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Chapter I
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Navagunjara, India

May 1912

As night descended upon Navagunjara, the village came alive with a symphony of sounds and activities. The chief's tin shack stood tall at the heart of the settlement, surrounded by the dwellings of the elders and the Place of Sickness, where the sick sought solace and healing. The open platform, a space for public gatherings and celebrations, was illuminated by flickering torches, casting dancing shadows on the ground. Beyond this central area, families and unmarried females resided in clustered tin shacks, their voices blending with the distant laughter of children playing in the moonlit streets. Unmarried males and sentries occupied the outskirts of the village, their watchful eyes scanning the horizon for any signs of danger.

Amidst the bustling village, two distinct tents stood out in the dim light. In one tent, a sect of Indians knelt in prayer, their voices rising in unison as they sought guidance from the heavens above. The air was thick with the scent of incense and devotion, creating a sense of peace and reverence that enveloped the tent like a warm embrace. In contrast, the other tent housed a group of Indians feasting on a lavish spread of food, their laughter and chatter mingling with the clinking of plates and cups. The aroma of spices and roasted meats wafted through the air, tempting even the most disciplined of passersby.

Nearby, a slightly wounded donkey stood tethered in the middle of a grassy field, its gentle eyes reflecting the flickering light of the torches. The animal bore its injury with stoic grace, its ears twitching at the distant sounds of the village coming to life. Despite its discomfort, the donkey exuded a quiet strength and resilience, a silent witness to the ebb and flow of life in Navagunjara. As the night deepened, the village continued to pulse with energy and vitality, each inhabitant playing their part in the intricate tapestry of community that bound them together in this remote corner of the world.

The wind began to stir while the British troops started their beat. Walking and talking, the British troopers felt death in the air, at first they paid it no mind. But one particular trooper stopped in the middle of his beat and began sniffing the air. The grassy weeds swayed back and forth. 

One trooper walked toward the edge of the village, where the grassy fields met the village. He felt something, like something or someone was watching him in the darkness. He continued his way toward the grassy fields. While the other British troops continued their beat, this trooper needed to make sure they were alone. He cocked his rifle and eased on into the grassy fields. Slashing away the tall scrub, till there was nothing left. 

He turned back to face the village when suddenly, he was gone. No sound. There was silence. Utter complete silence. The trooper had disappeared. It was as if the grassy fields had swallowed him up. The only thing left was his pith helmet and rifle. The soft brrr sound subdued roar was made calmly walking with its head downward. The British troopers heard the sound coming somewhere near the grassy fields. One trooper began hollering for his buddy. No answer. 

Suddenly, the Bengal tiger jumped out of the chaparral and began its assault. The Indians that were eating and praying jumped up and took off running. The troopers opened fire and missed the tiger. The Indians scattered among the trees. A group of Indians began shimming up a tree as fast as they could go. A British captain stepped forth, jerked up his rifle, and took aim, killing the tiger.

The British captain's shot rang out through the forest, silencing the chaos that had erupted. The Indians in the tree let out a collective sigh of relief as they watched the majestic Bengal tiger fall to the ground. The troopers and Indians cautiously approached the fallen beast, their hearts still racing from the sudden attack. The captain lowered his rifle, a sense of accomplishment and relief washing over him. The Indians gathered around him, their eyes filled with gratitude and respect for his quick and precise action. The danger had passed, but the memory of the tiger's assault would linger in their minds for years to come.
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"I say. You all can come down now I have killed the tiger," said the captain.

As he looked away, the Indians began to climb down the tree. However, just as the captain looked down at his kill, the donkey who wasn't eaten began to hee-haw as if something wasn't right in the air. Suddenly, the chaparral began to move when the captain reloaded his rifle, another tiger began its charge.

The Indians were nearly down the tree, when another tiger attacked, simply attacking the captain, dropping his rifle. The Indians turned to face each other, back at the man-eater, and raced back up the tree as fast as they could climb. While the captain was consumed, another tiger entered.

They were hungry and the captain was just a bedtime snack. They climbed only because they weren't fast enough. One tiger began its slow trek up the tree. Snapping its jaws at the feet of the Indians. The second tiger devoured the donkey while the tiger that was up the tree began swinging its powerful claws at the Indians seeking to knock them out. One Indian thought it was safer on the ground so he jumped out of the tree and began running but not before the second tiger sideswiped him and killed him. There remained two more Indians up the tree. They attempted to climb higher and higher but it was no use, the tiger just continued its hunt. After the horrendous slaughter of the Indians, the man-eaters return to the jungle, searching for their next victim.

As the man-eaters disappeared into the dense jungle, the two remaining Indians clung to the tree, their hearts pounding with fear. The tigers had left a trail of devastation in their wake, and the survivors knew they were lucky to be alive. With trembling hands, they slowly descended from the tree, their eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of danger. The jungle was eerily silent now, the only sound the rustling of leaves in the wind. As they made their way back to their village, the two Indians vowed never to venture into the territory of the man-eaters again, their minds haunted by the memory of the ferocious beasts that had nearly claimed their lives.
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Galveston, Texas, United States 

May 23, 1912

Meanwhile, in the city of Galveston, Texas, Sam and Chen had come back from a hard day's ride. They rode over to the "Tugboat" saloon. Where Junior and their newest friend, Temperance Lidgett expected to hear of their great success. Sam dismounted and tied it to the rail post outside, as did Chen.

"I'm getting old, Chen, my back aches," said Sam.

"I know the feeling," said Chen. 

They watched as the new century paved a brand-new frontier — the frontier of the automobile. There were various automobiles around driving all crazy-like.

"Slow down! You demented driver!" yelled Sam.

“Calm down, Sam. What's eating you?" asked Chen. Sam sighed deeply, his eyes reflecting a mix of nostalgia and frustration. "I hate this century, I miss the good old days," he muttered, his voice tinged with longing. Chen placed a reassuring hand on his friend's shoulder. "Come on, Sam, let's get cleaned up," he suggested, leading the way as they walked up the rail boardwalk and pushed away the bat-wing saloon doors, entering the dimly lit interior. The smell of whiskey and tobacco hung heavy in the air as they sauntered inside, ready to find solace in the familiarity of the old saloon.

****
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Chen, on the other hand, wanted to meet the new coordinator so he sauntered up to the bar and made an effort to introduce himself to her. She was so busy attempting to learn the saloon business that she forgot he was there.

"Hello," said Chen.

"Hello,” said Temperance as she looked up for a mere second and then back down learning the tricks and trade of bartending.

"Where's Junior?" asked Chen.

"He's out back. Now what can I get you?" asked Temperance.

"I'll have my regular," Chen said, waiting patiently.
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Chapter II
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"And what is that? Look, don't give me a hard time mister," said Temperance.

"Baijiu," said Chen, smiling.

"Look mister, I haven't the time to be kidding around. Now, what are you drinking?" annoyed Temperance.

"It's Chinese liquor Junior usually has a bottle of the stuff under the bar next to ‘Destiny’, " said Chen, still smiling.

"How do you know...?" asked Temperance as she looked up.

She is stunned to see Chen Tao standing there in the flesh.

"Im sorry. Mr. Tao, I'm... Please forgive me, I.. Please don't fire me. " said Temperance queasy.

“Where is Mr. Cassidy, I haven't seen him around. I was anxious to show him a new idea I had for the "Tugboat," said Temperance.

“He's up in his room, asleep, best to wait till morning," said Chen.

"I will. And the name's T. C. Mr. Tao," said Temperance. 

"Nice to finally meet you. T. C. Junior has been a great friend to us, and I am glad he found the time to hire a coordinator for us. We surely could use one, whenever Junior is hard at work, it's difficult for him to get away from what he does, you know," said Chen.

T. C. reached under the bar, found the bottle of Chinese liquor, moved it up to the counter, uncorked it, and began pouring it into a shot glass.

"Have you known Junior for very long?" asked T. C.

"Yes, ma'am, we've known him for many years," said Chen.

"I see," said T. C.

About that time, Junior Marshall walked in from out back. He was bringing forth a new crate of whiskey and other bottles of liquor. He sat the crate down.

"Chen my friend, how are you?" asked Junior as he stretched out his hand.

Chen shook it in return.

"Where's Sam?" asked Junior.

"He's gone to bed. I was just standing here talking to T.C.," said Chen.

"Right, well, I hope business will pick up soon or I'm gonna have to close up for the night," said Junior.

"It's awful dead here," said Chen.

"Yeah, there's a new saloon down the street just opened and it's drawing my best customers away," said Junior.

"Want me to pay them a visit?" asked Chen.

"No, no, no Chen, my friend, that's not necessary, it's how business is

Chen, soon the newness will die down, I hope," said Junior.

Chen drank down his last swallow in the shot glass and turned to T. C.

and Junior.

"It was a pleasure meeting you, T. C. and I'm going to bed, Junior. Wake me if you need me," said Chen.

Junior nodded. Chen headed upstairs to his room, to head for bed.

"Nice meeting you Chen," said T. C.

"Alright, Tempest it's time to close up, I wish you a lovely evening,

and if you need anything, let me know," said Junior. 

"Alright then Junior, good evening," said T. C. heading upstairs to her room.

Junior blew out the lamp light, walked toward the door, and closed it. The "Tugboat" was officially shut down. After putting the last chair up, he headed for bed. His room was at the back of the saloon, where he slept.

As Junior settled into bed, he couldn't shake off the feeling of unease that had been lingering in the air all evening. The events of the day replayed in his mind - the mysterious arrival of Chen, the peculiar interactions with T. C., and the strange energy that seemed to envelop the "Tugboat" that night. As he closed his eyes, he couldn't help but wonder what secrets the old saloon held within its creaking walls. With a heavy sigh, Junior drifted off to sleep, hoping that the morning would bring clarity to the mysteries that now surrounded him.

****
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The clock on the wall struck 5 o'clock and it was now time to reopen the "Tugboat". The first one up was Junior, of course, he had just made a fresh pot of coffee and after he had reopened the doors, he heard the stagecoach coming in. He yawned and stretched and walked back behind the bar, waiting for customers to enter.

T.  C. was a vision of regal grace. The second person to emerge from their rooms that evening, she descended the grand staircase in a royal two-piece walking suit that exuded luxury and refinement. The fitted full-button jacket, with its intricate lace trimmings and oversized sleeves, complemented the matching overskirt and contrasting underskirt flawlessly. As she moved, the bustled rear of the ensemble created a distinctive silhouette that turned heads and left onlookers in awe. T. C.'s every step was a dance of poise and confidence, her demeanor as striking as her attire.

Junior found himself spellbound by T. C.'s presence. As he stood behind the bar, holding a delicate coffee cup that nearly spilled over in his distraction, he marveled at her beauty. The way the soft candlelight played on the intricate lace of her suit, the way her every movement exuded a quiet strength and elegance, left him momentarily breathless. Quickly wiping away the spill with a nervous chuckle, Junior couldn't help but feel a pang of longing for a world he knew he could never truly be a part of. T. C. represented everything he aspired to but could never attain - a world of luxury, privilege, and effortless grace that seemed worlds away from his own reality.

"Good morning, T. C.," said Junior.

"Morning Junior, are we the first ones up?" asked T. C. coming closer to the bar.

"Yes, ma'am," said Junior preparing her a cup of coffee.

The next person to come down the steps was Sam dressed in his finest gold/black tapestry cavalier vest and all-black trousers. Followed by Chen. Sam had left his gun belt and pistol upstairs inside his room, normally he would have it on, but he did not feel like wearing it. 

"The stage pulled in," said Junior.

"Wonder who's gifting us their visit today?" asked T. C.

"New century, no telling," said Junior. 

Sam stretched and continued his walk toward the bar, completely 

ignoring T. C. 

"Mr. Cassidy I would like to present to you a new idea I had for the 

"Tugboat", said T.C.

Sam just waved her away.

"Morning, Junior, I'll have a cup of coffee this morning," said Sam.

Junior present him with a cup of coffee. Sam and Chen went toward 

the poker table and began sitting down and began shuffling and tossing cards.

The tension in the room was palpable as Sam and Chen focused on the game ahead. With each card dealt, the stakes grew higher, and the competitive spirit between the two friends intensified. Sam's eyes flickered with determination, while Chen maintained a poker face that revealed nothing of his thoughts. As the game progressed, the sound of shuffling cards filled the room, creating an atmosphere charged with anticipation. Little did they know that this round of poker would test not only their skills but also their friendship.

"How rude? He could have at least looked at the plans," said T.C.

She wasn't about to take that lying down, so she stormed over to the table.

"I demand to know what your problem is," said T.C.

Sam was playing Chinese poker.

"You're in my light. I'm in the middle of a game," snapped Sam.

She stormed off back toward the bar where Junior was hiding his face. T. C. concern etched on his face. "I fail to understand it. What have I done?" asked T. C., her voice tinged with worry. Junior sighed, shaking his head. "Nothing I tell you, he gets like that from time to time, pay it no mind," said Junior, trying to reassure T. C. But deep down, Junior knew there was more to it than just a passing mood. 

A sense of anticipation hung in the air as the Englishman, known simply as Peter, made his grand entrance. His tailored suit stood out amidst the sea of worn denim and leather, drawing curious glances from the locals as he confidently strode towards the "Tugboat" saloon. With a flick of his wrist, he pushed open the bat-wing doors, the hinges creaking in protest as he entered the dimly lit establishment.

Inside, the air was thick with the scent of tobacco and whiskey, the sound of a lively piano tune mingling with the low murmur of conversation. Peter's sharp eyes scanned the room, searching for a familiar face. And there, nestled in the shadowy corner, sat his old friend Sam a glint of recognition in his eyes. Just as Peter began to make his way towards him, a new figure stepped into his path. 

"Can I help you?" asked T. C. 

The Englishman removed his pith helmet exposing his wavy dark hair. When he spoke, he spoke with a British accent.

"Yes, I'm looking for that man right over there," reported the Englishman.

"Well, I don't know...If he's..." started T. C.

He walked past her as if she didn't exist. 

"This has to be the worst day I ever had," said T. C. as she walked back to the bar.

As T. C. made her way back to the bar, she couldn't shake off the feeling of being dismissed by the Englishman. She watched from a distance as he approached the man, she had pointed out earlier. Their conversation seemed intense, and T. C. couldn't help but wonder what they were discussing. 
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Chapter III
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In the dimly lit back room of the rustic saloon, the air was thick with the smell of whiskey and cigar smoke. Sam sat at the poker table; his eyes fixed on the cards in his hand. The Englishman's taunting words cut through the tense atmosphere, but Sam remained unfazed, his expression stoic. "Mister, I don't cheat," he retorted, his voice steady as he pushed a stack of chips into the center of the table.

As the Englishman's accent registered in Sam's mind, a sense of recognition dawned upon him. Slowly, he turned in his chair, his gaze meeting the sharp eyes of Peter Sullivan. 

"Well, I'll be picked in cotton and sold up north. Peter, how have you been?" asked Sam as he stuck out his hand in friendship.

Peter returned by shaking it.

"Not so good. Gotta problem which brings me to you," said Peter.

"Won’t you sit down? I'll have T. C. bring you some coffee, " said Sam.

He waved at T. C.

"Wish me luck," said T. C.

"Good luck," said Junior.

"Yes, sir, I'm here, what can ..." said T. C. who was interrupted by Sam.

"Bring my friend a cup of coffee and while you at it, pour you some too," said Sam.

"I'm not your waitress! I am your coordinator. I introduce you to potential clients, Mr. Cassidy, and in all my born days I haven't met anyone as rude as you appear," said T. C. foaming at the mouth.

Sam, Peter, and Chen stared at her.

"You through?" asked Sam.

"Yes, I am quite through," said T. C.

"I asked you to sit with us because I wanted you to get the feel of things, but if you are not up to it, this morning...I can have Junior bring us the coffee," said Sam.

"No, I... No, sir...I'm up to it, thought perhaps you were ignoring me," said T.C. with a hint of embarrassment.

"T. C., this is my friend Peter Sullivan, he’s with the British Army," stated Sam.

"I've been promoted. how do you do? T.C. ?" asked Peter who stood up from his chair.

"Pleased to meet you, Peter. Sorry about the confusion earlier, " T. C. replied, extending her hand to shake Peter's. The tension in the room eased as Peter smiled warmly and shook T. C.'s hand firmly. Sam watched with a sense of relief, glad to see the two people getting along. As they settled back into their seats, the conversation flowed more naturally, and T. C. felt a sense of belonging in this unexpected gathering of friends from different walks of life.

“Is that a fact now? What did they promote you to, General?” chuckled Sam. 

“No, Major,” said Peter.

“Forget coffee bring us four glasses and a bottle," began Sam.

T. C. stood up and nodded and left the poker table in a hurry and hustled over toward the bar to pick up a bottle of the best whiskey money could buy.

"Thank you," said Peter as he pulled the chair out and waited gracefully for her to sit down.

Sam looked with a smirk across his face.

“At ease lover boy, what brings you back to the States?" said Sam.

"Not another uprising I hope,” said Chen.

“You and Mr. Tao must come with me to India," said Peter.

"India? What for?” asked Sam.
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Chapter IV
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"I'll pay you 10,000 American dollars if you leave with me, tonight. 

for India. But there’s something else..." said Peter.

He lowers his voice.

"I believe that there is more to wild tigers than meets the eye," said Peter.

"Such as..." said Sam.

"I believe in greater darkness afoot here," said Peter.

Peter revealed a strange cobra emblem coin and placed it on the table. It was made out of solid gold. Sam, ever the curious soul, reached out and picked up the emblem, feeling the weight of centuries in his palm. A sense of foreboding crept over him as he examined the coin, its surface cool against his skin. Without a word, he made a decision, leaning to the side to retrieve his trusty pocket knife. With a determined glint in his eye, he began to saw back and forth on the emblem, the blade scraping against the unyielding gold. As the metal yielded to his efforts, revealing its true nature, a sense of both awe and trepidation washed over the two friends. The coin was not just gold; it was a key to a forgotten legacy, a doorway to a realm long thought lost to time. And as the last sliver of gold fell away, a faint whisper echoed.

"Peter, where did you get this?" asked Sam.

"I found it off a dead soldier, mangled by a tiger who had been carryin’ it. Do you know what the emblem is?" inquires Peter.

"Yeah. I hate getting old," said Sam as he pulled his spectacles from his shirt pocket.

He then put them on. He turned it over, examining it very closely.

"I thought they had died out centuries ago," said Sam.

"Who?" asked T. C.

"The Order of the Coil is a mystical secret society cult that worships King Takshaka," said Sam.

Sam placed the coin back on the table where Peter obtained it and placed it back into his pocket.

"It appears to have been at it again," said Peter.

"Why us? Why not bring it before the British Army?" asked Sam.

"It appears to be as you Americans say in cahoots, I can't prove it yet," said Peter.

"You want Chen and I to poke around," asked Sam.

"Precisely Samuel," said Peter.

Chen had to reflect long and hard about embarking into India. He turned to Sam.

"Will you excuse us?" asked Chen.

"Sure," said Peter as he turned toward T. C. and started to size her up and down.

"Problem Chen?" asked Sam.

"Something is wrong, I can feel it," said Chen.
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