“Death of a Demon”
Case No. 04:04 - An excerpt from the casebooks of Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, Private Investigator and Diabolist.

The last six weeks were a bust. I woke with little expectations of the day events.
Sure, things were going smooth with the work on Deuce’s Wylde, but the finishing details were taking longer than we expected. The Grand Opening would take another week or so.

Tavera, Thalia, and I made a couple of trips to the Elven Keep. I learned a bit, but didn’t discover any more Wards and magical symbols of any real importance. And I was beginning to suspect that I would have to create my own, if I want new Wards. Necessity, being the mother of invention and all, that seems to be what can be expected in this line of work.
During that time, Max taught me some spells that was able to convert into Wards. I drew them into my Book of the Serpent. They are: increase weight, see aura, sense magic, Armor if Ithan, energy bolt, carpet of adhesion, and magic net.

There were no new developments on the investigation of the Ghost and the murder of General Bellaria. The investigation seems to have tanked. Since I had Silk do a little digging, apparently the Guild has done some of its own digging. The bottom line is that the Thieves Guild doesn’t like freelancers. Silk told me that I am off limits to members of the Guild, it was a matter of trust; and the Guild doesn’t trust what is not part of the whole. And now, he isn’t allowed to associate with me to discuss business.
As a result, the downtrodden has been warned off not to hire my services; in spite of the fact that I may be their only hope of being cleared of crimes. Silk informed me that there has been a reorganization of the Guild and there is new leadership, with new policies and new arrangements.

To say that this new arrangement had cramped my style was a gross understatement. He gave me a suggestion that the Guild would find agreeable. If I were to join the Thieves Guild, relationships could be restored to the way it was before; and I would have better access to information. It took nearly a month of inactivity to convince me that he had a good point. I do have my pride, but sometimes it can get in the way of success.
Sure, I was well off enough to get by on my current resources; but I like to keep busy. And I wasn’t. And it bothered me. And I caved. And it wasn’t a pretty sight, but fortunately there were no witnesses.
Exactly six weeks after I asked Silk to check into the Assassin’s Guild, I contacted Silk again, through the usual channels. I got the 1000 gold piece membership fee and the membership process was underway. There would be annual dues of 100 gold pieces.

Silk explained the perks of being a member in the Guild. I would have access to their information network: schematics, watch times, the library, and other thieves’ names. I would be guaranteed protection from other Guilds in the network. I would be granted safe passage on Guild ships and sanctuary by participating Guilds. I would get backup or distractions when needed and an escape from jail card, when the retainer was met. I would have access to the immense fencing network, and not the type of fencing that uses blades. I could get magical assistance for a fee and healing if needed. And to have access to the Guild bank, the Central Lopanian Bank. 

I needed at least three sponsors to become a Guild member, and he was one of them. Hopefully, business would start picking up again, once I became a member. I was expected to do an occasional favor for the Guild and the favors would be kept track of. I do a favor for someone and they do a favor for me. It’s quite a racket, and one that will probably get me into trouble down the road.
The next morning I woke and found a present on my desk, about a dozen feet from my bed. Someone had entered my home while I was asleep and I wasn’t alerted. Fortunately it was a friend, or at least someone that didn’t plan to kill me in my sleep. Since they didn’t do that, I supposed that the gift wouldn’t kill me either. It could have been the Ghost or Silk; at least I hoped it was Silk. He used to do that a lot, just to check my home’s defenses.
The item was wrapped in plain linen, which I carefully removed. I felt a twinge of fear, partly because the item generated it and I saw a rune symbol for fear on it. And I immediately recognized it as the golden medallion that had been supposedly stolen by the Ghost, as described in the paper. The stolen medallion had been dumped in my proverbial lap and I was officially in the possession of stolen property.
I took a quick look out of my windows to see if police were converging on my home, in case I was being set up. Nothing, it was just a quiet street illuminated by the morning sun. My heart rate slowed a bit. I returned to my desk and removed the rest of the linen and looked to see if there was a note or something. A slip of paper was under the medallion. On it read, ‘Take this with you on vacation’. 
Vacation? Go into hiding was more like it.
I spent a few moments examining the markings and was certain that it was a Runic Medallion and the runes were of an ancient style. The medallion was hung upon a golden chain, to be easily worn. The runes were on the outside edge of the medallion. How old, I could only guess; but it was thousands of years old, at least. There were markings, although slightly different than the style I knew, of a ‘Permanency’ rune, an ‘Instill Fear’ rune, and ‘Protection from Evil’ rune. This medallion actually had it all. It provided protection from Undead, Dragons, and supernatural creatures, and also the power to keep them at bay. I couldn’t guess at its purpose.
It also instilled fear in the person who held it. And I felt it. Not pleasant, especially since I hadn’t had my coffee yet. And I could see why someone wanted to get rid of it.
I decided that the coffee could wait. I got my Serpent book out and copied the runes into my book on the last page of the book. I provided a complete description of the medallion, with a sketch. I wanted to keep a permanent record of it before something happened to it or me. When I finished the writings, I placed the medallion and the Serpent Book into the secret trap door, in the floor of my room; where I also keep my remaining demon bones.
Then I went for breakfast, drank lots of coffee, and checked the paper. The paper mentioned that General Bellarius’s second in command was planning to take up where the General left off. The plans for expansion beyond the Western Kingdom would continue. The military would not be stopped. And I noticed yesterday that the three warships were still docked in the harbor.
When I returned to my office, seeing the Spy Eye on my sign brought a brief smile; thankfully I’m easily amused.
I held the mirror of my Spy Eye as I sat at the desk, and I looked at the environs around my home with it. A man in armor was approaching. I was Jack, the lad who invited me to the Adventurer’s convention. I noticed he regarded the eye that followed his movements. I made it wink at him; and he startled at seeing it.
I made my way down the stairs and saw him as he entered the office. “Good morning, Jack. What is the word from the Adventurer’s Guild?”

“Good morning, Mr. Wylde. The Guild wanted me to invite you on an expedition to the Old Kingdom.”

“What’s there to see in the Old Kingdom?”

“There has been a discovery of ancient ruins. There was an expedition sent by the military of 200 men and only one returned. The others are presumed dead. They are hiring the Adventurer’s Guild to send out an expedition to discover what happened to them. The previous expedition sent out a runner, to keep the military updated and he was the only survivor. Now he is missing. The word is that the ruins date back to the Dwarven and Elven wars 8,000 years ago. The Guild Master wanted me to see if you wanted to join us, he thought a Diabolist would be good to have at an expedition, to study and interpret ancient ruins.”
“I see.” I recalled the Dwarven map that I translated (and copied) was in the old Dwarven tongue, supposedly of that period. And some place was marked as important in the Old Kingdom. The possibility to examine ancient carvings of Dwarven ruins was too much to turn down. “When do we leave?”

He smiled. “Tomorrow morning. The Raven will take us as far as we can go by sea, the rest of the way will be on foot. We may be gone for months.”

“I will be there. Thanks.”
He left. I put up the closed sign, bolted the door, climbed the stairs, and started packing.

Vacation indeed! Someone knew this was going to happen and they knew I couldn’t resist it. I got the Runic Medallion, the Book of the Serpent, and the Dwarven map out of the hiding place. The Guild Master will be surprised to see this map, unless he already has the original.
I packed everything, as I did for the Convention. But now I have a few more items to take: my sword, ring, bracer, and book. I pack all the parchment and writing tools I could stuff into my pack and include a couple of demon bones. It is hard to tell what we can expect and we will be gone quite awhile. I packed all my shoes and thick socks, expecting to do a lot of walking.

We boarded the ship the next morning; it was the same party that went to the Convention, but the other two Diabolists are absent. I am guessing that they will come to me later to see what I found. As if I will share my findings for nothing. Amateurs! 
I was glad to see that Tavera and Thalia were going. Max was there too, he became visible and vocal. He still spent a lot of time with me, but remained invisible and silent most of the time; so I tend to forget that he is with me.
The trip by sea took three weeks. During this time I learned some basic sailing skills. Thalia taught us some martial arts skills and we practiced it along the way. I can always use new ways to fight, so I appreciated any training I could get. And we had plenty of time to practice.
Max taught me more spells that I converted to Wards and drew them into the Book of the Serpent. They were: simple invisibility, decipher magic, and fire bolt.
The ship was docked and manned by a handful of crewmembers. We made our way to the Old Kingdom on foot. The terrain was too treacherous and slow moving for horses and pack animals. We were our own pack animals.

We were at it for a month of walking, jogging, and running in a forced march. I wore out my shoes and my feet. Among the Adventurers, there were people who were skilled at repairing shoes and they spent the evenings doing repair work; as others tended to the campgrounds, gathering food, and firewood. While we traveled, there was talk of the rumors regarding the expansion of the military. As a result of this extensive workout, I gained the skills of Forced March and Running.
Along the way, we encountered an eight foot tall humanoid looking at us through the vegetation. The Runic Medallion had become a real burden for me, but helpful in keeping undesirable creatures away from the party. The medallion gave no warning as we approached the man, who wasn’t threatening. And the Protection Wards in my Book of the Serpent weren’t triggered. Others drew their weapons, but I motioned them off and walked ahead to address him. 

I could speak in a few languages, but I took my chances in the human tongue. “Hello, I’m Jack Wylde. My party is traveling into the Old Kingdom to examine some ruins and look for some members of a lost expedition party.”

“My name is Horo.” He stepped out into the clearing and uncovered his face. His appearance was unkempt, from living in the wilderness and he appeared to be half-human and half-ogre. He wore beige robes and bore a necklace of the Church of Light. He carried a large staff. “I am a Warrior-Monk of the Church of Light. Where are you going?”

I approached him and held out my map. I pointed to were we are from, where we were, and where we were going. “You are welcome to join us if you wish.”

“Yes, I will. Thank you.” 

So, we went on for another two weeks, until we saw the enormous multi-leveled pyramid structure. It was some sort of temple, with steps going up to the top. The only obvious entrances were at the top. There was an encampment surrounding the ruins and it was littered with the bodies of the expedition team. They were all dead, with no clues to how they died; other than ‘not’ by natural causes. The bodies were nearly stripped clean by carrion animals and insects.
It was getting late in the day already, so we needed to work fast while there was still light.

We started out and removed the bodies and prepared a burial site. I suggested that we sleep in shifts, with a third of the men constantly awake, not just a couple guards. And pairs should check out the surrounding encampment and the area at the top of the temple.
“We will enter the structure in the morning. Let’s get some rest first. I will be on the first shift on guard. I can’t sleep anyway.” Horo, Tavera, Thalia, the Guild Master, Max, and a handful of others chose to take the first shift with me. They had difficulty sleeping too, not trusting the situation. There were around fifty of us and an even sixteen took first guard. In pairs, we watched the perimeter of the encampment and the top of the temple. We suspected that the danger lie within the temple, not beyond the encampment.

Max and I were checking around the base of the pyramid. We kept other teams in sight, so that any attack would alert someone.
It was sometime late at night, perhaps hours into our watch, when Thalia called out to us. “Something is happening!” She withdrew her blade, ‘Glacius’, the sister blade to my own ‘Cinder’, and the blade gradually covered with ice. Not being one who was that slow on the uptake, I withdrew Cinder and spoke the command word. A thin blue luminous light went along the length of the blade. When the blue light reached the tip, the blade ignited and was covered in flame. I pulled out my light crystal and held it out in the palm of my hand, pointing the light to the top of the temple.

The others were rousted from their sleep and prepared for what was to come. It was that point that the Protection Ward was triggered, letting me know there were undead nearby. 
From the top of the temple, dark figures were leaving the temple and rushing down the steps. We held our ground and fought the fifty or so Ghouls. Not to keep track, but I had killed eleven of them, before the battle was over. I reactivated my Protection Wards.
We removed the bodies and cleaned up the site and ourselves. Thalia tended to the wounds of the injured. We took our rest and the next group took their watch. I was exhausted from my fighting and sleep came quickly.

It was late morning when I woke and I prepared for the day. Coffee was made and we cleaned up as much as possible. I took the opportunity to check my body for injuries from the long journey and from the Ghoul attack. My legs and arms had felt stiff lately, muscles were aching horribly the first few weeks, but they are aching less. I noticed that my legs and arms had better defined muscles and an increased muscle mass. I guessed that my strength had increased, but how much I hadn’t tested yet. My clothes were fitting tighter.

I prepared a couple Wards of Protection from Undead and placed them into my pocket. I decided to have them ready, in case someone else needed protection. 
As we removed the remaining bodies of the Ghouls and gathered the last bodies of the expedition, Horo noticed that one of them had a book held tightly in what was left of his arms. Of course, yours truly, the interpreter and Ward Mage volunteered to read it. It was a journal and the writing was in the standard human language. The content of the book was as follows:
“From the journal of Taren Lorn.”
"Day one. We broke camp upon arrival this morning. We are very excited about the dig. Nothing has been found like this in decades. By the markings welcoming people around the entrance, we estimate the ruins to be over 8,000 years. Fascinating!"

"Day two. All is going well so far. There were a few goblins inhabiting the ruins, but the soldiers disposed of them with ease. We are looking forward to exploring the cavern today."

"Day three. It is amazing down here. The entire cavern is filled with stone statues of dwarves. They even have weapons and armor on. And the detail is amazing. Far greater than any I've seen before. I am standing in front of a great wall as I write this. It tells of the clan's history and how they arrived here. I can barely read the ancient text, but I believe I am getting the majority of it. We found another great staircase leading down to the second level. Just how many levels there are I cannot begin to guess. This top level appears to be a bazaar of some sort."

"Day four. Last night we ventured down to the second level. There, we found what appeared to be living quarters. It is completely empty, but the architecture itself is worth the effort. I have just been informed there is yet another staircase leading down."

"Day five. Something is wrong. Upon descending to the third level, we began to feel strange. The hair on our necks was standing up straight and we found it hard to breathe. I would attribute it to claustrophobia, but it affected everyone. We found yet another staircase. Many of the soldiers are refusing to go any deeper. They say that it is cursed. If it comes to it, I shall go myself."

"Day six. You would not believe what I found upon exploring the third level. I found a great volcanic mouth. It is perhaps their source of heat, perhaps even where they forged their mighty weapons. More importantly, I found an amazing medallion. On the next page is a sketch of it. It was set upon a great alter in front of the mouth. I have brought it back to camp for a closer inspection. I found no sign of further descent to be made. Not that I am disappointed. I have enough here to study to last me another 10 years."

"Day seven. I’m still working on translations. From what I gather, this was a minor outpost during the great war. We are all in agreement that it is in reference to the great Elf/Dwarf war. Hopefully we shall learn more about it as the weeks go on. Fascinating!"

"Day eight. We were attacked today while transcribing the glyphs. They came out of the lower level. They appeared to be some type of undead. The soldiers aided us and we killed them all. We are not sure where they came from. I have had no luck translating the runes on the medallion I found. I am sending a runner to take it back to the West. Perhaps the scholars there shall uncover its meaning. In the mean time, we shall continue transcribing."

"Day nine. We were attacked again today. This time it was a larger group. We lost 5 soldiers and one of my fellow scientists. Not sure what we shall do next."

"Day ten. We are being forced out by greater numbers of undead with each passing day. The soldiers are convinced we have awoken some great evil. I cannot say. And I cannot fathom where they are all coming from. I am going to lead a small party down to the second level to see if there are any more undead to be found."  

"Day eleven. We went down to the second level. It is filled with undead. We even spotted what I believe to be a dreaded Balrog. The soldiers now insist that we leave immediately. I am going to ask for one more day to get all our equipment gathered."

"Day twelve. We were attacked in the night. Most of the soldiers and scientists are dead. They overwhelmed us. I am but one of a few left. We leave as soon as possible. I fear that it is my fault. I am to blame. I should never have insisted on investigating the ruins."

"Light has come. We are safe now. We shall leave within the hour."

There was blood on the page and it was covering the book. Apparently it was his last entry.
It didn’t take a detective to figure out that this medallion that Taren took was the one that I had in my possession and hung from my neck. The sketch matched perfectly. I surmised that the runner brought the medallion to Port Monivey and handed it over to the military; probably to the General himself. It was discovered and later stolen by the Ghost or someone else. And it was finally given to me. To return it here and put it back in its proper place, at the volcanic mouth upon the altar.

And wade through a horde of demons along the way; and Balrogs too. Lovely. Lucky me, I thought. As I finished reading the entries to the party, Horo looked at me strangely. Actually he looked at the place where I kept the medallion. He saw it somehow. And I felt it. It was emanating more power than before.

I pulled the medallion from under my tunic and held it out for all to see. I heard the collective gasp of the party. It was then, where I explained what I knew of it, how I got it, and what I thought we were here to do. And that I just pieced it all together while reading the journal, not knowing what I was supposed to do with it. There was murmuring among the Adventurers.
We climbed the steps, entered the temple, and walked down a spiral staircase about twenty feet in diameter. Max lit the way with a bright green glow.
At the bottom of the stairs, we saw into a vast chamber. It looked as though it was around 300 feet square. There were many statues of Dwarves; a rough estimate was around a thousand of them. The statues were incredibly detailed, in armor holding weapons and all were pointing to the stairs, like they were charging to it. We would guess that the statues were as old as the temple. What purpose they served, we could only guess.

There are also bodies scattered everywhere, human and ghoul alike. Probably the battleground before it was finished in the encampment outside. There were no living or undead creatures on this level, they had already attacked us last night.

We looked for the stairs to the next level down and found it. I let the others know that I wanted to get a look and they stayed behind. I quietly went down the stairs, while holding my light crystal. I could see into the darkness and froze. My Wards weren’t triggered, I didn’t prepare a Protection from Demon Ward; but I saw the mass of bodies below, demons! Hordes of Nasu demons! I backed up the way I came, but too late. One of them spotted me, sniffed the air, and made a screech. It alerted the others and they came.
I ran up yelling “Incoming! Block the stairway!” I got to the top of the stairs and drew my blade; I spoke the command word, igniting the blade, and was ready to attack them as they reached the top of the stairs. The Runic Medallion kept them at bay and I slashed at those who approached too closely.
“Max!” I called out.

“I’m here, Jack. Do you need help?”


“Yes, can you keep them back, until they are ready to block the entrance?”

“I think so.” He cast a spell and the demons were held fast by the floor, like their feet were rooted. Just like the Orcs were in the Elven Keep, seemingly ages ago.

“Good work, thanks Max!”

“My pleasure, Jack.” 

The others gathered large stone blocks and dropped them into the stairway. Soon the stairs were blocked and the demons were trapped in the stairway below. Now, what to do?

I returned to the Dwarf statues and looked for any markings and found none. So, I looked around the walls, checking along all the walls. There were carvings into the wall in old Dwarven. It mentioned the Dwarven and Elven War and the Dwarves they fought at this main outpost of the Dwarves.
In a section after that, there were more recent carvings. The Dwarves were defeated and the Elves had turned them to stone. So, these statues had once been living Dwarves around 8,000 years ago. I looked around to see if there were markings to tell how they may be changed back, again, none found.

I asked around if anyone knew how to remove a Turn to Stone spell, or knew of someone who could remove such a spell. 

Thalia mentioned that perhaps an Earth Mage would know how to do it. But where could we find an Earth Mage?

Of course I knew where one could be found. The question was could one be convinced to come here? “I will blink out and bring him here. It shouldn’t take too long.” Of course it will use two charges, one to Port Monivey and one for the return trip. If I need more than one more trip in the next week, I am in serious trouble.
I bid them a fond farewell and spoke the command word. In a blink, I appeared outside the shop of the Glassmaker’s. I opened the door and saw the brothers, the Fire Mage and the Earth Mage.

“Hello Mr. Wylde. Do you need more glass?”

“Not now, gentlemen; I have a proposition for you. I need someone who can go with me to turn some Dwarves from stone to flesh. They were turned to stone 8,000 years ago. Can it be done?”

“Yes, how many Dwarves?”

“Around a thousand I would guess. They are in some ruins in the Old Kingdom. We could be there in an instant if you are ready, you can bring anything you need for the trip.”   

“A thousand? That would take a great deal of time. How much would we receive as payment?”

“We have time to kill. There are many ancient secrets to uncover in the ruins. There is a chamber full of Nasu demons to face and I suspect there are Balrogs. We would share everything we find equally.”

The Earth Mage’s face lit up at the chance to get some demon bones and blood for spell materials. “Demons? Balrogs? We can be ready in a few minutes. My brother won’t be needed for the task, but he would like to accompany me.”
They were ready in a few minutes and they closed up shop.

“Are you ready, gentlemen?”

“Ready, Mr. Wylde.”

We joined hands and I spoke the command word. In a blink, we were in the chamber with the others. I heard a gasp from the Mages at the sight. I explained, “Beyond the stairs is the next chamber below. We need the aid of the Dwarves to combat the demons there.” I looked around for what appeared to be the highest ranking Dwarf and pointed to him.” Start here and revive the Dwarves as best you can and I will explain the situation to them as they are restored.”

“Very well.” He faced a group of them and began chanting. In awhile, a few of them were revived.

I faced the ranking Dwarf, who had his sword pointing at me. I addressed him in Dwarvish. “Leader of the Dwarves, we are working to revive your army. I am Jack Wylde. Your Dwarves have been turned to stone for nearly 8,000 years, when the Dwarven and Elven War ended. We are in a pickle. The demons have escaped and we need your help to send them back.”

He saw the medallion in my possession and was infuriated. “You have removed the Medallion! Give it to me!” I offered the medallion to him and he took it. 

“No, the Medallion was removed and we are attempting to return it to its proper place. The men who removed it are all dead. Will you help us put the medallion back and deal with these demons?”
“Yes. I am Grizl Dhal, the leader of these Dwarves. I thank you for working to revive them. It is well that the desecrators are dead. You said that the lower chambers are filled with demons?”

“Yes and the next chamber must be cleared before we can descend to the third level where the altar is.”

“Indeed. Hold, human! Is that an Elf among you?”

“Yes, but she is our ally and yours, she is a healer; and as I said the War has been over for 8,000 years.”

“Kill her!” They charged, but I turned and took her wrist. I spoke the command word and in a blink we were in the encampment outside the temple.
“Thalia, you may want to hide those ears and let any other Elves in our party know to do as well. I will return to the Dwarves.”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime, healer.” I ran up the steps and knew that I just spent the last charge of the ring for a week. In a few moments, I was among the Dwarves.

The Earth Mage estimated that he could revive around 50 Dwarves a day and would keep it up until all were restored.

I faced the Dwarven leader, rather irritated at them. “The Elf was sent away. You must listen to me and understand! The War ended 8,000 years ago and there is a peace between the races. If she was truly your enemy, she would have prevented us from restoring you. She wants your people to be restored to what they were; and in return, you sought her death. Now cease these senseless hostilities! We have a common enemy, those demons below. We need a plan to vanquish them when your army is fully restored. I suggest that we work together to devise such a plan. Agreed?”

“Agreed, human.”

“Excellent! And Grizl, please call me Jack. Let’s work on the plan and you can brief your people as they are revived. We can organize everyone to gather food and water for our expanding army.”

“Jack, that is not necessary. We have a Mage who can provide what nourishment we will all need.” He called out to his men and they left the temple. “I will send him and the others outside to the encampment. Gather your people around and my Mage will provide what is needed.”

I translated in the human language what Grizl said. All the men left the temple and walked down to the encampment. The brother Mages stayed behind to continue the work.

Grizl Dhal stayed and watched the work intently; he was pleased that his army would be restored to its former glory. I looked around and examined every place for carvings that I could find at this level. Anything of interest, I did tracings on plain paper and filed them away for later.

Later, I joined the dinner party at the encampment. It was described to me by one of the men. The Dwarven Mage summoned a table out of thin air; food and drink was emerging from the center and overflowed upon the table. More food than we could consume. It was amazing!

I spent time talking with Grizl, telling him about what has happened in the world, since they were taken from time; where we came from and how we managed to get help in restoring the Dwarves. We had plenty of time for conversation. Grizl was a good listener and he told me what life was like in their time. We both learned a lot about history and each other.

It took nearly a fortnight, until the Earth Mage completed the task. The Dwarves were briefed and organized. Everyone had another meal to build up strength for the attack.

We were ready. The plan was to surround the stairway, remove the stones and kill the demons as they emerged. We would rotate shifts, keeping fresh men in the front lines.

I withdrew Cinder and spoke the command word, it was engulfed in flames. Others were preparing their weaponry.

The Dwarves lifted out the stones and the demons emerged. I took my place in the battle ring and attacked them as they emerged. I killed them as quickly and as efficiently as I could. The dead Nasu demon bodies were dragged out and away from the battle by others. This went on for hours; I killed dozens of demons and we moved back to make way for the next fighters. My arm was nearly dead weight to me and my sword fell to my side, the flame went out.

The demons kept coming, were dying, and were carried away. Our injured were pulled back for healing and were replaced with fresh fighters.

I rested and waited my time at the frontline again. We engaged the enemy, fought long and hard, fell back, rested, and ate. The Dwarven Mage kept us fed. I lost track of how many days we kept this up. I doubted that it would ever end. Yet, we were committed and we would finish this.
Our strategy paid off, we lost no men, the injuries were tended to and eventually the last of the demons were killed off. I estimated that I had killed almost 200 Nasu in the long battle.

We could finally move into the chamber of the second level. We did so and examined the area, looking for the next stairs. I kept my eyes open for any markings and I did some quick tracings of some interesting symbols and ancient markings.

Soon, we found the stairway. Grizl, Horo, and I descended the stairs as quiet as possible. We saw the mouth of the volcano in the far corner, our final destination. We could see many more Nasu demons and nearly a hundred Balrogs.

We fell back and regrouped. I sounded pessimistic. “We won’t be able to fight our way through them all to get to the altar. Are there any suggestions?”

Grizl smiled. “If you can just get me over to the altar, I just need a few minutes to cast a spell.”

“Of course!” Curse me for a novice. Well, I suppose I still am with the ring, and it has been a week since I used it last..

Horo and I volunteered to cover Grizl, as he did his work. The Mage brothers offered their help to create diversions as we moved in. Better and better. I spoke the command word to ignite Cinder.

The Mage brothers cast spells that caused a river of fire and earthquakes; the spells advanced into the crowd of demons. It got their attention and I spoke the command word while touching Grizl and Horo. In a blink, we were standing upon the altar. Grizl placed the medallion on the mouth of the volcano and began chanting.

Two Balrogs, twelve feet in height, attacked Horo and me. I was too busy to see how Horo was doing, One Balrog attacked me with a fire whip; my bracer protected me from harm, but not for long. I needed to remove his advantage, so I pressed the attack and he had to resort to direct attacks.

We exchanged attacks and I scored a hit to its midsection. The demon was enraged and swung his fist down at me. I parried with Cinder, protecting my head and the demon lost his hand when striking the blade. He howled in fury and charged me. As I said, I am only six feet tall and the Balrog was twelve feet tall. It towered over me and I looked for a vulnerable spot.
I looked straight at my target, they dangled exposed. I performed an uppercut and drew the blade across the groin. The Balrog was effectively castrated. His howling became screams and he fell to the ground, covering himself with his remaining hand. As he lay on the ground I took a few swings and decapitated him.

It was at that time that I noticed that Horo finished his opponent as well and Grizl had completed his spell. I saw a hand come out of the volcano, grasped the medallion, and pulled it into the hole.

The ground shook. “Now what?” I asked Grizl.

“Now we leave, this entire structure will collapse.”

“Oh, great!” I called out to the people at the stairs to get out and away. To Grizl and Horo, “Grab the bodies of the Balrogs and take my hand. We are taking the quick way out.”

There were no arguments, but they probably wondered why I wanted the Balrogs. I spoke the command word and we blinked to the far end of the encampment.

Grizl said, “Not far enough!”

We saw people pouring out of the temple and everyone was running as fast and as far as they could.

“Help me drag the Balrogs further then. I need these bodies to cover expenses for the expedition.” They did and we kept moving until the ground gave way under the temple. The encampment was also taken under. Any supplies left there were gone.

The ground continued to shake; the dust rose and settled awhile later.

The temple was utterly gone. Everyone regrouped to see if we lost anyone. And there were no demons to deal with.

We won and we survived.

More food was summoned and we celebrated.

The Dwarves bid us farewell. Grizl gave me a gift. It was a magical Quill, and he explained its properties. I thanked him and we shook hands. Their new life was our gift to them.

And about the quill I received from the Dwarves? It had some useful properties. It can soak up any medium needed to write in: gold dust, silver dust, blood, and inks. It keeps the medium components separate and is available by the command words. The Quill creates a telepathic link with me, so that I can will it to write independently. It can also smoothly perform carving; a “Dremel” ability; cutting time and effort in carving Wards into bones and wood. This would be helpful in creating Permanence Wards quicker. Finally, it can cast a “Wind Rush” spell by waving the feather.

He told us that we would be welcome to visit them in the Veil of the Dwarven Kings, although we had no idea where that was. There may be a clue on my Dwarven map, but I will need to research it further.
We had a long journey ahead of us for the trip home. But I could speed things up.

We needed to get the Balrog bodies taken care of while they were still freshly killed, because we needed the blood and bones to sell. After a discussion, we decided to take it to Wahooka the Alchemist, and let him prepare it.

I used my ring and took the Mage brothers, the two Balrog bodies and as many people as I could transport; and we went to the front of Wahooka’s Emporium. We made arrangements for the preparation of the bodies, the sale of the parts, and distribution of the profits to the Adventurers. Split equally, fifty ways. Wakooka would get his share of the profits from the preparation of the parts and by reselling anything he bought from us. The final arrangement was that we would all be allocated our materials and be responsible for selling them ourselves. We could pick them up from Wahooka when the materials were ready.
When the ring was charged, I returned to the encampment and took as many people as I could take to the Raven. I was getting better at controlling the ring and now I could move up to 8,000 pounds of people and materials. The rest of the men would have to wait for a week before I could return for them. It would take a few weeks to get everyone on the ship. Now that the danger was removed, the men would enjoy their stay in the encampment and wait there, instead of walking back to the ship.
Horo wasn’t interested in money and decided that when we left, he would go his own way. I told him he was welcome to join us and I could take him to the Church of Light in Spielberg and that he would like it there. He thanked us and made his preparations to leave.

Once everyone was on the Raven, it was early morning and we set sail back to Port Monivey.
It would take another three weeks for the Raven to reach port. And I decided not to wait. Once the ship was loaded, I used my ring and blinked myself home to check on the arrangements and have them ready for everyone’s return. Anyone that was interested went with me.

We blinked to the Adventurer’s Guild. They went on their way and I went for breakfast and home. I unpacked my bedding and was ready for the day.

I visited Wahooka’s Emporium. Wahooka was making progress. I decided to keep 7 ounces of the blood and 10 bones. The blood could be used as ink which would improve the effectiveness of the Wards. The rest of my share would be sold at various shops and my share would net 44,000 gold for the following nine months. I would be quite financially secure.

The Adventurers would be quite pleased with their share and didn’t mind that they were responsible for selling their share.
Next, was Deuce’s Wylde. I wanted to see if our business was profitable. I had missed the Grand Opening and my curiosity was killing me at how we were doing. In the front entrance, there is a sign: “Deuce’s Wylde is an honest establishment. Cheating at cards will not be tolerated. Do not bring your own cards. Only house cards will be used for gaming.” I thought it gave the door a nice touch. 

I needn’t worried about business. Deuce’s Wylde was doing quite well and Terry Deuce was optimistic at our expanding clientele.

He nearly laughed as he told me how much our customers enjoyed my amusing Ward. It did expose a few people who tried to cheat, and it became a hit with the customers. We quickly gained a reputation for an honest establishment, something that succeeded beyond my expectations.

Customers brought in decks, just to have them ‘blanked’. Cards that were left, cards that were used for too long, or cards that were intentionally ‘blanked’ by Terry; became coasters for drinks. It became a trademark of our business. Wild cards, indeed.
Terry collected information and rumors, people liked to talk; and in our place, people came to talk and relax. Besides the card tables, there were comfortable chairs and side tables. We use the front area as a gentlemen’s smoking, drinking, and socializing area. We became the first established gentlemen’s club in Tavern Row. And we were just as popular with women who shared the same interests.

Terry planned to hire a waitress to handle the extra work. And he was toying with the idea of expanding the entertainment. Besides having Sam the piano man, we would hire local musicians to come in and entertain the customers. This would give Sam more breaks, and he would be paid the same if he played or not. With his connections and acting as a talent scout, Sam would find and bring in the local talent we would use.

Terry suggested that we advertise or use our contacts to bring in a wealthier clientele. If we attracted people from nobility and the rich, we would attract more people in general. Others would be interested in rubbing elbows with the upper crust. It was something we would work on. I left Terry to his plans, with my full blessing and support.
Next, I made arrangements to contact Silk. I hadn’t heard anything since I had him start the membership process. I was curious how things stood. A beggar was at the usual spot and I followed the pre-arranged procedures. Then I just had to wait.

I decided it was time to visit Homicide and give a briefing to Inspector Gromley. I was summarily ignored like the plague by members of the staff, as I entered. I knocked on the door, surprised at the noise. I rapped harder than I thought. Gromley told me to enter.

I walked in and got a surprised look from him, I apparently had changed over the last month or so. “It’s about time you came back. What have you been up to, getting a workout at some exotic spa?”

“I’ve been on a working vacation. I thought I’d report on the case of the stolen medallion. First, has there been progress on the murder of General Bellarius?”

“Of course not, I expected you to solve it by now. But here you go off for a long vacation. And I didn’t ask you to investigate the medallion.”

“Nope, but the cases are related.”

“Is this flummery?”

“Not at all, it began the morning after we had our last talk.”

And so, I reported the tale of the stolen medallion. I pieced together the steps: where the medallion was found (in the ruins, serving as a barrier to keep demons in their realm), the runner who brought it here, the medallion was stolen from the General (not reported by the press; it was reported as stolen from a nobleman), it was dumped onto my lap and I took it to the Old Kingdom, the finding of the ruins, the restoration of the Dwarves, the battle with hordes of ghouls and demons, and the medallion being lost forever into the volcano’s mouth. The ruins now destroyed and the Dwarves have moved on.

Gromley knew my tale was credible, because few people knew that the medallion was stolen from the General; and I wasn’t one of them. And he knew about the lost expedition and that the Adventurers Guild had been hired to do a follow up expedition. He didn’t know I was with them, because during his investigation, he discovered I wasn’t a member of the Guild. But he later discovered that I had in fact left on the Raven.

Something troubled him about my tale; something that had also occurred to me.
Whoever stole the medallion, knew: 1) where it came from, 2) what its purpose was, 3) knew what needed to be done with it, 4) knew I would have to take it and put it back where it belonged, and 5) probably killed the General, who was ultimately responsible for the removal of the medallion.

The runner who came back with the medallion was missing and was expected to be dead somewhere. Gromley knew that the Adventurers were hired to go on the expedition

If it was the Ghost (or anyone else for that matter) who was responsible for all these events. He was controlling a chain of events and playing me like a fiddle. He knew my motivations and knew I couldn’t refuse the chance to check out the ruins. And he thought I was trustworthy enough to take the medallion with me and he had enough confidence in me to expect results. I discussed the possibility that the theft of the medallion and the death of the General were unrelated; that the murder was politically motivated. I heard rumors that the General’s second-in-command was planning to continue the General’s plans and the paper had confirmed it. This man was Senator Algo. If the General was so easily killed by his own sword, the Senator’s life was in danger.

 

So, I suggested that Senator Algo may be in serious danger. Gromley could 'arrange' to place the Senator under 24 hour house guard with several men; for his own protection, of course. This would give Gromley an 'excuse' for keeping tabs on what the military was planning and bugging the devil out of them. It may be acceptable to the Senator for a short while, but it will quickly wear on him, if he can't even go to the bathroom without an escort. If Sergeant Stubby takes an active role in the protection, it could become a serious aggravation.

The Senator may possibly decide to call off the investigation of the General's death to keep Gromley's men away from him. Perhaps even leave Port Monivey to keep the police from monitoring them. He may do anything, to get some freedom from the police protection.

 

Thus taking the pressure from upstairs off Gromley and perhaps getting rid of the ships in the harbor.

The Inspector liked that approach and he asked me to go along to pitch the idea. So, I agreed to be ready to go when the Inspector made the necessary arrangements.

I went back home and saw a man in a suit standing by my door. It was obviously Silk in disguise.

“Hello, sir. Please come in, I hope you weren’t waiting long for me.”

“Thank you, I wasn’t waiting long.” I went to unlock the door, but noticed it was already unlocked.

I raised my eyebrow at him. He smiled and walked in ahead of me. “Sorry Jack, just keeping in practice. You should get a better lock for that door.”

“I thought I did.” I closed the door.

“Oh, I hadn’t noticed. I could suggest a ‘proper’ locksmith.”

“That would be nice. Well, Silk, I’ve been gone for some time. Has the Guild found me worthy? I’m still looking for information on the murder.”

“The Guild has given me some information to pass on to you.” He hands me a parchment.

I unrolled it. It was a document that certified that I was a member of the “Southwind Merchant’s Guild”. This Guild was apparently a front for the Thieves Guild. Since I own two businesses, I decided to make a copy of the Certificate for Deuce’s Wylde.

“Welcome to the Guild, brother. And before you ask, there have been no developments in the investigation.”

“Thanks. I noticed that they didn’t waste any time in putting me to work.”

“What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you dump that Runic Medallion in my room upstairs the day after our last meeting?”

“No I didn’t. And what the devil are you talking about?”

So, I told him the same tale I told Gromley. At the end, he wasn’t sure what to think. He did come to the same conclusion that Gromley and I did about the mysterious puppeteer.

“No one knew where the medallion was and this is the first I had heard the full story of it. I knew that you left and the Adventurers Guild went on the expedition, but not the real purpose. I only knew about it being a follow up expedition. There has been talk among the Adventurers since their return. The stories are pretty wild. One even claimed you single-handedly killed a Balrog. Pretty far fetched, eh?”

“I’m not one to brag, but I’m fairly sure that most of the tales are pretty accurate. The Balrogs are pretty big, but they fall down like anyone else that was castrated.”

Silk looked at me as though I had grown a third eye on my forehead and cringes at the image. “Damn! Remind me not to piss you off.”

“You won’t. But you should know that I didn’t know the purpose of the medallion, until I saw the journal of Taren Lorn. Only then, did I know what we were to do. I was going only to search for ancient writings and Wards. The note that told me to take the medallion along; it was evidence enough that whoever left it with me knew about all of it. If it was the Ghost, he knew more than any of us.’’

“Evidently.”

“He also knew athat the General’s second-in-command, Senator Algo, had planned to carry on the work of the General. That’s why the Adventurer’s Guild was on the expedition. It was on the orders of the Senator, since the General was already dead at that time; the medallion was stolen from the General.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yep, and I would bet a demon bone to a pocketful of change that the Senator is going to be next on the Ghost’s (or whoever is behind it) death list.”

“That would make sense. Everything that has happened so far has been with the intent to stop the military’s expansion eastward. I wouldn’t bet against you on that, Jack. So, what’s your plan?”

“I set Inspector Gromley on the Senator. With a number of guards placing him under police protection, it should help him to keep track of the Senator and hopefully irritate him enough to go elsewhere.”

“From what I know about the Senator, he won’t be easily intimidated.”

“He better be. If he doesn’t take full advantage of the security, he will be next. As it stands, if you are right, I expect that the Senator better make arrangements for his funeral. Twenty to one, he will be dead soon; now that the expedition is over and word gets out that he is going to go through with the expansion plans.”

“I better order flowers then.” He smiles. “Good luck.” He heads out.

I decided to wait at home and get some work done. There were Wards to prepare.
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