“Not Quite Dead Enough”
Case No. 04:07 - An excerpt from the casebooks of Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, Private Investigator and Diabolist.

We landed on Lopan, the home of Thalia. We figured that we had only been absent for a few days to a week, when it seemed like we were gone for over a month. We gathered our gear. Thalia, Tavera, Max, and I left the ship. The others stayed with the ship to make arrangements for further repairs. We had performed miracles with the ship, given what we had, but now we could get the ship the serious work it needed. We got plenty of looks from everyone on the docks. How something like that was still serviceable, must have been impressive to the people on the docks.
Thalia took us to her family’s shop. We all needed some attention to take care of our appearance. We needed some serious bathing, shaving, haircuts, and new clothes. We looked like the homeless, and for awhile, I guess we were. The family business was two blocks from the docks, a Healer and Trading Goods shop. It was a very nice looking two story building, well organized and decorated.

Thalia’s family are Elves, her father was a silver haired handsome gentleman in a stylish black suit names Jack Quinn. Her mother was a beauty like her daughter; her name was Elisia, meaning “blessed hands”.
They gave us robes to wear and to remove our clothes and gear. We were taken upstairs for tea on the veranda, it was upstairs and it had a beautiful view of the countryside.

We were taken to our rooms, where there were cots for beds. There was a closet with clothes that belonged to Thalia’s father. They were close enough in size to fit me. I got bathed, which felt absolutely great. I was grateful to have any bath besides the waterfall. With the robe on again, Thalia’s sister came to measure me for new clothes. It would take a couple of days for the suits to be ready, so we had plenty of time.

I visited an alchemist and sold most of the wards on the Demon bones. I arranged to have the proceeds split among our traveling party, 10,000 gold pieces to each of us. I thought they all earned it and I’m not that greedy. Even with that, I felt positively wealthy.

It occurred to me that my account at home should be growing from the sale of the demon bones. I estimated that I should be getting 160,000 in gold per month since I’ve been gone, a comfortable sum.
I got dressed and we got together to check out the night life. Lopan was a lively place and we had a good time checking out the sights and drinking, until 1:00 AM. We made it back and were ready to sleep again and the beds were quite comfortable.
Day two on Lopan was very eventful. We visited a spa, where I got a haircut, a shave, and a relaxing massage. I didn’t realize how badly knotted my muscles were, after all the activities of the last months.

I decided that I wanted to get a walking stick for my saber. Jack Quinn suggested bamboo as the best wood to use and it would be ready in a day or so. I was to leave it there and I didn’t expect I would need it anyway on this island.

I went to the general store and purchased an assortment of waterproof pouches. I need something to protect my Wards materials. I hated having to do all that work only to get ruined in the water. I purchased some powdered silver for my quill, something that will help make the Wards more indestructible.
I purchased a local paper to catch up on Lopan events. There will be a festival in three weeks. Pity I’ll be gone. In the political arena, there is a new general with a bold new plan for expansion into the Yin-Sloth Jungles and Ophid’s Grasslands. It is a supposedly uninhabitable area that they want to clear and occupy. Of course Lopan opposes the expansion if it includes the islands. What I knew about the Yin-Sloth was it was to the southwest of us and it was virtually unexplored and extremely dangerous with evil and ancient religions. Not exactly a place that I’d want to visit.
Thalia’s sister called me to the shop. My suits were ready and I wasn’t disappointed. They were dark brown long overcoats with sheen to the coat. There were additional pockets for carrying many items and even pockets around the sleeves for holding cards and easy access. There was additional room under the armpits, specially designed to give greater flexibility in arm movement. There was enough room to conceal my crossbow at my belt. There were fedora hats, slacks, and boots to match. And comfortable cotton shirts. There were enough changes of suits to last for awhile; very stylish, sturdy, roomy, and comfortable.
I was told that my walking stick was ready and it was delivered to me. Cinder is in its new home, a dark shaft with an enameled bamboo handle. It matches quite well with my new wardrobe. I checked with Thalia because I wanted to pay them and thank them for the wonderful items. I felt great after our months on the island. She told me they were gifts as a guest of the house and my thanks was more than enough.

A week had past since our arrival on Lopan, it was early morning. I gathered all my gear and new possessions. Thalia wanted to stay and ride back with the Raven II.  Tavera and Max were ready to go too. I thanked all of Thalia’s family for their hospitality and gifts, I felt like a new man. When everyone was ready, I teleported us back to Port Monivey.
Tavera made her way back to Coyote Ugly and Max made himself at home again.

Max suggested that I check my lockbox. I did so and found a silver medallion and a note.

Max smiled. “Just like the one I found, but mine is smaller. There was a note with it, telling us to feel free to return to the island anytime.”

“Perhaps we will return there someday, Max.”

He popped away enjoying his new bit of jewelry.
I unpacked all my new clothing and put them away. Then I left for breakfast to return to my usual morning routine in my new attire. I felt particularly generous, so I tipped my waitress with 100 gold pieces. For taking such good care of me and for keeping the papers ready for me.

After breakfast, I went to the bank to check on my reserves. There were two months of funds transferred into my account and the banker was very happy I wasn’t planning to spend it very soon. 
Later that day I returned home and started work on redrawing my card Wards. I drew them in silver which would make them sturdier. This was work that would take awhile, so I wanted to make sure it would be better protected. So, after the cards had the Wards placed upon them, I encased them in the waterproof pouches.
Two weeks later five more suits arrived from Lopan. Now I had quite a nice wardrobe. I was instructed to take them to the alchemist if they needed cleaning.

I spent time working on carving some demon bones to hold some Protection spells. It took time, but it looks like I have that now and I had no idea when I would need them.
Five more weeks passed, until one afternoon some gentlemen came to my shop. They wanted to contract the services of a Diabolist. They were liaisons of the government. They wanted me to travel with them to the Yin-Sloth Jungles. They cleared an area and want me to carve Protection from Evil Wards and give them Permanence. These Wards would protect an outpost that the military is establishing.
I asked them if they knew what would be required for such an endeavor. They did and had sufficient materials for the job. They did? It would require a surplus of demon bones for the job. And I immediately knew the source of the bones they had. I’m sure I would recognize them on sight. I grinned inwardly at that.

I knew that it would take an extensive amount of time to accomplish the mission, should I accept it, and I would be gone for a couple of months, at least. It would take two weeks travel time down the river’s canal and across the Sea of Scarlet Waters. And another two weeks back, unless I could shave off the time teleporting back.

I was informed that I would be paid the standard fare for Ward creation, one thousand in gold for each Ward. And if others were needed, I could work out the arrangements for them too.

I agreed to go along and I was to be ready to ship out in a few hours. A ship was ready at the docks. Satisfied, they left so that I could make arrangements.

I packed my weapons, tools, gear, and several changes of clothing. At least I am dressed for adventure.
I boarded the ship and thoroughly didn’t enjoy the trip. Yes, there was beautiful scenery, but two weeks of scenery got tiresome. At least I can make the trip back shorter, by using my ring.

Two weeks later, we reached our destination. 
The officer asked me if I rode. I told him I did. So they had horses ready for the short cross-road trip to the fort. It took only a short time to reach it. The military outpost was Winiston. There were rice patties at the edge of the fort. The fort was on a slight rise, the building itself was 200 feet square. Beyond the clearing was a dense jungle; so dense, you couldn’t see ten foot into. There were fresh water gators and an assortment of tropical birds as the local wildlife.
There were huts for the workers. There were soldiers guarding the keep at the top of the hill. The workers were gradually clearing the forest. The keep looked like it was a quarter finished. I saw a wagonload of demon bones, even more than we had sold to the Alchemists. 
I was greeted by the Captain. He worked for the new General, the General who thought up this endeavor. I would be meeting him later.

The Captain briefed me on what was expected of me. He took me to his office, well a table covered with diagrams of the area. “Mr. Wylde, this is the layout of the fort. We are regularly attacked by the Tezcat and Grimbor (Ape men). Tezcats are people who have mutated into cannibalistic humanoids with large ears, clawed fingers and toes, and apelike features. Grimbors are large, lumbering, semi-intelligent creatures that are at home on the jungle floor among its lush vegetation. We are setting up a perimeter of Protection Wards around the fort as a defense against these creatures and others. We consulted with several Diabolists and determined what was needed. These spots are where the Wards are needed. We need you to carve Wards into demon bones, 100 of them.”

“What Wards do you have in mind? And what happened to the other Diabolists?”

“As I understand it, you would carve a ‘Protection from Evil’, a ‘Trigger’, and ‘Permanence’ Wards on each bone. Then we will position them on each specified spot. The other Diabolists? They were killed in the attacks, eight of them, hopefully that won’t happen to you.”

“I certainly hope it won’t either, and you’ll find I’m a little heartier than the typical Diabolist. Just a little harder to kill.”

“That’s what I heard.”

I suppose the military did their homework before hiring me. “Now, that’s the layout of the surrounding area. It looks pretty solid. What about the fort itself? What protection do you have in mind there? Surely, it needs some additional protection.”

“Of course. That is something that wasn’t worked out yet. We were going to leave it up to you. We wanted the same Wards but with Fireballs as the effect. I think that is the proper terminology.”


“Indeed. You have done your homework. Give me a few minutes and I will have it ironed out.” So I did some calculations and measuring. “How’s this, Captain? The building is 200 foot square and only 20 feet tall. If we place a Ward on each corner and at every 50 feet, that will cover the entire fort. That would be 16 Wards. I suggest that we change one of them to place over the door. But instead of a Fireball, we should use a Magic Net. That will trap whatever tries to get through the front door.”
“That sounds like a good plan. Go ahead and plot them on the diagram. Start on them first, we should protect the fort and work our way outward.”
So I plotted them. I also did a quick mental calculation. Carve 100 Wards at 1,000 gold pieces for the area and 16 Wards at 1,000 gold pieces for the fort. For a grand total of 116,000 gold pieces, a tidy sum. I did another mental calculation. I can carve 1 bone a day, so I was looking at 116 days or nearly 4 months of tedious carving. I ‘hoped’ it would be tedious carving, but I had a feeling that it would be anything but tedious. I kept in mind that I was still making 160,000 per month from the income from the Alchemists. When I get out of here, I will be better than well off.
How dangerous this assignment would be was uncertain. The Captain set up an area for me to work and I got started.
The second day there I experienced my first attack at the fort. There were 30 Tezcats and a Grimbor. I joined the attack, although the Captain told me to stay back. My crossbow dealt with several of them and when a couple broke through, I killed them with my blade. After that, the Captain wasn’t so worried about me. We lost a dozen men during the attack.
I told him that we needed a better weapon and I had one in mind. I took the demon bones I got from the island. One already had Fireball and Permanence on it, but no Trigger. I thought I would remedy that. So, I carved a Trigger Ward; one that would fire a Fireball when a specific Power Word was spoken. I chose ‘Ya-ahk-met’ symbolizing power and light. The other demon bone had a Magic Net and Permanence on it, I chose a Power Word Trigger Ward of ‘Netosa’. This gave me two powerful weapons. How powerful I don’t know, because it depends upon the strength of the Ward Mage that carved them. They were carved by the hermit on the island, who turned out to be a rather powerful one. I am expecting a rather impressive display.
I went back to my work on the other Wards and waited for the next attack.
The attack occurred three days later. I took the front line and spoke the power words that would trigger my Wards. The Fireballs (15d6) and Magic Nets (up to 300 feet away, it casts a 10 foot diameter net) that were fired decimated the invaders. None of our men were lost during that battle. I gained a great deal of respect from the soldiers. And their respect for Diabolists in general increased. 

Within a month, I estimated that I had killed over a thousand creatures. And the attacks stopped. For the following ten days there were no more attacks.
The General had been in the fort for the last month and wanted to investigate why there were no further attacks. He organized a group of 50 soldiers and 25 volunteers, and asked me if I was interested. He came to look upon me as a seasoned soldier, one that he wanted at his side. Well, I couldn’t resist such an invitation. Although looking back on it, I should have resisted it.

We entered the jungle and got 200 yards in, where we saw ruins. I was certain it was a temple, an evil temple. I thought it would be good if some of the men had some of the Protection bones handy. The 25 volunteers went back for them,

We entered the temple. It was dark, so torches were lit. There were hundreds of snakes. I used my demon bone and spoke the Power Word that roasted the snakes. I saw symbols and markings that could be determined as writing, but in a language that I didn’t know. What I could pick out from it was various symbols that translated to necromancer, evil, and undead. I saw references to Set’s Temple and raising undead and evil. The same theme reoccurred and I didn’t like this place. Then we saw something that made us want to leave, there was a large pool of blood.

The General wanted to get out of this place and forget that it existed. My thoughts exactly, but I wouldn’t be able to forget it any more than other places of evil that I have seen. I activated my bracer.
We left the temple and walked back to the fort. There was a fog rising, but it was a dark grey-brown cloud. This was something I never experienced. From the right side, I spotted a large Bengal tiger that charged me. It was over ten feet long and over 600 pounds, a monstrous beast. I spoke the Power Word and nothing happened. I dodged aside as it attacked; it slashed at my chest and tore into my overcoat. I fell over hard. I drew my blade and spoke the Power Word to cause it to flame. Again nothing happened. The tiger attacked again. It anticipated my move and hit me with the massive force of its body. My blade dug into it deeply and should have punctured its heart. The blade withdrew as it fell away. I ran again.
But it came back and with its teeth, tore my right arm off. I hit the ground hard and screamed. I realized that the bracer provided me no protection. I finally realized that we were attacked with an anti-magic cloud, something I didn’t realize that existed.

I withdrew my quill to see if it worked, because it could cast a Gust of Wind spell. And it worked! But it was just stirring up the cloud and not dissipating it. I put it away. 

I heard chanting in the distance and realized where the cloud was being controlled. I got up and picked up my arm. I doubted that my arm could be reattached, but the bracer and my teleportation ring was on that arm; hopefully my ticket out of here.
So I ran as my shoulder ached. I was fighting the effect of shock. I was hit by a spear and fell. It didn’t dig it, but the force of it knocked the arm out of my hand. I drew my sword and fought my way out. I had to leave the arm or die, it was that simple.
I saw that others were under attack and I couldn’t help them here. The ring, even if it worked could only get a few men out of here. Our only chance was to run out of here and stop for nothing.
The tiger appeared again and was going to attack. But it was distracted by the General, telling me to run. I was going to fight the tiger, but the General was killed on the spot. I couldn’t save him. So I ran. I was at the clearing and saw the evil Cleric. I ran him through the mouth with my sword. At least I was able to kill him. The Anti-magic cloud was beginning to dissipate, but it would still be awhile before we could use magic again.
I ran and got beyond the cloud, but didn’t reach the outer barrier of Protection wards yet. I pulled out my demon bone. The tiger was nearly upon me again. I spoke the Power Word and the tiger was enveloped in fire, and charred. I kept moving. I looked behind me and the tiger was gone. It appeared again; I torched it again and reached the Protection Wards. I passed out as I hit the barrier.
I woke up to see a Psi-Healer working on me. My first thought was ‘It wasn’t a dream’. My next thought was ‘I lost my arm, my bracer, and my fast ticket out of here – all gone forever’. Then I thought ‘I ruined a perfectly good suit’. And I tried to laugh, but could only manage a cough. At least there was no pain. Then I passed out again.
I woke again later and saw the Captain. He told me that the expansion was over and I was to stay put for two more days. I was under good care.
I slept most of those two days and was too weak to move anyway. I lost a lot of blood and I was slowly recovering my strength. If a Psi-Healer wasn’t there, I’m sure I would have died.
It was almost a week after the attack and I was up and around. I made the rounds on the fort, trying to get some exercise and air. I looked at the jungle beyond the barrier. I saw the tiger, it was watching me. I could see the tail twitching, almost playfully, I wanted to recover my property but I didn’t have the strength to fight the tiger to get it. My hand closed over the demon bone. I resisted the overwhelming urge to charge it and repeat the Power Words until there was nothing left of it.
But I didn’t. I couldn’t. And somehow I knew it wasn’t over.

I turned and went back to the fort. If it came for me, I would fight it. But I won’t fight it now.

When the next ship came with more men to reinforce the fort, I would leave on it. I sat with the Captain and we both had a whiskey, straight up. And we talked, mostly about the plans. They would maintain the fort, but there would be no further expansion plans. They died with the General. He wanted to know what happened and he had only got snippets from the survivors. Nearly all the men were killed in that battle and less than a handful got out of the jungle. The General ordered him to stay behind to lead the fort; he wouldn’t permit another officer to lead a force that he wasn’t willing to. The Captain knew that it could have been him to die in the jungle.
So, I told him what happened. The Captain thanked me for the information and was glad to hear of the General’s bravery and sacrifice. He told me that it wouldn’t be necessary to stay and carve more Wards and I could leave anytime. The payment for my services has already been handled for the full amount. And that he was proud of fighting alongside of me.
I told him that I was honored to fight alongside him and his men. If they want to look me up, they could find me in Port Monivey. I would buy them a drink at Deuce’s Wylde and give them a hero’s welcome.
I packed my gear, said my goodbyes to everyone, and boarded the ship. I made the trip home, a long two weeks. Nothing like the quick trip I planned. I spent a lot of time thinking on the trip back. I had a lot of denial, anger, resentment, bargaining, and finally I came to acceptance. I decided I wasn’t going to let this beat me. Mostly it was ongoing frustration in learning how to do everything with one arm.

Then I thought of those I left behind in the Yin-Sloth Jungles.
I’d be lying if I said that this wasn’t a wasted trip. The expedition was coming to an end. The Empire would finally stop their expansion into the Yin-Sloth Jungles. The post would remain with a small retinue to defend it. I spent months in my task of carving Wards for this remote outpost. And my Wards would serve to protect the people in the outpost, but for what purpose?

It was a waste; the long tedious work and the loss of lives, including a host of my Diabolist brethren who were unsuited for survival in this wilderness. The sacrifice of many so that the remaining few of us would get out alive. Finally, the sacrifice of my right arm and my treasured artifacts to that cursed tiger. At least that damnable evil cleric with his anti-magic cloud was dead. I got some satisfaction in killing him.

So, I headed home. The government made sure I was paid well for my work. I was against the expansion and I wasn’t upset that it was coming to an end, and that is part of the reason I came in the first place. I wanted to observe and see what could be done to stop it. But this massacre was something that I wouldn’t have permitted if I could have stopped it. If it wasn’t for the cleric, I might have.

Or I might not have. Since the battle, I’ve run many scenarios in my head on what I could have done to stop it. And I keep coming up with the same answer with the same results. I could have stayed in the camp and been safe, but to my mind that would have not been acceptable.

I’d given up on resentment and anger. I had settled down to simple frustration. Frustration in learning how to do things with one arm, but I refused to give up. It’s an ongoing learning curve. Adapt and survive, I always say. So I survived.

It was a long journey and I finally made it home. I arrived at night. After all that time, I only wanted to sleep in my own bed. I undressed enough to be comfortable and collapsed.

The next morning I woke and was determined that I would return to my routine, as though I never left.

I didn’t unpack my gear last night and I wasn’t in a hurry to do so. I got cleaned up and dressed in a fresh suit that I left home. I went to the Inn for breakfast. A stack of papers were waiting for me. I ordered breakfast, a large breakfast, and had my waitress leave the pot of coffee. I missed their coffee and I was going to thoroughly enjoy it.

I had accepted the response I got from everyone I met. I don’t need empathy to detect it. When they noticed my missing arm, they tried not to respond and react and tried not to ask what happened but they wanted to know. I don’t want their sympathy and I wanted them to feel comfortable around me. So, I tried to put people on their ease and casually mention the incident like it’s no big problem and everything was all right. So, this was what happened as I went along and I thought I’d mention this up front.

So, I started with my favorite waitress at the Inn. She was a charming and hard working lady who always anticipated everything I needed. She made the arrangements with the papers and kept my cup full. I think I pay her well.

I scanned through the latest newspapers for current news and worked my way back. There wasn’t anything very important. They did mention that the local economy was doing well and business was growing. Tavern Row was doing well and was becoming the hot spot of town. Deuce’s Wylde was given an excellent write-up by the editor. My place was in good hands with Terry Deuce and he had turned it into a high class operation. I was glad I made the decision to hire him as a partner.

I checked the rumor section of the paper. The rumor mongers say that the Western empire will be invaded by an army of angry Dwarves. They have reported that the Elven population of Port Monivey and those in the surrounding towns were fleeing the city, to places unknown. I made a note to check with Thalia to get the real story on this, to discover if and why the Elves were leaving.

In the local news, it was reported that Death cults were running rampant. Indigents are being slaughtered. No one has been able to keep these cults at bay. I suspect that there may be more to it than cults, it was vampires before and it could be again.

I finished breakfast and walked to the Raven II to see Thalia.

I saw Thalia’s brother and greeted him. “Ahoy! Is mistress Thalia on board?”

“Aye, she is. Come aboard Jack, I’ll let her know you are here.”

Thalia greeted me and tried not to notice the change. I explained the situation and told her that I wanted her to scan me. I was concerned about long term problems and wanted to make sure that I didn’t have something like rabies or some other disease.

So, she took me down below to get comfortable. I took my shirt off, she lit candles, and made me comfortable. A half hour went by and she was done. I got dressed as she gave me the verdict. I’m in perfect health and everything had healed fine. There were no ill effects from the injury. She had concerns about my psychological health and suggested that I saw her mother in Lopan. She could do a more thorough examination.

I told her that there was no time like the present. So, I went back to gather my gear, which was still packed as I said before. I caught a ride on the Raven II to Lopan and the trip was uneventful.

I was escorted to Thalia’s home and I was greeted by her mother, Elisia. She heard why I was there and she wanted to get started immediately. She closed the shop and we went to her quiet office. We went through the same routine for the examination, as I did with Thalia. Her mother determined that Thalia was correct, that I was in perfect physical health. She was ready for the next step, a mental examination. She put me to sleep for it and everything faded to black.

I woke up. I had difficulty interpreting what she was trying to convey. She noticed that I had worked through all the typical mental and psychological processes and had come to a tenuous acceptance of the situation. She noticed my frustration in the adaptation and told me that that was normal and she was pleased with my progress. The Psi-Healer that worked with me did an admirable job in healing.

With her level of skill, if she was there, she could have restored my arm. But that wasn’t to be. She said that she noticed that I had experienced phantom pains from the missing arm, which was normal as well. 

She wanted me to return every few months to monitor my progress, because she noticed there were some subtle differences in my current scan from my previous scan. She told me to be prepared for some changes. She didn’t understand it, because the body tended to compensate for losses, and she anticipated some potential changes but couldn’t pin point it.

I was fortunate to have survived. I thanked her and made arrangements for the return trip. While we had dinner, I asked Thalia about the rumors. She told me that the Elves were leaving, a great migration. She didn’t know why, but it involved the Valley of the Kings. This was the place where the restored Dwarven army went to. I wondered if there was a connection and so did she.

Thalia and her family decided to stay. And the Dwarves aren’t coming back to the Western Kingdom. Thalia doubted that there will ever be another Dwarven and Elven war. She was thinking of investigating why the Elves were migrating to the Valley of the Kings too. The question on both our minds is ‘Why?’

So, I caught a ride back home. I missed my teleportation ring, because I preferred short trips and these long trips over water and over land are exhausting. At least I don’t have some bizarre illness from the tiger’s bite.  The shipboard trip was uneventful. After a few days, the ship reached dockside at night. I didn’t bother to unpack this time either and I just went to bed.

In the morning, I got cleaned up and went out for my morning routine. After breakfast, I left a note for Silk and went to see the Inspector. He was surprised to see me after all those months and was shocked at my appearance. So, I told him the story about the failed expansion plan and the battle that resulted in the loss of my limb. He was spellbound and emotionally torn as I was. Pleased at the failed expansion, but saddened at the massive and senseless loss of life.

He told me about the rising number of Death Cult murders. The number of deaths from the cult has tripled in the last couple of months. He thought that probably nothing would be done about it, until someone of high ranking dies.

I told him that I would give the matter some consideration, but not to expect me to solve it immediately; I was a little short handed at the moment.

He caught the joke and I even got a smile out of him. I bid him good day and left.  

It was noon and I went to Deuce’s Wylde. I wanted to visit Terry and get current news and to get a look at the place where I was half owner. I noticed that some changes were made in the design. It was glitzy and clean, very high brow.

Terry assured me that things couldn’t be better. Word is getting out that Deuce’s Wylde was the place to be for cards. There was a poker championship underway. Some card players were caught cheating and disqualified from competition. Apparently they didn’t get the word about not bringing their own cards. They tried pulling out cards concealed in their sleeves and they were blank. My Ward continued to work like a charm. It was a hit among the players and helped identify the good players from the cheats.

A new lady friend was helping Terry tend bar. She was a minor psychic, working the crowd. She was a popular attraction as a bartender. Terry also had bands come to play and they were a real draw for entertainment. Deuce’s Wylde was in fact the best Gentleman’s club in town.

Terry was also investing the house funds, instead of letting the money sit tight. He also talked with Tavera at Coyote Ugly. He worked out a decent business arrangement with her. We now close the kitchen early and our customers build up an appetite. When they leave, Coyote Ugly has their kitchen open and they greet our customers as they leave. So, they leave from playing cards and go to their breakfast bar. In return, we get 5% of their take.

Terry was planning to hire some running boys as messengers; to help with businessmen and nobles in conducting business while enjoying their pleasures.

I asked if there were any security problems. He told me of a few attempted break-ins. Some thieves tried to break in, but it was a misunderstanding. We pay a monthly fee for protection from the Thieves guild. He hoped I didn’t disapprove. I indeed did approve, but I didn’t tell him why. As a recent member of the guild myself, I could have made the arrangement too. I told him about the certificate that we were members of the Southwind Merchant’s Guild; I was working on a copy of it for the bar. Good old Terry, a fine businessman and a perfect partner.

I asked him if the Undead Ward was still active. He told me that it worked great. Apparently there were suspicious people who had considered coming in but seemed to be blocked from entry. He assumed that there may indeed be vampires still loose, but they have been unable to pass the Wards; and he was grateful for it.

I asked if there was any news about the Death Cult that was mentioned in the papers. The owners of the businesses of Tavern Row have organized and united to pay the Thieves guild and town guardsmen to provide additional watch. He told me that the only known deaths from the Death Cult, has been to indigents. They have ignored our typical customers so far. I told him that I thought that it sounded too much like our previous situation in Tavern Row. He seemed to agree.
Then I asked to see the account books. He looked at me quizzically but complied. I opened the page to the section that reported profits to each of us.

I made a notation on my page. [Transfer all my nightly profits from day one on, to Terry Deuce’s account until further notice] and signed it. “That should make it legal enough, Terry. I don’t really need the money and I appreciate the work you have done to the place. It is enough for me to know that I am only ‘part’ owner of this splendid place. Without you, this place would be grossly ignored. Use the funds anyway you see fit, it’s yours. I love what you’ve done with it; it’s just the place I always wanted to visit.”

“Thanks, Jack.”

“Perhaps I will get a chance to stop by and enjoy it. Good day, Terry.”

“Good day, Jack. Hurry back.”

So, I left and went across the street to Coyote Ugly. It was closed, so I knocked on the door. Moments later, the door opened and the Stone man greeted me.

“Hi, Jack. It’s been awhile.”

“Yes it has, nice to see you again. Is Tavera about?”

“She’s in the office working on the books. Go on in.”

“Thanks.” So I went around the corner, past the bar and into the side office.
At the desk, buried in her books, was Tavera. She was hard at work on figures, adding columns and crosschecking her sums. She was totally absorbed at it and never looked up as we talked. “Hello Jack.”
“I’m glad you and Terry are getting along so well. Everyone has been doing fine without me around here. I may develop a complex or something.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that Jack. Terry’s a good businessman. He’s learned a lot from Lady Finnegan. And the last thing you should get is a complex.” It was then that she looked up from her papers. “What?” She asked with a concerned look.
“That was the result of a run-in with a large tiger in the wilderness, over ten feet long and over 600 pounds. Damned hard to kill, I thought I had several times. I was one of the lucky ones. Have you heard of such a huge and nasty creature?”

“Not at all, perhaps it was a demon.”

So, I told her the whole story. “The way it healed itself, I thought it was a shape shifter. The damned thing dared me to come back into the jungle after my arm and the trinkets. I have a bad feeling about it, like I will see it again. I had Thalia and her mother check me out, in case I had rabies or some dreaded disease or something. Her mother told me to expect some changes, but I have no idea what she was talking about.”  

“Yes, it all seems very strange. Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I better go; I just wanted to see you again. Well, perhaps if things are slow, I’ll stop by again for drinks.” I noticed that during our conversation, my arm itched.

“Yes, please do.”

I left Coyote Ugly and headed for Wahooka’s Emporium.

I tipped my hat at Wahooka’s eye on the sign. The door opened and I was greeted by the owner.

“Mr. Wylde! It had been quite a long time. Please come in!”

“Hello Wahooka, nice to see you again. It looks like business is going well. I’m guessing that your demon bone sales have been quite good.”

“Indeed. What brings you to my shop again?”

“There are a couple of things that I wanted to discuss with you. First, I thought you would like to know what happened to the demon bones that we sold. The military’s expansion program; in the outreaches, they had set up an outpost in the Yin-Sloth Jungles. They needed the talent of a Diabolist to carve some Wards. Many Diabolists were killed and they finally recruited me. That’s where I was for the last months. The military bought up all the demon bones and now they are in an outpost with no purpose. Hundreds of men lost their lives and I lost the arm.”

“I noticed that. That’s very interesting, Mr. Wylde. Yes, the military’s purchase has stimulated the local economy quite nicely. I’m glad the expansion program is on hold or stopped altogether, and second?”

“I’m looking to see if you have some sort of magical prosthetic arm.”

“Ah yes, I should have guessed. A Runic appendage is what you are looking for. Sorry, I’ve heard of such items, but I’ve never seen anything like them.”

“Oh well, I thought it worth a shot. Thanks, Wahooka. By the way, I unfortunately lost my bracer and ring, a streak of bad luck being out in the wilderness.”

“No problem, it was already paid for.” He grinned.

I grinned back. “Yes indeed, they ‘were’ paid for. If you locate an appendage, preferably a right arm please let me know.” And I left.

I stopped along the dockside to get something to eat. I was in the mood for seafood, so I had a seafood grille and a couple of ales. All the while I was walking through town, my empathy was active and I was having phantom itching. I could occasionally detect hostile intent, but nothing concrete and I could not detect if it was aimed at me or someone else.

I made it to my shop and tipped my hat to the eye on my sign. I entered, locked up, and made my way to my room upstairs. I saw Max at my desk.

“Hello Max, nice to see you again.”

“Hello Jack. Silk stopped by, he will check back again later; probably tomorrow. Jack, I have to go home, back to my village. It’s been too long since I’ve been home and I’m needed there.”

“I understand. Have a safe trip. Thanks for everything. It was great having you around. If you need me for anything, please let me know.”

“I will. Bye!” He vanished and was gone.

I opened a bottle of wine, had a few glasses, and went to bed.

I woke up and had a hangover. I didn’t drink that much, so it was something else. I had more phantom itching and pain too. So I freshened up, got dressed, and left for breakfast; my normal routine.

I nearly finished my first cup of coffee when I spotted the news story that made my heart stop. There were three murders last night. The victims were mauled to death. There were bloody tracks and witnesses reported seeing a really big cat.

He’s here and looking for me, I instinctively knew that. Damn! I read further, the murders were close to the docks and close to here, but no names were mentioned. Damn! He could be anywhere around and very near. I thought quickly, well as fast as I was capable of thought. My concern was for those who I have been in contact with recently.

I called for the waitress. I handed her a fist full of gold coins, not bothering to count it.

“Yes, Jack?”

“Can you find a runner or deliver a message for me? A runner would be better. I would like a message sent to Deuce’s Wylde and to Coyote Ugly. Tell them that Jack said to be alert. The cat that I told them about is in town. Then take the day off and stay indoors. Please hurry!”
I gulped down my coffee and rushed back home. I got my Ward material out, including the quill. I won’t say I was in a state of panic, but I was pretty close to it. I grabbed a few demon bones that I started earlier but never charged them.

The bones I took out had the Wards: Protection from Lycanthropes, Protection from Demons, and Protection from Evil. I’m gambling any as a possibility. I charged them all and tucked them into my pockets. All the while, my missing arm itched. It was very annoying. I had my weaponry at hand, including the bones with the permanent Fireball and Magic Net.

I had my pipe material in my pocket. I grabbed a bottle of wine and a glass. It took a couple of trips to get everything up there.
I decided that I would let the tiger come to me and not try to track him down. I gathered everything together and climbed the spiral staircase and went upon the roof. I figure that it would have no difficulty climbing or jumping on a two story building.

I had a table and chair set up there because I liked the view, but it had been months since I last used it; I was too busy.

I opened the bottle of wine and poured a drink. I lit my pipe. I had my weapons at the ready. The crossbow sat on the table and my sword was drawn and across my lap. The demon bone weapons were sticking out of my pocket. The Protection Wards were tucked in tight. It took awhile longer, one handed, but I finished it.
I sat down, smoked, drank, and waited. And I felt very much like the condemned man having his last meal. I decided that I wasn’t going down without a fight. And I cursed my total recall that replayed in painful detail what happened in the last battle. But I wanted to remember what the tiger looked like when I faced it down. I kept that attitude intact, I would face it down and I would fight it. And it would pay for killing innocents.
And I thought ‘at least there is a wonderful view of the town and the river beyond.’
“A nice afternoon for a fight,” I said out loud.
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