“Please Pass the Guilt”
Case No. 04:05 - An excerpt from the casebooks of Jack “Tarquin” Wylde, Private Investigator and Diabolist.

Time passed and the rest of the Adventurers returned from their trip. 

I was having breakfast and read the ‘Daily Crier’ as the ship pulled into port. The paper had a story of a fire in the Pleasure District. Thirty people were killed in the fire and the only witnesses described a part-man part-demon leaving the scene, before the Fire Mages arrived to put the fire out. A sketch of the man’s face was included, with no details, just flames around his head. Some firebug with little regard for life, I thought. Another story covered the increasing costs of firefighting and an increase in taxes is proposed to cover those costs. The alternative is to cut back on firefighting services. They also mentioned that there was an increase in the number of fires reported in Port Monivey, so cutting back on services wasn’t a feasible suggestion.
I met the boat at the dock. Thalia and Tavera got off the ship and I greeted them properly. I told them I was waiting for them; Wahooka made arrangements to turn over the items to the adventurers when they returned. I was just going to head over to let him know the ship was here.
Tavera said that she would like to go along. I told her I would like the company.

We went to Wahooka’s Emporium. I told him that the Raven was in and he should be getting visitors soon. Tavera asked him if the item she requested was ready.

“Of course. It’s been done some time ago.” He gets a box out and hands it to her.
She smiles and hands the package to me. I open it and smile. It is a small crossbow and I can sense the magic within it. “Thanks, blue eyes. I don’t know what to say.”

She said, “That old thing you have was getting unreliable. And slow. Wahooka, tell him about it.”

“Certainly, it’s something I whipped up for Tavera, I call it the Phantom Crossbow. It does five times the damage of your old crossbow. It reloads itself and never runs out of bolts. It doesn’t fire any faster, but it does more damage and keeps firing. Let me demonstrate.” He calls out an ancient name I didn’t quite get.

A mummy shambles out. “Yes, what is it?” Wahooka fires a shot. The impact tears the arm off of the mummy and most of its shoulder. “Arghhh. I hate it when you do that. Will that be all?”
“Yes, that will be all.”

The mummy picks up his arm and shambles out.

“Impressive. Thanks!”

“You’re welcome.”

We head out; Tavera with her demon material and I with my new toy.

“Perhaps I can show my appreciation. I would like to give you a tour of my new place and we could go out for dinner and drinks.”

“Sounds nice, I’ll catch you later. I want to get home for awhile first.”

“Great. I’ll get with you later.” She heads to Coyote Ugly. I head home.

Back in the shop, I was working at my desk and occasionally admiring my new toy. I heard thumping noises on the rooftop of my sandstone home.

I got the Book of Serpent from my desk, put it in my jacket pocket, and walked around the room. My Protection Wards are all active within it. If there are dangers from above, I could detect them soon enough. Nothing set them off. But what could it be? The thumping stopped.
I got my new crossbow and had it ready. I ascended the spiral staircase and unlocked the door to the roof. I slowly opened the door outward and looked around. I saw a figure stumble and fall. It was a man in rags. I opened the door and stepped onto the roof. I approached the man, who was shivering and sweating. When he looked up at me, he passed out. My Wards were still silent, so I picked him up. I carried him downstairs, outside, and to the docks.

I reached the Raven with my burden and called out. “Ahoy! Is Mistress Thalia on board?”
One of the mates called back. “Aye, come aboard, Mr. Wylde.” He called out to Thalia.

I carried the man on board and Thalia came to the deck. “What’s up, Jack?”

“I found him on my roof. He is shivering and sweating and passed out. I suspect he is either ill or injured, so I brought him here to the healer.”
“I will check him out.” She scans him and finds nothing to explain it. No illness or serious injury, only a slight bump on his head.
We both thought it was strange that his clothes were singed, as though he was in a fire, but his hair and skin were not. I checked him for identification and found none. I looked under his clothes for any markings. I found tattoos: flames on one shoulder and the sun on the other. No other markings were found. 

I wasn’t sure if he needed to be warmed up or cooled off. I got out my parchment and drew Wards: ‘Inflict Cold’ and ‘Inflict Fire’. I could adjust the temperature level on each of them. I tried cool first, slowly lowering the temperature a few degrees at a time. He was shivering worse, so I stopped and activated the Ward for warmth. As he got warmer, he shivered less, until he stopped. In a few minutes, he woke and looked comfortable. The Ward created warmth considerably over a normal body temperature.
“Where am I?”

“You are on the Raven. I brought you to a healer, Thalia. I’m Jack Wylde, you were on my roof. What is your name and where do you come from?”

He concentrated and looked confused. “I don’t know who I am or where I came from. What happened to me?”

“That’s what we were wondering.”  I switched to the Elven language. ”Thalia, it sounds like amnesia. We have our work cut out for us. He may know something about the fire in the pleasure district. It would help if we can help him regain his memory. None of my protection Wards were triggered, he is not evil, undead, a demon, or a supernatural creature that I am aware of. He is perfectly normal as far as I can tell.” She agreed, from the result of her examinations.
“There is something else. There was a report of a half-demon and half-man seen, leaving the building, his head was covered in flames. It’s possible that he was there and was somehow involved. I want to know the answers before I just turn him in. The police would call it being a material witness to a murder. I could check to see if there are any missing persons or anyone that matches his description. He may have a dual nature and not be aware of it.” 

To the stranger, I spoke in the human tongue, “I have Wards and some ideas that may help with memory, it may take some time. So, bear with us. You are a mystery and that’s my department. Do you want to know who you are?”
“Of course.”

“Good. I will see what I can do. I want you to stay with Thalia. I will do some checking to see if anyone has reported you missing. But let me try some things first.”

On plain paper, I drew a sketch of him and the tattoos; and wrote a detailed description of him. On some parchment, I drew some Wards; first, Protection from Fire (and I handed it to Thalia to keep with her). Next, I drew Inflict Knowledge and Inflict Magical Knowledge. And I activated them. Nothing happened and I explained it to Thalia.

I suggested Inflict Good and Bad Knowledge, trying to cover all bases.
“Why would you do that?” Asked the stranger.

“What? Oh, I forgot, friend, the Inflict Knowledge temporarily granted him the ability to understand the Elven tongue. Sorry. I was trying to cover all bases. Forget it. You will understand languages for awhile, but that didn’t help your memory.”

His hair started to spark into flame. I brought it to his attention and he didn’t notice it. 
My Protection from Fire activated in my Book of the Serpent and the flames faded. I checked his hair and there was no singed hair. There is definitely more to this fellow than we can determine.

I used my quill and with demon blood, I drew a Protection from Fire Ward and activated it.

“Thalia, do you think it is possible that he has been cursed?”

“We could see a Priest and have him examined.”

“The thought had occurred to me too. Feel like taking a quick trip to the Church of Light?”

“Sure.”

“This Ward should work long enough for me to do some inquiries. I will be back soon.”

I went to the police department and checked missing persons. No one was missing that fit the description and there was no one wanted that fit his description. I checked the tattoo parlors on the docks on the way back. The tattoos are common enough and nothing identifiable; none of their customers fit the description of our stranger. I returned with a big goose egg.

I told them my findings. “At least he wasn’t wanted by the police. Let’s go.”

I spoke the command word and we blinked to the Church of Light. We saw the head Priest, Nevin Kirbist.
“Mr. Wylde and Mistress Tavera! What a pleasant surprise. Who is your friend and what can I do for you?”

“Hello, Priest Kirbist, Our friend has amnesia and it’s possible he is afflicted with a curse. Is there a place that is fire proof and can you examine him?”

“Certainly, follow me.” He takes to a chamber made of stone. “Why do you want a place that is fire proof?”

“This may explain.” I deactivated my Ward. In a moment, his hair was sparking into flame and small flames were coming from his fingers. I reactivated the Ward and the flames ceased.

“Oh dear. I see. Are you alright, my son?”

“Yes, sir.”

Thalia spoke. “Jack, I decided to call him Singe. It seemed to fit.”

“Indeed it does,” I said. “Can you see if he is cursed or if there is a reason for his condition.”

“We will see.” He prayed and chanted, passing his hands over Singe. “Well, Singe, there is no curse at work. Whatever is wrong with you is a natural condition, whatever that is. I’m afraid I can’t do anything about your memory.” He turns to me. “Jack, I detect no evil within him either, he is genuinely a gentle man.”
“Thank you, we were certain of it too. I’m glad there is a consensus. As you are aware, I don’t like making those kinds of mistakes.”

“Of that, I’m glad.” He smiled. “Jack, I’ve forgiven you, you should do as well.”

“I’ll work on it. Thanks again. I want to make another stop before heading home.”

Nevin asked. “The Elven Keep?”

“I guess you had the same thought.”

“They have a different approach to matters; perhaps they may have different results.”

“Farewell, then. Say a few prayers for Singe’s recovery for us.”
“Already done, slayer of evil. Farewell.” He smiled.

I spoke the command word and we blinked to the outside of the Elven Keep. Their magical shield was still working, covering the Keep and protecting all within.

In moments, an Elf came to greet us, one I recognize because I spent nearly a week hanging from a wall in the dungeon with him. “Greetings, Jack Wylde and Thalia the healer. You have company.”

“Hello Eronya, We came to see Aramis. This is Singe, he has amnesia and we were hoping that we may find help here, in recovering his memory.”
“Please come in and we will see what can be done.”

We followed Eronya into the Keep and to the main chambers. “Aramis, we have guests.”

“Jack and Thalia, it is nice to see you again. Who is your companion?”

“It is nice to see you again, Aramis. This is Singe. I found him at my home and he has amnesia. Is there a place that is fireproof?”
“Yes, follow me.” He took us down the hall to an open chamber made entirely of stone. “This should do.”

“Thank you. There is a complication that we are concerned about.” I deactivated the Ward. His hair sparked into flames and more of his hands were igniting as well. “Along with amnesia, he seems to be unable to control his condition. I have been keeping it at bay with my Wards, but they are temporary. He is only a danger because he can’t control it and is not aware why it is happening. I was hoping you may help unravel this mystery.” I reactivated the Ward and his flames were extinguished again.
“We will see.” Aramis cast some spells and scanned him magically, until he dropped his arms. “There is no permanent damage, his memory should return naturally in a day or so. As for his nature, I’m not certain. I have heard of creatures known only as Bursters, but I have no idea if he is one. His nature is similar to what I recall, and I’ve never heard of any in the Western Kingdoms. When his memory returns, his nature should be revealed.”

“Thank you for everything. Perhaps all we can do is keep him from igniting and wait for his memory to return. I appreciate your efforts. Farewell.”
“Farewell, we’ll see you when you return. The barrier is down for a moment.”

“See you soon, Aramis.” I spoke the command word and we blinked home.

More specifically, we appeared at the docks. It was very late and we were all tired. I didn’t want to risk my home, so we went to the Dock’s Inn. It’s a local dive, but a comfortable place. I got a room for us. Singe was getting tired and it was already getting dark. I told them that I would stay up for awhile and wake Thalia if I needed her help. I wanted to keep activating the Ward and it had to be done every dozen or so minutes. And I had to keep it up all night.

A couple of hours later, Thalia woke with a start. “Jack, something’s wrong!” Smoke was billowing from the bedding and the wall behind Singe. The flames were coming through the wall. I activated the Ward and took it around the room; it extinguished the flames everywhere.

Soon, the Fire Mages came by and finished the job.

We left the room in the Inn and Singe looked at one of the Fire mages oddly, like there was a twinge of recognition.

I thought that was odd, so I took a gamble. We went to the fire station to see the Fire Chief; perhaps someone there may recognize him. The Fire Chief welcomed us and agreed to our request. None of the men in the fire station recognized him and the one that Singe looked at, wasn’t there. I asked the Fire Chief to let us know when the others would return, we wanted to see them too. 
It was nearly morning and I had another plan; and I was upset with myself for not thinking about it earlier. We went to visit the Mage brothers. It was the Fire Mage that answered the door. “Good morning, Jack and Thalia. What can I do for you?”
“Do you have a living quarters that is fire proof?”

He laughed. “My home is fire proof. I use to wake up with nightmares and started fires in my sleep. It was necessary to build a home that would be fire proof.”
“Great. This is Singe, he has amnesia and he has a very warm nature. My Ward is keeping him from igniting, but I can’t keep it up forever, I’m dead on my feet and we all need some sleep. Can he stay at your place? It’s the only place I could think of that would be safe holding him.”

“Certainly. I will be happy to help a brother of the flames.”

“Thanks, you know where I live. Have someone get me when he wakes up. I’m hoping that his memory will return soon.”

“Will do, Jack. Good night.”

Thalia and I leave. “Thalia, I’m going to bed. Get some rest and I will see you later. Thanks for going with me to baby sit Singe.”

“Sure, Jack. I’m sure things will work out tomorrow.”
“I hope so. Good morning and good night.”

“Later, Jack.”

I dragged myself home and somehow made it to my room. My clothes were still on when I fell into bed and I was gone.
It was sometime later when I had a dream. It was a black bird or raven. The black bird rose, spread its wings, and was engulfed in green flames. It called out to me. “Jack, he’s in danger! Get moving!” The bird went nova and vanished, it jarred my body with the explosion. It wasn’t just a dream, it was a magical sending.
I woke with a start. Whatever fatigue I felt was gone and adrenaline was coursing through my system. I ran out of the house and to the home of the Fire Mage. I knocked on the door and he let me in.
“Where is Singe?” I asked.

“He’s still in bed. What’s wrong, Jack?”

“I’ve had a warning.” I looked beyond the Fire Mage and saw someone sitting on a chair in the main room. He looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure… Wait! It was one of the Firemen, the one that Singe looked at with a hint of recognition.
As I stepped into the room, there was an explosion and the door went flying off its hinges. Singe stepped out of the bedroom. “Murderer! You killed her! You killed them all!” And he burst into flames and came after the Fireman. Another explosion blasted the Fireman through the window and out into the yard.
The Fireman responded. “I should have made sure you were dead.” It sounded like a confession to me and I’m sure that the Fire Mage heard it too.
The Fireman cast spells that changed him into flames. They charged each other and were locked in fiery combat. A swirling tornado of fire rose from their pitched struggle; the flames rose dozens of feet into the air. My Protection from Fire Ward went off and I went into the yard. The Ward gave me some protection as I tried to get closer. There had to be something that I could do to help Singe. The searing flames felt like a blast furnace; even with the Ward’s protection, I felt the heat.

The Fire Mage asked what was going on. I answered. “Your friend, the Fireman, was responsible for the fire in the Pleasure District and he is probably responsible for setting other fires. Singe seemed to recognize him at the Inn. That is why we went to the fire station to see if we could find him. It appears that Singe has now regained his memory.”
“I heard them, but it doesn’t seem possible. He is one of us, but we don’t tolerate destruction. We have a responsibility to protect people. What can we do, Jack?”

“Get some help from the other firemen, I’m going to try to stop this before the town catches fire.”

“Right!” He pulls out a device that fires a flare into the air. Fireworks appear. It’s something I’ve seen occasionally, but I didn’t know it was an emergency signal to the station.

I tried firing my crossbow at the Fireman, point blank; but it incinerated before it reached its target. Soon the flames grew white hot and it was impossible to see through the blinding light to see who was who. It looked like there was an impasse in their battle and I wanted to put an end to it before the flames spread through the town. The ground burned, sand melted into glass, and stone blackened from the heat.
I retreated, shielded my eyes, and thought about what I could do. I got some parchment out and drew some Wards. A ‘Detect Evil’ Ward as a trigger and an ‘Inflict Agony’ upon the object that triggered it. I activated it and moved forward, until the Ward activated. At each step, the heat was more intense. I heard a scream and one of the figures fell to the ground, writhing in pain. The other figure sucked the flames from the downed figure. I finally saw the person who triggered my Ward; the Fireman. He was still in pain and I saw no reason to stop the Ward’s effect, he may be able to resume his fight.
Singe spoke. “I remember now! You caused the fire in the District. To make yourself a hero!” He spat flames at him. “You killed my love. You killed them all. I tried to stop you, but you struck me and left me for dead in the flames. You work with fire, but I AM fire! And I am your death, as you were her death.”  He bent over and snapped his neck. The Fireman fell over and died.
Singe’s flames died out and he returned to normal. I rushed to his side. “Are you alright, Singe?”
He was cool to the touch, so he was able to control his abilities again. He fell towards me and was sobbing. Moments later he was able to talk again. “Thanks, Jack. Yes, I’m alright. I can control the fire again. I remember it all now and I don’t want to. Aramis was correct, I’m a Burster. I came here to make a new life for myself. I met and fell in love with Maya. I saw him setting fire to the building and I tried to stop him. He clubbed me with something and I passed out. When I recovered, I made my way out of the ruins. I realized that I’d forgotten who I was. It was just pure chance that I ended up where I did.”
After the sending, I stopped believing in chance. “What are you going to do now?”

“I think I will stay at the Raven and join Thalia’s crew. I think that they will want a fireman for the crew. And I like Thalia.”

“Good. You have good sense and good taste.” I called out to the Fire Mage, who had heard us, but was taking care of any burning areas. “I will take care of the Fireman.” I handed Singe a coin. “Now, give me the coin back.”

He looked at me in confusion and handed it back.

“Excellent. You are now officially my paying client. I will have to file reports with the police and I will do my best to keep the police off both your backs. As far as the police will be concerned, you don’t exist, Singe. You are my client who disappeared. And I want you to go to the Raven and tell Thalia everything; and keep hidden until you hear from me again. Got it?” 

“Of course, Jack. Thanks. By the way, my name really is Singe. Thalia had it figured out.”

“I’ll be damned. That lady is full of surprises.”

I turned to the Fire Mage. “I know the problems the fire station is having with funding. That fireman must have thought he was doing you all a favor by increasing the need for your department. But he didn’t care about the cost in human life. In the end, he was just another cold blooded murderer. I will take his body to the police and tell them the story.”

“So, here’s the story and stick to it. A stranger came to you and reported that he recognized the fireman as the person who started the fire in the Pleasure District. The fireman admitted trying to kill him, and you ‘did’ hear that. He tried to start a fire here and you fought him to stop it. I clubbed him from behind; a little too hard. The stranger ran away and you have no idea who he was. The story should be kept simple. If they took Singe in, I don’t think they have a cell that could hold him. I think it will look good that the fire department dealt with the problem, themselves. Good public relations. I think it’ll sell for the taxes.”

“Indeed it will. Thanks, Jack. I think I can remember that.”

I picked up the body of the firebug in a fireman’s carry and took it to homicide. I walked past the row of desks to Inspector Gromley’s office and knocked on the door; hard.

“Come in!”

I walked in and dumped the body into a chair across from Gromley’s desk. He yelled. “What’s the deal, dumping a corpse in my office?”

“You can close the case of the fire in the Pleasure District and probably a host of other recent fires. Including the one at the Dock’s Inn, last night; I was there when it happened. And I saw him there. I will write and file a report later. I want to get back to sleep first. It’s been a long day.”

“We’ll deal with it now!”

“I’ll give you the short version. There was an eye witness to the fire. He saw this fireman setting it and was attacked. He survived the fire and went into hiding. He didn’t trust anyone in authority, because he knew no one would believe a fireman was responsible. The witness is now my client. My first paying client in a long time and I won’t let him be molested by the police. The Fire Mage, you know the glass maker, spotted this fireman setting another fire near his home. He confronted the fireman and my client recognized him. The fireman tried to kill my client, to eliminate the main witness against him and the Fire Mage fought him. I clubbed the fireman from behind, probably a little too hard and I was nearly incinerated in the process. No more arson fires, end of case.”

“What about your client, this witness?”

“He didn’t feel safe here and left town. I don’t blame him. I have a soft spot for paying clients. So, I’m your witness. Take it or leave it. You can confirm the story with the Fire Mage.”

He mangled his cigar. “Aw nuts! All right, I’ll do just that. Get out of here and get your beauty rest. But get back here and file that report. You aren’t leaving anything else out are you?”
“Oh yes; when you have your press report, be sure to include that the Fire department was responsible for eliminating the arsonist. They take their job of protecting the citizens very seriously and want people to come forward to report arsonist. It’ll look good in print, before the tax issue is discussed.”

The sun was at its peak and I went home to get back to sleep. I thought back to the dream and wondered how, why, and who sent the vision to me. And I decided that I would worry about it later. As I fell asleep, I remembered that I missed dinner with Tavera. She will probably have my head for it and I’ll probably deserve it.
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