you can take the land back. And then you can have me imprisoned.”
“Thrice, you say?” He tried to think of some way in which he was being flummoxed. I had him cornered and I sensed that his greed was beginning to surface.

I knitted my brows. “I don’t haggle. Don’t try it.”

“Very well, I agree. You have a fortnight to pay their taxes.”

“Thank you Baron. You will not regret this, I assure you. Now, there is a more important matter; something that we both have a personal interest in.”

He wondered what else I had up my sleeve and leaned back in his seat. “Yes? And what could that possibly be?”

I continued. “We are both concerned about the young Prince. You can’t prevent him from getting into further scrapes, other than locking him in his room. And we want him protected from himself.”

His shoulders sank, realizing that I was correct. “Yes, we do. What can be done? I can’t ask you and others to continue to rescue him every time he wanders off.”

“Indeed. Here is my proposal. If he was busy in training and education, he wouldn’t have time for foolishness. The Priests look favorably on him and have great hopes that he will become a great Baron. He will possibly even greater than his esteemed father.” I smiled and sensed that he felt the pride that only a father can.

“They would be honored to educate him and train him in the arts of his desire. The Prince has asked them for training and he wants only your blessing. The Priests would abide by your wishes. They would keep him too busy to come up with ways to get into mischief.”
He gave it some thought. “Of course; whatever the Prince desires, he may do. And it would keep him out of mischief. I will ask him.”

As if on cue, the Prince walked in with a tray of beverages. I thanked him and took a long drink that was sorely needed. “Young Prince Kayless. Your father and I have been discussing your future and he would like to ask you something.”

The Prince turned to face his father and approached him, with hope. “Yes father?”

“Son, I understand you have approached the Priests for an education.”

“Yes, I wanted them to train me as a Warrior Monk. They would only do so with your blessing.”

“They are honorable man and have aided in delivering you. In that, I owe them a great deal. If this is your desire, than it will be as you wish.”

The Prince ran to embrace the Baron, “Thank you, father.”

I looked around. And my companions were as touched as I was. Ancient clichés or not, I think we have done it.

Moments later, the Baron turned to face us. “My sincere thanks to all of you and you are welcome to visit our Keep any time. The Church will have their lands and they will also have my son to watch over. If you need more time for traveling, I will grant it.”

I bowed deeply. “Thank you Baron. You are indeed a wise and patient man. We will leave, because there is much to do. The Church is making preparations for the Prince’s arrival. They are anxious to begin the Prince’s education and you are welcome to join him to see that all is satisfactory.”

“I would like that.”

The Prince came to us and bowed to each of us. “Thank you for everything.”

I whispered in his ear. “Prince Kayless, do you remember anything about your capture?”

He said, “Nothing at all.”

“Good. That is best. Take care of yourself, young Prince and make your father proud.” We clasped hands and we made way to depart.

After we left, I said to my companions, “I like it when things work out as planned.”
“Indeed, Tarquin. You are full of surprises.” said Orzuk.

“Tarquin?” Asked Thalia.

I smiled, “My professional name.”

We trekked into the cold to the quiet town of Spielberg. We congratulated each other and talked about our plans for the future. We had a lot of time for talk and soon we would have a lot of cash to spend. We rested for the night, gathered out gear, and made the journey home to Port Monivey on the Raven.

We talked, drank, and enjoyed the camaraderie.

We made it to Port Monivey and things were settling to normal. If normal was coming to terms with our newfound wealth.

Demon bones, around thirty pounds of them were split three ways, 70 bones each. Our shares are worth around 560,000 gold pieces each if we sold them all. But I didn’t plan to sell all mine. I kept 10 of them; so that I could create Wards with a more permanent nature. I sold the rest to the Alchemists. It took two weeks and we had to visit every Alchemist in the area to sell them and I netted 480,000 gold pieces. Newfound wealth indeed!
Orzak spent the week training me in the arts. I arranged for him to have a very comfortable room at the Inn.

He taught me some new Wards. First, was the ‘Globe of Daylight’, it looks like a small sun with rays extended. When activated, it would be useful against vampires and other creatures who shun the daylight. The second was ‘Chameleon’, which looked like a drawing of a lizard. When activated, it would have the target of the Ward blend with the background.

He also taught me a new Power Word, ‘Charge’. It will aid me when I energize a Ward, allowing me to add charges to Wards. It doesn’t mean the Ward will last twice as long, it means that once activated and spent, it can activate a second time if needed. It will be useful when I can’t take the time to recharge a Ward.  

A week later, Orzak left for home. I gave Orzak 2,000 gold pieces as payment for the week of training. It would also cover the expenses for his food, lodgings, and travel; the least I could do. I think I gained a lot from his teachings. I look forward to seeing him at the next convention. Good.
Max observed much of my training and wanted to help, so Max taught me the spell ‘Cloud of Smoke’ and I was able to develop it into a Ward. The Ward looked like a puff of smoke. When activated, it generates a cloud of smoke that completely obscures the target of the Ward. Later, he taught me the spell ‘Fear” and I was able to develop it into a Ward as well. The other spells have been rather difficult to convert to Wards; I guess it requires more thought and time.  
I paid off the balance of the loan of my home. Good. 

I checked on Thalia and saw that some changes have been made to the Raven. She is adding some features that will make it a formidable ship. Good.
Tavern Row has gone through some changes as well. Tavera bought Bill Dunn’s Place and is turning it into a casino. She has plans for the other vacant bars too. Coyote Ugly still has the three bartenders and is the gem of the dockside. And Tavern Row is becoming a prosperous venture. The prosperity is spreading out to the surrounding neighborhoods. Good.
I had a list of things I wanted to purchase, because I didn’t have them handy when they were needed. I stocked up on a few things. I haven’t decided what to do with my newfound wealth, but I took care of the priority items. I paid for the paper for the year, paid for the travel and lodging expenses to Spielberg, and bought 2 quivers of silver bolts.

I was ready for the trip and for what lay ahead.
Thalia provided the transportation to take me back and my guests to Spielberg. We were behind schedule a bit, because it took longer to sell the bones than we anticipated. We were surprised at the reception, when we reached the port. The Sheriff and Baron Vladimir had us made into honorary deputies of their realm. We here presented with official badges. I keep it in my leather wallet, next to my licenses. It looks very impressive when I need to flash my credentials. Good.
After a short visit to keep our commitments, the Church received their donations. I took 9000 gold pieces to Spielberg to cover the taxes of 3000 gold pieces and the remainder was split between the Adventurer’s Guild and the Church to hire more people to defend the town during the off seasons. I hoped this would bring about prosperity to Spielberg, year round.
I gave events another nudge, something I am getting a reputation for. Remember my old contact Edgar Woods? Earlier, I had asked him if he was interested in a change of scenery and a new life. I thought of a job at the Guild Hall in Spielberg. I bought him a sword, a host of supplies, some cash, and arranged for his trip with us.

I told him it wasn’t charity, I expected him to help Guild Master Surrigarth preserve the Adventurer’s Guild and work to organize it into a self-sufficient Guild Hall. It was an honest job that I knew he would excel at. If he ever felt generous, he could take someone under his wing at the Guild and train them. He was getting some of his confidence back I was certain that he would be a credit to the Hall. I would miss him, but he will be happier there. Besides, I will see him at the next convention. Good.

Guild Master Surrigarth was busy during our absence. He made a presentation of the newest addition to the display wall. A spider’s head was mounted and our names were placed under it. Surrigarth was quite pleased at my contribution and I asked him if he needed any help in the Guild. He said he always needed help. I introduced him to Edgar and they were both eager to get started. Surrigarth took Edgar to his new quarters and wasted no time in telling him tales about the many Adventurers who brightened these hallowed halls. They were both in good hands. Good.

At the Church of Light, the young Prince was on the top of the world and the Priests knew they had their future champion. Kayless was training in the temple and was well on his way to become a Warrior Monk. And I’m sure that there will be no evil Priests in their Church. We couldn’t get away without getting a special blessing from the Priesthood. Good. 

Priest Kirbist met with the Baron and paid his taxes. If the Baron was smart, and I think he is, I think they will become fast friends and allies. Kirbist invited the Baron to visit often, so that he can see his son’s progress. Good.
You may have wondered about Max. He enjoys traveling with us and has decided to stay with me to help out at the shop. We learn a lot from each other and he has joined me during my routine of activities and cases. He has developed a taste for java in the morning. He is an excellent traveling companion. Good.

I paid a brief visit to the Elven Keep. Mostly to say hello and let Aramis know what has happened since my last visit. I didn’t ask to peruse the library, this was a social call. He was pleased and he gave special attention to my new sword. He recognized Cinder and decided that it had finally found its true owner. Good.

With Cinder, I suspect my days as a vampire slayer has just begun.

Eventually, I made my way home and back into my old routine, with Max nearby.
Wrongs were righted. New friends were made. Lessons were learned. Honors were bestowed. Life goes on.

And all is jake again, in my corner of the world. Here in Port Monivey.
So, I moved on.
PAGE  
16

