Chapter 5

This was it.  The day.

Fox the Wanderer greeted Lathander’s sunrise already on the move, all but jogging from Saja’s tower down to the warehouse holding their trading company, where Verex, the Vixens, Kallik, and their hires were already hard at work preparing the huge caravan and an army of mercenaries for the journey.  They were leaving today to march on Dragonspear and claim it, which was the culmination of decades of planning on Fox’s part.  He’d picked Dragonspear some 47 years ago, and since then had slowly been working towards this day, preparing for the day he felt he was ready to stop wandering, amassing the staggering sum of money it would require to raise the keep and finance its operation, preparing for a day was wasn’t sure would ever come, but wanted to be ready for in case he ever did.


Barring any unforeseen circumstances, this would be Fox the Wanderer’s last grand adventure, the adventure that secured his own lands to rule and raised the castle that he’d need to watch over it.


It had actually begun yesterday morning, because right after breakfast, his beloved Karra had left Waterdeep to travel to Dragonspear to inspect the ruins and also to investigate the rumor that there was a gate to the Nine Hells within the catacombs beneath it.  She was also there to make sure nothing would be waiting for the caravan when it arrived.  Nobody in Waterdeep knew where Fox was going, but when they saw which direction the caravan left in a couple of hours, some of them might correctly guess its destination.  There was a great deal of unclaimed territory south of Waterdeep, but much of it was inhospitable, so the actual options for someone claiming area were very limited.  The High Moor and the area between the Way Inn and Baldur’s Gate was about all there was that made sense, since the land anyone claimed had to have trade routes through what would be very hostile territory.  So, as soon as everyone saw which way they went—and quite a few people were watching very carefully—there was the outside chance that a few of the more enterprising ones with very fast methods of magical transportation might theoretically beat the caravan there and try to cause Fox some problems when he arrived.  Karra would be there to disabuse them of that notion, along with all three of their stone golems.  His beloved wife was more than capable of taking care of herself.

So, for the next week or so, Fox would be alone again, and he found that fact to be…unsettling.  After over a century of being on his own, he was almost surprised at how alone he felt after Karra left, when he spent a night in their extra-dimensional palace without her.  It was almost shocking how quickly he’d gotten used to Karra’s gentle presence in his life, and he wanted her back in it as soon as possible.


But, he was fairly sure that once he was back on the road, his old habits would reassert themselves.  Even traveling with an army, there was danger out there, and only an alert and careful man survived as long as Fox had.  For someone of Fox’s reputation, he was often in just as much danger sitting among those who might call him friend as he was traveling alone on the road.  It only took one covetous scoundrel to strike in a moment of distraction to kill a man, and for that reason, Fox often watched those who might call him friend just as cautiously as he would a bandit that accosted him on the road.

Luckily, though, Fox would spend most of the journey with Akena ahead of the caravan, scouting out possible dangers.  It was what he was suited to do.  The running of the caravan would fall on the Vixens and Kallik, who were acting as officers in the rag-tag mercenary army Fox had hired, with Selena and Kallik in overall command of the host.  Kallik would command the non-military aspects of the host, the veteran of many an expedition out to build something, and Selena was the one in charge of protecting it.  And most every mercenary had no problems with that.  The Vixens were a famous adventuring company in their own right, well known up and down the Sword Coast, and most sell-swords respected their experience and ability.


Things were very busy when Fox arrived, men loading wagons, wagons pulling out to sit in front of the River Gate to wait for it to open, large groups of men in armor checking their weapons and saddling horses.  Kallik and Verex stood on a wagon and watched everything, ticking things off on a list in Verex’s hands, and it was Kallik’s powerful, booming voice that told which wagon to leave next, once its cargo was confirmed.  The wagons had a very specific order, so each wagoneer had to wait his turn to leave the warehouse yard to go wait for them to open the gates. The caravan of over 200 wagons pulled by teams of horses, mules, and oxen, and some 1,200 riding horses, virtually every available horse for sale in Waterdeep when Fox arrived, would then stage outside the River Gate for a final check, and then they would start out.  Kallik ordered another wagon to move out, four mounted sell-swords walking their horses out with it as it moved, greeting another of their wagons leaving from one of the rented warehouses.  Kallik’s apprentices were at those warehouses doing the same thing, checking manifests against the wagon’s content, and once it was cleared, to send it on.

Every wagon held at least two men, a driver and his assistant, who was often one of Kallik’s apprentices or one of the many masoners or laborers Fox had hired in Waterdeep, which would be needed to work on the castle or support the men doing so, such as cobblers, cooks, tanners, and scouts.  Often there was a third or fourth man or woman on the wagon as well, and Fox saw more than one of the teens that had been lured to join the caravan to train under Fox were riding in the back, on top of the cargo.  Many of them carried crossbows, slings, or bows, armed with them by the mercenaries to make the already huge caravan appear more formidable.  They didn’t have to know how to use those weapons to appear to be a threat to any large bandit group that might actually try it.  Those weapons were the extras Fox had bought to arm his mercenaries, so it was only clever to put them in the hands of the teenagers to put on a little misdirecting show of force.


In all, there would be nearly 3,000 men and women in that caravan of 278 wagons and 880 riding horses along with some 320 spare horses, cattle, sheep, mules, and oxen, with many of the men and women riding in the empty wagons in the middle of the caravan, spare wagons brought along in case a wagon suffered a breakdown so severe it couldn’t be repaired.  That way they wouldn’t have to abandon the cargo on that wagon or load down other wagons even more.  There were some 1,500 laborers and workers protected by 1,000 mercenaries, with about 250 unplanned additions such as the teenagers and a few wives and children of the laborers, going with them to help out rather than stay in Waterdeep.  They would be supported with enough food and equipment to get them to their destination, and it was good food.  Fox had learned long ago that a large group of men moved faster and were much happier if they had large and tasty meals along the way, so he’d paid the extra expense to buy quality foodstocks for the expedition.

Verex was very thorough.


Fox almost had to laugh when he saw Sharla arrive, and she was riding one of the hippogryphs that they’d bought.  The animal had its wings tied so it couldn’t fly, but she seemed to be having no problems guiding the animal as if it were a horse; no doubt it was trained to obey the same commands as a horse when on the ground.  “Ho, Father,” she smiled, patting the feathered shoulder of the animal.  “Ain’t he a beauty?  Rides even better than my old roan.”


“You aren’t going to fall off, are you?”


“So long as it stays on the ground I ain’t,” she grinned.  “The handlers you hired said they ride like horses on the ground, and I ain’t had any problems yet.  And this one is mine,” she declared, patting the animal’s white feathers again.  “Me and him get along, we get along good.  I’m keeping him.”


“Alright, but if you show up at a campfire with your arm in a sling, I’m gonna laugh.”


“Go right ahead, Father,” she grinned.  “I’m gonna go ahead and get out to the staging area.  They just opened the gate.  Hear that, you old dwarf?  They just opened the gate.”


“I heard ye, lassie,” Kallik said, his white brows furrowing a bit.  “We’ll have the last of these wagons on the way in just a bit.”


“They’re a bit late with the gates,” Verex noted as he checked off another wagon, then Kallik boomed for it to move out.  “But it shouldn’t put us behind schedule.  The caravan will start out as soon as it’s staged and we have the mercenaries in position.”


“My men will be right where they need to be, Master Verex,” Sanver Dawnsinger declared.  He was a very handsome gold half-elven officer in a mercenary company called the Silver Shields, a relatively new and young professional mercenary organization.  Fox had hired 40 of the Silver Shields along with most of the caravan guards for the expedition.  The Silver Shields had only been operating for about two years, but they had a very good reputation as solid, dependable fighting men who did what they were paid to do.  Sanver was commanding his own men, but even he had agreed to take orders from Selena. 


“I have no doubts, Master Sanver,” Verex murmured as he and Kallik studied the next wagon that pulled up in front of them, its wagoneer pointing at or patting the items that should have been loaded on it.

It took them about a half an hour to finish, and Fox and Akena walked with the last wagon along the streets of Waterdeep, where the morning traffic watched them go by, as well as quite a few Armars, and no doubt a few Lords were watching as well.  But he didn’t really care all that much.  He’d gotten his digs in, got to beat up Durnan, and they hadn’t caused him any further trouble, so he was willing to let it go.  Once he left a city, in his mind, the slate was wiped clean…no matter if he left on his own or one step ahead of the city watch or a pack of assassins.  His Eastern friend was in her dark clothing, both baggy and form-fitting at the same time so she could hide her small arsenal of weaponry, but she had her mask pushed down to hang loosely at her throat.  “I feel as if I have dishonored my clan for not finishing,” she murmured in the language of the East.


“I told you to stop, so it’s not your fault,” he replied.  “We had what we needed to do.  This next task will be much more straightforward, Akena-chan.  We move in front of the caravan to scout out possible danger.”


“An easy task,” she sniffed, almost disdainfully.


“True, but it’s better than sitting in a wagon being bored,” he chuckled.  “I’d rather be out there doing than simply waiting to get there.”


“True,” she agreed after a moment’s thought.  “At least the exercise will do me good.  I haven’t run a distance since arriving in Waterdeep.”


That was a critical aspect of being a ninja, endurance.  Much like Fox, Akena was not used to riding animals, and like him, she could run a horse to death.  The horse might be able to go faster than her at first, but when it tired, she would overtake it, then it would die trying to keep up with her.  Her clan focused on that endurance so they could move quickly from city to city without the need of a horse or conveyance, part of the legendary ingenuity and self-sufficiency that came with the title of ninja.  It also helped when fighting, giving them the endurance to fight much longer than most of their foes, outlasting them and taking them down when they made a mistake caused by fatigue.  The Shiyama clan did things differently than many other ninja clans, but Fox felt they were wise practices that made their genin and chunin much more formidable.  The Shiyama clan was one of the most respected of the ninja clans, at least among those who knew the ninja existed.


That too was part of being a ninja.  Ninja didn’t actually exist, after all, and every member of the clan was trained in another profession to hide their true identity.  Most of the Shiyama clan trained as bushi, as warriors and mercenaries, concealing their true nature behind the front of a sell-sword.  It only made sense, since it allowed them to use their fighting skills to protect themselves without arousing too much suspicion.  Akena was a bit different, however.  She was a deadly fighter like most chunin of her rank, but she had been trained as a courtesan, a high-ranking lady of manners and style, to move among the upper crust of Kara-Tur society.  Besides, there were few female bushi in Kara-Tur, so it only made sense to train one of their most attractive female clan members in the art of politics and society rather than have her pretend to be a wandering mercenary or a member of the yakuza or a wu jen, the magicians of the East.  Akena was one of those rare few in her clan that hid behind a silk kimono rather than behind another profession, though she was as deadly as any bushi in combat, trained the formidable art of Balance, of ninjutsu.  Though she was small and slender and lithe, she was still one of the most dangerous and formidable fighters on the Sword Coast.  Fox would put his gold on Akena over just about anyone in a fight, even his own Vixens.  About the only person Fox felt could best her in one on one combat was Fox himself, and that wouldn’t be easy.  Any chunin who had mastered the art of walking through solid objects was a chunin worthy of great respect.

Verex and Kallik arrived outside the gate just behind them, where the wagons were already arranged in columns and rows on the flat area outside the wall, ready to pull out into the long, long wagon train.  There would be no caravans in front of them, but there was little doubt they’d pass caravans coming to Waterdeep from elsewhere, since it was warmer in the south and those caravans could leave much earlier. Caravans from Westgate, Amn, and Baldur’s Gate would be on the road, and Fox was surprised that the first caravan of the season had yet to reach the City of Splendors.


“Get the guards in position!” Selena boomed, standing in the stirrups of her large chestnut mare and waving her sword back and forth in the air.  “We’ll be moving out as soon as we get the last wagons out here!  Scouts to the front, get ready to leave!”


“I will send messages daily, Master Fox,” Verex said in his calm voice.  “Expect the first of the supply caravans to be on the road three days behind you.”


“I will, Verex.  Good work, you proved you were the man for the job.”


“Thank you,” he said with a simple nod.  “Good luck on your journey.”


“A force this size doesn’t need luck,” he chuckled as he left the gold half-elf.


Quite a few whispers and looks followed Fox as he and his willowy friend moved out into the front of the caravan, along with eight other men and women on fast horses.  They were the scouts, those who would ride ahead and to the sides of the caravan to search for any possible dangers.  Four of those scouts were actually Rangers, adventurers that Fox had hired for their skills.  A Ranger serving as a scout would find just about anything that might threaten the host, and would be able to protect himself if that threat sniffed him out.


“Nobody do anything foolish,” Fox ordered as he walked out in front of the horses, the eight men and women looking at him.  “Don’t engage any potential threats, no matter how small you think they are.  Report it back to the vanguard immediately and let them investigate.”  The vanguard was a host of 50 cavalry mercenaries that would ride out at the direction of the scouts to check out anything.  They too would ride ahead of the caravan, a good mile ahead of it, serving as the initial discouragement for anything that might think of attacking them.  “Numbers are our strength, so don’t take on anything without numbers.  I don’t want to lose a single man or woman on this journey, friends.  Make sure we arrive at our destination that way.  We ride to the campsite that the advance party is going to set up for us, just on this side of the Rat Hills.  When we get close to them, tighten up around the caravan and be wary of the wind.  Don’t get into the smoke coming from the fires there.”


“Aye, Wanderer,” a scarred woman with her black hair in a braid called, one of the most experienced of the Rangers he’d hired.  “So, maybe you could tell us where we’re going?” she asked lightly.


“Not yet,” he replied.  “When we reach the Way Inn, I’ll reveal our destination.  So for now, we’re going to the Way Inn.”  He lowered his mask, and it bonded to his skin to form the tattoo that covered the upper half of his face.  Akena mirrored him, lifting her mask and putting it in place, covering the lower half of her face, then she adjusted her headband so it was comfortable.  Her long hair made wearing a cowl impractical, so she wore a headband to keep the hair not in her tail out of her eyes.


“We’re not going that far on our first day,” one of the other Rangers noted.


“I know, but I want sunlight when we ride past the Rat Hills.  It just means that tomorrow will be a long day to make up for the daylight we waste today.  Are you ready, Akena?”


“Hai, Fox.”


“Then let’s get started.  The rest of you, wait until Selena gives the word.  She can’t tell me I can’t leave now, since I’m paying for all of this,” he grinned, then he and Akena turned and started out at a brisk jog.


Fox expected no trouble on the first day, and he was right.  They were too close to Waterdeep for anything overly intelligent to try ambush travelers on the road, so the day was spent in relative ease…at least until they approached the Rat Hills. The fires there often rousted the less than friendly residents out of their territory, so in the early afternoon, all ten of the scouts were moving more carefully, and several roaming patrols of Waterdeep Armars passed by the scouts and the caravan in the afternoon as they patrolled the road close to the Rat Hills.  When Fox and Akena passed the rotting corpse of an otyugh, a rather dangerous monster that inhabited areas filled with trash and refuse, it vindicated his cautiousness.  The creature had been killed that very day, from the freshness of the wounds on it, killed with spears and arrows, most likely by the Armars that passed by the caravan earlier.  The wind cooperated, keeping the toxic smoke away from the road as the caravan reached the first campsite, where cooks had large cauldrons of beans and stew simmering for the host.


Kallik and his foremen organized setting up camp after everyone had a filling meal, and a large number of sentries were posted due to their proximity to the Rat Hills.  Fox and Kallik walked along row after row of tents, erected in an orderly fashion.  “Any problems today, Kal?” Fox asked.

“Nay, old friend.  No injuries, no breakdowns,” he answered.  “Tomorrow might not be as easy.  We’re goin’ farther, and passing the Rat Hills.  I can smell ‘em from here,” he grunted, waving his hand in front of his face.


“I know.  Keep the wagons tight tomorrow, and keep them moving until we’re a good ten miles past the area.  If anything stops, it invites attack.”


“Aye,” he nodded.


The teens that had joined the caravan were put to work, Fox saw as he inspected the campsite, and there were more of them than had showed up at the arena.  There were nearly 100 young boys and girls from Waterdeep in the host, orphans and Lamplighters, most likely a few children of the men whose wives had come along, and probably more than a couple of runaways, seeking something more than what they had.  Selena had identified all of them and put them to work minding the livestock and horses, acting as runners and pages for the mercenaries to carry messages, and other simple tasks.  Some of them had come with nothing but the clothes on their backs, facilitating the need for them to dip into their stores of extra equipment, but they had plenty.  Fox had virtually everything the host would need to operate in hostile territory without resupply for three weeks, and that included common items like clothing, bedrolls, extra tents, spare boots, and the like.  The fact that he had tailors, blacksmiths, and cobblers along in the host also provided more material, since they could make or repair metalwork, shoes, and clothing.  Fox may work alone most of the time, but he knew what an army needed to function.  Age brought experience.


The wise man prepared for disaster even if he didn’t believe it possible to befall him.


After inspecting the camp, he moved among the men, both sellswords and laborers, talking to them, getting a feel for the morale of the host, which turned out to be very high.  There was a lot of excitement in the host at what they were doing, even if they didn’t know exactly where they were going, and the fact that they had such a large force along made the non-combatants among them feel very safe, even as the danger of venturing out into the dangerous wilderness away from Waterdeep brought a hint of spice to the journey.  There was quite a bit of music being played at the various campfires, some drinking and dancing, and Fox had to chuckle when one of the most energetic of the dancers turned out to be Kallik himself, dancing up a storm to an old Dwarvish song as his apprentices clapped along in time with the flute and lyre.

After making sure everything was good, he walked along the perimeter and attended the other, much more important matter.  Twisting his wedding around his finger to focus his attention, he reached out through the bond it formed.  “Karra,” he called.


Yes, my dear heart?

“How goes things?”


It goes slowly, she answered.  I arrived early this morning after being delayed by bad weather yesterday, and have spent most of the day dealing with a band of goblins that had taken up residence within the ruins.  I have only just routed them, they were deeply dug in and quite tenacious about not wanting to leave.  I have yet to lay down the enchantments around my intended campsite.  Tomorrow I will begin my inspection of the ruins.

“I’m surprised goblins could give you so much trouble.”


There were over a hundred of them, dear heart, and they had an extensive underground lair, part of the ruins of the cellars and dungeons below the castle, she replied, a tiny bit tartly.  I had to send in the golems to drive them out, and it took them a while.

“Ah, that explains it.  So you haven’t had time to see if the rumor is true?”


Correct, dear heart.  But I do sense a strange magic here.  I think there might be some truth to the legend.  There is definitely something underground.

“Just be careful, dear heart.  I’m the one in this marriage that takes the crazy risks.”


She laughed through the connection.  You corrupt me with your bad habits, she teased lightly.  I hate to be rude, dear heart, but I have much work to do.  I will contact you tomorrow and tell you what I find.

“Of course, dear heart.  Be safe, and I love you.”


I love you too, dear heart.  Safe night to you.

Fox turned back towards the fire where Kallik was dancing.  If he couldn’t spend the evening with his wife, spending it with an old friend he didn’t get to see very often should pass the time.

The passing of the Rat Hills was nervous but otherwise uneventful.


The weather seemed to not cooperate, as it was a very cold, steady rain that greeted them that morning, but the chilly rain suppressed the fires of the hills and smothered the smoke, which in the bigger picture would make passing by the dangerous area less of a health risk.  The rain also reduced visibility and was the kind of cold, miserable weather where one only braved it for a good reason, so the while the caravan was on the move, the chance of running into bandits or marauders was much reduced.  Even greedy road pirates didn’t want to be out on a day like this.


Fox, Akena, and the scouts kept a close watch on the hills as the caravan crawled past, the optimism and happiness of the day before drowned by the cold rain, causing men to huddle in their ponchos and cloaks and endure the seeping cold as it invariably worked its way through the rain gear, as those who didn’t need to drive the wagons or stand ready to defend the host huddled under tarps in the wagons.  The rain made the road muddy, slowing things down, and it was aggravated by the sheer number of horses and wagons in the host.  Just muddy road was churned into a quagmire by the time the last wagons passed the same point, stretching out the caravan and forcing some of the wagons to drive on the grass by the road when and where they could to reduce the effect they had.  The extra horses were rotated in and out of the teams in the later wagons to keep the stock from getting exhausted, slowing them down even further.

It was almost poetic that as they moved away from the Rat Hills, putting them firmly behind them, the rain broke, columns of sunlight streaming through the holes in the clouds as they rolled in off the sea.  The mood in the caravan lightened considerably when the rain stopped, and several road songs were being sung from wagons here and there in the long, snake-like caravan of nearly 300 wagons.  The host also sped up as they traveled into an area that hadn’t seen any rain, where the road was in much better condition, and the caravan tightened back up and picked up the pace to make up for lost time.

It was also their first indication that they didn’t own the road.  In the early afternoon, they passed the first of the trade caravans coming north, and Fox was with Selena as she rode ahead to speak to them without requiring either caravan to stop.  They met three men on horseback that rode out to meet them in the space between the two approaching caravans, and Selena raised her hand and bade them to approach.  The men wore the livery of the Burning Sword Mercenary Company, a large organization of Amnish and Tethyrian sellswords that specialized in hiring out to caravans up and down the Sword Coast, from Calimsham to Luskan.  The company was based in Amn, so most caravans that left Amn bound for destinations along the Sword Coast had Burning Sword men in their guard retinues.  The company had a mixed reputation.  They were well known to be very good at their jobs and very dependable, but they were also known for several incidents where an entire caravan disappeared except for the members of the company, who spread tales of ambushes by orcs and trolls and how they were the only survivors…and how it only seemed to happen when the company wasn’t guarding a caravan that had originated from Amn.  That seemed far too convenient for some merchants to consider hiring Burning Sword men for their caravans.  While the company had a sterling reputation in Amn, they often could find no work for the return caravans back.


The veracity of those rumors was up in the air, but in the mercenary business, it only took one bad incident or rumor to destroy a company’s reputation.

“Ho, commander,” the man on the middle horse called, raising his hand.  He was a very handsome man with dusky Tethyrian skin and black hair, but he had a deep slash scar on his left cheek, a visible indication of what kind of work he did for a living.  He and his men wore simple chain jacks with red surcoats to insulate the metal from the cool spring air, with longswords scabbarded on their sides.  “We are bound for Waterdeep.”


“We’re bound for the Way Inn,” Selena replied as all three men looked curiously at Fox, who stood by Selena’s horse.  “What conditions lay south?”


“There are two caravans some miles behind us, and the roads are clear and easy to travel all the way to the Way Inn.  What conditions lay north?”


“There was rain this morning to the north that turned the roads muddy,” she warned.  “Right around the Rat Hills.”


“Well that’s a shaved coin,” the man on the left said sourly.  “That’s the worst place for bad road conditions.”


The middle man peered beyond Selena, as the first of the vanguard crested the low hill behind Selena and Fox.  “That’s a lot of men for a caravan,” he noted.


“Safety is safest in numbers, commander,” Fox told him calmly.  “You’d be best served pulling in early today and giving the roads a chance to dry, then passing the hills tomorrow.”


“Aye, that sounds like good advice,” he agreed as he looked back at the 16 wagons his men were guarding, moving along at a steady pace.  “Any problems at the hills?”

“No, the Armars were there yesterday clearing out the problems. We saw several corpses of monsters by the wayside,” Selena answered.  “So as long as your men are vigilant, you shouldn’t have any problems.”


“Good, good,” he said with a nod.  “The rest of the rabble is afraid to cause problems right after a sweep.  If the weather cooperates, we might reach Waterdeep late tomorrow afternoon.”


“You might have to camp outside the city walls, but that’s a very safe place to spend the night,” Fox said.


“Aye, but often the allure of all the pubs and festhalls just on the other side of a closed gate makes the men unsettled,” the leader chuckled.


Fox glanced to the side and saw Akena running towards him, faster than what would be normal.  The other men took notice as well as the strangely garbed woman wearing a mask ran towards them, but then she slowed down and lowered it.  “Master Fox,” she called.  “A possible problem.”


“Where?” he asked immediately.


“A single orc mounted on a horse, two miles east,” she replied.  “He might be a scout for a raiding party.  His tracks show he’s been shadowing our caravan for nearly three miles.”


“That’s never a good sign, they always put their scouts on mounts,” the leader of the other caravan’s guards noted.  “Which way was he going, mistress?”


“South, moving parallel to the road..”


“Get word back to the Rangers.  Have them track that orc, and kill him,” Selena said.  “We can’t risk him getting word back to his tribe.  Have them bring his gear back so we can identify his tribe.”


“As much as I usually hate to draw conclusions, I agree,” Fox said.  “That scout can’t be allowed to report back to his tribe.  I don’t think either us or the commander here wants an orc raiding party called in.”


“Amen,” the Tethyrian agreed with a nod.


“I will take care of it, Master Fox,” Akena said calmly, pulling her mask back up over her mouth and nose.  She turned and sprinted back off to the east, quickly going up and over a small rise and vanishing.

“Is she an Easterner?” the commander asked curiously.


“Yes she is,” Fox said.  “And she’s one hell of a good scout.  She’ll find that orc, and he’ll be dead before he knew what hit him.”


“But he’s on a horse, and she’s on foot.”


“That makes absolutely no difference,” Fox chuckled.  “That girl can run a horse to death.  Horses have to stop and rest.  She doesn’t.”


“Huh, she doesn’t look all that tough,” the man on the right said.


“And that’s exactly why she’s so dangerous,” Fox said immediately.


They passed by the caravan, the two wagon trains squeezing by each other on the same road, and as the last wagon heading north passed the lead wagon holding Kallik, Akena returned.  She had put the body of the orc on the horse he was riding and was leading it back to the caravan.  Fox, Kallik, Selena, and Mayajanni met her on the grassy field beside the road, where she untied the dead orc from the horse and let him drop to the ground.  The horse looked abused and malnourished, and its legs were trembling a bit.  Fox didn’t like to ride horses and didn’t like their smell and jittery temperament, but he knew how to handle them when necessary.  He soothed the animal with calm words and a gentle touch, then started checking the visible whip marks on the horse’s flank as the others went over the orc.  “From the Bleeding Skull tribe,” Selena noted.  “That makes him a local.  He was definitely a scout, Father.”

“I know that tribe, they’re not very friendly,” Fox replied.  “Amarri might have to tend this horse.  The orc almost killed it with his whip,” he said.


“Orcs aren’t very easy on their horses,” Mayajanni said.


“Nothin’ of note,” Kallik said as he went through the orc’s saddlebag.  “Just the usual junk ye’d find on an orc’s corpse, Fox.  Not even any coin.”


“I wouldn’t give this sword to someone I hated,” Mayajanni grunted, checking the orc’s rusty weapon.  “It might not even be worth the iron stock if our smiths melted it down.”


“We can use it as a practice weapon,” Selena declared.  “Take the orc’s chain jack and knife, too.  The chain jack looks like it’s in decent condition, Akena didn’t damage it when she killed him.  No doubt it’s human made and he took it off some unlucky caravan guard he killed.”


That was the law of the wilderness, where the dead were often stripped of anything useful by the living.  After all, the dead no longer had use for it.  And on the road, anything and everything might be of use.  Fox not only approved of Selena’s decision, he’d have been disappointed in her if she hadn’t stripped the body of anything even remotely useful to them.  Even the badly maintained short sword and the chain jack might have use, because they were going to a place where they would have no easy means of resupply.  The orc’s equipment might be useful to them at Dragonspear, so they were taking it.

“Long as we can get the smell out of it,” Mayajanni said, wrinkling her nose.


“We’ll have Amarri tend this poor animal and add it to the spares,” Fox decided.  “But it’ll take some attention to get it healthy.”


“Aye, but a horse is a horse.  It can pull a plow or a wagon when we get where we’re going,” Selena said.


“Exactly.”


“Should we bury this?” Mayajanni asked as she tugged the chain jack off the wide shoulders of the snouted orc.


“No, just leave it,” Fox replied.  “A dead scout will warn any other orc scout that comes this way that we’re onto them.  And it’ll warn the other caravans that there are orcs about.”  He looked to Akena, who was kneeling nearby.  “Well done, Akena.”

“It was child’s play, Master Fox,” she said demurely.  “He was too interested in watching us to watch his surroundings.”


 That was the only real excitement they had all day.  They passed three more caravans over the afternoon, Selena meeting the guard captain of each in the space between the approaching wagon trains, then they set up at their planned campsite where one of their advanced groups already had dinner cooking for them when they arrived.  The men quickly set up the camp, started the fires, then the host feasted on pork stew, dried apples, and bread.

Karra reported back to him just as he finished eating, causing him to get up from the fire where he, Akena, the Vixens, and Kallik were enjoying their meal so he could speak to her without distractions.  “I hear you, dear heart.”


I found it, she declared.  There is a portal in the catacombs beneath the castle, in a chamber whose entryways have all collapsed.  I cannot dispel this gateway, dear heart.  It is a natural gateway, no amount of magic I possess can affect it.

“That’s not good.  What can we do about it?”


It will take some time, dear heart, but I can put a magical barrier right against the portal so nothing can physically pass beyond it, then use my earth magic to completely fill the room with stone enchanted to make magical means of passage through it impossible.  In effect, I will bury the portal and entomb it within protective enchantments to prevent anything that comes through it from using magic to get through the encasing stone, and I will enchant the stone so it cannot be physically dug out by a mining party. I can further lay down some enchantments that will alert me if something does try to get through the stone.  If there’s no way out of the gate and the Baatezu that come through cannot use their magic or manual labor to get past the stone blocking the portal entry, then the threat it poses is effectively neutralized.  We will simply need to keep a very close eye on it, that is all.

“You’re the expert here, dear heart.  Do what you think is best.”


I will, dear heart, she said, slightly amused.


“How are you faring otherwise?”


I’m comfortable, dear heart.  I’m using the standard version of the Mordenkainen’s Magnificent Mansion spell so my nights are safe and comfortable, and the golems keep watch over the ruins.  Twice today they have repelled the remnants of the goblins we evicted the day before.

That made him feel much better.  The spell she was using created a temporary and less extravagant version of the permanent extra-dimensional mansion she had in Saja’s tower, and while she was within it, she was untouchable by virtually anyone.  Not even another archmage could get inside that extradimensional space if she didn’t want them in there.  And with all three of the golems to defend the entryway, she was assured of a safe exit.


“Good, I’m glad that you’re safe, dear heart.”


Where are you now?

“We’ll reach the Way Inn tomorrow evening,” he answered.  “We’re about five days from you, at least if the weather holds.  We had some rain this morning, but it cleared up as we moved south.  We’ve actually made good time despite the rain.  We reached our campsite a good hour before sunset.”


It has rained here every day, dear heart.  Be ready for bad road conditions as you approach the ruins.

“I’ll pass that along to Selena and Kallik,” Fox replied.  “At least if Kallik isn’t drunk yet.”

The Way Inn was a small village at a sturdy bridge over a fast-moving but shallow river that was well known as a major stop along the road to and from Waterdeep and the coastal North.  The hamlet was named for the inn that had started the small village, the Way Inn, which stood near the foot of the north side of the bridge.  The region’s flat topography and good visibility made it a safe place for a settlement of about 20 buildings, most of them catering to the caravans that moved back and forth.  The small hamlet stood in the middle of a fairly flat area with no forests, just the tough strawgrass that grew in the region and the occasional stand of trees here and there, and that gave the place relative safety from marauding goblinoid bands and other nasties.  Raiders and bandits had no places to hide to attack caravans using the road and no way to easily sneak up on the village, and that made the Way Inn fairly safe as things were measured in the North.  The hamlet had been attacked several times in the past couple of decades by roving orc bands, but its residents and the present caravan guards had managed to beat back the attacks over and over.  For many caravans and their guards coming north, the Way Inn was a visible indication that the worst was behind them, and that was the dangerous road that ran by the High Moor.  For those going south, it was a warning that the most dangerous part of the journey was about to begin.


Fox walked beside Kallik’s lead wagon as they pulled into the hamlet nearly an hour ahead of schedule, with plenty of sunlight left for them to cross the bridge and set up camp on the flat plain just on the other side of the river.  There were three other caravans set up on the north side of the river, preparing to move out in the morning, with quite a few campfires near wagons from the guards as the sound of music came from the large inn at the foot of the bridge.  Most caravan masters wisely allowed their guards to visit the inn’s festhall in rotation, so the men could enjoy some hot food not cooked over an open fire and a little music and relaxation indoors.  The caravan masters often took rooms in the inns in the village for the night, getting a rare night’s sleep in a bed or pallet rather than on the ground.  That made the Way Inn and the five other large inns and festhalls in the village very busy.

“Methinks we got here just in time, old friend,” Kallik said, pointing at a heavy bank of clouds to the west, moving in from the ocean.  “It’s gonna be a cold, wet night.”

“It’s a good thing we made good time,” Fox said.  “We’ll have plenty of time to get camp set and everyone fed before it starts raining.”  It had been a very easy day, with no incidents and no problems.  The rain that had hit them earlier hadn’t come so far south, so the road was in good condition and the air was noticeably warmer.  But the air was chilling in front of that storm front.


“The question is, how we gonna handle the men wantin’ to go to one of the festhalls?”


“They’ll have to live with disappointment this time,” Fox replied.  “We have too many men for all of them to go, and we’re not going to play favorites.  That’s why I bought all those dressed cow carcasses and casks of ale, to deal with this specific problem.  Every man gets beef and ale tonight to make up for the fact that they can’t visit the festhalls, and no one visits the festhalls, not even us.  That should cut down on the grumbling.”


“Aye,” Kallik chuckled.  “Ye be a clever one, old friend.”


“I know how a caravan guard thinks, Kal.  I’ve done the work myself more than a few times.  Have the cooks start roasting the beef as soon as we get across the bridge.  It should be done by the time we have the camp sorted out.  Sel, we’ll have to post more guards than usual tonight,” he said as Selena’s horse pulled up with them.  “To guard against the thieves in town instead of those lurking outside it.  You know a few of the more enterprising villagers and caravan guards will try to meander into our camp and see what we’ve got in our wagons.  The sheer size of the caravan will make them think it’s worth trying.”

“I’ll handle it, Father,” she assured him.  The other Vixens rode up to join them, Sharla on the hippogryph but the others on horses, and Lili looked a bit irritated.


“What’s the matter with you, Lili?” Fox asked.


“One of the drivers thought I was a little girl,” she fumed, which made Fox laugh.


“You are rather small,” he said lightly.


“I’m forty-three years old!” she protested.  “I’m older than most of the men in the caravan!”

“You’re a quarter my age,” he teased in reply.  “At least I think so.  I really have no idea,” he added with a shrug.


Merri chuckled.  “Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to live a life where I have no idea how old I am.”


“It’s overrated, Merri,” Fox warned.  “The elves and dwarves don’t mention the boredom.”


“We don’t live as fast as you do, Father,” Selena said primly.  “You do everything too fast, that’s why you get bored.  If you’d slow down and appreciate things a little more, you wouldn’t be so bored.”


“It’s how I keep life exciting,” he drawled.


“I’m older than the lot of ye,” Kallik declared.  “And I ain’t bored yet!”


“You’re too busy chasing anything wearing a skirt to get bored, Kal,” Fox accused with a smile.


“That’s why I ain’t bored,” he replied shamelessly.


Fox’s prediction about camp invasion was spot-on.  After sunset, the sentries caught several curious men and women trying to get in among the wagons, using the sheer size of the host to their advantage to try to blend in and look like they belonged there.  It wasn’t as easy as those would-be thieves thought it would be, since every wagon had at least two sentries guarding that particular wagon, and the wagoneers were sleeping under them, men and women who were notorious for being very light sleepers.

The rain held off until nearly midnight, but when it set in, it made it clear it was going nowhere.  It was a cold and dreary morning of steady rain when Fox came out of his small tent, wearing only an oiled cloak to protect against the cold rain, and the men started the unpleasant task of breaking down wet tents and preparing to move out.  Kallik was wearing a mail shirt today and carrying an ornate single-headed battle axe and shield, preparing for the danger ahead, barking orders at his laborers as they packed their camp gear in the wagons.  “You need a cloak, Kal.  This weather can’t be good for your joints,” Fox chided.


“I’ll be fine gettin’ rained on for a few minutes, you old rascal,” he replied, beckoning him to lean down.  “Ye ain’t the only one with a bit o’ magic on ye,” he said with a whisper and a grin, holding up a hand with a nondescript silver ring with an opal setting.  “It keeps me warm even in the hardest squeezin’ grip of Auril, so the rain’s chill won’t be settin’ into me bones.  A fine bit o’ magic for a dwarf with achy joints.”

It was a magical item known in the circles of the mages as a ring of warmth, and in the savage cold of the North, it was indeed a very useful magical device to own.  “I’ve heard of those,” Fox whispered back.  “And yes, a fine item for a cranky old dwarf to have.”

“So, ye be revealin’ our destination today?”


Fox nodded.  “I promised the men I would, and I won’t break my word.”


He assembled the entire host in a large open space and addressed them from the back of an empty wagon.  “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to tell you exactly where we’re going and what we’re doing.  We’re going to Dragonspear,” he called, which caused quite a bit of whispering and not a few instances of coins changing hands.  “We’re going to claim the ruins of the old castle, and while Master Kallik and his workers demolish the ruins and prepare the foundation for a new keep, the rest of us will be clearing the bandits and the monsters out from the High Moor and out from around the general area.  We’ll also be sending a second unit of builders and soldiers to the coast to build a harbor so we can accept ship cargos, and building a road between Dragonspear and that harbor so we can get those goods back to the work site.  It’s my intent to claim all the land within five days’ ride from Dragonspear to the south and east, out to the coast to the west, and halfway to the Way Inn to the north.  This claim includes the forest west of the moor, the coastline down to the southern edge of the Trollfang Hills, the High Moor itself and the land east of it a good day’s ride out, and land halfway to Amn to the south and this village to the north.  We’re going to make the journey by the High Moor a safe one,” he declared strongly.  “It will be us that will sweep the danger out of the moor and make the journey safer for the caravans, which should be of interest to many of you, since you make a living guarding those same caravans.  I know it won’t be easy, but nothing worthwhile should be easy.  With your help, we can tame this wilderness and turn it into a home.  What all of you have to decide is if you want to stay with me and help me turn Dragonspear into a prosperous village and keep, or if you want to move on to other adventures once your contracts are up.  Either way you decide, know that you’ll have my gratitude and respect for your role in helping me build the only home I’ve had for the last century.


“That’s it, friends.  Let’s form up and get ready to move out, and everyone stay alert.  The most dangerous part of this journey is about to begin.  Be ready for it.” 

The caravan got moving on the muddy road, requiring them to spread out more than any of them wanted and have most of the horses and livestock and some of the lighter wagons roll over the grassy sides of the road, ones that could handle the occasional hard bump or small rock. The soil of the North was notoriously rocky, and there was rarely an expanse of ground that didn’t have a few small rocks sticking out of it.  The going was slow and muddy since the road had been saturated over the night and the horses, oxen, and wagon wheels churned it up.  The rain remained steady and fairly strong and also didn’t let up, making every stop to rest more an exercise in quiet discomfort than a break from the tedium.  Fox hadn’t seen it rain with that force for that long in many years, and he was honestly worried as they started out after a soggy midday meal of trail rations.  “I haven’t seen rain like this in years,” he grunted to Kallik and Selena after they started moving, as the scouts and Rangers moved out from the host, and with more of them now.  They were entering the most dangerous part of the trip, and it would only get more and more dangerous as they approached the High Moor.  “Karra told me last night that it’s been raining like this she got to Dragonspear.”


“It’s going to cause problems, Fox,” Kallik growled, huddling a bit into his cloak.  “Mud like this, it’s just a matter o’ time before a wagon breaks down.”


“I know.  I wish Karra were here, she could use her earth magic if we get bogged down.  If other caravans are coming north, they might have turned the roads into quicksand.  And I have no doubt any caravans behind us are very mad at us right now,” he noted dryly.


“Can’t be helped,” Kallik grunted.


It was very slow going through the afternoon, but they managed to find a good place to set up for the night that wasn’t muddy, a flat plateau big enough to hold all of them halfway up a very shallow valley with a swollen creek running through the bottom, a creek they’d have to cross in the morning, that was defensible because of that half-flooded creek and the low hills surrounding the flat valley bottom.  Selena set up sentries and lookouts along the hilltops that had excellent visibility—or they would if not for the steady rain—and tents were erected.  The rain just kept coming as the sun set, making fires almost impossible and turning the evening meal into a cold affair.

The next morning presented them with a serious problem, and that was the creek.  It had only flooded more over the night, and it was a swift, raging river come sunrise.  Fox, Kallik, and Selena stood at the edge of the plateau and looked down at it, and all three of them were frowning.  “I don’t think we’re going anywhere today, Father,” Selena declared.  “We could lose wagons and men trying to cross that.”


“Aye, I’d have to agree with ye, lass,” Kallik agreed.  “It’s too dangerous.”


“I hate to lose the time, but we’re stuck here until the creek goes down,” Fox agreed.  “Spread the word, we’re not breaking camp.  We’ll just hold out today and see how things look in the morning.  I’ll warn Karra about the delay.”


“Aye, smart,” Kallik nodded.  “We got a good campsite here.  Ain’t no reason to move unless we have to.”


“And there’s little reason to pack up and move if we’ll only have a couple of hours of travel time before we have to stop again,” Selena agreed.  “I do think we should erect some temporary fortifications since we’ll be here for another day.  Those might discourage any bandit scouts that get a look at us.”


“Agreed,” Fox nodded.  “See to it, Sel.  I’ll go talk to the scouts and have them range out and look for anything that might cause us problems.  We could also use a partial shelter where we can get a good fire going and give people a chance to warm up and dry out.  And we’ll need at least one hot meal today.”

“I can manage somethin’ like that,” Kallik assured him.  “I’ll take care of it, Fox.”


It was a long, wet, surprisingly cold day, and Kallik’s temporary shelter built of timbers and canvas was exactly what was needed.  It created a sheltered area from the rain with two fires burning near it to provide heat, and the caravan host took turns enjoying the warm fire when not in their tents to stay out of the rain.


That day stretched into another, and then another, and Fox started getting both annoyed and worried.  Three straight days of rain to varying degrees of intensity, from drizzling to downpours, and that kept the creek severely flooded and impassable.  And what made matters worse, three caravans coming north reached the other side of the shallow valley and were forced to make camp and wait for the creek to go down, which would make trying to cross the creek a potentially messy affair, what with four different caravans wanting to cross as soon as the water receded enough to make it safe.  Fox and the most seasoned Ranger among his scouts, a middle-aged but very fit and spry woman named Invia, scouted up and down the creek’s course looking for an alternate crossing spot, but the terrain along the creek’s course was too rugged for the wagons.  The only passable point was the valley.


The fourth day finally brought reprieve.  The morning dawned with broken clouds moving east rather swiftly, and the western horizon showed ribbons of golden sunlight breaking through.  Fox, Selena, Kallik, Akena, Sanver, and Invia stood at the edge of their encampment as the men started breaking down some of the fortifications, for everyone knew they’d be moving today.  The only question was when the creek receded enough to become passable.

“Methinks we’ll be able to move around noon,” Kallik grunted as he knelt on the edge of the plateau, staring down at the roiling creek.  Days of flooding had caused it to cut deeply into its banks.  “The rain tapered off around midnight or so, and the creek level’s already startin’ to drop.”


“Aye,” Invia agreed.  “I haven’t seen rain like that in years.  What a way to start this expedition.”


“It just gets the back luck out of the way early,” Fox said dismissively.  “I think I’d better go over there and talk to the caravan masters on the other side.  We’d better organize how we’re going to cross, or this could get ugly.”


“We’ve been waitin’ the longest,” Kallik noted.


“They probably don’t care, old friend.  Time on the road is wasted money for a merchant,” Fox replied.


“We could always buy them out, if they’re carrying things we need,” Selena speculated.


“Wagons and all, eh?” Fox chuckled.

“Hey, that way we don’t have to do much, they’re already on the other side of the river.”


“I doubt they’d go for it, but if they have any cargo we can use, I’ll see if I can buy it from them.”  He glanced at Akena, whom he’d finally convinced not to kneel when she was with him.  “Let’s get over there, friend, and see what we can arrange.”


“Hai.”


“You’re going to try to cross that?” Invia protested, waving at the river.  It was receding, but it was still a muddy roiling torrent raging down the shallow valley.


“I’ve been around long enough to have a few tricks, Invia,” Fox chuckled.


For both of them, getting across the raging floodwaters wasn’t all that difficult.  Akena used her ninjitsu to dash across the frothing surface, her feet touching down on the surface of the roiling water with light certainty and moving her before her tabi could so much as sink a finger into the water’s surface, while Fox simply jumped it using his psionic powers, adjusting his weight so the strength imparted to him by his belt let him vault nearly forty feet, completely clearing the swollen river.  He landed lightly just by Akena as she reached the other bank, her feet not even wet, then the two of them started walking up the shallow valley towards the nearest caravan encampment.  Several men were gawking a bit at them as they approached the closest camp.  “Call your caravan master,” Fox shouted to the guards as they approached.  “We need to talk.  And it would be best if the caravan masters of the other caravans were also present.”

About fifteen minutes later, all three caravan masters met with Fox by the edge of the nearest encampment.  Two of them were Amnish merchants, but the third was from Baldur’s Gate.  All three were heading for Waterdeep.  “Alright, gentlemen, we’d better figure out how we’re going to do this so we don’t step on each other’s toes,” Fox announced as the last of them arrived.  “We think the river will be passable by around noon.  You all are heading north, but we’re heading south.”


“I think since everyone’s in a hurry, we should do it in order we arrived,” the Baldurian merchant said, “but since you have so many wagons, good caravan master, you should allow us to cross first.  We have sixty wagons between all three of us, but you have hundreds.”


“Aye, I think that’s fair,” the shorter of the two Amnish merchants agreed.  “We’d be delayed another day waiting for you to get your caravan through, where we’ll delay you by only a couple of hours total.”

Fox scratched his chin as he considered it, then nodded.  “Alright, I’ll let you three go first,” he acceded.

“What destination have you for such a large trade caravan?” the taller Amnish asked.  “I’ve not seen a caravan like that in ten years.”


“Nor one so well defended,” the Baldurian noted.  “You have ten times the number of guards you need, even for a caravan that size.”


“It’s not a trade caravan, it’s an expedition,” he replied.  “We’re all off to tame some wilderness and build a new castle and village.”


“Really?  Whereabouts?”


“Dragonspear,” he replied honestly.  At this point, there was no point in concealing his destination.  “We’re going to sweep out the bandits and make the road to Waterdeep safer.”


“An endeavor I’ll cheer on,” the shorter Amnish said brightly.  “The passage by the Moor is the most dangerous part of any trip to Waterdeep.”


“You certainly planned well to bring that many men,” the Baldurian nodded.  “You’ll need every one of them.”


“We know what we’re getting into,” Fox said simply.


After chatting a bit with the three merchants, they broke up.  Fox and Akena crossed back over the river and returned to the host, where Kallik, Invia, and Selena waited for them, Sharla and Amarri with them.  “So what’s the plan, Father?” Selena asked.


“We’ll let them go first, which will give us time to do what we need to do,” he said.  “After days here, it’ll take us a while to pack up camp.  Invia, as soon as you can get horses across the river, I need you and the other Rangers to go about a league down the road and find us a good place to set up camp.  We’re not going to move far today, basically just get across the river and give the roads some extra time to dry.  I think we’ll save a lot of sweat in the long run and still get there at the same time if we do.”

“Aye, can’t argue with that,” Kallik nodded.  “Just going a league on roads this wet will be messy.”


“Aye, that way we can at least feel like we made progress today but not tax the horses or the tempers of the wagoneers,” Sharla chuckled.


“More like so those caravans going north won’t know where we’re camped,” he amended.  “More than one caravan’s guards have become midnight raiders when they pass another caravan.”  He studied the road on the other side of the river a moment.  “Those other wagons are going to chew up the road as they pass, but I think we can do something about it once they’re gone to make our wagons get up the hill a little easier.”


“What’s that?” Invia asked.


“Kal, how many sturdy boards do you think we have that we can afford to risk losing?”


Kallik grinned.  “Aye, I see what ye mean, old friend.  We can set the boards down in the ruts an’ give the wagon wheels some purchase.”

Fox nodded.  “We might ruin some of the boards, but we can always cut down some trees from that forest near the ruins and make more.  Hell, we’ll have to cut them down anyway to make the road.”


Just before the midday meal, Invia and her rangers did manage to get across the river.  They walked their horses across very carefully, the water swirling around their legs and nearly coming up to their bellies, and the men across the valley watched their progress most keenly.  The depth of the river was the most important thing to know, since no wagon could cross if the water was high enough to reach the bottom of the wagon.  Invia’s Rangers showed that the water was now low enough to cross, and the shorter Amnish merchant, whose caravan was first, was already forming up and preparing to move out as the Rangers got their horses up the muddy hillside and crested it, getting out of sight.  Fox and Kallik watched as the first of the wagons came down the hillside while the host packed up and prepared to move out, and paid very close attention as the wagoneer very carefully urged his four draft horses out into the water, going very slowly so the horses could be sure of their footing.  The water rose up around the wagon wheels as the wagon jarred, going over some rocks, but the water didn’t come up to the bottom of the wagon.  The wagoneer got hung up a little on a rock as he nearly reached the bank, and showed his skill rocking the wagon out with deft control of the horses.


The water level continued to fall as more and more wagons crossed, and once the last of the northbound wagons and its guards struggled up the hill and out of sight about three hours after they began, Kallik and his driver led their caravan out of their camp area.  They’d watched the other wagons cross for hours, so the lead wagoneer already knew exactly where he wanted to cross, wading his horses confidently into the receding stream.  As soon as he reached the other side, laborers boiled out of the back of the wagon carrying wide, stout boards, and under the dwarf’s barking orders, set them down over the deeply rutted road so the wagon wheels would travel over them.  The wagoneer then carefully led the horses up the gentle rise, but even a gentle rise was a formidable barrier when the road was a muddy, rutted quagmire.  Two men at the top of the ridge directed the wagoneer to turn his horses slightly to the left or right to keep the wheels on the boards, and with their direction, the first wagon made it to the top of the far side of the shallow valley without incident.


That process repeated over and over during the afternoon, as one wagon at a time crossed the stream then worked its way up the gentle rise.  Often new boards had to be set down as the original boards sank too deeply into the mud or split from the weight of the heavier wagons, and several times they had to all but drag a wagon up the rise with extra horses and men pulling on ropes tied to the wagon’s hitch.  But they managed to get every wagon up the rise and on its way on the muddy road, where they traveled about two hours and pulled into their next campsite, which was a nice flat area with lots of visibility in every direction.  Despite only going about a league, everyone was tired when they made camp, and quite a few people were covered in mud from the hard work of getting the wagons up the hillside.

Fox contacted Karra as the sun set to relate their progress.  “We only managed about a league, but we’re past the valley and there’s been no more rain,” he said as he walked along the perimeter of the camp.  “As long as the weather cooperates, the roads should be dry enough tomorrow for us to make some distance.  If it stays at least relatively sunny for the next few days, we should be there in about four days.”


I should be finished with my work by then, she replied.  I’ve encased the gateway in enchanted stone that will not permit anything to burrow through it.  Tomorrow I’ll lay down the enchantments to warn us if anything tries to get through, then begin filling the entire chamber with rock, effectively entombing the gateway deep under our future keep. Given the size of the chamber and the amount of magic I must enact, it will take me some time.

“Sounds good, dear heart.  Any trouble?”


I had a visit from a small group of human bandits today, but it was nothing of consequence, she replied.  Maro and Karo chased them away without me having to do much of anything.

Fox chuckled.  “Those golems do come in handy,” he said lightly.  Akena approached him, and he glanced in her direction.  “I think I’m needed, dear heart.  I’ll talk to you later.”

Certainly.  Good evening to you, dear heart.

“What is it, Akena?” he asked, then he chuckled softly when she pulled a strip of black silk out of her clothing, giving him a challenging look.  “You want to practice in front of the entire host, eh?”


“They are no threat to the secrets of the clan,” she replied in the Eastern language.  “I don’t want to practice any of the arts of Balance.  I want more practice in the trial of black wool, which is from your monks.”


“I think you could pass it as it is,” he said as they started back into the encampment.


“I failed it time and again when the monks first arrived, before I was sent to find you,” she told him as they walked.  “The clan teaches the art of fighting without eyes, we must often operate in the dark, but there’s more to the trial of black wool than that.”


“True,” he agreed as they neared the center of the camp, where Kallik and his dwarves were entertaining quite a few mercenaries with their music and enthusiastic singing.  “But I’m honestly surprised you couldn’t pass the trial.”


“I failed because I kept reacting to things that were no threat to me.  It’s reflexive,” she admitted.  “I had little trouble blocking or catching the rocks that were to hit me.  It was the ones that were just close enough to my head,” she grunted.  “In the clan training, we treat such things as threats.  They might be carrying poison powder that spreads close to the face, so we are trained to defend our face from all threats, even those that won’t directly hit us.”

“That’s the hardest part,” Fox told her.  “That’s where most fail, so there’s no dishonor in it, Akena-chan.  Once you master that, you will pass easily.”


“I only worry at what the monks taught the clan while I was in the West,” she told him.  “I hope you can teach me more of the secrets of the Five Stars.”


“That’s part of our bargain,” he smiled.  “When you go back home, you’ll have passed all the tests to reach the rank of Master.  That’s a guarantee.  The Trial of Black Wool is one of the most difficult, it separates the monks of average ability from the monks of exceptional ability.  If you can pass, it only shows that you would have been one hell of a monk.”


“Like you, Master Fox?” she asked, giving him a slightly amused look.


He laughed.  “My training as a monk seems like a waste, sometimes,” he grinned.  “I learned much of what they had to teach, but it was never my place to live that life.”


“And yet you are now the Grand Master.”


“Only until one of the other monks reaches that level, then I will gladly hand over the title to him,” he replied.  “This looks like a good place, there’s enough noise to make it difficult,” he said, stopping in a clearing not far from Kallik’s fire.  “Sit, put on the blindfold while I go find some rocks.”


Akena’s training drew quite a crowd after a very short time, once Fox returned with a pouch of rocks and started tossing them at her.  Many of the teenagers that wanted to learn the ways of the Five Stars were gathered in a throng, as well as quite a few of the mercenaries, watching Fox the Wanderer throw stones at the small, slender Eastern woman that they thought was his henchman.  Akena’s face, at least what was visible of it, was a mask of concentration as she strove to tune out the distracting sounds and open her senses to find the stones and only react to those that would directly hit her.  Fox didn’t make it easy, throwing stones almost randomly, giving her no pattern to predict, and she did fairly well for nearly ten minutes.  She reacted to stones that wouldn’t hit her three times over that ten minutes, and while that wasn’t bad, that was still a failure.  To pass the Trial of Black Wool, the hopeful could not make a single mistake.


“Not bad,” Fox said as he walked over to her.  “I’m out of rocks, so let’s do something a little different.  “Stand up and be ready,” he said firmly.  She nodded and regained feet with practiced grace, then assumed a guard stance.

The gathered laborers, kids, and mercenaries were then treated to a rare sight, as Fox the Wanderer seemed to spar with the blindfolded Eastern woman.  She kept her head tilted down as she evaded or blocked blows from Fox’s hands and feet, moving only just enough to get out of the way or deflecting his attacks with her hands or lower legs just enough to turn them aside.  She wasted not an ounce of energy to wasteful moves as she protected herself from his light yet fast attacks, their feet shifting and moving and quickly stepping back and forth in the grassy clearing, but neither of them took more than one foot off the ground at any time.  That was a fundamental aspect of both the art of Balance and the Five Stars, since if one took both feet off the ground, then one was utterly at the mercy of gravity and the opponent until those feet returned to the earth.  So, any time both feet did have to leave the ground, that time of vulnerability was minimized as much as possible.  There were no flashy jumps or hops, there were only quick shuffles of the feet, quick and elegant footwork which was a basic requirement of both their fighting styles.  A warrior whose feet were planted on the ground like a tree’s roots was just as vulnerable as the one whose feet were in the air, because it caused a delay in any attempt to evade or move.  There were times when planted feet was necessary, but those times were usually the result of working an opponent into a position where one had the time and opportunity to set his feet and deliver a powerful attack.  If Fox had the chance to set his feet, then the opponent had already made a mistake, and was about to pay for it.

It was almost like old times, for a moment.  Fox indulged a memory of sparring against Master Jen in the sparring circle of the old temple, with him the one in the blindfold as his Master served to train him by doing what Fox was doing at that moment, providing the attacks to which Akena reacted.


But he was never so intent on what he was doing that he missed what else was going on around him.  Lili shrieked in alarm when he seemed to whirl on her in an instant as she swiftly rushed towards his unprotected back, reaching out to smack him on the shoulder, then he kicked her feet out from under her and tossed her over his shoulder just as her feet went over her head, sending her flying in a high arc away from him.  She soared nearly ten feet before landing heavily on her butt, bouncing a couple of times before she slid to a stop.  “Dammit, that hurt!” she complained.


“Next time don’t make so much noise,” Fox chided as he spun right back into another punching attack against his blindfolded foe.  All the Vixens had a standing offer to attack him at any time, just to see if they could finally catch him by surprise.  Most of them had given up after years of never laying a finger on him, but Lili was very determined.


The crowd didn’t thin as Fox sparred with Akena for nearly half an hour, and he was impressed.  Her clan taught the art of blind fighting as a basic part of their instruction, since ninja often had to operate and fight in complete darkness, but Akena was much better at it than many of the clan members Fox remembered from nearly a century ago.  He was certain she would pass the Trial of Black Wool very soon, as soon as she stopped reacting to things that weren’t a threat to her, at least as the trial determined a threat.

“Wow, is that what we’ll learn at your school, Master Fox?” one of the young boys asked, looking with pure excitement and interest as Akena removed her blindfold.


“It is,” he replied calmly.  “The school of Five Stars teaches how to fight without the eyes, and it’s a fundamental part of what you’ll be taught.  Relying on any one of your senses too much can hold you back, especially if that sense is taken away from you by your opponent or your environment.  Learning how to let go of your dependence on your sight is one of the hardest lessons you’ll learn, but it’s one of the most important.”


“Outstanding!” the boy beamed, then rushed to join his friends who had left already.  The crowd was breaking up now that the demonstration was over.


One of the mercenaries stepped over to him, a grizzled veteran who looked to have survived in his dangerous profession for many seasons.  “Master Fox, maybe you could teach us some of those tricks,” he said hopefully.


“Age is no boundary to learning,” Fox smiled.  “But learning how to fight without your eyes takes a lot of time and dedication.”


“It’d be worth it,” he grunted as he crossed his arms in front of his slightly rusted mail shirt.


The weather cooperated, and that sped things up considerably.


The caravan made excellent time the next day despite the muddy roads, since they’d had a full day to dry, and that made them simply muddy rather than a quagmire, and any wagoneer worth his salt knew how to manage his horses or oxen on a muddy road.  The bandits and monsters clearly saw the huge caravan as too much of a risk to attack as well, for they only saw two caravans on the road that day.


The next day did have a tiny bit of excitement, but it wasn’t the dangerous kind.  Just after noon, a wyvern flew over the road high up, so high that it wasn’t a threat, flying from the northwest to the southeast.  Fox speculated that it must have been at the Rat Hills, and was now flying in the general direction of the High Moor.  Wyverns were animals, if a bit mean-spirited, and even a Wyvern saw the huge caravan as too much of a risk to try to swoop down and snatch a guard for a meal.


The next day, however, things got more serious.  They reached the northern edge of the High Moor just before noon, and that marked the most dangerous leg of the journey.  Fox ordered all scouts to move in pairs, doubled the number of men in the Vanguard, and had the wagons tighten up so that the lead horse of a wagon team was but a couple of paces behind the wagon in front of it.  That tightened up the escorting guards so a large throng of guards could react to an attack on any one wagon.  Men with crossbows and bows were also very prominent on every wagon, easily visible and very much a deterrent for any enterprising bandit group that thought they might be able to rush the caravan, grab boxes out of a wagon while other bandits kept the guards busy, then run with their booty.


But the simple truth of the matter was, Fox had hired too many guards and had too many men to make even the most desperate group of orcs or goblins lurking on the edge of the moor to take a shot at them.


That made the three days the caravan traveled from the edge of the Moor to their destination uneventful, but that boredom was the reward of being highly vigilant.  Invia and her scouts had scared off the spotters for the raiding bands, and the sheer number of sellswords with the caravan deterred those bandits and raiders that saw the caravan pass.  Safety in numbers had carried through.


With a sigh of relief, Fox stopped at the top of a low ridge, rocks strewn to either side of the road, and stared at the ruins of Dragonspear Castle visible in the distance.  The ruins of the old citadel stood on three low hills with the ruins of its walls encompassing all three, which were themselves on a plateau that overlooked the road.  The ruins were set about half a mile back from the road, giving the citadel good visibility and reaction time to anything that approached from the road. The ruins set on the edge of the huge low plateau that marked the boundary of the High Moor, on its highest point in the region, giving the ruins of the citadel a high vantage point over both the road and the moor behind it.  The original builders had chosen the site for the citadel very wisely.

The High Moor was quite a challenge for anyone that would try to travel it.  It was a mixture of different terrain types depending on where one was on the moor, and very few of them were conducive to easy travel.  Along its edges it was a rock-strewn wasteland, with lots of cover, the edges higher than the center on the average to form something of a very shallow bowl.  The lower parts of the plateau beyond the ridge were marshy and muddy, and the entire moor was hilly and uneven.  The moor sloped very gently from west to east and from north to south, channeling most of the rainwater inland and towards the river to the south, which was why they’d built the road along its western edge.  It was the driest part of the region due to the land’s slope, channeling most of the water away.  There were quite a few small streams on the moor due to those hills, which also created quite a few ponds and a couple of long, shallow lakes that filled the shallow valleys between the low hills, but it also created several areas of marsh, where cold weather reed plants like cat-tails grew.  What vegetation there was on the moor was mainly tough grasses, a few stunted shrubs, cat-tails and other hardy water plants in the marshes, and there were a few stands of spindly trees mainly on the southern edges of the moor.  But the uneven terrain and the many loose rocks and boulders gave raiders and bandits more than ample places to conceal themselves from the caravans on the road below, and made fighting them in those recessed positions a tricky proposition.  They were excellent defensive positions.

Sanver, who was commanding the vanguard, stopped his horse by Fox and let out a sigh of relief.  “Dragonspear,” he declared.  “We’ve made it, Fox.”


“And with only a few delays,” he replied.  “The weather is one thing, but we didn’t have a single wagon break down.  That’s good luck as far as I’m concerned.”


“Are we setting up to Kallik’s plans?” he asked.


He nodded.  “We’ll be planting stakes on the road at the mouth of the old approach road to the castle,” he answered.  “We’re going to set up one large camp that runs from the east side of the road to the base of the ridge.  Make sure you check with Kallik before you build any fortifications,” he warned.


“That goes without saying,” Sanver agreed.  “I’ll get the men started on the breastworks as soon as we unpack the tools, but I want to do a sweep around the area for any potential hostile activity.  A bandit group might decide to take a shot at us while we’re busy unpacking.”

“No less than twenty men in the patrol, and they’ll need to be armed with crossbows,” Fox ordered.  “And they patrol only within a mile of the ruins.”


“Safety in numbers,” Sanver agreed, then he turned back and waved to the other men of the vanguard.  “Alright, men, we’re here!  Dragonspear!” he boomed, which made many of them cheer.  “Let’s get down there and scout the area around the site for our base camp!”

The fifty horses galloped down the low rise and towards the ruins, as Fox stood there and saw in his mind’s eye how the camp would be set up.  He could see hundreds of tents in orderly rows from about fifty yards from the edge of the road all the way to the ridgeline, all of it surrounded by palisades and breastworks to protect the camp from attack.


Fox started walking down the hill, his mind lost in what he hoped would be the future rather than the present.  In his mind’s eye, the towers of the new Dragonspear citadel were rising high in the sky, built of the pristine marble he’d scouted from the quarry site in the moor, gleaming white towers proclaiming to all who could see them that this area was safe, pennants atop those towers holding Fox’s standard snapping in the constant breeze that blew in from the west.  The walls of the citadel would cover the three low hillocks on the top of the ridgeline, concealing the many smaller buildings that made a castle run, like it smithy and tannery.  There at the mouth of the road leading to the citadel would be a cozy village, a couple dozen sturdy buildings serving as a waypoint for caravan traffic, a safe place for them to stop and rest before moving on and holding several shops where they could buy staples and important equipment they might need.  The road Karra and Verex described would lead off to the west directly across the road from the road leading to the citadel, to the forest visible on the western horizon, piercing it and going all the way out to the coast.  There, in a deep cove that Fox knew about, was where a small harbor and another village would be built to accept ship cargo, to make it easier to bring in supplies and materials for his little piece of home.


Home.  This would be his home.  After over a century of rarely sleeping in the same place two nights in a row, of thousands and thousands of miles traveled on foot as Fox the Wanderer moved from village to village, town to town, nation to nation, this unattractive, rock-strewn flat area bordering the ridgeline that marked the beginning of the High Moor, this was his home.  It certainly wasn’t where he’d be spending every minute of every day, Fox the Wanderer would never become that sedentary, but this place, this would be where he would always return whenever the wanderlust took him and he could talk Karra into leaving the comfort of their home and go with him on some crazy adventure.

Sure, some people might think it an ugly place to set down roots, but Fox saw nothing but untapped potential here, the same vision that the original builders had seen.  The soil was rocky, but it was also fertile, and the land in this area and for nearly three miles to the south and west was flat and with access to ample water, perfect for farming.  The forest further to the west would provide all the wood they’d ever need, and the Trollfang Hills to the south, once they cleared it out, had showed some promise the two times Fox had scouted them.  He’d seen signs of iron ore up there, and he was fairly sure that there were also some silver and gold deposits on the eastern side of the hills.  There was very good quality granite and marble in the High Moor, a place that most wouldn’t check for quarry-quality stone.  The granite was a dark color, almost black, but the marble he’d found was white as snow, and that was what he wanted to use to build his keep, either completely or built of the black granite and then sheathed in the white marble, either or.  That was Kallik’s department, not his. 

And with Karra here to work her earth magic on the stone to make it strong as steel, well, that would make it that much better.


All they had to do was clear out the goblinoids and bandits, and they’d have access to all those resources.  That would allow them to build something wonderful here on this flat plain with the edge of the moor overlooking it.


Blinking, he shook himself out of his reverie.  Karra was waiting for him, and he wasn’t going to stand there like an idiot when he could be holding his wife in his arms after over a week of separation.  He started down the low rise and onto the flat plain, angling into the grass beside the road to take him straight to the ruins, where she was camped.


He had to chuckle when he finally reached the ruins, entering through where the original gatehouse stood.  There were signs of fighting within the abandoned bailey, littered with stones that had fallen from the ruins of the walls and the keep.  Broken weapons and a few helmets laid here and there, and outside the wall, there was a large area of fresh earth Fox suspected was a mass grave holding quite a few dead goblins.  One of the golems landed heavily in front of him and reared up, spreading its wings in challenge, then it stood down when it got a good look at him.  “Maro,” Fox called, and the golem approached him.  “Karra!  We’re here!” he boomed, then he resorted to the ring.  “I’m here, Karra,” he called, using the ring.  “We need to warn the golems not to attack the host.”

“They already have orders, dear heart.  And I see you,” she replied.  He heard a whistle, then laughed when she waved to him from atop one of the ruined walls.  He left the golem standing there and ran to the base of the wall, then did something he almost never did, use the power of the ring on his finger to get him to the top of the wall—it did give him the power of magical flight, after all, he just rarely used it so as not to grow dependent on the exceptionally powerful magical object.  Seeing her made him too excited to do it the slow way.  He landed just beside her on the top of the ruined wall and pulled her into his arms, feeling a whole lot better now that he was with her again.  They shared a long, tender kiss, then she gave him a slightly disapproving smile and pushed away from his chest gently.  “I am sure I made mention about you staying clean, dear heart,” she chided.


He laughed brightly.  “I was rained on for nearly three straight days, dear heart, that’s as close to a bath as most of us get while on the road.  There they are, love,” he said, keeping his arm around her and motioning to the north, as Kallik’s wagon started down the low ridge and into the flat basin.  “Aside from the weather, we had a fairly easy trip.  No injuries, no broken wagons, no lost cargo.  Maybe tomorrow, Kallik will start surveying the ruins and preparing to get started, and in three or four days, we’ll start clearing out the bandits and raiders.”

“Why the delay?”


“I want the men to have some time to rest and get some education about the moor and its inhabitants first,” he replied.  “No bandit’s gonna attack our camp, we have way too many men, so we’ll be safe enough bunkering down in our encampment for the time being.  Once I teach the men about what’s out there and how we’re going to go about dealing with them, we’ll start our operations.”


“Ah.  Military…things.”


Fox chuckled.  “Stop pretending you wouldn’t be just as good at it as me,” he teased.


“Perhaps, but it is not my area of interest,” she replied.

“Where’s the other golem?  Auron?”


She pointed, and Fox looked across the ruins to the far side.  The golem was standing on the last section of standing wall on the south side of the ruins, facing away from them.  “It is standing watch.  It will come warn me if it sees anything approach the ruins from that side.  And we have been noticed, dear heart,” she told him.  “Early this morning, I saw that baby dragon flying high over the moor.  I have no doubt it has taken notice of the activity around the ruins.  At one point, I was engaged in battle with the remnants of the goblin tribe, which had returned and tried to take back the catacombs.”


“I saw the mass grave,” Fox said evenly.


“They left me little choice.  They were almost fanatical.”

“They probably felt they had nowhere else to go,” he speculated.  “It might not be the only mass grave on the moor by fall.  I don’t think some of the goblinoid tribes are going to go quietly.”


“I agree.  I hate to say it, but those ten clerics you hired for the expedition will be using their magic to heal our own.”


“It can’t be helped, all we can do is make sure we minimize danger to our own men and hope for the best,” he said as Sanver and his men regathered on the plain at the base of the ridge that formed the border of the moor.   Sanver pointed several times, and each time he did so, a group of six men broke from the host and rode in that direction.  Fox was about to say something, but then the men stopped and took up a static position about where the edge of the camp would be once it was set up…Sanver was picketing guards around the prospective campsite, and he was doing so in numbers, making sure every guard picket had so many men that it would discourage any hostile onlookers from getting any bright ideas.   He knew he had a reason to like that gold half-elf, he knew his business when it came to protecting a caravan or a camp.

“It looks like we’d better get down there, love,” Fox said as Kallik’s wagon pulled off the road and started up the old approach to the castle, the road that had been there long eroded to where it was barely identifiable.  “No doubt Kallik will have them start unpacking the wagon before it even comes to a halt.”


Karra laughed softly.  “That does seem to be his style.  He is quite energetic for such an elderly dwarf.”


Fox wasn’t too far from right.  Kallik started barking orders as soon as his wagon parked, pointing at where the wagons behind him should park and shouting for laborers to start unpacking wagons according to schedule.  Kallik had taken Fox’s detailed maps of the area around the ruins to draw up the plans for their base camp, which would have everything they needed in it.  It would start out as tents, but Kallik would be building wooden structures to replace the tents, and by the first snow, the tent city would be replaced by a highly orderly temporary town holding everything the laborers and guards would need to be comfortable.  Housing, warehouses, festhalls, military training areas, even temporary chapels and temples for the ten clerics, who represented four different faiths.  On the far side of the road, his men would plant some crops to bring some fresh food to the evening cooking pots.  Everything the people here would need would be represented in the temporary town, which Fox hoped would become a permanent village once the keep was fully built.

That would take time, Kallik had warned him.  Kallik was renowned as one of the best architects in the world, and while his expertise and Karra’s earth magic could cut down on the construction time, it was still going to take three to four years to build Dragonspear Castle.  It was why Fox had hired an army of men to build the castle and another army of men to protect that army of men, but there was a point where no amount of additional hands would make it go up any faster.  And they were at that point.


Karra was going to be the critical asset to Kallik.  They’d already worked out what Karra would do, which would cut nearly six years off the construction time.  It would be her magic that would clear most of the old ruins and prepare the foundation, which Kallik said was even more important and time-consuming than the actual construction itself.  Once those were done, they would have control of the stone quarries on the moor and would have an ample supply of building stone on hand to begin the actual construction, stockpiling it once they had control of the quarries so it would be ready to go when construction on the citadel began.  While that was going on, the road to the ocean would be built and the harbor constructed, and Verex would then start shipping their goods directly to the harbor to get them there faster and in greater volume.


The actual construction of the citadel would begin in the spring of next year according to Kallik’s master plan, giving them the spring and summer to clear the ruins and prepare it for building, quarry the stone they’d need and stockpile it, build the harbor and establish their marine supply lines, and tighten their control of the territory by exercising military force to evict the bandits, raiders, and uncooperative goblinoids and other beasties from the surrounding area.  This first spring and summer would also be when Fox made his official claims by marking the boundaries of his claimed land, using the old traditions of both Northmen territorial boundary markers and sending maps to all his new neighbors clearly marking the territory claimed by Fox the Wanderer as his own.  It was a huge territory, but since he had the courage to claim it, and in the North if he had the military might to back up his claim, then that land was his.  The power of the sword was supreme in the wilderness of the North.  They would then spend the fall preparing for winter by bringing in supplies and building up their town so it would be a cozy place to spend the snowy months.  As soon as the snows melted next spring, they would start constuction in earnest, and would be working on the keep nearly all year round, only stopping during the most bitter part of winter, until it was complete.


That was the plan.  This spring and summer would be all about getting everything ready to do the actual building, building infrastructure and gathering supplies and resources from the local geography, and that would begin in the spring of next year.  Once construction began, it would go on as long as weather permitted for two to three years, until the citadel was complete.  If not for Karra and her magic, that timeline would be more like six or seven years, but her powerful earth magic was almost perfectly complementary when it came to building things.  She would have the foundation prepared in weeks instead of months using her magic, and when it came time to do the actual building, her magic would also be very useful.  Even the golems would be highly useful, since they were as strong as twenty men each and could carry things that would take a wagon and a team of horses.  Those were Karra’s golems, anyway.  Fox’s golem could assume its dragon size and simply pick up blocks like they were a child’s building block and place them as needed, doing in seconds what it would take men and draft horses nearly an hour.


Magic would turn a citadel that would usually take seven to ten years to build and turn it into a three to four year project. 

Three or four years, that wasn’t very long, at least to him.  And while he was waiting, he’d have plenty to do.  There was the moor to clear, the road and harbor to build, and dealing with Amn, Baldur’s Gate, and Waterdeep, all of which he was certain would have something to say about his bold claim of land in the middle of them all.  But he was ready for it, and when they started trying to influence him or meddle in his affairs, he’d deal with them in his own unique way.


Everything had to begin somewhere, and the new Dragonspear would start right here.
