Chapter 7

It had been quite a while since he’d been in a scrum quite like this.

The air was hazed in dust mixed with the acrid smell of horse sweat, blood, and even more unpleasant things as 200 of Fox’s men attacked a small goblin encampment about 12 leagues northeast of the castle.  They had attacked in the early morning after circling around to the east so the sun was at their backs, and now he and his men, along with Akena and the Vixens did battle with the small, ugly goblinoids.  They’d taken them by surprise thanks to Akena killing their eastern sentries silently.  There were only about 50 warriors in the band of goblins and half again as many females and children, which made it fairly small as goblin bands went.  Given the camp had very few fortifications, only meant to be a temporary camp, it made it easy for his men to charge into the camp and put the goblins on the defensive from the outset.


Fox evaded a clumsy thrust from a goblin’s military pick, the creature only coming up to his chest, then decapitated it with a nearly negligent swing of his katana, which left a glowing reddish trail behind the black blade as it sliced through the air and then through the unfortunate creature’s neck.  Another goblin replaced it as it fell, but it didn’t even have the chance to use its spear against him before Fox impaled it through the chest with his other katana, striking with such precision that the chisel tip of the blade pierced the goblin’s heart but went not an inch further.  Frost spread from the wound as the blade’s unnatural cold seeped into the goblin’s shuddering body, instantly freezing the blood that came into contact with it, and no blood issued forth from the wound as Fox withdrew the weapon and the goblin crumpled to the ground.

The goblins were overmatched and they knew it, outnumbered four to one, but their howling chief kept screaming orders to fight as goblin females and children ran away from the other side of the camp.  They at least had the presence of mind to use polearms and spears against the mounted men, but thus far Fox could see that not a single of his men had been killed yet.  There were some injuries among his men, mainly in the legs from spearpoints, and a few of the horses had been killed.  Any man that lost his horse was immediately surrounded by other men to give him a chance to retreat, while Fox and Akena drifted through the chaotic melee like ghosts, killing with almost scornful ease as they focused primarily on preventing men who got dismounted from being swarmed over and killed by the small but vicious goblins.  The Silver Shield man behind Fox, whom he was protecting, managed to get back to his feet and limp between two horses as their riders chopped at goblins to each side with longswords, the barbed  tip of a spear still lodged in his thigh, the shaft broken just behind the spearhead.  It had punched through the tail of his chain hauberk, forcing him to hunch over or the chain mail would put pressure on the embedded barbed spear point.

“Someone kill that damned chief!” Selena barked, her voice booming over the din of clashing steel, screaming horses, and the wails of the dying.  She had a longsword in one hand and a small round shield strapped to her other arm, guiding her horse with her knees as she fended off two goblins, one wielding a spear and the other a halberd, both hafts cut down to make the weapons properly sized for the small goblinoids.


“Akena!  The chief!” Fox barked in the Eastern language as he surged forward.  The lithe eastern woman nodded towards him and rushed forward herself, killing three goblins as she passed with her ninja-to with strikes so fast that one of the goblins managed to take five steps before he realized his life was at its end and collapsed to the ground, then she sheathed it in a blindingly fast motion and whipped out her kusarigama and immediately slashed the sickle-like blade into the neck of a goblin.  Its head went flying as she dashed past with the chain of the weapon spinning to her right, then used its unsharpened front edge to block a thrust from a goblin’s spear.  She looped the chain around the weapon and tore it from the goblin’s grasp without slowing her forward momentum, then delivered a brutal blow to the shoulder of another goblin, tearing the point of the weapon completely through his shoulder and very nearly severing his arm and shoulder from his body.  The goblin fell with his right arm held onto his body only by a lacerated piece of flesh that had been the goblin’s armpit, blood gushing from the ghastly wound.

Fox startled most of the goblins around him by dashing forwards himself, right through them, dodging, ducking, and weaving his way through the smaller foes as he angled to intercept Akena’s path.  She saw him and adjusted her own path, and then the two met some twenty paces from the chief.


And total chaos erupted around them.


Several of the men fighting with Selena lost themselves and simply stared in mute shock at the whirlwind rampaging through the very center of the goblins, as Fox and Akena fought together…though together barely scratched the surface of what was taking place in that throng of goblins.  They moved in perfect complement to each other, in synchronicity, as if two bodies were being controlled by the same mind.  Fox slashed his left sword seemingly right at Akena’s unprotected back as she all but danced in front of him, but his blade missed her by a whisker and instead sheared through the shoulder and chest of the goblin that had been trying to stab her in the side and back with a shortsword.  Akena lashed the end of the chain attached to her weapon right at Fox’s body, but then played out the slack and allowed the chain to bend around him as it hit him, the weighted end striking the ill-fitting helmet of the goblin just in front of him, a goblin that Fox hadn’t even bothered to engage as his swords worked in elegant, flowing movements in front of him, neither blade moving very fast to the eye but always seeming to be where they needed to be to parry attacks or strike out to fell goblins with every blow.  Fox twisted and slashed out around Akena and struck down a goblin that was moving to try to chop into her thigh with an axe, and she kicked right over his extended weapon and drove the sole of her tabi boot into the face of the goblin that had been running up behind him, the hapless creature all but running right into her foot.

With lethal elegance, the two Eastern-trained combatants worked their way inexorably forward, closer and closer to the goblin chief and his retinue of bodyguards.  The goblin defenders stiffened when they realized that the two deadly warriors were trying to reach their chief, which caused Fox to adjust his tactics.  He took a single step back, put Akena behind him, then held both swords out before him.  He touched them together, and almost immediately an angry hissing sound issued even over the din as pure heat met pure cold, like the sound of red-hot iron being quenched in a water barrel…and there was only one result when those two primal forces collided.  Angry steam and mist boiled forth from the contact between the two glowing blades, and within seconds it completely enshrouded Fox and Akena in a thick, soupy fog.  The goblins facing them paused in their advance, fearing this strange magic, but too late did they realize that the fog was there to conceal the two from sight, not to attack.


Akena burst from the top of the misty cloud as if she could fly, her kusarigama in one hand with its chain swirling around her body, and in her other hand were three slender throwing spikes.  She ascended to the apex of her climb, and in that instant of weightlessness, she spun in a complete circle, her arm snapping out as she came back around.  The three throwing spikes that had been in her hand sizzled across the empty space, and they struck the goblin chief with unnatural accuracy.  One spike drove into each of his eye sockets, completely vanishing into his head with spurts of blood and grayish ichor, and the third drove three quarters of the way through the skull between his eyes.  The chief’s head snapped back even as he stiffened, then he collapsed to the ground, very, very dead.

Akena dropped back into the mist, vanishing from sight, but the damage had been done.  The goblins groaned in collective dismay when their leader fell, and then their resolve buckled.  Goblins behind the lines who were unengaged turned and started to flee, and those fighting his mounted men were trying to back off, trying to disengage so they could run without being cut down from behind as they did so.  Selena pressed the advantage, pushing the goblins halfway back through the camp in short order, and when the last engaged goblin fell, they found the rest of the warriors, only about 20 of them, running to catch up with their females and children.


“Do not pursue!” Selena boomed, holding up her bloody longsword and waving it back and forth.  “The camp is ours!  See to the wounded!”


There was a cheer from the men, then they bent to the task of caring for the injured.  Fox checked on them, a line of men in the rear being tended to by Amarri and one of the contracted clerics, a burly, rakishly handsome follower of Torm named Folen.  There were 16 injuries, four of them quite severe, and five that would have proved mortal if not for the close presence of clerics who could heal, but thankfully, there had been no deaths among his men.  The combination of having an overwhelming numerical advantage and conservative tactics to protect the men had done the job.


“You’ll not be throwing dice with Tymora to raise the dead this day, Amarri,” Fox said with relief as he checked on the most severely injured of the men, who had taken a spear through the chest.  Quick action by Folen had saved his life, tending that mortal wound before it killed him.  Amarri and Folen both were clerics of that kind of power, able to raise the dead back to life provided they got to them very quickly after their demise, but it was a risky spell to cast.  It took a lot out of Amarri, every moment the victim was dead reduced the chances that the spell would be successful, and not every person who had the spell successfully cast upon them survived the shock to the body of having life restored to it in so traumatic a fashion.  And those whom the spell failed to revive were forever unable to be restored by any but the most powerful of resurrection magicks, magic beyond Amarri’s ability.


Death was not quite such a finality when one had access to highly skilled and powerful clerics.


“Then it’s a good day, Father,” she replied with a distracted smile at him before helping Folen with another of the wounded.  “I just hope Sanver’s group has done half as well.”


“They have the magicians and the golems with them, they’ll be fine,” he assured her.  Sanver was leading a group of 300 men against a very large camp of orcs about two leagues east of them, so large that Fox decided to use his greatest weapons available, Karra, her magicians, and her two golems, while Auron continued to guard the camp.  There were nearly 200 orcs in that camp, a very recent arrival who had come in from the north over the winter and thus had slipped in after Fox had scouted the moor.  Scouting by his Rangers had identified them as a war party from the Bloody Skull tribe…and that was not good news.  That tribe was the tribe that occupied the Citadel of Many Arrows far, far to the north, and for a war party from it to be all the way down here, that was a warning flag flying in the wind.  It hinted to Fox that there was something going on with the orcs, some kind of impending major action, for such a large band of Bloody Skulls to be all the way down here in the High Moor, way out of their usual territory.  They had to have crossed the rival territory of dozens of other major orc tribes, and Fox wasn’t sure a group this large could have pulled that off without the other orc tribes allowing it…and the orc tribes to the north fought each other even more enthusiastically than they fought the other races.

It warranted further investigation.


Fox had sent all the magicians except two healing clerics with Sanver because the goblin encampment was much more vulnerable, and as they’d proved, capable of being taken by men without magical support.  The goblins had no defenses, no fortifications, where the orcs were dug in.  And with Karra, her magicians, and the stone golems there, they could rip that camp apart with little risk to the men.


After ensuring that all the wounded were going to make it, he joined Selena as they took complete control of the rather haphazard and somewhat pitiful goblin camp.  They’d had no real defenses, no fortifications, it had been fairly clear that the goblin band was camping here only temporarily.  Invia’s Rangers had reported that this goblin band had been driven out of their old camp by the hobgoblins that his forces had defeated at the quarry, and that the goblins had lost nearly half of their warriors in the battle.  They’d camped in this shallow depression on a ridgeline because it was fairly defensible and had good visibility without exposing the camp, but it was clear that the goblin chief only intended to stay here long enough to find another, better camp.  The fact that they had no huts, few tents, few supplies made it clear that they’d been routed out of their last camp, and now the survivors had lost virtually everything since Fox and his men had ambushed them.  Those that fled did so with what they were carrying and nothing else.

But it was not a kindly fate to which he had cursed the survivors.  With few warriors and many females and children, the band would be easy prey to any other group on the moor.  Most likely, the warriors would strip absolutely anything useful from the females and children and abandon them, then seek out new territory, establish themselves, then raid other goblin bands for females to add to their numbers.  The warriors would keep the females if they had a choice, but with no food and few supplies, the warriors would care only for themselves and abandon the females to chance, with the intent to steal females from other goblin bands to replace them once they were in a better position.  The only hope of those females and children was to survive long enough to find another goblin band to join, something the warriors could not do because the new band wouldn’t trust them.  Goblins always took in more females to add to the work force, and constantly raided other goblin tribes to steal their females; goblins females and children were little more than slaves to the males, and thus they had worth.  The choice not to pursue them was also a calculated decision, because bands of roaming dispossessed goblinoids would unsettle the tribes, bands, and groups that they had yet to clear out.


Fox didn’t like having to do that to them, but this wasn’t the road.  This was his land, it was his responsibility to keep those who lived here or traveled along the road safe, and that meant that he had to be quite firm with those who would threaten the safety and security of the people living in the work camp and those travelers along the road passing through his territory on their way to and from the North.  The goblins posed a threat, so they had to be dealt with, no matter how much he found it personally distasteful.

“Strip the dead of anything useful, take what little there is here, then burn the bodies,” Selena barked as she dismounted.  “Anjor, we’re going to need some litters to carry our wounded back to camp.”

“Well done, Akena,” Fox complemented her after reaching the goblin chief, his eyes put out and the base of the third spike protruding from between those empty sockets.


“It was a challenging throw, Master Fox,” she said modestly.  “I’m glad my aim hasn’t weakened since coming to the West.”


“Fairly well equipped for a goblin,” Fox mused as he kicked at one of the small creature’s arms, then knelt by the body and turned the dead creature’s body to the side to get a better look at the shield strapped to its left arm, upon which it had fallen when it fell.  The goblin was wearing a fairly well made chain hauberk and was carrying a battle axe and the shield, all of them sized for a dwarf.  Goblins and dwarves were nearly the same size, though dwarves tended to be much stockier and more burly than goblins.  “This shield is from Mirabar.  I think this band happened to plunder a merchant caravan carrying dwarf-made goods.”

“Not a surprise, given the number of raiders in the moor, Master Fox,” Akena said as she knelt beside him.


They rifled through the possessions of the dead chief to look for any information that might be useful, as well as taking anything useful in a practical sense.  Fox was too old and too pragmatic to believe in silly things like not taking things from the dead.  Out in the real world, the gear one’s vanquished foe was carrying might be of critical importance to the victor later on.  Akena had killed the goblin chief without damaging his armor, and that chain hauberk would be useful to the dwarves in his host.  The battle axe was well made and far too clean to be normal given the condition of the rest of the goblin’s gear, hinting it might carry some weak magical enchantment, and the shield looked fairly new, had only a few splotches of rust along its rim.  The goblin had a small number of coins in a pouch on his belt, a fairly nice dagger with an ornamental hilt, and brand new boots of sturdy leather.  He had clearly claimed all the best the camp had to offer for himself.


“Lili,” Fox called loudly, and almost immediately, the slender little moon elf maiden hurried up to him.  Though she could use magic, she hadn’t gone with Karra to clear out the other camp, staying with the Vixens.  Mayajanni had gone with Karra, however.  “This axe might carry a magical enchantment, it’s far too clean,” he stated.  “Check it out, but be careful.”


“A goblin with a magical weapon?” Lili asked in surprise.


“Stranger things have happened,” Fox replied.  “I once found a rare and powerfully enchanted shield in a kobold lair, where they were using it as a table top.”


Lili burst out laughing, then laughed harder at his serious expression.  “I guess it was too big for a kobold to use any other way,” she realized.


He nodded.  “So they put it on a couple of rocks and made a table out of it.  I almost didn’t notice it, since it was covered with junk.”


“What happened to the shield?”


“I gave it to Karra,” he answered.  “I gave it to her long ago as part of the payment for when she enchanted my katanas.  She was intrigued by the magic placed on the shield, and spent a few years studying it rather than sell it.  If I remember correctly, she ultimately destroyed the shield as part of her studies.”


“Why do that?”


“I think she had to unravel the magic enchanted into the shield to unlock the secrets of how it was made,” he said absently.  “You can ask her about it, I’m sure she’ll explain it to you.”


“Huh, I think I will ask her.  She knows more about enchanting than I would have ever believed,” Lili mused.


“Karra is a woman of many skills, Lili,” Fox chuckled.  “Don’t let her title of Earth Mistress blind you to that fact.”


It took them about an hour to strip the dead of anything useful, then they piled the bodies in the middle of the battlefield, doused them in oil, and put them to the torch.  Thick black smoke immediately billowed up into the air, a visible indication to everyone that could see it that something had happened, then the group remounted and headed back for camp.  Fox was one of several men carrying those too wounded to easily heal with magic in litters, men that Amarri and Folen had stabilized with healing magic to get them back to camp, where stronger magicks could be invoked to heal their wounds.


The camp was busy when they got back, as more and more logs were brought in from the road building endeavor and chopped into boards and posts, then set out to dry and season.  The main warehouse building was now complete, and Kallik’s workers were starting on the other buildings.  There were also several rows of large granite blocks stacked at the east end of camp, stone that Kallik had already quarried since they’d taken the quarry from the hobgoblins.


Outside the camp, things were right on schedule.  The road to the harbor was now fully cut but not yet complete, for the work gangs had cut down the trees but had not yet cleared all the stumps and underbrush and built the road.  They needed the lumber for both the camp and for the harbor project, so the work gangs had focused on cutting the trees down, and now they were being pulled to the two camps to be turned into the lumber that would build both sites.  Verex had gotten the ship down there holding the special equipment they needed to drive the pilings for the dock, and Grennit had been hard at work getting that built.  The last report he’d gotten from the coast said that all the pilings were in place and they were building the deck out to the end of the first pier.  Grennit was building two quays out there capable of docking a maximum of six ships at a time.  Though they’d probably never have that many ships there at once, Kallik and Grennit hadn’t designed the harbor thinking of now, they’d designed it thinking of later.  There might come a time when they’d need the space to dock six ships, so Grennit was building a harbor larger than what they needed with their eyes on what they might need in ten years.  Besides, she had the lumber to build as many quays as she wanted, so it wasn’t like it was costing them a whole lot more than just the extra time and labor to build two quays instead of one.

Lumber.  The Orlumbor men hadn’t yet contacted him about cutting lumber from the forest, and Piklon had reported that no Orlumbor ships had tried to approach the coast.  That worried Fox a bit, he figured that by now, the leaders of that small island would have at least sent a diplomatic missive by now protesting Fox’s claim of the forest, at the very least.  That silence was ominous, and it had been enough to make Fox send another 40 men to the coastal garrison as well as four extra catapults and two more ballista, just in case the Orlumbor men responded with force instead of diplomacy.


It was also screwing up Fox’s plans.  He needed to go visit the neighbors and present his official claim so they knew his borders, but he couldn’t leave until he dealt with Orlumbor.  It was nearly two full tendays since giving the map and warning to the Orlumbor cog, and still no official word.  Fox had decided that if he received no word from Orlumbor in two days, he’d go ahead and go on his trip and leave Karra to the task of dealing with them, or have her come get him using her powerful magic.  Karra was more than capable of using magical teleportation to come right to him and return him to Dragonspear if it was needful.  If she didn’t want to do that, however, he was fully confident in his wife’s ability to deal with the situation.  However, he didn’t want to saddle her with what should be his problems.  Karra was the Lady of this land, but she was far too busy with her magic to worry about the day to day operation of the place.  That was his job.  Fox didn’t want to take her away from her studies, so he would put as little on her as he could. 

Just outside the camp, quite the impromptu little village had sprung up, very nearly overnight, just on the other side of the road from the encampment.  It was filled with enterprising entrepreneurs looking to profit off the expedition and its men, and a tiny village filled with some 20 tents and one half-permanent and hastily constructed wooden front frame with a tent behind it that served as festhalls, merchants selling wares, and one bordello had taken hold, exploiting the safety of the area despite not being behind the fortifications to set up shop to garner coin from workers with coin in their pockets but nowhere to spend them.  One enterprising Amnish merchant selling oils, candles, perfumes, and spices bound for Waterdeep had taken one look a the encampment and halted his caravan right there and set up shop, and he was the one who had built a wooden false front around the front of his tent.  He also seemed quite intent on staying in the village, sending one of his junior associates back to Amn to bring more varied wares to sell at Dragonspear, and was already planning on building a permanent structure to house what he saw as a golden business opportunity.


Fox allowed them to remain, if only to provide entertainment to his men and the women someplace to shop for baubles and trinkets, but he’d already warned them that just one complaint of being cheated would get them thrown out on their butts.  Fox wasn’t against men and women taking a risk and making some money, so long as they were fair and honest in their dealings.

There were shops inside the encampment, to be sure, but what Fox had brought to sell to his workers was more utilitarian goods that they might need, small luxuries to make life easier in the camp, where he supplied the basic staples of food, necessary equipment, and shelter.  The four merchants who had set up shop in the tent city across the road offered more varied fare, mainly items more for convenience or luxury than for necessity.  The two tent festhalls in the village had a harder road to travel, however, since Fox had two festhalls in the camp that sold ale and spirits at a cheaper price than the two competing festhalls outside, but they got enough business from the encampment and from the other residents of the tent village to make enough coin to stay in business.  Fox wasn’t selling the ale and goods he brought to make a profit, but simply to provide useful goods and entertainment for his people.

Kallik, that sly old dwarf, had started selling lumber they didn’t immediately need to some of the men in the tent village who had designs on staying on a more permanent basis, so they could build some permanent structures.  They really had no choice but to buy it from Kallik, since Fox had made it clear to the people in the tents that they couldn’t go chop down any of the trees in the western forest.  They could go chop down trees from the woods two days to the north,  which bordered the moor and occupied the space between the moor and the road as it angled away from the moor.  They could also chop down trees from the Trollfang Woods to the south, but none of them were quite that determined to not pay for the lumber.  That was a long way to go in either direction to chop down trees, the northern woods were well known to be infested with bandits that used it as cover to ambush caravans on the road, and the southern woods’ very name told people exactly what was lurking within them.  It was cheaper in the long run to simply buy the excess lumber Kallik produced.


Kallik hustled up to him as he knelt down by one of the larger campfires and cleaned his arms and face with a water-soaked rag.  Battle had a way of leaving blood and dirt on a body, and though Fox had never been militant about bathing while on the road—if only because finding a bath in the middle of nowhere wasn’t easy—he detested the smell of blood and got rid of it as quickly as possible.  “I take it the expedition against the goblins went well?”

“They are broken and scattered,” he answered.  “Their wanderings will cause upset with other bands within the moor.”


“Any problems?”


“Several serious injuries, but no deaths, thank the gods,” he answered.  “Karra contacted me just before we got back, her group has crushed their target.  She had her golems go in and basically destroy the camp for them.”


“I had no inklin’ of how nasty those stone beasties be til Karra explained ‘em,” he said with a grin.


“They’re more or less invulnerable to most anything most of the rabble in the moor can bring to bear,” Fox nodded.  “So why not simply send them in and let them do the work?  They can’t be hurt.”


“Aye, aye,” Kallik laughed.  “So they’ll be back soon?”


“Most likely.  Karra is investigating the remnants of the camp.  They are Bloody Skull orcs, old friend.”


Kallik’s smile faded.  “Bloody Skulls?  Here?”


Fox nodded.  “That is not a good sign,” he said seriously.  “It hints of some kind of major action or upheaval among the orcs.”


“How did they get here?” Kallik asked in his gravelly voice.  “We be a hundred leagues from the Citadel!”


“I know, that’s why it’s so odd,” he nodded.  “I don’t see how they got all the way down here with as many as they did, and I don’t know why they’re here.  They have no earthly business being this far south, and it behooves all of us to find out what’s going on.  It might be a warning of another massive orc invasion like the one fifty years ago.”

“Aye,” the gnarled old dwarf nodded.  “Maybe I should be writin’ back home to see what the council may have heard.”


“I wouldn’t say no, old friend.  If they get a letter from you, they’ll answer it.”


Sanver led the second expedition back to the camp about an hour later, in much better shape overall than Fox’s.  Karra rode with her apprentices, her two golems flanking her horse, and Fox hurried over and helped her dismount when they reached the stable area.  “What word, dear heart?” Fox asked.

“They were a scouting expedition, from the best we can tell,” she replied.  “They were outfitted for a long trip, and their leader was carrying maps he was making of the territory his group traversed.  Their horses were in very bad shape,” she noted.   “Orcs have never been very easy on their mounts.”


“I’m not sure how to take that news,” Fox grunted as her Halruuan apprentice Evelara dismounted with Sanver’s help, the rakishly handsome gold half-elf giving her a bold smile.  Since Selena seemed uninterested in him, he was starting to test the waters.  “Either they’re considering some kind of major action well south of their territory, or they’re part of a pact of tribes seeking to do war on the southern areas.”


“It’s been a long time since an orcish horde threatened the north,” Sanver piped in.  “Maybe it’s about that time again.”


“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Fox frowned.  “Karra, dear heart, can you make note of everything you discovered and send it to Verex with your magic, with orders to get it to the Lords as quickly as possible?  This is something everyone needs to know about.  Perhaps they’ve seen some activity that might further explain what the Bloody Skulls are up to.”


“I can have it to him in just a couple of hours,” she assured him.


After helping Karra stable her horse, he walked with Sanver while his wife prepared the message to be sent to Verex with magic, and Sanver gave him a detailed report of the attack on the orc camp.  “It was almost like being a spectator,” he chuckled.  “We set up on the western ridge and simply watched as Lady Karra sent those two stone dragons into the orc camp.  The orcs couldn’t so much as scratch them, so the dragons just killed any orc that got close to them as they moved from tent to tent.  Then Lady Karra and her magicians struck,” he said with a grin, and whistled.  “It was over at that point.  I think they killed nearly a quarter of them in the first volley of spells, including their leader.  I led the men into the fray while they were completely confused and stunned by the magical assault and we mopped them up.  The few that escaped did so without their horses, without much of anything except what they were carrying.  We got them all, though they’re in pretty poor shape.”


“Did you find out why they were camped where they were?”


“Not really, we didn’t find anything on the bodies.  But that’s not a surprise, orcs don’t write very many things down.  The camp didn’t look much more than just a rest camp, though.  They hadn’t done much to fortify the position.  I think they were just there to rest for a day or so, and we caught them with their pants down.”


“And you say the horses were in poor shape?”


“Aye.”


“That may be from them getting down here fast,” he speculated.  “Any indications they raided settlements or caravans?”

“A couple.  I think they attacked a couple of the isolated villages on their way down, judging from the supplies we took from them.”


“Hmm,” Fox sounded, stopping to think, pinching his square jaw between his thumb and forefinger.  “Let’s go look at what they were carrying.  Maybe a closer inspection will give us an idea of what they were up to.  And—Invia!” he boomed.


Seconds later, the grizzled Ranger rushed up.  “Aye, Master Fox?”


“Sanver said some of the orcs escaped the attack.  Have the Rangers track them down and capture one of them alive,” he ordered.  “Bring the prisoner back to camp.”


“Aye, Master Fox.  I already have Rangers keeping an eye on the survivors.  I’ll handle it myself.”


“Quickly, Invia.  We need to know what the orcs were doing here.”


“I’ll have an orc back here by sunset, that’s a guarantee.”


“Good woman,” he nodded, and she rushed off.  “Akena, go with her.  You’ll make it easy for her to get one alive,” he added to the silent ninja, who was lurking nearby.


“Hai, Master Fox,” she replied, then hurried after the Ranger.


A thorough inspection of the gear and equipment they’d captured from the orcs garnered no clues outside of the fact that they’d attacked either a caravan or a settlement on their way south, for they were carrying human-made supplies.  Fox looked at the maps the leader had been carrying, crudely hand-drawn and barely legible…at least to someone that didn’t know how orcs worked.  Fox was able to make them out, and saw that this group had been mapping what looked to be a relatively safe path from the Citadel of Many Arrows to the south, skirting rival tribes as best they could, following a rather meandering path down from the Citadel and all the way to the High Moor.  Fox was impressed that they got this far.

Reaching a dead end in the investigation, Fox put it on hold until they got an orc to interrogate and went back to the daily business.  He trained with his acolytes, continuing their education in the most basic of skills they had to learn, lessons melded with exercises and tasks that also strengthened their bodies and increased their endurance.  Afterwards, he watched as Avill and his handlers taught a new group of men and women how to ride the hippogryphs, teaching them the basics of riding a flying mount and how it was very different from a horse because of the added third direction.  He ate lunch with Karra in their cottage, then spent the early afternoon with Kallik, as the two of them went over the dwarf’s plans for the next month or so, as well as taking another surveying tour of the ruins of Dragonspear.  Some of Kallik’s workers had been clearing the tumbled stones of the old ruin, separating the stones that could be reused from the ones that were only worth crushing to use as gravel.

It was while they were up on the tallest central hill that he and Kallik happened to look down to see a large column of mounted soldiers trotting south along the road, heading for Dragonspear.  Fox lowered the Mask of Truth and took a close look at the men, and after a moment they were close enough for Fox to make out the standard of Waterdeep on the banners carried by the lead men.  There were 40 or 50 men in the column, a sizable force, and Fox could see that they were wearing the surcoat of the Armars over their chain jacks, becoming clearer and clearer as they approached.  Riding in the center of the men were one man and one woman dressed in fine robes, who rode beside a man dressed in resplendent plate armor and carrying a lance.  Even from that distance, Fox could clearly see that the armored man was none other than Piergeiron, the Open Lord of Waterdeep.


This…this was an official visit, Fox could see.


As they neared, Fox identified the man with the Open Lord as Khelben Arunsun, the Blackstaff, but the dark-haired lady who rode with them was unknown to him.  She had the look of culture and refinement about her, however, and the robe she was wearing hinted that she was a practitioner of magic.  “Kallik, old friend, it looks like we’re about to have guests,” he said soberly as he peered off into the distance.


“Who they be?”


“The Open Lord of Waterdeep and the Blackstaff,” he replied.  “I think I just found out why Orlumbor hasn’t responded to my declaration.”


Kallik laughed gratingly.  “Ye think they convinced Piergeiron to come down here to talk in their stead?”


“More like threaten in their stead,” Fox replied calmly.  “Well, no use worrying about it.  Let’s go down so I can greet them when they reach the camp.”


The approach of the soldiers had not gone unnoticed in the camp.  Selena was organizing the camp to repel them if they turned out to be hostile, which was her usual reaction to armed columns, but she wasn’t sounding an alarm or mobilizing any additional men.  Enough armed columns rode back and forth along the road, heading to and from Waterdeep, that she didn’t respond to them as if they were a threat.  There weren’t enough of them to be a threat anyway.  Fox stepped out to the entrance to the camp as Selena and Sanver approached him, both of them on horses;  Selena commonly went out to talk to the leaders of those armed columns to get information about who they were and also if they saw any potential trouble or had any trouble while traveling.  Fox held her up as he walked out of the camp.  “This one’s going to be stopping here, Sel,” he called over his shoulder.  “Prepare the pavilion tent to receive three high-ranking visitors and find a place for the rest of their men to camp outside the fortifications,” he stressed.   “Oh, and tell Karra we’re about to have guests.”

“Who are they, Father?”


“The Open Lord, the Blackstaff, and Armars from Waterdeep,” he replied as he started walking towards the road.


“The Open Lord?  Here?” Sanver said, then he whistled.  “Something tells me this is gonna be interesting,” he added with a chuckle as he turned his horse around.


Fox only had to walk about two minutes before the lead element of the Waterdeep column reached him.  The mounted men stopped and moved aside, allowing the three dignitaries to advance up to where Fox had stopped.  “You’re looking a bit rough around the chin there, Pier,” Fox said conversationally.


Piergeiron gave a reflexive chuckle and rubbed the gray stubble on his chiseled face.  “I find it more convenient not to shave while traveling,” he answered amiably.  “I have to say, I’m quite impressed, Fox the Wanderer.  Your men have made tremendous inroads in the month you’ve been here.”


“We have a plan, Pier, and we’re working by it,” he replied, then he nodded.  “Blackstaff, you look much less annoyed today.  And greetings to you, my Lady,” he said, bowing his head to her.  “We’ve never had the privilege to meet.”


“I’m Laeral, Master Fox,” the beautiful, mature woman said with a small smile.  “Khelben’s friend and companion.”


That was a name Fox knew.  Laeral was almost a legend among adventurers, a master magic-user and the leader of the adventuring company known as the Nine, who had fallen under the evil influence of an ancient artifact they found during their adventures.  They had been freed of that curse, and since then, the Nine had disbanded, their surviving members retired, and Laeral had come to take up residence in Khelben’s tower in Waterdeep.  It was the second worst kept secret in Waterdeep that Laeral and Khelben were engaged, if not already married.


“It’s good to see that other living legends still move about in the world, Lady Laeral,” Fox said with a playful smile, bowing elegantly towards her.  “Your fame eclipses even my own.”


She laughed.  “I’m not so arrogant as to compare towering reputations, Master Fox,” she said with a winsome, charming smile.  “I don’t think either of us takes things like that very seriously.”


“You’d be right about that,” he replied, then looked to Piergeiron.  “I’m having a place prepared where we can talk, but it won’t be all that luxurious.”


“And you’re sure we’re here to speak with you, Master Fox?” Laeral asked lightly.


“You’re here to make vague and ominous threats on behalf of Orlumbor, who’s seriously ticked off at me right now because I won’t let them chop down my trees,” he replied calmly, which made Khelben narrow his eyes a little and Laeral laugh.

“Your reputation doesn’t include your keen grasp of politics, Master Fox,” Laeral said lightly.


“When you’re as old as I am, you learn how to read between the lines, my Lady,” he replied urbanely, then he turned around and waved to them over his shoulder as he started walking away from them.  “Come on, then.  Selena will show your men where they can start setting up camp, and I’ll offer you what hospitality my camp has.”


Karra greeted them at the entrance to the camp, as the three dignitaries split from their men, at least mostly.  Four Waterdeep soldiers escorted the Open Lord and his companions to the camp’s entrance. Laeral wasn’t the only one that looked a bit surprised when Karra greeted them, gawking a bit…or more to the point, gawking at her two stone golems who were behind her.  “Pier, Lord Khelben, Lady Laeral, I don’t think you’ve had the pleasure of meeting my wife, Earth Mistress Karra of the House of Stavias, of Halruua.  Dear heart, may I present the Open Lord of Waterdeep, Piergeiron, the Blackstaff Khelben Arunsun, and Lady Laeral Silverhand, all of Waterdeep.”


“I am very honored to meet you, grand Lady,” Laeral said with respect in her voice as she dismounted.  “To rise to the sapphire at such a young age, you must truly be a prodigy.”

“You flatter me, my Lady,” Karra said in her gentle, calm, unflappable voice.  She allowed Piergeiron to take her hand after bowing gracefully to her, and he kissed her wrist in the Halruuan tradition; no doubt he’d been told about that.  “Open Lord, my husband thinks quite highly of you,” she told him.  “And he is right, you are quite a handsome man.”


Piergeiron actually blushed.  “It’s hard to tell when someone like Fox the Wanderer thinks highly of you or not,” he said modestly.


“It is very easy once you get to know him, my Lord,” Karra smiled.  She allowed Khelben and Laeral to do the same.  “So long as he jokes, he likes you.  But when he shows you no humor, then he does not.  Please be welcomed into our camp.  A tent is prepared where you might rest after your journey and we may talk of affairs, if you so wish it.”

“We haven’t been traveling long enough this morning to need much rest, my Lady,” Piergeiron told them.  “We’ve only been on the road about three hours.  But something to drink would be welcome.”


Karra led the three to the pavilion tent, which was mostly unused, and Fox had one of his acolytes serve tea and light snacks to them after Khelben and Laeral settled themselves on a comfortable divan and Piergeiron was offered a backless chair sturdy enough to handle a man in armor.  Karra seated herself demurely on a sofa brought in, but Fox stood behind it, his hands on his wife’s shoulders fondly.  “So, let’s get things out in the open, Pier.  Orlumbor is angry that I’ve blocked them from chopping down my trees.  I take it they convinced you to come down here and threaten me?”

Piergeiron looked a bit insulted, and hesitated by clearing his throat a bit before answering.  “They didn’t do any such thing, but the importance of the situation was enough for the Lords to decide that I should come down here and negotiate the matter with you personally,” he answered.  “The ships Orlumbor builds are of great importance to more than just Waterdeep.  I’m honestly surprised that Baldur’s Gate hasn’t also sent such a delegation to discuss the matter.”


“They very well may have, it’s a longer trip to here from Baldur’s Gate than Waterdeep,” Fox answered.  “And I’m not stopping Orlumbor from building ships, Pier.  I’m simply stopping them from chopping down my forest.  I have no problem with negotiating a deal with them that allows them to harvest lumber, but only in a manner that doesn’t denude the forest,” he said strongly.  “If that puts them behind in their work orders, well, they’ll have to secure that lumber from somewhere else, which I’m positive they can do.  This is my land now, and that forest is within my territorial boundaries.  Unless they want to fight me for it, that’s the way it is, and there will be no negotiation on the matter.”

“What my husband is saying, without much diplomacy, is that the forest to the west is no longer free for the taking,” Karra injected in her calm voice.  “It is now ours, and one of the things we intend to do is manage the forest so it provides lumber and game in perpetuity.  At the rate the Orlumbor men are cutting down the trees, they will completely denude the forest within twenty years.  We cannot permit that.”


“Orlumbor has contracts, Fox the Wanderer,” Khelben injected.  “And the ships they build are literally the only thing keeping the pirates based in Luskan under control.  The balance of power in the Sea of Swords for the entire coast is at issue here.”


“As I said, I doubt Orlumbor will have any problems procuring the extra lumber they need to build the ships.  It might increase the cost to the buyers since they can no longer get all the lumber they need for free, but we’re not stopping them from building the ships, Khelben,” Fox told him.  “I have nothing against Orlumbor.  Auril’s breath, I might be buying ships from them myself in the future.  But I simply cannot allow them to chop down the western forest.  If they want wood from my forest, it has to be harvested in a way that doesn’t reduce the size of the forest and doesn’t harm it.”

“The status of a wood in an uninhabited, desolate area isn’t as important as keeping Luskan from ruling the Sea of Swords,” Khelben protested.


“That wood is neither uninhabited nor desolate to us, my Lord Blackstaff,” Karra injected.  “It is literally nextdoor, and it is a resource that we need just as badly as Orlumbor for our own projects.  But unlike them, we will not be denuding the forest into oblivion to satisfy our needs.  We will manage the harvest of lumber from the forest so we do the forest no harm.”


“There’s more going on here than what is for you a purely local matter,” Piergeiron declared.  “You are interfering in something that concerns every seafaring city and nation on the Sword Coast, and you will find all of them against you if you don’t relent.”


“I’m not interfering at all,” Fox retorted.  “Orlumbor is mad that they’ll now have to pay for what they were taking for free.  It won’t change the fact that they can build their ships in any way, because I’m almost positive that our forest can meet their lumber needs without them chopping the whole thing down.  This isn’t about the security of the Sword Coast, Pier, this is about Orlumbor raising the cost of building those ships because they can’t get the lumber for free anymore, and Waterdeep taking issue with it.  Your city’s purse is not my concern,” Fox declared bluntly.  “I have a responsibility to watch over the lands I’ve claimed, and part and parcel of that is to stop Orlumbor from chopping down my forest.”  He leaned a tiny bit over Karra.  “Besides, I’m not stopping them from getting free lumber whatsoever.  I haven’t claimed the forest south of the Trollfang Hills.  If they want free lumber, they can sail an extra two days to the south and harvest that lumber,” he declared bluntly.

“That forest is far too dangerous for harvesting lumber,” Piergeiron protested.


“Well, Pier, if you want those cheap ships, then I guess you and all the other cities and nations that want ships from Orlumbor can go clear it out for them,” Fox said easily.  “That way Orlumbor gets their free lumber, and you get your cheap ships.  After all, what’s the lives of a few hundred men compared to saving a hundred gold nobles off the cost of a new raker?”

Khelben looked about ready to jump up and start yelling, but Laeral put a gentle hand on his knee, quelling him.  “That was uncalled for, Master Fox,” Laeral said with a hint of sternness in her voice.  “You of all men know how much the Open Lord cares about the lives of his men.”


“I—yes, you’re right, Lady Laeral.  For that, I do apologize, Pier,” he said sincerely.  “You are a good man and a just and righteous Paladin.  But I won’t be swayed from my position, gentlemen, my Lady.  I’m not changing my mind just because it might increase the price of the ships you buy from Orlumbor.  We have our own needs, and not to sound selfish, but I have to see to the needs of Dragonspear before the needs of others.”

“I think you fail to understand your situation, Fox the Wanderer,” Khelben said in a dark tone.  “You are not the ultimate political power on the Sword Coast.  If you wish to have amicable relations with your neighbors, particularly those in the Lord’s Alliance, perhaps you should understand that all political situations require both give and take.”


“So, I give you everything you want, and in return, you take everything you force me to offer, is that it, Blackstaff?” Fox asked bluntly.  “I’ve not heard a single offer in return, just indirect objections that my actions are inconveniencing you.”


“I believe continuing to allow you to supply this expedition from Waterdeep is one of those things that we can offer you for you relenting on the matter of the forest,” Khelben stated calmly.


“Oho, we’re going straight to the direct threats, I didn’t think we’d get there for nearly an hour,” Fox said with dark humor.  “Fine, Khel, you shut down my trading company.  In return, you’ll not see a single caravan reach the River Gate of Waterdeep from the South Road.  I’ll buy out the cargo of every single caravan and turn their empty wagons back.  Every.  Single.  One,” he said succinctly.  “You’ll see overland trade coming up the South Road completely dry up.  And I guess we won’t need the Golden Hawk if I’m getting all my supplies from the caravans I’m stopping from going north,” he mused lightly.  “Oh, and I’ll turn back every single caravan coming from the north and not allow them to pass,” he added.  “This is our land, that is our road.  We can stop every merchant and every caravan on that road from using it within our territory if I so wish it.”


Khelben did jump to his feet then, his face flushing red.  “You dare threaten us, Wanderer?”


“You bet I do,” he replied pugnaciously.  “Perhaps you should realize that Waterdeep doesn’t rule the entire Sword Coast either.  I’ve told you my position on Orlumbor, and I won’t be moved from it.”

“Gentlemen,” Laeral called, “I think both of you need to tone down the posturing.  What Khelben and Piergeiron failed to mention, Master Fox, is that you are entering the political landscape of the Sword Coast, and that what happens with Orlumbor can affect you and your expedition here in more ways than simply the ones you can see now.  If Luskan gains any more hold on the Sea of Swords, it could cause financial and political upheaval for every port south of them, and cause serious problems for the island nations, like Rauthyn, who utterly depend on ships to bring them supplies they need for their basic existence.  Yes, you must see to the needs of your land and your people, but as a new political power along the Sword Coast, you must also understand the big picture and how it can affect you at a local level.”


“I do fully understand the big picture, my Lady, because my dear Karra here has studied the politics of the Sword Coast, and finds no issue with my position,” he replied, patting Karra’s shoulders.  “She’s far smarter than I am, after all.  But, I say it again, my Lady.  My position on Orlumbor does not in any way prevent them from fulfilling their contracts.  They can still build their ships, in the same amount of time. The only difference is, it will raise their costs because they can no longer get free lumber from my forest.  They will simply pass those costs down to their buyers, which includes Waterdeep.  So excuse me if I don’t see this visit as anything other than you taking issue with the fact that my presence here might drain more gold out of your city coffers than you’d like.”


Piergeiron gave him a scowl, then blew out his breath and gave a rueful little chuckle.  “That is a portion of our concern, and I’d be a fool to deny it,” he admitted.  “But we do have some genuine concerns and issues with your confrontation with Orlumbor, Fox.  The Luskan issue is a serious one, and even a small delay in the production of ships from Orlumbor could cause the pirates of Luskan to start moving more aggressively.  That would hurt all of us who depend on the sea for part of our tax income, from Neverwinter all the way to Calimsham.”

“And I’d be happy to discuss your concerns in those areas,” Fox replied calmly.  “I’m not against working with my neighbors for the overall benefit of the Sword Coast, Pier.  We are a part of things now, and I’m fully aware that the actions Luskan may take could bring harm to me and the people who live on my land.  But understand here and now, Lords, my Lady.  I’m not moving from my position on the forest and Orlumbor.  We can yell and scream and throw things at each other all day, but in the end, you’ll leave this pavilion with things exactly the same as when you came in.  This matter is absolutely and utterly non-negotiable,” he stated firmly.


“Then I suggest we discuss those matters where we can negotiate,” Laeral suggested with a slight smile.

“There shall be little in that regard, Lady Laeral, at least not with this same company,” Karra said in her gentle voice, but Fox could hear the steel in it.

“Why is that, my Lady?”


“Because one does not enter the home of another and show such a deplorable lack of manners without suffering the consequences,” she answered, giving Khelben a hard look.  “I am Halruuan, Lord Arunsun, and your behavior within our encampment would have earned you the undying hatred and enmity of any other Halruuan to whom you spoke in such a manner within the boundaries of their own abode.  You do not enter the abode of a Halruuan and act as if you are the lord of the manor.  To speak to my dear heart with such disrespect is to speak to me with selfsame disrespect, and the last thing you want to do is to disrespect a Halruuan noble within the boundaries of her own lands.  You are our guests here, and to treat us as if we are not the master and mistress of the very tent in which you sit shows you to be the barbarian that most Halruuans believe the northern peoples to be,” she said with a soft, silky, yet wickedly barbed voice.  “Master Piergeiron and the Lady Laeral may remain and enter into discussions with us, but you, Lord Arunsun, are no longer welcome within my home.  You will return to your men and reflect upon your terrible lack of manners, and if you show suitable chagrin and remorse for your behavior, I might entertain allowing you to return to these discussions on the morrow.”

Fox almost laughed behind her.  She was sending the mighty Blackstaff back to his camp like a misbehaving child!


“I will not—” Khelben nearly hissed, but he cut his declaration short when Laeral placed a firm hand on his leg.


“Love, if you have ever trusted in me before, then listen to me now.  Get up and leave this tent and return to our men,” Laeral said in a dead serious voice.  “Say not another word.  Just go.”

“I—“ he started, but he blew out his breath and stood up, smoothing out his robes.  “Lady Karra,” he said with a nod, then he strode boldly from the tent.


“That was timely, Lady Laeral,” Fox said conversationally.


“Lord Arunsun displays an active prejudice against you, dear heart, and as such, he has no business being in this tent,” Karra said simply.  “And he should count his blessings.  Had he acted in such a manner to my brother, he would be answering an official challenge to a duel,” she stated simply.

“Your brother is a bit stuffy,” Fox chuckled.  “Does he still want to kill me?”

“Oh yes, dear heart, very much so,” she replied, looking up at him with an impish smile, and that made Laeral laugh


Without Khelben in the tent to stir up hostility, they actually managed to make some progress.  Fox and Karra fully explained their positions, then entertained Laeral and Piergeiron’s concerns about exactly what Fox intended.  After about two hours, Fox finally got tired of Piergeiron and Laeral trying to come back to the forest problem over and over, trying to change his mind, and he stood up.  “I think you’ll understand my position a little better if you can see why we’re so concerned,” he declared, which made Karra nod.  “If you’ll trust us, we can take you out to the coastline so you can get a personal view of the problem.”

“That’s nearly half a day’s travel to the coast,” Piergeiron protested.


“No, it’ll take about half of an hour,” Karra replied.  “As most Halruuans of station, I possess a magical flying carpet.  If you will trust me to safely conduct you to and from the coast, we can show you our dilemma.”


“Lord Piergeiron shouldn’t be going because of his station, but there’s nothing holding me back,” Laeral said with a smile.  “And I’ve always wanted to ride on a Halruuan magical carpet.”


“It’s Calishite, actually.  The best flying carpets are made by Calishites,” Karra corrected with a slight smile.


“Would you trust my report on the matter, Lord Piergeiron?” Laeral asked.


“I would, my Lady.  It will give me and Fox some time to eat something and discuss his plans for the castle.”


“If you would come with me, my Lady,” Karra offered as she stood up.  “Maro!”  The golem poked its head into the tent.  “Retrieve my carpet and bring it to me,” she ordered.  The golem wordlessly turned and started on its task.

Karra and Laeral left the camp on her magic carpet, Karra leaving her golems behind, as Piergeiron and Fox took a walk around and talked of more mundane matters.  The paladin quietly grilled Fox on his intentions for the land, his vision for what would become of the lands around Dragonspear after the citadel was rebuilt, and they eventually ended up over in the Waterdeep Armar camp, Fox describing his latest battles against the goblinoids on the moor as he walked fearlessly among Piergeiron’s men.  “The next sortie won’t be quite as easy,” he grunted as they walked along a row of tents that had been erected, advertising Piergeiron’s intent to at least stay overnight.  “We’ve finally pushed far enough into the moor to get at the first and largest of the troll packs within the moor.  Their territory is pretty big, so once we clear them out we’ll take over a large piece of the moor.  But the trick’s gonna be clearing them out.  Trolls are never ones to take a hint.  Unless we use fire against them, they won’t retreat.”


“Trolls,” Piergeiron nearly spat.  “I hate trolls.”


“If there’s any one group of creatures I can say I won’t really give a chance, it’s trolls,” Fox agreed.  “Their instinct is to kill, and nothing you do or say can dissuade them from that impulse.  They’re about the only sentient beings I’ll attack on sight and without mercy.”

“There are rumors,” Piergeiron said hesitantly, “rumors that you’ve entered into an agreement with a red dragon.”


“Oh, I have, but he’s just a baby,” he replied honestly.  “He controls a very large tribe of orcs on the moor. We’re working together to clear out the rest of the moor, and once we do, I’ll be ceding the moor to the dragon so he can claim it as his territory.  It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.”


“You would trust a dragon?”


“Not every dragon, but this particular dragon, yes.  At least for now,” he replied with a nod.  “As I said, he’s just a baby, and he sees advantage in our alliance.  But I’m watching him closely, Pier.  I may be willing to enter an agreement with him, but it doesn’t mean that he’s earned my trust.  So long as he adheres to his side of the bargain, I’ll adhere to mine.  He already knows what will happen if he breaks it.”


“And what is that?”


“I send my army in and destroy his orcs,” he replied immediately.  “And since I know exactly where the dragon has his lair, it also means that I’ll be coming after him as well.   That keeps him honest.”

“It’s a baby, you say?”


Fox nodded.  “It can’t be more than ten years old.  But don’t underestimate it, Pier.  Even a baby dragon is smart, cunning, and dangerous.”

“Too true,” he agreed.


“The tactics he’s used in attacking rival bandits and goblinoids in the moor hints that he’s exceptionally intelligent,” Fox said with some admiration in his voice.  “I certainly hope so.  It’s been my experience that the smartest of the dragons can rise above the impulses of their breed, and that’s a hopeful sign in a red.”


“Truly?”


Fox nodded.  “I’ve met cynical silvers, sadistic bronzes, even some compassionate blues, so I know that dragons have the intelligence to rise above the instincts that drive them.  The smartest of the breeds often don’t act the way legends say they should, well, except for the golds,” he chuckled.  “They’re intelligent enough to make their own choices, and often, their past history shapes how they see the world.  That’s why I’m willing to work with this red.  His tremendous intelligence gives me a chance to help him look past his baser instincts and take on a different attitude than most of his kin, and without his parents to teach him the ways of the red dragons, it means that he’ll be making his own decisions, not have them made for him by the training he gets from other dragons.  The first step is to show him a little trust.  Next, I’ll try to befriend him, which might not be easy, since he’s naturally suspicious,” he chuckled.  “But if I move slowly and carefully, I think that me and this dragon can enter a much more enduring friendship.”


Piergeiron glanced over at him, then chuckled.  “I’m almost tempted to say it’s a doomed endeavor, friend, but then I met that lich.”


Fox laughed.  “Zarra Khan isn’t nice, Pier, but he is a friend.  A good and loyal friend.  I have in the past and would again without hesitation put my life in his bony hands.  He wouldn’t let me down.”

“He does certainly prove that not everyone is what legend says they should be.  I wonder what drove him to become undead.”


“He was dying, and he wasn’t ready to leave our world. There was more for him to learn, more for him to do,” Fox answered immediately.  “He spent his last days researching the magic to become a lich, and as you’ve seen, he was successful.  Magic is his passion, Pier.  So long as there’s more magic for him to learn, he’ll do everything he can to stay, well, undead, so he can learn it.  I think if he ever ran out of things to learn, he’d give up the ghost and move on to the next life.”  Fox shrugged.  “In Halruua, being undead doesn’t have the same stigma it does up here, as long as you obey the rules and act with decorum.  Zarra Khan isn’t the only lich to have come out of Halruua, though he no longer lives there.  There’s a lich on the ruling council of Halruuan wizards, the Diamond Council, and he’s accepted because he follows the customs and continues to be an upstanding member of Halruuan society despite being undead.  I’ve met him, he’s actually a rather droll fellow for a lich, still loves a good joke.  In Zarra Khan’s case, though, he did run afoul of the other wizards, so he left Halruua to continue his studies elsewhere.”


“Oh?  What happened?”


“He got into a feud of sorts with a Halruuan noble on the Ruby Council, the order of Halruuan wizards one step below the Diamond Council.  It was something small and petty, but among the Halruuan nobility, nothing sets them off faster than something small and petty,” he snorted.  “Zarra Khan could have easily disassembled Holvin Teravos to the ground, but that would have put him against nearly half the ruling nobility.  So he left Halruua instead.”


“Ah.  And where does Lady Karra rank in their society?”

“Two steps below the ruby,” he answered.  “If she were to raise another rank, she’d replace her sapphire with an emerald, then try to work her way onto the Emerald Council.  Only those on the council may raise to the ruby, so competition to get on the council and stay on the council long enough to advance is fierce.”


“I see,” Piergeiron nodded.  “Is Lady Karra on the Sapphire Council?”


“There isn’t one,” he replied.  “The Emerald Council is the lowest-ranking of the councils.  So Karra’s just one step below what most would consider the ultra-elite of Halruuan society.  She’s merely considered elite.”


Piergeiron laughed.  “She’s much too impressive to think of as merely elite,” he observed.


“She’ll get there someday,” Fox said confidently.  “The work she’s done on stone golems alone will guarantee it, and that’s just one of the advances she’s made in magic.  It was her work on stone golems that got her raised to the sapphire, and that work will also get her raised to the emerald, since it was so ground-breaking.  Her other research into magic will ensure she raises to the ruby, once she makes her advances known.  She just has to bide her time, that’s all.  In her society, it’s seen as boorish and bragging to have too many successes too quickly, it goes against Halruuan belief in working one’s way up the food chain.  Even a prodigy like Karra has to at least act with some modesty.  So the Emerald Council is waiting until their rules say that Karra is allowed to be raised to the emerald, and once she’s there, she’ll just be waiting until it’s socially acceptable for her to reveal some of her other work to get onto the Emerald Council and then be raised to the ruby.”


“Stone golems.  Khelben said that is a stone golem,” he said, pointing at Auron.


“It is,” he replied.  “One of her greatest creations.  Creating her first two stone golems got her raised to the sapphire.  Her work on that stone golem is what will get her raised to the emerald.”


“How so?”


“Karra has advanced the art of making stone golems far beyond the norm,” he replied.  “Her golems are faster and smarter than regular stone golems, able to perform more advanced tasks.  Her stone golems don’t grind and move about jerkily, Pier, they move like a living thing, they’re nimble and agile, and they’re fast.  That golem is even more advanced than her first two,” he said, nudging his head towards Auron.  “With abilities beyond those of normal stone golems.”


“I can’t say that I’m surprised,” Piergeiron said, looking at it. “It certainly looks imposing.”


“It’s supposed to, that’s why it’s standing where it is.  When we finish the castle, he’ll be standing on the wall astride the main gatehouse like a statue.  We’ve already worked that into the plans.”


“Now that sounds like it will look quite spectacular.”


“You have to have some art in your life, Pier, it makes you appreciate the beauty all around you,” Fox chuckled.


The two lady magicians returned after Fox and Piergeiron shared an early afternoon tankard of ale in the Waterdeep camp, the magical carpet landing by the open air table where they were sitting.  Laeral stood up once the carpet was on the ground, smoothed out her robes, and walked over to them.  “I can see what they’re saying, my Lord,” she declared.  “I had no idea the Orlumbor men have cut down so many trees.  They must be cutting it down for far more than just building ships.”


“How so, Lady Laeral?”


“They’ve cut nearly a mile back from the shoreline, all the way down the entire length of the forest,” she replied.  “If they made ships out of all that wood, we could tie them all together and get all the way to the Moonshaes without getting our feet wet.  I believe Master Fox was being honest when he said that Orlumbor can hold to their shipbuilding schedules with them being restricted, and that they could easily forge a deal with Master Fox to harvest lumber from the forest without damaging it and not fall behind in their shipbuilding.  There are hundreds of logs piled up near their coastal garrison just from them cutting a road from here to there.  I see no reason why Orlumbor simply couldn’t buy some of that lumber, it would be more than enough to finish this year’s ships.”


“So they lied to me,” Piergeiron growled.  “They said they lacked the lumber to finish our orders.”


“I suspect they were artful with the truth to paint their situation as worse than it really is,” Laeral said diplomatically.  “They very well may not have the lumber, but that would be because they’ve been selling it rather than using it to build ships.  Either way, I don’t think we need to reward them for their lack of foresight.”


Piergeiron gave Fox a long look.  “It seems I was in the wrong, Fox,” he admitted.


“Not really.  You were going on what information you had.  That it wasn’t correct wasn’t your fault,” Fox told him sincerely.  “I don’t blame you for it, Pier, so I’m not gonna be a jerk about it.  Truth be told, I kinda like you a little bit.  Just a little bit,” he amended, holding his thumb and forefinger a small space apart.  That made Piergeiron laugh despite himself.


“I get the feeling that you liking me may not be a good thing, Fox,” he noted lightly.


“Of course it’s not,” he agreed, which made Laeral laugh delightedly.  “So, now that we have that settled, there’s something slightly more serious we need to talk about.”  He glanced at Karra.  “And I think we can let Khelben out of his corner.  I think I’ll enjoy watching him try to be civil, and he might have some actual good things to contribute to the discussion.”


Karra laughed.  “I guess I can relent,” she acceded.  “Our guests can stay for dinner as well.”

Khelben did behave himself when he returned to them, Fox bringing them back to his camp and having some of his people serve them snack foods as they waited for an early dinner.  “Alright, this morning, my people attacked an orc band in the moor,” he began, nodding to one of the soldier’s wives who had taken a position cooking for the host.  “Pier, they were Bloody Skull orcs.”

Piergeiron gawked a bit.  “Bloody Skulls down here?”


“That sums up the reaction of about everyone who knows the orc tribes,” Fox said grimly.  “I cannot fathom what they’d be doing this far south, and how they got down here with so many orcs.  The High Forest and Evermoor orc tribes would have attacked them.  I have one of my Rangers and Akena out tracking down one of the survivors that fled the battle so we can interrogate him.  Until they return, anything we discuss is pure conjecture, but the simple fact that there are Bloody Skull orcs in the High Moor is a very disturbing thing.”

“Aye,” Khelben grunted with a nod.  “It hints that there’s some kind of pact between the orc tribes, and they only enter pacts on the eve of a major invasion.”


“What little we do know doesn’t entirely hint that they got down here with the help or rival tribes.  My men reported that their mounts were in very poor shape and that they’d raided human settlements on the way south, but they’d also managed to get down here with over two hundred orcs.”


“That’s a very large group, maybe too large for rival tribes to attack,” Laeral mused.


“No, Laeral, an orc tribe would never allow a rival tribe to just cross its territory unchallenged, not unless they had an agreement,” Piergeiron challenged, leaning an elbow on the table as he scowled in thought.


“So, I take it this is news to you, Pier?”


Piergeiron nodded.


“There went that idea.  I sent the information to Verex to find out if you’d heard anything.  The Lords might have, and it just hasn’t reached you yet since you were traveling down here.  I sent it to Verex this morning by magical message, and he should have contacted the city government by now.  But, I bet he’s also put Jinjen on this.  If anyone in Waterdeep knows what’s going on, she’ll hear about it.”


“Who is this Jinjen?” Piergeiron asked.


“She’s the drow you and your men accosted when Fox was in Waterdeep, my Lord.  She’s fairly well known in the shadowy circles as a woman who can find what you’re looking for, be it an item, information, or a way to make someone disappear,” Laeral replied, smiling at him.  “She’s caused quite a bit of upheaval in Skullport since she arrived in Waterdeep.”


“Then she’s doing what I hired her to do,” Fox said easily.


“That drow woman works for you?” Piergeiron asked.


Fox nodded.  “I hire people based on their ability, Pier, and you won’t find many better then Jinjen at what she does.”


“And you trust her?”


“As much as you trust that frost giant,” he replied immediately.  “Jinjen isn’t a nice girl, but when you hire her to do a job, that job gets done quickly and efficiently.  And she doesn’t even try to cheat or backstab you.  She displays very un-drowlike loyalty to the money she’s paid and the person who paid it to her.  She’s very good, Pier.  If there’s any information floating around Waterdeep or Skullport about what the Bloody Skull orcs are up to, she’ll find it.  When she finds it, she’ll send it to Verex, and I’ll have him send it to the Lords as well as me.”


“That at least is good,” Khelben said.


“An orcish invasion is everyone’s business, Khelben,” Fox said seriously.  “There’s no such thing as petty politics here.”


Karra looked up, and pointed when one of their hippogryphs circled and moved to land right in the middle of the camp, which was something they were not supposed to do.  Avill skillfully guided his mount to land in an area few others would attempt, then he trotted the hippogryph right to their table.  “News, Master Fox,” he said.  “The Rangers and Mistress Akena have captured four orcs alive.  They’re being brought back to camp as we speak.”


“Good news,” Fox said.  “How far out are they?”


“They should have them back here within the hour,” he answered.  “I happened to spot them bringing the orcs back during my patrol, and figured you’d want to know.”


“Good thinking, Avill,” Fox nodded.  “Get back in the air and make sure nothing attacks them on the way back.”

“Yes, Master Fox.  Hyah, Blacktalon, up!” he barked, snapping the reins.  The hippogryph turned, took four bounding steps, and pulled itself into the air, its talons and hooves nearly hitting several people in the head as the hippogryph clawed the air with its wings for altitude.


“Hippogryphs, very clever,” Laeral said with a smile and a nod.


“We should thank you, Waterdeep’s griffon riders gave Karra the idea,” Fox replied.


“And we were fortunate to find a noble family in Waterdeep with many hippogryphs to sell,” Karra added.  “They have already proved invaluable to our expedition.  With them in the air, nothing can sneak up on us.”

“I heard about that.  I’m actually glad you came along, Fox.  They’re a good family, but we simply couldn’t buy their hippogryphs.  They don’t get along with our griffons,” Piergeiron told them.

“They have good homes here, providing aerial scouting and relaying fast messages to our garrison at the harbor,” Fox told them with a smile.  “We bought out their entire stable minus a few breeders, and now they intend to scale back their operation to only provide the occasional flying mount.  I just hope they invest the money we paid them into something less risky.”

They discussed the possibility of another orc invasion until Invia arrived in camp, her and her Rangers pulling horses holding what looked like dead orcs, tied to the backs of horses.  Akena was trotting easily beside them, veering straight to Fox and Karra and their guests as men untied the orcs from the horses.  “You put them out, Akena-chan?” Fox asked when she reached them and bowed in respect.

“Hai, Master Fox,” she replied.  “They should awaken any time now.”


“Some kind of magic?” Laeral asked.


“Her clan excels in the making of poisons and other compounds that have varying effects,” Fox answered for her.  “It looks like she used a sleep agent.”


“Hai.  The effect is powerful, but very short-lived,” she stated.


“Karra, dear heart, can you use that spell?” Fox asked.


“Only if we share a common language.  They must be able to understand me.  I do not speak orcish, dear heart.”


“Many orcs speak the common trade language,” Fox said dismissively.


“If they don’t, I can cast a spell that provides the recipient the ability to temporarily speak any language I know,” Khelben offered.  “I can use it on an orc, then you can use your magic, Lady Karra.”


“That would be most acceptable, Lord Khelben,” she nodded.


They only had to wait about five minutes before an orc regained consciousness, and in that time they pulled the four survivors into the warehouse and tied to chairs, with Invia and several of her Rangers standing silent guard.  Piergeiron, Khelben, and Laeral were invited to observe as Fox put his own chair in front of the four and sat on it with the back facing them, leaning on it as all four orcs began to groggily move.  All four were wearing rust-splotched tunics, the ill-fitting doublets and shirts they’d taken from others to wear under their chain jacks, which had been taken from them.  The four orcs were grayish-green of skin and ugly in appearance, with snout-like noses, protruding tusks, and small, close-set eyes under low, heavy brows and stringy, greasy black hair.  All four were very burly, the symbol of their life of eternal war and raiding.  “Welcome to Dragonspear, gentlemen,” Fox said, speaking the Spine dialect of the orcish language, the dialect used mostly by the orcs living south of the Spine of the World but north of the Evermoor, a region known as the Ice Mountains.  The four orcs jerked as if startled out of a deep sleep, then looked around quickly.  “Now, which of you would be the one in charge?  Any of you?  None of you?  Do any of you speak the common trade tongue of the humans?”  When all four were silent, glaring at Fox defiantly, he turned and looked at Karra and switched to the common tongue.  “Dear heart, do you happen to have that spell memorized that flays the flesh from their bones slowly without killing them, at least until they’re nothing but skeletons?”


When one of the four jerked, Fox smiled.  “And there’s the orc that speaks the common tongue, dear heart,” he said lightly, which made Laeral laugh.  That made the three other orcs glare.


“Most clever, my dear heart,” Karra said approvingly as she advanced on the orc, the tallest of the four.  She made what to most would be a harmless absent gesture as she looked the orc in the eyes.  “There’s no reason to be afraid, friend.  We won’t hurt you,” she told him in a calm, sing-song voice.


“I…I know that,” the orc replied in heavily accented common.


“I’m glad that you do.  We were quite curious as to why orcs from the Citadel are this far south.  Perhaps you can tell us?”

“King Obould sent us,” he answered, his eyes taking on a glazed quality.  Obould was the orc chieftain of the Citadel of Many Arrows, though he fancied himself a king.  He was a big, powerful, nasty fighter with an ego the size of the Sea of Swords and a legendary reputation for sadism and brutality.


“And how did you get down here without invoking the wrath of the rival tribes?”


“They made a deal,” he replied.  “King Obould is trying to rally the tribes to smash the humans, they’re moving in like they own our lands,” he snarled.  “Since we’ve had no luck pushing the human scum out of Silverymoon and the stinkin’ dwarves out of Mirabar, King Obould had the idea that if we strangle the trade with the eastern lands and sack all their farms without attacking the cities themselves, it’ll starve the northern cities.  After the winter, what’s left’ll be so weak we can smash them easy.  So, the King made deals with the tribes south of us to let us come down and look at the road leading back to the east, the one that goes to the south of the Great Desert.  Ain’t as many humans down there, and we could take the road, capture all those caravans with booty, and starve out the humans and the stinkin’ dwarves.”


“A daring plan,” Karra said as Piergeiron’s eyes widened.  “How did you get down here so far to the south with so many?”


“We got deals with the tribes who live where the Evermoor comes close to the High Forest, on both sides,” he answered.  “They let us come down here to find out, cause they want a share of the booty we’ll get.”



“But what about the ocean?  Surely the humans will get supplies from ships.”


“Dunno about that,” he shrugged.  “I heard about some of it from Grakka, but he’s dead.  We’re supposed to find the best place to take over the road, someplace we can hold it all summer but someplace with lots of farms and small towns we can sack for supplies, and take it back to King Obould.  Then the tribes gather and push the stinkin’ humans and the stinkin’ dwarves out of our lands,” he proclaimed proudly.


“What are you telling them, Vrug?” one of the others demand in orcish.


“He’s negotiating your safe release,” Fox told them in orcish, leaning a bit more on the back of the chair.

“Right,” the orc snapped.


“I’m not prejudiced against orcs, friend,” Fox said mildly.  “Once I know why you’re here, you’ll be given back your gear and be free to go.  Or do you not want to be freed?” he asked pointedly.


The orc fell silent, glaring at him.


“Why did King Obould not simply ask the orc tribes around here for that information?” Karra asked, gesturing again.


“Trust southies?  Phaugh!” he spat.  “We’ll be wiping out the stinkin’ southies along with the humans.  They aren’t true orcs!  King Obould wants real orcs to bring back what he needs to know!”

Karra glanced at Fox, who nodded.  That was what he needed to know.  “Well then, friend, far be it for us to stand in the way of your important task,” Karra said.  “We’ll take you outside the camp, return your equipment, and you are free to go. And friend Vrug, it might be best to tell your companions that this conversation was only about you tricking us into releasing you.  Such an intelligent and cunning orc as yourself, we were quite easy for you to deceive,” she said mildly.

“Yeah…yeah, I like that,” he said with a tusked smile.


“All of you stand up,” Fox ordered.  “Your friend Vrug negotiated your safe release.  You’ll be taken outside our camp, your gear will be returned, and you’ll be free to go.  I suggest highly that you go back into the moor and make your way back to the north with all due haste.  The others around here aren’t as nice as I am, they’ll kill you on sight.  Invia, take them up onto the ridge and give them back their gear, then let them go,” he ordered his Ranger captain.


She looked decidedly disapproving, but she did as he ordered.  The four orcs stood up, and the Rangers escorted them out of the warehouse.  “Well, that was enlightening,” Fox said without humor as he stood up, after the orcs were gone.  “It looks like Obould’s thinking of starting another massive invasion, but this time he’s being smart about it.  That’s damn clever, marching his hordes all the way down here and attacking the East Road, about as far from large-scale organized armies as you can get.  They’d sack Elturel and Scornubel to provide some looting and mayhem for his orcs, wipe out all the farms and ranches along the river, then paralyze all overland trade between the east and the west.  By the time a city or kingdom organized a response, they’d have already pulled out back to the north, since they were only there to block overland trade for the merchant season.  They don’t have the soldiers down there to repel the countless orcs from the citadel and the allied tribes from the Evermoor and the High Forest.  It’s a pretty damn clever plan, attacking entrenched cities like Silverymoon and Mirabar by strangling their trade far from where they could do anything about it, especially if they couple it with large-scale attacks on outlying farms and ranches in the north to cut down on the amount of available food for those cities.  A year of reduced trade  and strict rationing would put the cities in a poor position for a large-scale orc attack the following spring.  It’s something nobody in the north would ever see coming.  I’m impressed.”

“I’m stunned an orc would formulate such a plan,” Khelben frowned.


“Orcs aren’t stupid, Khelben,” Fox said immediately.  “And Obould’s as crafty as they come.  The cities of the north are too well fortified to make building the alliances needed for a massive orcish invasion worthwhile, he’d suffer major backlash from the other tribes if their invasion gets stalled, so he’s talking them into attacking a place where they can get away with it.  There’s nothing southeast of us but Elturel and Scornubel, and they don’t have the military forces to hold out against tens of thousands of orcish warriors.  They’re used to skirmishing with the smaller tribes of orcs and other goblinoids coming out of the High Moor, not the tens of thousands that could march in from the north.”  He scratched his cheek.  “But we’ll need more corroboration than just this one band.  I think I’ll send some messages to a friend of mine in Silverymoon, see if he’s heard anything about this.  They’re closer to the source.”

“Just what I was thinking,” Piergeiron agreed.  “We can’t move on this information until we’re sure it’s good.”


“But if it is good, it’s not good news,” Laeral said, giving a small frown.  “And it shows that the orcs of the north are getting smart.  Maybe too smart,” she speculated.  “Lord Piergeiron, what would happen of the orcs just happened to attack the East Road at the same time the pirates of Luskan launched a major operation?  We’ve been hearing rumors that they are preparing for all-out war on the Sea of Swords.”


“That would be very, very messy,” Khelben said darkly.  “It would cause chaos from Calimsham to Neverwinter.  And that we do know.  Luskan has been building ships in a frenzy for the last two years, which is much of the reason we are here,” he said, glancing at Fox.  “Maybe there’s collusion between the pirates of Luskan and the orcs of the Ice Mountains.”


“I wouldn’t put it past those pirates,” Piergeiron growled.  “And it’s definitely worth investigation.”


“I do have to ask why you’d free those orcs,” Khelben asked Fox in a slightly accusing tone.


“Simple, Khelben.  I don’t kill people who don’t deserve it, and that includes slaughtering prisoners.  I don’t have a jail here, have nowhere to keep them, so I’ll just let them go.  Odds are they won’t live three days out there with just the four of them, but that’s not my concern.  But, we have to assume that this group isn’t the only one they sent.  If Obould is smart, and I know he is, the group we attacked is but one of the scouting expeditions he sent out.  I’ll bet there are several others, all with orders to scout different parts of the East Road.  I’ll bet that this group was assigned to scout the road south of the moor.  There are probably other groups out there scouting further to the east.”


“A logical assumption,” Karra agreed.


“Aye, it does make sense,” Piergeiron nodded.


“Hmm,” Fox mused, then he surprised the others by quickly walking out of the warehouse.  He gave a loud, shrill whistle when he got outside.  The others followed him in a bit of confusion, but Karra widened her eyes a little and nodded when Akena all but ran up to them.  She reflexively dropped to one knee, because the whistle he issued was one of command, and she was too conditioned to her clan’s ways.  “I have a job for you, Akena-chan,” he said in a serious voice as she looked up at him.  “It will be long, arduous, and very dangerous, but you’re the only one that can do it.”


“What task am I to perform, Master Fox?”


Fox knelt beside her and pulled his hand-drawn map of the North out of his bandolier and began to unfold it, then explained the importance of the Bloody Skull orcs being so far south, showing her where the Citadel of Many Arrows was, far to the north, well over a hundred leagues distant.  “Something is going on far to the north, and it might affect us here.  But what’s more, it could be a warning that the orcs are going to invade, and that’s not good,” he told her.  “The entire North needs to know what’s going on, and that means that it falls to you to find out, Akena-chan.  I want you to infiltrate the Citadel of Many Arrows and find out what’s going on, discover if the orcs are planning something, and if so, what.  There are tens of thousands of orcs in there, so you must be very careful.  When you get in, find their leader Obould and find out what his plans are.”


“Am I to kill this Obould after I retrieve the information?”


“No,” Fox answered.  “Obould may be a warmonger and a sadistic monster, but if he dies, then whoever he might be in league with may change their plans, rendering whatever you get out of the Citadel useless.  If they don’t know that their plan is found out, they’ll keep to it.  I need you to discover his true intentions, find out how many tribes have allied for Obould’s scheme, and investigate the possibility that the Ice Mountains orcs are in alliance with the human city of Luskan.”


“Hai, Master Fox,” she replied with a nod.  “Might I ask for as much information as you can give?”

“You would send a lone woman into an orcish stronghold?” Khelben asked in surprise.  “That’s suicide!”


“With all due respect, Khel, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Fox answered evenly.

“I wouldn’t even do that, and I’ve studied magic for decades!”


“There are forces in this world that have nothing to do with magic, some of which are far more versatile than you might think,” Fox said immediately and strongly as he stood up, leaving the map to Akena for her to study.  She picked it up and started folding it.  “Where your magic fails you, those other forces can succeed.  Akena-chan can infiltrate the Citadel of Many Arrows, find Obould, and discover the information we need.  This is what she’s trained to do, and with all respect to her, she’s one of the best there is at what she does.”


Akena blushed modestly.


“But she will need a bit of magic here.  Karra, do you still have that spell that you can place on an item that imbues the user with the spell stored within when you speak the word of activation?  Akena will need a way to understand the orcish language, both spoken and written.  Without it, she’ll have no idea what to look for.”


“Yes, dear heart.  But I’ll need your help to create it.  I don’t speak orcish, so I’ll need one who does to properly imbue the spell.”


“I still find it very hard to believe that this woman is that formidable,” Khelben said, then looked at Akena.  “With all due respect, madam.  I have no doubt that Fox believes that his confidence in you is not misplaced.”


Fox gave a dry chuckle.  “Confidence in Akena is never misplaced,” he declared.  “Plan on leaving the day after tomorrow,” he told Akena.  “Tomorrow I’ll make sure you get as much information about the orcs and the Citadel that you need to complete your task, and that gives Karra time to make those objects.”


“It will only take a few hours,” Karra said with a nod.  “I will train you in their use when I give them to you, Akena.  I can also get you much closer to your destination.  I can teleport to Waterdeep, Akena, and I can take you with me.  That will cut many days off your journey.”


“I think we should assist as well, given that what she finds concerns us all,” Laeral suggested.

“No offense, my Lady, but we won’t need your assistance,” Fox told her in a friendly voice.


“As long as she’s willing to try, I guess we can’t stand in her way,” Piergeiron grunted.


“It is my mission, but it is also the challenge that a chunin can only dream of undertaking,” Akena told him with bright eyes.


“It’s the ultimate test of her skill,” Fox explained to Piergeiron, who looked a bit startled.  “It’s an Eastern thing, Pier.  The harder the challenge, the greater the honor for overcoming it.  Easy missions are boring.”

“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry,” Fox declared as Akena stood back up.  “Let’s get to that meal waiting for us, and talk about this more later.”

There was much to consider.

Fox sat cross-legged on the ground outside on what was now the training field, where he and the Vixens trained the mercenaries to make them better, his eyes closed and his mind organizing his thoughts and impressions of the prior day’s negotiations, seemingly oblivious to the world but keenly aware of the slightest movement of his pupils, who were trying to learn the art of meditation.  They worked on their physical conditioning most of the day by doing work around the camp an at the construction site, but the early mornings were devoted to mastering their own minds.


It had been nearly seventy years since the last major orc invasion in the North, which was well beyond the lifespan of even the most long-lived orc.  That seemed to be the cycle of it, he mused.  Only when the last of the orcs who participated in an invasion passed away, which was invariably pushed back with massive orc casualties, did their children or grandchildren get the idea to do it again.  The last such invasion had decimated the participating tribes, to the point where they lost a great deal of territory to rival tribes who hadn’t participated, and some of the tribes were even wiped out.


But this time, it was different.  Obould seemed to be the first orc in a long time that learned from history, and his idea was to attack the humans indirectly, at least at first, to weaken them before moving against them in earnest.  His idea to march the allied orcs well over a hundred leagues to the south and attack the only real overland trade route between the east and the west was brilliant in its conception, and had Fox’s people not stumbled across the scouting party by chance, it very well might have worked.  It was much more cunning that most would attribute to an orc, but that was an irrational prejudice.  Fox knew several orcs who were damn smart, most humans simply thought they were stupid because of their barbaric and brutish culture and practices.  Intelligence wasn’t a valued trait in orcish society, those orcs that demonstrated it who had magical potential became shaman or witch doctors, and the rest were relegated to being craftsmen, which was a lower social class.  Though many orcish shaman and witch doctors had some intelligence, that wasn’t what made them what they were, it was simply a by-product of their magical potential.  A shaman or witch doctor was the highest class of orc, then a warrior, then a craftsman, then the women and children, who were considered little more than slave labor.  Orcs didn’t respect craftsmen very much, at least until they needed something made.

Fox had seen the work of several orc blacksmiths, and as a blacksmith himself, he was highly impressed at their level of skill. 


Obould was one of those rare orcs who were both physically imposing and rather intelligent, and Fox could appreciate the subtlety of his plan.


He didn’t have to open his eyes to know that Piergeiron and Laeral were approaching him, and didn’t react when they came up to him and stopped.  “You seem a bit worried this morning, Pier,” Fox said without opening his eyes.


Piergeiron gave a wry chuckle.  “I would ask how you knew it was me, but I think I wouldn’t understand the answer.”


“On the contrary, you would, if you were simply willing to listen,” he replied lightly.  “I think maybe the Lady Laeral might know.”


She laughed.  “I seriously doubt that.  But I would ask a question of you, Master Fox.”


He opened his eyes and looked up at her.  “And what would that be, my Lady?”


“Exactly what are you doing?”

“The first skill that my students need to learn is meditation, my Lady.  It’s a technique where you harness your mind, eliminating all distractions without ignoring what’s important, allowing you to focus all your attention on what matters.  For them to learn what the monks will teach them, they have to have mental discipline, and the first step to gaining it is mastering the art of meditation.  Sometimes I think it’s the greatest skill they ever taught me,” he said with a musing smile.  “I’ve spoken to many mages, and most of you do something similar.”


“Yes, mainly to concentrate on the Art,” she nodded.  “My master taught me how to block out all distractions and focus on the magic very early in my apprenticeship.”


Fox motioned at the group of about eighty youngsters sitting in orderly rows before him.  “The first major trial they’ll face is the Trial of the Long Day, where their skills in meditation will be put to the test.  They’ll have to successfully maintain a meditative state from sunrise to sunset while in a room that gives them no view of the outside, and while the monks in the room constantly try to distract the acolyte out of his meditative state.  If they lose their focus, they fail.  If they leave the room at any time other than right at sunset, they fail.  The focused mind can keep track of time accurately while ignoring the irrelevant, pondering other matters, and a monk has to have the ability to control his own mind before he can learn any of the intermediate techniques.”


“That’s quite interesting,” Laeral said earnestly, looking at the large number of young teens sitting before him, each of them trying very hard to not pay attention, even while they were paying attention.  “And what is meditation for the monks?”


“At first, as my Master Jen taught me, it’s not thinking at all.  It’s listening to silence,” he answered.  “Of course, the key of that is to learn how to ignore your senses even as you try your hardest not to think about anything.  Trust me, that’s harder than it sounds, and it takes an acolyte a while to master the trick of it.  Once you manage that, then you learn how to be aware of your senses without allowing them to distract your mind from what you’re doing.  Once you’ve learned how to listen to silence, you can think about other things as you do it.  It lets you organize your thoughts and bolsters you for the challenges of the day, letting you consider weighty matters.  I’ve meditated on our orc problem, for example, pondering the matter without distractions.”

“And what conclusion did you draw?” Piergeiron asked.


“That there’s no clear and easy conclusion until we know more,” he answered, flowing to his feet effortlessly.  “And between Akena and Jinjen, we’ll find out.  And what conclusions did the Lords draw about my situation with Orlumbor?”

“I’m not a Lord, Master Fox,” she said lightly.  She laughed when he gave her a steady look.


“I’ve decided to suggest to the Lords that we allow Orlumbor to handle this matter themselves,” Piergeiron answered.  “So expect a delegation from them as soon as the Lords discuss the matter and inform Orlumbor of our decision.”


“I won’t try to cheat them, Pier.  I could actually use the revenue selling them lumber, I’d like to buy some extra things not in my original budget,” Fox declared.  “They just have to scale back the harvesting.  At the rate they were going, they’d have completely chopped down the entire forest within twenty years.” 


“I get the feeling that they’ll have the coin to offer for the lumber,” Laeral said lightly.  “Given I suspect they’ve been heavy players in the timber and lumber market for the last several years, as sellers instead of buyers.”

“Aye,” Piergeiron grunted with a nod.  “We’ll be leaving as soon as the men pack up the camp,” he declared.  “We have to get back to Waterdeep and get this information before the Lords, and it’s a long journey.”

“Be honest, Pier,” Fox chuckled.  “Your men will be returning to Waterdeep.  You, however, will be back in Waterdeep by lunchtime.”


“And you’re sure about that?”


“Given I’m married to a mage of no small ability, and I know what she can do, yes,” he smiled.


Piergeiron chuckled.  “I usually resist that kind of thing, but in this case, it might be necessary,” he admitted.  “I actually enjoy the journey, much as I suspect you do.”

“When you have no destination, life is always a journey, Pier,” Fox chuckled.  “Though, I’ll admit that it still seems a little strange to have a home now.”


“And that brings up the one thing I’ve wondered since hearing about this, Master Fox.  Why retire here?”


“Why not?” he shrugged.


“Your reputation doesn’t exactly make one think that you’d become a ruler.”


“I won’t be all that much of a ruler,” he said with a wry chuckle.  “But I’ve always had a special affection for this place.  It’s got a lot of potential, and after your forces wiped out the minor demon and his servant hobgoblins that had holed up in the ruins a few years ago, I saw the opportunity to claim the ruins without having to invest in a major war to get it.  And if you’re curious why I’d claim all the land around it, well, given who I am, I need that land, so I can see them coming.”


“The Red Wizards?” she asked intently.


“Among others.  When you’re as old as I am, Laeral, you tend to make quite a long list of enemies.  Slighted rulers, angry city leaders, groups like the Zhentarim and the Cult of the Dragon that I’ve come into conflict with in the past, even the Harpers have several beefs with me, because I don’t see them as the benevolent force they think themselves to be.  But the Red Wizards, yes, they will come for me, Lady Laeral.  They seek to discover the magical secret behind my extended lifespan, and they’ve spent the last hundred years trying to capture me.  Now that they’ll know where I am, they will come.  It’ll take them a few years to get here given how far it is and how they’ll have to march their army across very hostile territory, but they’ll come.  What I suspect they’ll do is move their army in small groups that won’t cause any alarm and have them reassemble just past Westgate.  Besides that, since this will be my land, it’s only right and proper that I manage it responsibly.  If people decide to come live on my land, like those people over there,” he motioned at the tent village outside the camp fortifications, “I need to be an unobtrusive but fair lord, but also take my duty to keep them safe seriously.  I’ll let them manage their own affairs with only the basic guidelines to keep things civil, and do what I can to provide a safe environment where they can live their lives as best they can.  And the land under my care has to be respected, so I had to put a stop to Orlumbor chopping down the forest.  The harmony of the land must be maintained.  The monks who trained me are big on harmony.” 

“And yet you make a deal with a dragon and its orcs,” Piergeiron pointed out, but not in an accusatory manner.


“They are part of the land, Pier, and therefore they’re as important to the land as the humans are,” he replied with a slight smile.  “As long as they cause the people on my land or the neighboring lands no trouble and don’t harass travelers, I’m more than willing to share this land with them.  I think they’ll be good allies, once they see the benefits of the alliance far outweigh the restrictions it places on them.  I see the worth of them, where I don’t think that you do.”


“You’re right about that,” he agreed.  “I crusade against evil, and I’ve yet to meet an orc that wasn’t.”


“But you haven’t met many orcs, Pier,” Fox chuckled.  “You just attack them.  That’s not very friendly.”


“I think it’s a mistake, but I also think that it’s your decision to make it.”


“Thank you, but I think you’ll be surprised,” he replied easily.


“We must be on our way, Fox,” Piergeiron said.  “I was hoping to say goodbye to Lady Karra.”


“She’s currently very busy preparing the items Akena will need for her mission, Pier.  But I’ll tell her that you send your regards.  If I learn anything new, I’ll have Verex get it to you as quickly as he can.”


“And if we learn anything, I’ll make sure Verex gets it,” Piergeiron promised.


“I’d appreciate it.  Safe journey to your men, Pier, and swift journey by magic back to Waterdeep.”

“Good luck, Fox the Wanderer, and fare well,” Piergeiron declared.


“I think I might like to return and confer with Karra about some magic,” Laeral said as Piergeiron walked towards the gate.  “Do you think she’d be amenable?”


“I think she likes you, Lady Laeral.  I know I do,” he smiled, which made her laugh.


“Well, I’ll take that as an invitation to return,” she said with a winsome smile.  “And I won’t bring Khelben.”


“That would be a good idea,” he agreed mildly.  “He doesn’t bother me all that much, but he destroyed any real chance of building any kind of relationship with Karra.  My Karra is very smart and very skilled, Laeral, but even she has her faults.  And Khelben stepped on the biggest nerve she has with his behavior.  She’s Halruuan to the roots of her hair in that regard.  Halruuans can tolerate many things, but rudeness to the master and mistress of the manor within their own manor is the one thing they absolutely cannot stand.  It’s why her brother still wants to kill me,” he said with a carefree, mischievous grin.

Laeral laughed.  “Well, I need to be off, Master Fox, I’m the one casting the spell to return us to Waterdeep,” she winked.  “But I hope to see you again soon.”


“I think you will, Lady Laeral.  I’ll be in Waterdeep in about a month to await the arrival of my brother monks from Kara-Tur.  They’re coming here to build a new monastery here at Dragonspear.  I’m sure you and me and Karra can stir up a little trouble while we’re there.”


She laughed brightly.  “I think I’d enjoy that,” she told him honestly.
