Chapter 8

The morning was cool, with a chill wind that threatened rain, and the dark clouds overhead further reinforced that omen of the future. Dew coated the long grass in the shallow valley, the South Road visible at the east end of it, a valley holding nothing but the laden grass, a small tent, and a lone figure sitting cross-legged in front of it.  His eyes were closed and he was unmoving, hands on his knees as his long, thick braid swayed a bit behind him in a brisk gust of wind, which he didn’t feel even as he was aware of it washing over him.

Deep in meditative contemplation, Fox the Wanderer prepared himself for the coming challenges of the new day even as he contemplated the end of his month-long journey.  As he expected, Orlumbor sent agents to negotiate for lumber four days after Piergeiron returned to Waterdeep, and they were very…surly.  They’d clearly been expecting Waterdeep and the Lords’ Alliance, the loose coalition of city-states in the West and North, to bully Fox into relenting, and the fact that they had not had made the Orlumbor diplomats almost indignant as they negotiated over lumber that the men clearly felt they shouldn’t have to pay for in the first place.  Fox ignored their whining and their plight, and bargained a very fair price for lumber that Orlumbor would buy, not harvest themselves.  Fox had Rangers in his employ, and they could easily go in and show Kallik’s woodcutters which trees to cut down without harming the overall health of the forest, as well as which trees would cause the least impact on the forest wildlife.

Once that was solved, Fox left Karra and Kallik in charge of the expedition, and he went back on the road.  His first visit was to Baldur’s Gate, where he met the Grand Dukes and Grand Duchess of the city, the four rulers, presented his territorial claim, and engaged in a bit of light diplomatic conversation with them over dinner.  They wanted to know what his plans were for the lands he’d claimed, and he was honest with them.


After two days in Baldur’s Gate, Fox began the long journey to Amn.  It was a long clip from Baldur’s Gate to Amn, taking him nearly ten days, but he was in Amn all of maybe a day.  When he reached the closest Amnish city he handed over a missive for them to send on the Merchant Kings holding his territorial claim and upcoming policies concerning the South Road, then he left Amn heading northeast.  He passed through both Scornubel and Elturel, towns along the Trade Way that went from Westgate to where it joined to the South Road, dropping off his claim to their city leaders on his way through, then he came back up the Trade Way to the South Road.  The two roads met just south of Dragonspear, so he returned to the encampment for a couple of days to rest and catch up with what happened while he away that Karra didn’t consider important enough to pass along in their conversations using the magical ring.


After a short layover, he started out for Waterdeep.  According to Karra’s calculations, a ship from Kara Tur would reach Waterdeep about ten days after he was scheduled to arrive.  But that was only a general estimate, since winds and tides could either speed up or slow down a ship.  Verex was already keeping an eye on the docks for him, keeping tabs on ship arrivals and with men on the docks to get in touch with the monks should they arrive before Fox reached Waterdeep.  Fox already knew which ship they were on, the galleon Encival, a Waterdeep trade ship that ran spices from Shen Lung to Waterdeep twice a year.  The Grandfather Shiyama had put the monks on the Encival, catching it in port as it stopped over in Wa before starting to two month long journey across the Sea of Swords to Waterdeep.

It was going to be…interesting, bringing the monks to Dragonspear.  They certainly wouldn’t cause any trouble, but to have a couple dozen altruistic monks in the West, where the culture was so different, it was sure to cause a few unforeseen problems.  It was going to be a culture shock for them, that was for sure.  But then again, the last few years or so had been nothing but shock after shock, from the Emperor attacking their monastery to living in the Shiyama compound while they waited for Akena to track down Fox and deliver the message.  The monks were pretty resilient, but that much upheaval surely had not done well for their studies and training.

He would meet them as an equal.  Much to Karra and the Vixens’ vociferous objections, Fox had left most of his magical treasures behind, in his wife’s safe keeping.  The only items he had with him were his wedding ring, which had potent defensive and protective magical enchantments laid over it, and his circlet holding the Mask of Truth, which were also primarily defensive in nature, providing him protection from certain kinds of magical effects and attacks and the ability to see what was normally hidden.  He didn’t even want to bring that, but it was literally the only way Karra would allow him to leave.  Had he not agreed to take the circlet and the Mask of Truth, she would have had her golems tie him up and hold him prisoner until he relented.  His katanas, the magical belt that imparted upon him great strength, the boots, the portable hole, the Ring of Air Elemental Command, they were all in Karra’s safe keeping.  And in a way…he felt liberated to be without them.  In their own way, owning such powerful magical treasures was a great responsibility, nearly a burden, particularly the Katanas of Wa.  It was a burden to both to keep their power out of the hands of those who would misuse them and to have such power at his disposal, to be seduced by the power such items represented.  The monks of the Five Stars didn’t reject magic the way the Tuigan horsemen did, but to allow magic to replace one’s reliance on one’s self, that was a crime in the eyes of the monks.  Fox had owned his treasures for many years, but always that fundamental teaching had stayed with him, that everything not within was nothing but a tool, and should never be relied upon.  He’d told the Vixens many times that he didn’t need his magical treasures, that they were merely tools, and him leaving Dragonspear without them proved it to them in a way that his mere statements never could.


He was disappointed in them, to be honest, that they were so against the idea of him leaving without his magical treasures.  If anyone could have understood just who he was and what it meant, he thought it would have been them. 

To leave the burden of those items behind and travel without them, it had been…refreshing, almost exhilarating, like a weight had been taken off his shoulders.  It was almost like the day he left the monastery, with nothing but the swords that he’d made for himself—at great expense in treasured steel, given the monks didn’t use money—and a backpack holding the basics for traveling.  He’d left Dragonspear nearly the same way, with nothing but a simple pack holding the necessities for a long journey, a bedroll, his chain and bandolier, his gunsen, and a short bow and a quiver of high-quality arrows that Invia had made for him, mainly for hunting.  Weapons suitable for a monk, weapons that were primarily defensive in nature, well, outside of the gunsen and his throwing spikes.  The bow wasn’t meant to be used as a weapon against anything except rabbits, deer, and elk.  He would meet his brother monks with as little as possible and rely upon his own abilities.

And he was just fine with that.


They were almost silly to think that he wouldn’t be safe.  Fox had been wandering for over a century—even he had no idea exactly how long—and was far too experienced to be taken unawares.  Sadly, the Vixens, and even Karra, had grown too dependent on things and not dependent on themselves.  And he’d had no problems during his journey, passing several caravans on the way south on his way to Waterdeep, passing through the Way Inn with no issues.  He didn’t need his katanas or his belt to protect himself, which were the only truly offensive magical treasures he possessed.  They were tools, nothing more, and while they could be very useful, to rely on a thing over one’s self was the first step to losing one’s own identity to the thing to which one became dependent.  While he couldn’t deny that he’d probably be dead if not for the magical treasures he’d owned over the years, primarily the ring he’d once owned that allowed him to regenerate nearly any injury with time and was replaced with his wedding ring, which copied that magic in addition to other abilities, that didn’t change the fact that he didn’t need them.

He opened his eyes and saw a caravan he’d passed the day before moving along the road, heading for Waterdeep, on the road visible at the end of the shallow valley.  They must have gotten an early start to get to Waterdeep before noon, for Waterdeep was only about three leagues to the north.  Fox had planned out his journey to pass by the Rat Hills in a way that gave him plenty of time to get well north of them before camping, for it was far too dangerous of a place for a lone traveler to be anywhere near if he could help it.  He’d managed to get past the area without incident, and had decided to camp for the night in the valley rather than go on to Waterdeep and camp outside the walls, where no doubt he’d have to camp close to other travelers or caravans that didn’t reach the city before they closed the gates for the night.  Such situations were often more dangerous to a lone traveler than the empty wilderness, for more times than Fox could count, someone approached in the name of friendship only with thievery and murder on their minds.  A lone traveler was often an inviting target for those who weren’t above enriching themselves at the expense of others.

Fox had left more than one body behind at a campsite over his long years, those who had tried to win his trust and then kill him in the dead of night for what little he carried.


 “I think you’ve watched me long enough, Aeyalla,” he said softly into the morning breeze.

“Dammit,” the djinn growled, shimmering into visibility a bit in front of him.  “How do you always know?”


He just gave her a slight smile, which made her put her hands on her hips and glare down at him a bit from the considerable height separating her eyes from his.  She was wearing a diaphanous light blue shaded half-shirt with long sleeves, the material doing absolutely nothing to hide the sapphire blue skin beneath, and a baggy pair of trousers of the same gossamer material, the only part of it not all but transparent then skimpy undergarment that defended her modesty.


“Go back and tell Karra I don’t need you to babysit me,” he told her.


“I am not babysitting,” she protested.


“Really.”


“I just got here,” she protested.


“Well then, go back and tell Karra that I am wearing it,” he said serenely, tapping the circlet over his eyebrows.


She gave him an ugly look, then threw up her hands and vanished in a miniature whirlwind.


She would never learn.


It was time to get up and get moving anyway.  Flowing to his feet, he turned and started breaking down his camp, packing his tent, rolling up his bedroll, then putting everything in his pack.  He tied his bow to the back of the pack unstrung, shouldered the pack, and headed for the road.

It was a very leisurely three hour walk from his campsite to the gates of Waterdeep, for he was truly in no hurry, taking his time to enjoy the cool morning air, even strolling along when it started to rain.  The rain was fairly steady by the time he reached the gates, nearly soaking wet but looking as if he didn’t care one bit about his soggy condition.  The guards came out of a sheltered alcove, huddling a bit in their cloaks, and this time they recognized him immediately.  “Fox the Wanderer,” one of them said, almost reverently.  “I didn’t expect to see you back in Waterdeep so soon.”

Fox peered at him, then chuckled when he realized it was the same guard that had been at the gate when he came to Waterdeep some months ago to find Saja.  “I have business to tend here, my friend,” he replied.  “And today I bring no swords to peace-bond.”


“What happened to them?” he asked, almost gawking.  Those swords were as tied up with Fox’s legend as he was himself.


“I left them home, now that I have a home to leave them in,” he said with a slight smile.  “But even having a home doesn’t mean that I won’t stop wandering from time to time.  Now then, it’s far too ugly a day to be standing out in the rain, friends.  Here, go have a tankard or two on me after your shift,” he said, handing the guard several gold coins from his bandolier.

Fox didn’t have to deal with much congestion on the streets because of the cold, steady rain, making his way the relatively short distance from the South Gate to the warehouse headquarters of the Golden Hawk.  The warehouse was nearly half full of boxes and crates and was bustling with workers moving things here and there, loading wagons in the open area near the cargo doors.  Fox was led to Verex’s office by one of the workers, and found the half-drow, half-gold elf writing in a ledger when he entered his office.  He gave an earnest smile and set the quill aside as  Fox stepped in.  “Sorry for dripping on your floor, Verex, but it’s a bit soggy out there,” he said as he threw his soaked braid over his shoulder, which was trailing a steady stream of water onto the floor.

“No worries, Master Fox,” he said in his soft yet strong voice.  “I’ve been expecting you.”


“I’m not surprised, Karra’s been using magic and even Aeyalla to keep tabs on me.  It’s no surprise she sent messages ahead,” he said with a smile.


“How does Mistress Karra fare?”


“Just fine, she’s watching over things back at the expedition site.  Kallik and Selena are more or less running things, she’s just there to deal with anything serious that might come up,” he answered.  “I came for the key.”


“The house is restored and waiting for you,” he replied with a nod.  “I’ve taken the liberty of having it well furnished, but there’s something that I think you should know.”


“What?”


“It seems that the house could be haunted,” he replied.  “Several workers reported seeing an apparition within the house as they repaired it.  There were no attacks or anything sinister, just people seeing what they said was a spectral image of a man in fine garb walking back and forth in one of the upstairs bedrooms.”

“Well, I’ll take a look when I get there,” he replied calmly.  “I’ve dealt with ghosts before.”


“Oh?”


Fox nodded.  “There are two kinds of ghosts.  The souls of truly evil men trapped in the mortal world, and the souls of common men and women who linger because they feel there is an important task that remains unfulfilled,” he explained.  “If this apparition didn’t attack the workers who saw it, I’m thinking that it might be a lingering soul rather than an evil ghost.”


“When did you deal with a ghost?’


“In Myth Drannor, then again in the High Forest, so I’ve seen both kinds,” he answered.  “I came across the spirit of an elven warrior in Myth Drannor, who was bound by his oaths to protect the city even after it fell.  He’s still there, most likely, standing eternal vigil over a city that only he can see.  The ghost I came across in the High Forest was the other kind,” he said with a slight shiver.  “It tried to attack me, but it seems that the magic that extended my lifespan had the lucky side effect of rendering me immune to a ghost’s primary attack.”


“What is that?”


“Aging the living,” he replied.  “It certainly wasn’t a pleasant experience, but the ghost couldn’t do me any harm.  That let me get away from it.”


“I thought ghosts could incite terror in those that view them.”


“I’m too old to be afraid of ghosts, Verex,” Fox told him dryly.  “So, since I’m here, what’s been going on?”


“Not much, Master Fox, just making you plenty of money,” he said with exaggerated modesty.  “That’s on top of keeping the supply caravans on schedule.  You should have passed two of them on your way here.”


“I wouldn’t know them from any other caravan, Verex,” he laughed.  “And how has Jinjen been doing?”


“Fine, fine,” he said with a slight catch in his voice that Fox didn’t miss.  It seemed that Verex was starting to show some interest in the foul-mouthed drow woman.  “She reports in to me about every three or four days to pass on information I need to know, as well as to find out if there’s anything you want her to do.  She’s quite a woman.”


“That she is, friend,” Fox agreed.  “Any news on the orc situation?”


“None so far,” he answered.  “The city government has been keeping me informed.  I have Jinjen listening for anything in Skullport, but not even the scoundrels down there have heard anything about it.  I think everyone is waiting for Mistress Akena to return from the Citadel, including the Lords.”

“She has orders to come straight here after completing her mission and have you get magical word to Karra, so you’ll be the first one to know when she’s done, Verex,” he replied.  “It’s not an easy mission, so I don’t expect her to return for some time.”


“I’m quite surprised that a lone woman can pull it off.”


“Akena is not a normal woman, Verex,” Fox said seriously.  “She’s one of the most skilled chunin I think I’ve ever seen outside of the Shiyama family compound.  Most likely, only the Grandfather and a handful of her clan’s elders are more skilled than she.  And she’s so young,” he said admirably.  “She’s truly a prodigy.  Any word on the Encival?”


“Yes, actually.  It’s currently docked in the Moonshaes, I got word from one of Master Ruuri’s agents just this morning,” he replied.  “It’s been delayed to repair its mizzenmast, but it’ll be on its way on the morrow, according to the report.  We should see it arrive in Waterdeep in about ten days.”


“That’s good news,” he said with an earnest smile.  “I want you to rent an entire inn for the monks to stay the night, Verex.  A nice one.  I think they wouldn’t mind a day or two of rest before we start out for Waterdeep.  I’ll take care of the menu, I know what the monks will want to eat after months on a ship.  It’s been a long time since I cooked Eastern food.  I’m sure I can find enough of what I need,” he said with a smile.

“I can track down what you need, Master Fox.”


“I’d rather do it myself, Verex.  A day roaming around Waterdeep should be fun, and the shopping gives me an excuse.”


Verex chuckled.  “Very well then, Master Fox.  Let me get you the key to the house.”


Key secured, Fox went to the restored house, which was very close to the outer wall on the eastern edge of the city.  It sat more or less by itself, sitting on the land in the wedge between two merging streets, with a wrought iron fence surrounding its small but tidy grounds. The roof had been repaired with wooden shingles, the windows had the glass replaced, and the outer walls had been whitewashed to protect them from the salt air.  The gate in the fence had no lock, so he opened it and stepped in, then unlocked the front door.

Beyond was an entry foyer with freshly replaced floors, polished to a burnished sheen.  Beyond the foyer was a parlor with a thick rug underneath a settee and two chairs, all flanking the large hearth, and with a candle chandelier hanging overhead.  The furniture was upholstered and looked new, done in rich cream colors and soft tans and browns, a color scheme of which Karra would heartily approve.  Past the parlor was the dining room, with a long polished table under which twelve elegant upholster-backed cherrywood chairs sat, and beyond that was the kitchen, which was very large and held the stairs down into the cellar, which served as a pantry and a storage area.  The parlor had a second doorway, which led to a study and private library that Verex had had built for Karra, empty bookshelves awaiting use and a large dark wooded desk sitting in the middle of the far wall.  The stairs to the second floor were in the parlor, and Fox went up there to find a second upstairs parlor with two large bedrooms branching off from it.  The house was built in the old style, Fox noted as he moved through the bedroom on the left and found another bedroom, the house built with no hallways. The bedroom just off the parlor held a four poster bed with curtains so the sleeper could have some privacy as the resident of the far bedroom moved back and forth through that bedroom.  The bedroom on the other side of the parlor was obviously meant to be the master bedroom, for it was very large and held a truly grand four poster feather bed, armoire, two chests at the foot of the bed, writing desk, washstand, and a large hearth waiting for a cheery fire.  There was a small room off the back of the bedroom that held a deep, ornate copper bathtub and wooden dressing bench, so a bather could sit as they dried off.

If there was a ghost in the house, it wasn’t making itself visible as Fox inspected the three bedrooms, then came back to the master bedroom and started shrugging out of his wet clothes.  Verex had stocked firewood at all the hearths, so he got a fire going and hung his clothes by the fire to dry, then sat nude on the floor in front of the fire and touched his wedding ring.  “I’m in Waterdeep, dear heart, and I have to say, Verex did a great job on the house we bought,” he spoke, which Karra would hear.


“What does it look like?”

“It’s fully restored and looks quite handsome, and Verex certainly didn’t skimp on the furnishings,” he answered, the gave a detailed description of every room of the house, even describing the furniture and tapestries in the parlor.  “He even made sure to include a large bathtub in the room just off the master bedroom,” he added when he finished.


“I specifically told him to get one,” she informed him.  “Any news?”

“Actually yes, the ship carrying the monks will be here in about ten days,” he answered.  “It’s leaving the Moonshaes in the morning, according to Ruuri’s agent there.  I’m going to go see Saja after I dry out, and see if she has any news of note.”


“There should be.  I’ve agreed to take her on as an apprentice, and that means she has to come to Dragonspear,” she answered.  “She told me that she’s in the process of getting her tower in order to leave it empty for a while.  I think she intends to travel here with you.”

“That’s fine with me, we get along,” he replied easily as he leaned back on his hands and enjoyed the dry warmth emanating from the fire.  “When are you coming up to do your magic around the house?”

“I will be there early this afternoon,” she replied.  “I don’t want you spending the night in the house without magical protections in place around it, dear heart.  No matter what you may believe, you need those protections.  There are quite a few people who want your head, and I have a vested interest in keeping it on your shoulders.”

Fox laughed.  “Well, from what Verex tells me, the house might be haunted,” he said.  “He said his workers saw a ghostly apparition in the house as they were restoring it.  I’m going to search the house later and see if they’re right.”


“Be careful, dear heart.  Even a benign entity can be dangerous if you provoke it.”

“I will,” he promised.  “I think I’m going to take advantage of that bath,” he mused, looking over his shoulder.  “The rain didn’t do all that much to clean me up, I’m still a bit muddy from the road.  I think you’ve corrupted me.”


She laughed through the ring.  “It’s not corruption, it’s simple practicality,” she told him.  “The rest of the world would do well to adopt Halruuan cleanliness.”

“You’re a whole race of prudes, you know that?”


“Is that so?” she asked in a barbed voice.  “Mind, dear heart, I will be up there in but a few hours.  Do you want to say that again?”

“I’ll just wait til you get here to say it again,” he said playfully.  “I’m not afraid of you.”

“Brave words when I’m not right there.”

“Of course they are,” he said flippantly.  “I’m gonna go get some food, dear heart, then stock the pantry with enough food to last.  I haven’t eaten yet today.”


“Remember that I’ll be up early in the afternoon.  If you would please, dear heart, place the locating crystal I gave you in a room you won’t be using.  And make sure there’s at least four paces of space from it in every direction.  That crystal will allow me to teleport to the room safely.”

“I’ll take care of it right now,” he assured her.  “You intend to stay up here the full ten days?”


“No, dear heart, one of us needs to be here.  Besides, I’m quite busy with helping prepare the foundation for the new outer walls.  Kallik nearly exhausted me yesterday.”

“You can do in about three minutes what an entire work gang would take nearly a tenday, dear heart,” Fox chuckled.  “I’m surprised Kallik hasn’t tried to kidnap you.”

She laughed lightly through the ring.  “I don’t know, dear heart, he is rather handsome for a dwarf.  Perhaps I was hasty in marrying you.”

Fox laughed.  “Just do me a favor and dump me after you finish the work on the castle,” he retorted.

“I might be persuaded to do that, if you make me some jodo stew.”

“If I can find the sun peppers,” he promised.  “I’m not sure if I can, though.  That’s a Halruuan vegetable, and I don’t have the option of going through the mansion and coming out in your tower back home.”


“Then you might lose me, dear heart,” she teased.  “Our marriage depends on you making that stew.”

“Just for that, you’re getting gruel and sewer water,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


Fox waited for his clothes to dry before going back out, and he was lucky in that the rain stopped just before he left the house.  He wandered all the way across town, to the Docks Ward, and didn’t even make it to the door of Saja’s tower before she came out of it.  He was about to open the gate of her fence when she opened the door, wearing her customary robe with a belt holding many small pouches for her components.  “Och, Fox!  Verex sent a man to tell me ye were here,” she said as she came towards him.  “How was the trip?”

“Wet,” he replied, taking her hands when she met him by her gate.  “How are you, girl?”


“I’m fine, old man,” she grinned, squeezing his hands, looking over his shoulder.  “Where are your swords?”


“I left them with Karra,” he replied.


“I’ve never seen you without them.”


“They’re not the kinds of things I can just leave laying around,” he replied with a chuckle.  “They’re safe with Karra, Saja.  And that’s half of what me building Dragonspear is about, girl, so I have a place I can leave things,” he chuckled.  “Karra said you’re coming to Dragonspear.”

“Aye, she agreed to teach me.  I’m about done locking up my tower.  Lady Karra said she’d be coming to Waterdeep when you got here, and she’d take me back to Dragonspear using magic,” she said with a strange kind of eagerness.


“She said she’d be here this afternoon, but excuse me if I don’t invite you over for dinner,” he warned.  “Tonight’s going to be just me and her.”


“You’d better spend some time with your wife after spending all that time on the road,” she told him with a snort.  “I’ll have all the time I need when I go to Dragonspear.”


“Good.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another appointment to keep,” he said.  “There’s one more person I want to talk to about the orcs, and he can be rather touchy, so I’ll have to do this alone, Saja.  I’ll see you when I get back to Dragonspear.”


“You just got here!”


“I just didn’t want you to throw a tantrum about me not coming to say hello when I got to town,” he said with dancing eyes.


Fox had to all but run from her, ducking both sulfurous curses and several thrown objects.

He was fairly serious about talking to one more person about the orcs, but this person had to be approached a very particular way.  He wandered down to the closest open market and bought food for the next few days, then spent nearly an hour searching through the various importers until he found Halruuan sun peppers proving once again that one could find almost anything in Waterdeep, including a southern vegetable that only grew in the hot climate and dark soil of Halruua.  He dropped off his food at the house, picked up what he needed, bought the rest from a much more classy open market near town, then headed south to meet with someone that might know what was going on…if only Fox could get him to talk about it.


Durnan gave him a bit of a scowl when he strode into the Yawning Portal, but Fox’s business wasn’t with the grouchy secret Lord.  He didn’t say a word to anyone as he hefted his small pack of supplies, stepped onto the edge of the wall keeping people from falling into the shaft leading to Undermountain, then stepped off and dropped the nearly hundred feet to the sandy floor below, centering himself and adjusting his weight to allow him to land softly and unharmed in the sand below.  He whistled a little playful ditty as he set some torches on the wall, spread out a nice blanket on the sand, set down some pieces of charcoal and lit them, then set up a small rack over the burning coal, switching from whistling to humming. as he set a teapot on the rack, then poured water from a skin into it.

As he poured tea leaves into the pot, a shadowy figure advanced from the lone passageway leading out of the room.  It was Halaster the Mad, still wearing the same rotting, tattered robe, his hair still white, tangled, and unkempt, his beard long and matted.  “Good morning, Master Halaster,” he said pleasantly, smiling in the direction of the insane wizard.  “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting very long.”


“No, no, not long, not long,” he said, his eyes burning with his madness, though his smile was earnest as he sat down facing Fox on the blanket.  “What business does Fox the Wanderer bring to the Undermountain?”


“None at all, old friend,” he said easily, minding the hot kettle; without his swords, he could easily be burned by it.  “I just wanted to say hello, share a cup of tea, some sweetmeats, and maybe a story or two.”


“Yes, yes, that sounds quite delightful,” he said with a smile that showed what few teeth he had left were rotting.  “And will you be playing the game today?  Playing the game, playing the game?”


“I’m afraid not, old friend, I don’t have time today,” he replied mildly.  “I’m up here in Waterdeep running some errands, and I did promise to stop by and have tea with you if I did, didn’t I?  I’d love to hear the story of the very first person to play your game and win.”


“Oh, a story!  A story you want to hear, yes!  Pour the tea, Fox the Wanderer, and I’ll tell you all about the Company of the White Spear, the first players to win the game!”


Fox spent two very entertaining hours drinking tea, eating sweets, and hearing several tales about past adventurers who had challenged Halaster the Mad’s grand, dangerous dungeon, his game, and had beat him at it.  He was slowly working both himself and Halaster around to asking him more serious questions, but given his madness, that had to be done with care.  Halaster showed no malice to those who beat him, in fact, he was quite proud of those who had managed to reach the end of the deadly Undermountain.  He wasn’t a sore loser, not in the slightest.  Fox reciprocated by telling Halaster how much progress they’d made at Dragonspear, and some of the political maneuverings going on, such as the Orlumbor situation.  “Trust, it is not something to show the Lords of Waterdeep, Fox the Wanderer,” Halaster told him before sipping from another cup of tea.  “Only for themselves do they look out for.  And should you show that you will be a formidable neighbor, they will move against you.  Against you.  No challenge to the might of Waterdeep, no challenge, will they tolerate.”

“As much as I expected,” he nodded soberly.  “I’ll trust them up to a certain point, but no further.  We do have a few common interests, though, and I can work with them on those common fronts.”  He took a sip of tea.  “That reminds me.  I ran across Bloody Skull orcs in the High Moor before leaving on my journey.”


“Bloody Skulls, in the moor?  The moor?”


He nodded.  “I talked to one of them, and he said he was scouting the south for possible action next year.  I sent someone to the Citadel to find out what’s going on.  If it’s something you want to know, I’ll make sure word gets to you.”


“Yes, yes!  I do want to know!” he nodded emphatically.  “No word whispers through the Undermountain about the intent of Obould, no whispers, no whispers at all.”


And that answered his question.  No one in Undermountain knew about what the Bloody Skulls were up to.  If they had and spoke about it aloud, there was a very good chance Halaster would overhear it.  He knew everything going on in the Undermountain.  “Fine then.  I’ll have an agent drop a message packet into this room from above once we get word,” he promised.  “I figured that this might be something that affects the game, and you’d want to know about it so you can take it into account.”


“A good friend, you are, Fox the Wanderer,” he said with a deranged, nearly chilling smile.  “Someday, we must play the game again.”


“It won’t be any time soon,” he said gently, and a bit carefully.  “I have so much to do at Dragonspear, I don’t have much time anymore, I’m afraid.  But, I’d happily challenge you to a nice game of chess when you come visit,” he offered.

Halaster gave him a long look, then nodded.  “Chess, it’s not the game, but a fine game it is.  It is.”  Halaster could still be dangerous, if he got it into his head that he had to make Fox play the game…and sitting in Halaster’s domain, he could easily force the issue.  But Halaster had too much respect for Fox, who had once won the game, to be so…rude.  At least for now.  The mind of a madman was not one of stability, and he might change his mind in the future.

“But you’re still welcome at Dragonspear any time you want to visit, old friend,” he said with a smile, pouring the last of the tea into Halaster’s offered cup.  “Even you need to take a vacation from time to time, and the Undermountain won’t fall apart if you come visit for a day or two.  There are so many other stories I’m just dying to hear about the players of the game, both the winners and the losers, but I just don’t have the time to come to Waterdeep to hear them anytime soon.”  He gave a rueful laugh.  “Isn’t it almost silly that those like you and me, who often feel we have all the time in the world, suddenly find that our time is being squeezed from every side?” he asked.  “I never thought that at this stage of my life, I’d ever be so busy that I felt that I didn’t have time to get things done, but here I am.  Responsibility does that to people, I suppose,” he mused as he finished his tea, then snacked on the last of the sweetmeats on his plate.

“We must all grow up someday, Fox the Wanderer,” Halaster said, his burning eyes amused.


“I’ve been avoiding that for…Auril’s breath, even I don’t know how long,” he grunted, which made Halaster cackle.  “But here I am, married and with lands of my own.  What a strange world we live in.”


“Time is both friend and enemy, Fox the Wanderer,” Halaster said sagely.


“Speaking of time, I’ll be in Waterdeep until a ship arrives carrying my brother monks from Shou Lung,” he told the mad mage.  “It just left the Moonshaes, so it’ll be here maybe in ten days.  In the meantime, I’ll be investigating this orc situation.  If there’s another mass orc invasion, it could upset the entire North.  People would be so busy dealing with the orcs that they may not have time to play your game,” he said pointedly, derailing any inkling Halaster might have that Fox did have time to play the game if he was going to be in town for that long.

“True, true.  I’ll see about it myself,” Halaster nodded, sounding much more lucid.  “Perhaps someone in one of the dark corners of my home does know something, but I simply discounted what I heard as unimportant.”


“I wouldn’t say no if you did, old friend,” he said seriously.  “But while I may be busy while I’m here, we simply must meet again before I leave and enjoy a nice meal and some stories.  I’ll bring something suitable, some dishes from my wife’s home of Halruua for you to sample.  How does that sound?”


“That sounds delightful, Fox the Wanderer,” Halaster replied with a rotting smile.


“Would you rather me come here, or would you rather come to the house I’ve bought here in town?  I know you rarely leave Undermountain.”


“I will come, I will come,” he replied as he set down his teacup.  “I know where your house is.”


“Excellent.  Oh, by the way, rumor has it the house is haunted,” he said impulsively.  “Do you know anything about it?”


“Abrandor the Tall,” he replied.  “A great Waterdeep noble from decades ago, he still walks the upstairs of your new home,” he replied, his burning eyes boring almost creepily into Fox’s own.  “Beware, Fox the Wanderer, Abrandor will act against you if he is displeased with what you have done with his house.  That house was his passion in life, and now is his prison in death.”


“Well, he didn’t attack me when I inspected it this morning, so I guess he rather likes the fact that I’ve had it fixed up.  And he must not object to the furniture,” Fox mused.  “But thank you, old friend.  Now that I know he’s there, I’ll make sure he and I can share the house peacefully.”


“A wise man, you are, Fox the Wanderer,” Halaster declared as he got to his feet.  “When, when?”


“How about in seven days from today, at my house, at sunset?”


“I will be there.  Be there,” he said with a nod.  “Fare well, Fox the Wanderer.  Winner of the game.  The game, the game,” he rambled, turning and walking slowly back into the shadowy passageway.


That was informative.  Fox gathered up the tea set and blanket as he considered the fact that Halaster didn’t know anything.  It was more of interest to him that Halaster wanted to learn more, and though he was mad, a man like Halaster had ways of finding things out.  Madness did not in any way impact the man’s intelligence, and Halaster was as smart as they came.  All it did was warp that intelligence into something that most wouldn’t be able to appreciate for the brilliance it was.  The Undermountain was the perfect example of that.  Halaster had spent decades, maybe even centuries, building and perfecting the dungeon, his grand and glorious game, and that was a feat that required vast intelligence.  The devious nature of many of the traps, the layout of many of the levels, it all showed how brilliant that insane man really was.

Getting out of the shaft wasn’t all that hard for a man with his training.  The clan had taught him the art of climbing walls, and the shaft of the well was built of rough stone, making the ascent quite easy, and maybe a little fun.  Just about every eye in the common room of the Yawning Portal turned in his direction as he climbed up and over the ledge, sitting on it for a moment to rest as he looked back down the wellshaft.  Mhaere rushed over to him, then put her hands on her hips.  “And what are you about, Fox?” she demanded.  “Come to fight with my husband again?”


“Nope,” he replied easily.  “I had to have a chat with Halaster.  Besides, I promised him I’d come have tea with him next time I was in Waterdeep, and I like to keep my word,” he replied.


“I don’t care about that,” she said hotly.  “I want to know what earthly reason you had to pick a fight with Durnan?”


“Because sometimes a legend has to be tested to see if he’s worth the reputation,” he replied with a slight smile in Durnan’s direction.  “Durnan has quite the reputation as one of the best bar room brawlers in the North.  I just had to see how much of that reputation was earned, and how much of it was a bard’s song.  People like me do things just for the challenge of it, Mhaere.  Live as long as I have, and you’d willingly brawl with one seriously good fighter just for fun.”


Mhaere gave him a long, hot look, then threw up her hands.  “Men!” she accused, then stalked off…to quite a few chuckles in the common room.

Durnan wasn’t holding a grudge, however.  He came around the bar and approached as Fox got back to his feet.  “And what was the real reason you had to go below?” he asked.


“What I said, but I admit, I also had a question I needed to ask him, something I thought he might know. Turns out he didn’t, but it was worth a try,” he replied.  “But I happen to enjoy his company.  He may be mad, but that doesn’t make him a good conversationalist.”


“You’re as mad as he is to try talking with him.”


“Halaster can be approached, Durnan, if you respect him and his game.  He’s actually a very interesting fellow,” he said animatedly.  “And you don’t discount a man who knows as much as he does, not in the slightest.  Don’t for a second think that Halaster doesn’t know everything going on in Waterdeep, both above and below.”

Durnan gave him a long look, then turned and went back behind the bar without another word.


That done, Fox left the Yawning Portal and headed back for the house, pondering where to check next for information about the orcs.  If Akena didn’t find anything—which was always a possibility—he might be forced to go to Luskan to try to find out the truth.  If there was indeed a connection between the Bloody  Skulls and the pirates of Luskan, then Luskan might be the only place to find out what was going on.

It came without warning, as Fox traveled the street that acted as the boundary between the Trades Ward and the City of the Dead.  Though he didn’t look like he was paying attention, the truth was, Fox was aware of every little thing around him.  So when the crossbow quarrel came lashing in from the top of the wall around the City of the Dead, Fox reacted immediately.  His arm nearly blurred as it came up and intercepted that missile, his hand closing around it in a vicelike grip, stopping it so abruptly that it didn’t even move a whisker after Fox got his grip on it, just underneath the vanes.


The Trial of the Five Arrows was the third major trial a Five Star monk faced, which required them to pluck five arrows out of the air, the last of which was fired directly at their hearts.  Failure…well, failure was often fatal, given the shooter’s aim was usually true.  Miss the arrow completely, and the acolyte usually died.  Score a partial grip or deflection, and the result was usually a fairly nasty injury.  A crossbow quarrel moved faster than an arrow, but Fox had too much experience to miss.  It was this skill, the skill of catching or deflecting arrows, sling stones, and quarrels with one’s bare hands, that Akena’s clan had been most eager to learn from Fox when he trained with them.


Fox didn’t waste a second.  He turned and sprinted towards the wall as the startled attacker on its top gawked for a split second, a hooded figure wearing a black cloak, then turned and vanished as he jumped from the wall into the City of the Dead.  Fox centered himself and adjusted his weight, which allowed him to jump nearly half the distance up the wall in one bound—without his belt he lacked the strength to make the bigger jumps for which he was known—then clambered up the wall nearly as fast as a child could run.  He crested the wall and his eyes scanned the grassy park on the other side, but the attacker was gone. The distance was too great for him to have reached the closest mausoleum before Fox got to the top of the wall, so that meant that magic was at play here.  He lowered the Mask of Truth and surveyed the grassy park once again, but even with his magically augmented sight, he saw no sign of his attacker.  He also saw no secret doors in the ground, but the vision did show him one thing that probably explained where the assailant went…a sewer drain.

Fox dropped onto the gravel pathway along the edge of the wall and approached the sewer opening, a drain for rainwater that led to the city sewers, then knelt by it.  It was large enough for a person to squeeze into, but there was no indications that it had been used.  He heard no sounds from within that would hint someone was in there, no splashing water, no footsteps.  But, it was the only opening available to the assailant to get out of sight before Fox could crest the wall.


Not even Fox was crazy enough to go down there after him.  The chances were high that he’d be walking into a trap, and Fox avoided fights whenever possible.  He’d get another shot at his attacker, he was sure of it.  Next time, he’d catch him, then find out if this was a personal grudge, or if the man was hired by someone else holding a grudge.  And that was a long list, except maybe the Red Wizards.  That was the one group that wanted him alive.

Raising the Mask of Truth, Fox turned and headed back to the wall.  He could do nothing more, so he’d simply wait until he had another chance.  But, this was certainly something he’d keep to himself.  If Karra found out about it, she’d try to make him stay in the house the whole time he was here.


Already, this was turning out be quite the eventful day in Waterdeep.

He did have one clue, however.  He retreated back to the house, and once inside, he sat cross-legged on the floor and held the crossbow quarrel that had been fired at him in both hands.  He breathed deeply for several moments, centering himself, getting in touch with one aspect of his psionic abilities he rarely used, but were quite potent.  He allowed his consciousness to drift as he felt the very aura of the quarrel in his hands, then he delved into it.


In his mind’s eye, he started seeing images of the quarrel’s past   His ability to read the past of an object was not an exact one, for often only events of importance imprinted into an object strongly enough for him to see images of them.  The first image he saw was that of himself approaching with dizzying speed, then stop suddenly with his own chest and side dominating the view.  It was the image from just a bit ago, when the quarrel had been fired at him and then caught.  He saw another image, the image of his attacker loading the quarrel into the crossbow, who was a very young, slender man, barely looking to be more than fifteen.  A short, wiry fellow with dark hair, pale skin, stormy blue eyes, and handsome features…or they would have been if not for the pox scars on his cheeks and forehead.  There was a final image, that of the quarrel’s maker, an older man with a bald pate and long, supple fingers.


So, that was it.  The attacker was a young footpad, probably hired.  Fox had never seen the boy before, so the boy either had been hired to kill him or tried to kill him to be able to boast that he brought down the living legend.  It certainly wouldn’t be the first person to try that, if it turned out to be true.  But Fox would guess that the boy was hired.

By who, that was the question.


He needed to find out, and that meant that he had to talk to Jinjen.  He left the house and tracked down a parchment and book shop for parchment, quill, and ink, which wasn’t hard in the upper-scale North Ward, returned home, then drew a good likeness of the footpad.  Akena wasn’t the only one capable of drawing a good likeness, though her skill was much better than his.  Armed with an image of his attacker, he returned to the Golden Hawk trading company just after lunch and was brought to Verex by one of the warehouse workers.  Verex was out in the warehouse, going down a checklist of items being packed on a wagon.  “Master Fox, you’re back already,” Verex noted.  “You must need something.”

“I need to talk to Jinjen,” he replied.


“Of course,” he replied.  “Abrek, inform Sorcha to summon Jinjen.”


“Aye, Master Verex,” one of his workers said, then scurried off.


“Sorcha is our resident wizard.  He’ll cast a spell that will warn Jinjen that I need to see her.”


“Sounds good.   How long will it take her to get here?”


“Not long,” he replied absently.


Not long was a good estimate.  About half an hour later, Jinjen shimmered into visibility right beside them as Verex oversaw the packing of the last wagon, the next supply caravan heading for Dragonspear.  “Well, well, the old man decided to pay us a visit,” she said, giving Fox a smile.  She was dressed in what she almost always wore, a very skimpy top that only covered about half of her breasts tied on with leather thongs, an even skimpier bottom, black knee-high leather boots, and that half-skirt of leather that only covered the backs and sides of her legs down to just above her knees, giving someone a clear view of what little she wore form the front.  Her rapiers hung easily from the belt holding that leather wrap around her hips.  “I take it you’re the one that needs to see me?”


“Yes, Jen.  Can we step into your office, Verex?”


“Please,” he nodded.

Once in Verex’s office, Fox pulled the folded parchment from his bandolier and handed it to her.  “I need you to find someone for me, Jen,” he told her as she unfolded it.

“Cute kid for a human, if not for those scars,” she noted, looking at it.  “What does he mean to you?”


“He tried to shoot me with a crossbow about an hour ago,” he replied calmly.  “But he was a clever one, he managed to get away.  I want to know who he is, and if possible, who hired him to try to kill me.  And I think we can keep this between us,” he added lightly.  “I don’t want Karra to know about this, or she’ll go ultra-protective on me.”


Jinjen laughed.  “Whipped barely five months into your marriage.  Men are so weak,” she taunted.


“Just wait til you get married, woman, I’ll never let you live it down.”


“That’s why I never will,” she snorted.  “I can get what I want from a man without marrying him.  I’m no prudish human woman.”


“That’s what makes you so fun at parties, Jen,” he said dryly.  “Have an idea how long it’ll take to find this boy?”


“No promises, but give me a few days,” she answered, looking at the image of him again.  “I’ll have to get a name first, then I can work from there.  This picture of him will definitely help.  I’ll nose around and see what I find.”


“Be careful.”


She gave him a dirty look, then sauntered towards the door, shimmering out of sight as she did so.


Verex came into the office seconds later.  “I felt someone brush by me, and I see it was Jinjen,” he noted calmly.  “Is your business concluded, Master Fox?”


“For the moment,” he replied.  “I should be getting back to the house, Karra should be here any time now.”


That was a wise move.  Karra was already in the house when he arrived, standing in the parlor and giving it a critical eye, a finger to her chin as she looked at the furnishings and the tapestries on the two walls.  “Dear heart,” she greeted absently as she looked at the larger tapestries, depicting a sunrise over a golden field. “The furniture, yes, but I’m not so sure about those tapestries.”


“And hello to you too,” he laughed as he wrapped her up in a gentle embrace, then kissed her.  “When did you get here?’


“Moments ago,” she answered.  “Where were you off to?”


“I needed to talk to Jinjen about something, so I was over at the trading company,” he answered.  “I also had a chat with Halaster.  He doesn’t know anything about the orc situation, but now he’s curious.  When he gets curious, he tends to find things out.”


“You take a risk speaking to him, dear heart.”


“It’s a calculated one, yes, but I understand him enough to feel safe doing it,” he answered.  “I’m safer than most, dear heart, because he respects me for winning his game.  That gives me a foot in the door to talk to him.  Besides, I find him to be quite an interesting fellow, with lots of good stories.”


Karra rolled her eyes, which made him laugh.


“You go ahead and look over the rest of the house while I start dinner,” he prompted.  “And yes, I found sun peppers.”


“Lucky for you, dear heart.  The consequences would have been dire,” she said with a playful smile.


Fox took nearly two hours preparing dinner, and in that time, Karra thoroughly inspected the house both to see if she liked the décor, and then in preparation for using her magic.  When he set hearty stew, black bread, and boiled potatoes out on the table, she came back down from upstairs and gave him a sober look.  “There is something here, dear heart.  A spirit.”


“Abrandor the Tall,” he nodded.  “A ghost.  I haven’t talked to him yet.  Will he interfere with your protections?”


“Yes,” she replied.  “He will be trapped within the boundaries of my magic if he is inside them when they are cast.  The spells prevent any magical or disembodied entity from crossing them in either direction.”


“Well, then we’d better have a chat with him before you use your magic, make sure he doesn’t mind,” he said easily as he doled stew into her bowl.  “I get the feeling that he won’t.  Halaster knew of him, and said that this house was why he was a ghost.  I get the feeling he wouldn’t leave it.”


“Halaster knew of him?”


“Halaster knows about everything going on in this city, both above and below, dear heart.  The trick is getting him to tell you what he knows,” he replied as he sat down and started cutting up the bread.  “He knew I bought this house.  He knew the house was haunted.  He even knew the name of the ghost.”


She gave him a long look.  “Then I understand why you risk speaking to him,” she declared.


“I don’t know what kind of ghost Abrandor is, but I’m fairly sure he’s not malevolent,” Fox said as he handed a plate of bread to her.  “He’s either aware of the mortal world or he’s not.  Some ghosts have no clue that they’re dead, and live in a delusional version of reality.  If Abrandor is aware of his state, then he’ll be much easier to deal with.  The ones that don’t know they’re dead are the dangerous ones,” he grunted.  “They lash out when you tell them the truth, and they can be nasty.”

“I’ll leave that to you, dear heart.  You have a defense against ghosts I lack.”


He nodded.  She was aware of his rather unusual immunity to the aging attack of ghosts, caused by the magic that drastically extended his lifespan.


“We might have to bargain with him a little,” Fox said.


“I would accept that.  Having a friendly ghost within the boundaries of the protections could be advantageous.”


After dinner, Karra began preparing to enchant the house as Fox went upstairs, seeing if Abrandor the Tall was about.  When he didn’t see anything or sense anything, he entered the master bedroom and sat down on the floor cross-legged, centered himself, then opened his eyes.  “Abrandor the Tall!” he called loudly.


Seconds after calling out the name, the room became noticeable colder, which told him that the invisible entity was within the room.  Fox lowered the Mask of Truth, and as soon as he did so, Abrandor the Tall became visible to his eyes.  He was a spectral image of a well-dressed merchant, in a fine doublet, stout trousers, and knee-high boots, with a full cloak thrown over his shoulders.  He indeed quite tall, with a long beard cut flat across the bottom to create a squared effect, and his ghostly face was looking right at Fox.

“I am Fox.  Fox the Wanderer,” he said, regarding the ghost calmly.  “It is me and my wife who have bought this house and have had it restored, to be used as a guest house for when we visit Waterdeep,” he explained.  “It’s not our intent to upset you, Abrandor,” he said calmly, reassuringly.  “We would be quite content to share this house with you when we come visit, but most of the time, we will not be here.  Do you mind sharing the house from time to time?”


The entity simply stared at him.


“I’d be willing to restore the room of your choice to the way it looked before the house fell into disrepair, as a token of good will to you that we are willing to share the house with you.  We want you to feel comfortable here,” he offered.  “That will be your room, Abrandor, your private domain, a room which we will not enter without your permission.  All I ask is that it’s not this room.”


The shade gave him a long look, then turned and floated out the door quickly.  Fox stood up and hurried after the ghost, following it downstairs, through the parlor, and into the spare room that Verex’s men had set up as a study.  The ghost motioned at the room, then to Fox’s eyes, the entire room shimmered and took on an entirely different appearance, an apparition laid over the reality that the ghost had conjured.  It was also set up as a study, but with entirely different furniture, as well as a large silver mirror standing in the corner.  The desk in particular was grand and extravagant, made out of a dark, rich wood, with dragons carved into the corners above the sloping, elegant legs.  Hundreds of books filled the shelves, and there was a very expensive silver lamp resting atop the desk, behind which was a large upholstered chair, the material a thick, rich red velvet.  This was the study as Abrandor had furnished it.

“I see,” he nodded.  “I will find furniture that matches what was here as exactly as I can, Master Abrandor,” he promised.  “If I can’t find it, I’ll have it commissioned to be made.  This will be your study.”


The spectral man looked pleased, nodding.


“Just a warning, Master Abrandor.  My wife is a mage of no small ability, and she’s about to enchant the house against thieves and invaders.  When she does so, you will be unable to leave the house.  Does this bother you?”


The shade stared at him impassively.


“I’ll take that as a no, Master Abrandor.  Thank you,” he said with a nod.  “I’ll close the door and tell my wife not to enter.  I will only enter to replace the furniture with that of your liking.  If you need anything else, simply make your presence known.  Both me and my wife have magic that will let us see you without you having to exert yourself.”


Abrandor nodded, then turned and drifted to the window, putting his ghostly arms behind his back and staring out into the street beyond and pondering matters that were of great import to him.

“Well, that was fairly easy,” Fox reported to Karra as she unpacked several items from a leather satchel onto the dining room table.  “By the way, I’ve given the study to Master Abrandor.  Please don’t go in there, that’s his personal space.”


“I was planning on using that study, but if it is his, then it is his,” she nodded.  “A small price to pay for his cooperation.  A resident ghost is powerful defense if he takes issue with an invader.”

“I’m glad you understand, dear heart.  I promised to remodel the study to make it look the way it did when he was alive.  He’s strong enough to show me an illusion of how it used to look.  That tells me that he’s aware of his situation.  And we can convert a  bedroom upstairs into another study for you.  It’s not like we need a third bedroom.  We won’t really be here all that much.”

“True,” she nodded.  “Now, if you don’t mind, dear heart, stay out of trouble while I cast my spells.”


“I’ll just go over to Saja’s tower and try not to get drunk,” he chuckled.


“If you want to sleep in my bed, you had better not,” she warned.

Karra returned to Dragonspear in the morning, and she took Saja with her.  The Northman mage was at their front door with a huge floating trunk at sunrise, and she and Karra vanished from the parlor in a magical spell of teleportation after breakfast.

Fox had plenty to do without Karra there, however.  He set out as soon as he cleaned the morning dishes, and his mission for the morning was furniture shopping. He went to dealer after dealer, searching for furniture he saw in Abrandor’s illusion that most closely resembled the originals, and found mixed success.  He found a mirror that looked exactly like the one from the vision, could very well be the same mirror given its age, in a shop in the Trades Ward.  He bought it and arranged to have it delivered to the house, then continued the search for the rest of the day, pausing only to pick up a meal from a traveling meat pie vendor plying his trade in the heart of the Trades Ward.  The fellow would make his meat pies just before lunchtime then take them out in a cart and sell them to shopkeepers and pedestrians they passed on the street.  Such traveling vendors brought food to the shopkeepers so they didn’t have to close up shop or send out apprentices to get food, and they both did a good business and often made some very good food.  The meat pie Fox bought was surprisingly good for street fare.

By midafternoon, Fox gave up on trying to find what he was seeking, and instead went back to the trading company to catch Verex before he went home for the day.  He sat down with their agent in his office and Fox sketched out what he wanted, putting every detail into the drawings that he could remember.  “The desk was made of a dark wood, like mahogany or shadewood, and the etchings on the hood of the silver lamp were very crisp, clearly done by a master craftsman,” he explained.  “I need them to be as close to these drawings as possible, Verex.  Find the best furniture makers and silversmiths in town and have them make them.”

“I know just who to contact for the desk and chair.  I’ll ask the guild of silversmiths for a recommendation on the lamp.  “What about the books?  Any specific titles?”


“Not really, just buy enough to fill the shelves,” he answered.


“That won’t be cheap.”


“I know, but it’s worth it.  Any word from Jen?”


“Not today, Master Fox.”


“Alright,” he said, standing up.  “I’m going to go wander around a bit.  I’ll see you later.”


Fox spent the rest of the daylight hours wandering aimlessly around Waterdeep, exploring parts of the city he hadn’t visited in over sixty years, visited the public areas of New Olamn, then watched the sun set on the slope of Mount Waterdeep, about halfway from the pounding surf below and the griffon aerie above, just enjoying the warm evening with the wind blowing in from the Sea of Swords.


And that started a pattern that lasted nearly four days. Fox would get up, eat breakfast, talk to Karra, then go out and just walk around, both to enjoy seeing Waterdeep and also putting himself out where his pox-faced friend might try again.  But he had no more excitement out there as he wandered into shops to see what they had, visited festhalls to listen to bards, and made a few purchases mainly for Karra, little things he thought she might like.   Things became quite routine until sunset on the fourth day, when Jinjen was standing by the door to his house when he arrived at sunset.  She was shrouded in magical invisibility, but that didn’t prevent him from knowing that she was there.  “You have news, Jen?” he asked as he walked by her.

“I hate it when you know I’m here,” she complained.  “It makes me think the ring stopped working.”


“There’d be an angry mob chasing you out of town if the ring wasn’t working,” he said lightly as he unlocked the door.  “Come in.”


She followed him into the parlor and flopped down unceremoniously, and rather un-ladylike, on the nearest sofa.  “Lolth’s hairy legs, I’m tired for some reason,” she said, putting her arms back on the sofa.


“You’re usually a busy girl.  And speaking of busy, what did you find out?”


“I found your pox-faced kid,” she declared.  “Hanging from a rope in Mhaug’s zombie shop in Skullport.  I think whoever hired him was not happy that he didn’t finish the job, but couldn’t pass up the opportunity to make a profit off the body by selling it off to Mhaug so she could sell it to some necromancer in need of a corpse to animate.”


“Probably taking no chances because I chased after him,” he said as he sat on the couch facing her.  “Any idea who hired him?”


“Nothing yet, but I’m still digging,” she answered.  “Whoever it is, he’s good at covering his tracks.  Usually I’d have found something by now, at least more than the price tag on our would-be assassin’s body hanging from a rope in Mhaug’s shop.  I might have a name for you in the morning, though,” she warned.  “I bought the corpse and hired a necromancer down in Skullport to speak to the dead, but he can’t cast the spell until midnight.”


“Clever,” he said with an approving nod.


“Whoever killed the kid made the mistake of selling off his body.  Greed can get you killed,” she said sagely.  “I guess they didn’t think I’d be able to track him down that way.”


“That or they’re counting on it,” he replied.  “Be careful with whatever information you get from the necromancer, Jen.  If they’re that good that you haven’t found anything else out, then that body just might be bait.”


She gave him a long look, then nodded.  “That’s a good point.  I’ll hire some extra muscle before I dig any further.”


“That’s only prudent,” he agreed.  “You so busy you can’t stay for dinner?”

“As long as you’re cooking.”


“I’ve tasted your cooking.  I’ll cook.”

“Bastard,” she accused with a slight smile.


Fox caught up with her as he cooked, her leaning against the counter in the kitchen as he stoked the wood stove and let it heat up as he chopped up the vegetables and meat for a stew, then put it on and started working on black bread.  Jinjen made sure to help herself to the wine he’d bought, downing a couple of glasses while he kneaded the bread dough.  She was pouring her third when there was a knock on the front door, which made him stop and her look towards the parlor.  “Wait here,” he said even as she shimmered into invisibility, putting on her magical ring, wiping his hands on a towel as he made his way back to the parlor.


The woman on the other side of that door was a dark-haired, pale-skinned woman of beauty.  She was wearing a simple black robe that accented her dark eyes well, her raven hair tumbling down to her shoulders in lustrous waves. She had the smell of a magician; the material components they carried for their spells had a certain unmistakable odor about them that betrayed their profession to anyone who paid attention to his senses.  “Lord Fox,” she said in a surprisingly deep, husky voice.  “I must speak with you.”


Fox gave her a penetrating look.  “About?” he asked.


“I bring news from Skullport,” she replied.  “Is Jinjen here?”


“Come in,” he said immediately, then allowed her to step into the parlor.


“Irusyl!” Jinjen barked, almost harshly, as she shimmered back into view as soon as Fox closed the door.  “How in the nine hells did you find me?”


“It’s not that hard if one pays attention, Jinjen,” she replied dismissively.  “Anyone that doesn’t know you work for Fox the Wanderer certainly isn’t paying much attention.”

“You know each other?”


“We are what you might call friendly business rivals in Skullport, Master Fox,” the woman Irusyl said with a disarming smile.  “We both make it our business to know what’s going on.  Sometimes we even cooperate.”

“Friendly is your side of it,” Jinjen told her with a bit of false bravado.  “Someday I may decide you’re not worth the fees you charge and do something about you.”


“Feel free to try whenever you feel like,” she replied with a confident smile.  “May I?” she asked, motioning at the sofa.

“Be my guest,” Fox answered, and she seated herself demurely, putting her hands in her lap.  “Now what’s so important that you’d follow Jen all the way up here?”


“Etrik just hired men to kill you, Jinjen,” she stated bluntly.  “I didn’t want you returning to Skullport unaware.”


“Etrik?  That weak-minded little ass?  I’ll take care of him as soon as I get back to Skullport,” she snorted scornfully.  “The skulls won’t even have time to summon a wizshade by the time I’m done with him.”


“I take it Etrik’s another friendly business rival?” Fox asked.


“Etrik?  He’s a dull-witted, horse-ugly little thug,” Jinjen told him.  “He’s just a hired sword, hangs out in the Grinning Skull.”


“Etrik is more dangerous than you think he is, Jinjen,” Irusyl warned in her husky voice.  “He may be stupid, but he’s a cold-blooded killer who particularly enjoys killing women, as slowly and painfully as possible.”  She smoothed her black robes.  “It’s not like Etrik to try to hire someone else to do his killing for him, particularly a woman.  He’d much prefer doing his killing himself.  Not even your reputation would dissuade him from his need to kill you himself, so there has to be a reason for him to hire others rather than do it himself.”


“Object lessons?” Fox asked.


“Several,” Jinjen replied, a bit smugly.  “I was being literal when I told you I carved a place out for myself in Skullport, old man.”


“He’d never pass up the chance to add a drow’s ear to his ghastly little collection.”


“Rumor has it he cuts the ears off the women he kills, at least after torturing them as long as they stay conscious,” Jinjen explained to Fox.  “And keeps them in a little box.”


“Sounds like a fun guy at parties,” Fox said without much humor.


“He’s a sadistic, psychotic killer,” Irusyl said with a frown.  “I’ve had my own brushes with him, I see the hunger for my death in his eyes every time he looks at me.  He holds an intense hatred for women.”


“It’s because he’s so repulsive,” Jinjen snorted.  “Not even an orc woman would bed him without being paid.  He’s got to have dwarf blood in him to be both that short and that ugly.”

“We digress.  I can think of no reason for him to hire others to do what he would rather do himself,” she frowned.


“Could you take this Etrik, Jen?”


“With one rapier while I’m roaring drunk,” she replied scathingly.


“Then he’s either smart enough to know better or someone else told him to do it,” Fox declared.  “But a man with a twisted psyche like that wouldn’t be smart enough to know better, so someone told him to do it.  Who is he working for right now?”


“Right now?  Nobody, he’s just been hanging around in the Grinning Skull, waiting for someone to hire him.”


“Hmm,” he said, leaning back against the back of the couch.

“You’re about to butt into my business, old man.  Let me handle it,” Jinjen warned.  “In fact, I’m gonna go back down there and handle it right now,” she said, gripping the hilts of her rapiers meaningfully.


“Alright, alright,” he acquiesced.  “Just make sure you find out who hired him.”


“That goes without saying,” she said darkly, then she shimmered out of view as she headed for the door.  “I’ll be back tomorrow for that meal,” she called before she opened the door, then it closed behind her.


“I should go as well,” Irusyl said, standing up.


“Alright,” he said, standing up.  He escorted her to the door and opened it for her.  “By the way.”


“Yes?”


“Work on your speech patterns.  The disguise is masterful, but you talk the same way, and you called me Master Fox before we were properly introduced.  Anyone who’s met you as you will see right through it the minute they hear you speak, even with the altered voice.”


She gave him a startled look, then laughed ruefully.  “Very few people would meet me in both places, Master Fox.  You will keep this to yourself?” she asked with a disarming smile.


“It’s none of my business what you do for fun, Irusyl,” he said, which made her laugh despite herself.


He helped her off the porch, then watched until she opened and stepped through the fence gate.  He then chuckled to himself as he went back in, wondering if Khelben knew that Laeral was skulking around Skullport in a magical disguise, no doubt to keep an eye on what was going on down there.


Actually, yes, he most likely knew.  He may have even asked her to do it, since Laeral wasn’t very well known in Waterdeep, and a mage of her power and ability wouldn’t be in very much danger down there.  The disguise was very convincing, and it took him a few minutes to figure it out.  It also made sense for the Lords to place someone very powerful to keep an eye on Skullport, given the inherent danger of the place.  A job like that was not for a youngling.


He doubted that Jinjen knew.  After all, she’d never met Laeral as Laeral.  But he had the feeling that if she had, she’d see through the magical disguise as well.  Jinjen was very observant. 


Jinjen took care of her business in her usual way…quickly, efficiently, and with finality.


There was one less sadistic monster in Skullport by morning, because Jinjen had gone down there and killed him.  Then she killed the men he’d hired to kill her, and she did it so quickly and so efficiently that the floating skulls which gave Skullport their name didn’t respond in time to summon wizshades to put a stop to it.  She’d killed Etrik within seconds of tracking him down, stabbing him through the heart with a rapier before he could so much as get out of his chair at the Grinning Skull, then she hunted down her would-be assassins and slaughtered them all.


She told him about it the next morning as she brought him the results of the necromantic divining on the corpse of Fox’s would-be killer, but that came up empty.  The spirit of the dead footpad didn’t know who hired him, because his employer had worn a robe with a deep cowl that covered his face.  The boy did divulge that the same cowled man was the one that killed him the night after the failed attempt, and he did so using magic.


That was good information to know, because it told him that his adversary had to be at least smart enough to use magic…if he was indeed the one that wanted him dead.  It was also entirely possible that the magician was hired by another to act as a middle-man to further isolate the perpetrator from Fox, making it that much harder for Fox to track it back to the source.  Most people attributed superhuman feats to a man of Fox’s long reputation, and that often meant that people took extraordinary precautions when they did things like try to have him killed.  It wasn’t the first time that someone hired someone to hire someone to hire someone to kill him, but the previous times it had happened, Fox had managed to track the chain back to the man holding the first link.  This time, however, he didn’t have much to go on, since Waterdeep was such a huge city and his only lead had petered out.

It just meant that he might not solve the puzzle by the time the monks arrived, that was all.  And if he didn’t, then he’d put Jinjen on it to find out what was going on.  He certainly didn’t want assassins from Waterdeep traveling to Dragonspear to try to finish the job, now that he had a permanent address.


Fox spent four more days working on the problem, but they were fruitless.  He talked to quite a few people, kept presenting himself as an inviting target in isolated, lonely alleys and dark streets in Waterdeep to lure another assassin in, one he could capture and interrogate alive, but whoever was after him had decided to back off after his first attempt failed.  He was intent on keeping up with his mission, if only because it gave him something to do, but the morning of the fifth day began with a message from Verex that the Encival would arrive in Waterdeep that day.


That information changed everything.  Fox left a note for Jinjen with Verex to have her find out who was after him, then he hurried out to the docks and waited, wearing something that made almost everyone all but stare at him…a Five Star monk’s robe, a robe he’d made himself and brought up with him from Dragonspear.  It was red, made of homespun cloth, but with a yellow silk sash, the colors of the Five Star School.  It was something that the monks would identify immediately.  Only Master Xa had seen him through Karra’s magical viewing spell, after all, where all the monks would identify the robe.  He waited for nearly three hours, until one of the young dock boys he’d hired to keep an eye out for the ship ran back to him and told him that the ship had tied up.

Fox arrived just as they lowered the gangplank, and the monks of the Five Star school filed down the narrow gangplank with smooth, steady movements.  They were wearing their own robes, homespun red robes with yellow silk sashes, their heads shaved and half of them with moustaches or goatees.  They ranged in age from nearly elderly to barely out of his teens, all male, and all 16 of them looked quite relieved to be getting off the boat.  All of them were carrying small, crude packs, no doubt holding what few possessions each of them owned.  The oldest of them was the first off the ship, and he bowed deeply to Fox when he reached them.  Fox bowed in return.  “Master Xa,” he greeted in the language of Shou Lung.


“Master Fox,” Xa mirrored, bowing again.  “It is good to finally meet you face to face.”


“I’m glad you’re finally here,” he said, bowing to the next monk to reach him.  “I’ve arranged quarters for you in an inn, and we’ll be leaving in the morning for Dragonspear.  After so long on a ship, I think the journey will be exactly what many of you need.”


“Yes, a little exercise sounds quite wonderful,” Xa said with an honest smile.


“Please, brothers, follow me,” Fox called as the last of the monks got off the ship.  “We’ll be going to an inn where you can rest briefly after your long journey, and in the morning, we’ll begin a new one.”


“Life is but a journey, Master Fox,” Xa said sagely.


They attracted all sorts of attention as Fox led the 16 monks away from the docks and towards the lower Trades Ward, where Verex had rented an entire inn for the monks just a block from the River Gate.  Fox had had food sent there the monks would enjoy, rice and vegetables since the monks didn’t eat meat unless they had to, but nothing fancy or extravagant.  The monks would appreciate a good meal and a clean, warm pallet, but the ascetic lifestyle of the monk wouldn’t allow them to indulge in excess.  There was nearly a procession of the curious following behind them as Fox led them through the busy streets of Waterdeep on a sunny, warm late morning, the monks looking around at the large city with open curiosity in their slanted eyes.  Once they reached the inn, Fox led them inside, shooed away the innkeeper and his three daughters with a good-natured smile, then had the monks all sit down at tables near the hearth.  “Now that you’re all here, let me explain a few things,” he began.  “Did Master Xa teach all of you the western trade language?”


“He did, Master,” the youngest monk answered.


“Very good, that’ll make things much easier,” Fox said.  “I’ve brought you here so you can return to your studies in a place of safety, far from the Emperor,” he explained to them.  “I’ve even found you some acolytes to train, Western children curious about the Five Star style.  Most of them won’t ever be monks, but teaching them the basics of the Five Stars as you once did for the village children will give all of you something to do when not engaging in your own studies,” he told them.  “But there’s plenty of work to do at Dragonspear.  The monastery you’ll occupy hasn’t been built yet, so all of you will called upon to do simple work.  Carrying stone, building things, planting gardens, that kind of thing.”

“No brother would shy away from honest work, Master Fox,” one of them called.


“I know,” he nodded.  “Most of the honest work will be in rebuilding the school,” he continued.  “Just seventeen of us isn’t enough to build the monastery fast enough, so you’ll have help from my architect and his workers.  And none of you will ever have to worry about patronage again, brothers.  I will be your patron from now on.  I’ll see to the needs of the monastery so you can focus on your studies.  I’ll make sure you have what you need, but no more than what is necessary,” he stressed.  “Since I understand the ways of the Five Stars, be assured that I’ll continue the old ways as much as I can.  There won’t be pilgrimages to bargain for sponsors, I’ll be assuming the burden of supplying what the monastery needs, but each monk will be expected to contribute to the monastery just as we did before.  I once made the bell in the courtyard, and I’ll be making the new bell when the monastery is rebuilt,” he declared.  “It’s my hope that when the monastery is rebuilt, the school can return to as much of the way things used to be as possible.”

“A hope I think we all share, Master Fox,” Xa declared, to which most of them nodded.


“Excellent.  First, I must meet all of you.  Then I’ll show you to your rooms, where I’ve supplied each of you with replacement packs and some simple equipment we’ll need for our journey,” he told them.  “After you’ve had some time to rest and meditate on your arrival, we’ll discuss things in more detail, and also allow you to meet my wife, Karra.”


“Marriage is not the way of the monks, Master,” one of them called.


“That’s why I left the monastery, brother,” Fox smiled.  “The only reason I’ve assumed the mantle of Grand Master is simply to hold the title until one of you attains that rank.  I am the last of the Grand Masters, and I have a duty to the school despite the fact that I left the order a long, long time ago.  When a new Grand Master rises, I will gladly step aside and allow a brother who hasn’t left the monastery to lead it.  I am not worthy to lead the school in any permanent capacity, because I did leave the order,” he admitted.  “It’s my hope that the worthiest among you passes the Trial of the Dragon very soon, so he might take his rightful place as your new Grand Master,” he said, pointedly looking directly at Master Xa as he said it.

Xa looked nearly embarrassed.


“You might also meet several other of my friends and workers, brothers,” he continued, “but what many of you should know is that in the West, some of them are seen as evil simply because of their race, or who they are.”


“Evil is in the heart, not in the skin,” one of the monks declared.


“A fact that most in the West seem unable to grasp, brother,” Fox nodded.  “But what you need to know is that this gives me something of a mixed reputation in the West.  I’m actually somewhat famous here,” he said self-deprecatingly.  “When a man wanders the Realms as long as I have, he can’t help but become somewhat well-known.”


Fox spent nearly an hour meeting and talking with every single monk, learning their names, learning their rank and experience, spending time with each of them in conversation to see how they’d held up over the chaotic last few years.  Not all of them were happy to be brought to the West, he’d learned, and a few weren’t entirely sure Fox was a suitable Grand Master, but they’d obeyed his orders despite those misgivings.  He then showed them up to the rooms, each room shared by two monks, showed them the simple packs and basic travel gear he’d supplied them, then gave them all time to rest and meditate.  He took the opportunity to change out of his robe, returning to his breeches, vest, shirt, and bandolier, and started preparing a simple meal of vegetables and rice for the monks as they meditated.  It was a true return to old ways as he boiled the rice and chopped vegetables, almost feeling he was back in the simple kitchen in the monastery, preparing meals for the brothers after a long day of rigorous training.

The two eldest monks entered the kitchen as Fox brushed chopped carrots into a pot, Master Xa and Master Ji.  They were the monks that would be leading the monastery once they completed the Trial of the Dragon and achieved the rank of Grand Master.  “Did your meditations go well, Master Xa, Master Ji?” Fox asked.


“They did, Master Fox,” Xa nodded.  “I see you’ve returned to your Western clothes.”


“I only wore the robe so you’d be able to identify me,” he chuckled.  “It’ll go back in my clothes trunk when we get back to Dragonspear.”

“And what is it like, to live with the teachings of the Five Stars while living the life of a Westerner?” Ji asked.


“It’s a life of compromise, Master Ji,” he replied amiably, understanding that Ji wasn’t being snide.  “Many of the teachings of the Five Stars still guide me, while I live a much more Western lifestyle.  I have wealth gained over my many years that I’m using to build Dragonspear, but I rarely spend any of it, living a simple lifestyle.  Up until I started building Dragonspear, I didn’t even own a horse.  I’ve gained magical treasures over my long years, but I don’t rely on them.  I take others based on what they do, not who they are, and I do my best to not let hatred or prejudice cloud my judgment.  I respect the sanctity of life, and only take it when I have no other choice…though, I must admit, I do eat meat,” he said with a smile.  “But the school teaches that the hunting of animals for food is acceptable so long as it is done with honor and respect to the animals, taking only what I need to live.  I have a wife that I love very much, a woman who understands that I’m very different from most other men and loves me despite those differences.  I have lands I’ve claimed along with Dragonspear, lands that the teachings of the Five Stars tells me to treat with honor.  In some ways, I’m like a Shou noble or a samurai from Wa more than a Five Star monk, but the teachings of the Five Stars are still entwined in my heart and soul.  I’ve learned that my balance is much different from the balance that the monks seek. Though the ways of the monastery weren’t my life’s calling, I’ve taken what I learned there and used it to find my own path.  I would be a lesser man had I never studied in the school.”


“Then you are truly wise, Master Fox,” Ji said with a nod.  “And you will be a fine Grand Master.”


:”Thank you, Master Ji,” he replied with a smile.  “But it’s my honest hope that one of you takes my place very soon.  The school needs a Grand Master who can devote his being to the school, something that I simply can’t do.”


“You will do fine, Master Fox,” Xa assured him.  “And I think you need help peeling those potatoes.”


Fox laughed.  “I never say no to help in the kitchen, Master Xa,” he said grandly.  “And I think that the three of us can dispense with titles.  How were the years with the Shiyama clan?”


“Very, very educational,” Ji answered.  “We learned much from them, and they were eager to learn what we could teach.  They also gave us time and space to continue our studies when we weren’t teaching them.  Our two years hiding in their compound were not years wasted by any measure.”


“So did I,” Fox nodded.  “Their chi abilities are astounding for those who don’t practice the monk’s ways.”

“Truly,” Xa agreed.  “The letters you wrote to the monastery didn’t do them justice.”


“Secrecy is paramount for them, so I didn’t want to break their trust,” he answered.  “But here in the West, they don’t worry much about that secrecy, so we can speak about them openly here.  Akena-chan does not hide who she is here in the West.  She has no reason to, most of the Westerners have no idea what a ninja is.  Something that’s been very useful to me,” he laughed.  “Currently I have her conducting a very delicate and very dangerous mission, something that only a skilled ninja could hope to accomplish.”


“What kind of mission?”


“She’s infiltrating an orc stronghold far to the northeast to determine if they have hostile intent,” he answered.  “The orcs of the West are very aggressive an very numerous, brothers.  Once or twice every century, they boil forth from the wilds in massive numbers to invade the civilized lands for raid and plunder, similar to the ways of the Tuigan.  But unlike the Tuigan, the orcs slaughter everyone they encounter, including women and children, so it’s very much of interest to everyone in the North if they’re planning an invasion.  Akena-chan is spying on them to find out if they intend to invade.”


“It sounds dangerous.”


“It is, very dangerous.  That’s why only Akena could pull this off,” he agreed.  “Not even I could do it.”


“How long of a journey is it to this Dragonspear?” Ji asked.


“About fifteen days,” he replied.  “If we hurried, it would be ten.  If we really hurried, we could do it in five.  But I think a nice slow journey in the warmth of summer on their feet is what our brothers need after months of being cramped on a ship.”


“I know I’ll enjoy it,” Xa agreed.


Karra came into the kitchen of the inn, wearing her customary brown robes.  Fox smiled brightly as she entered, and she stepped towards them.  “Master Xa, Master Ji,” he said, switching to the western trade language, “might I present my wife, Earth Mistress Karra of Halruua.  Dear heart, this is Master Xa and Master Ji, the two most senior of the brothers.”


Karra smiled gently, then she put her hands together and bowed in the eastern fashion, a gesture the monks mirrored with approving smiles.  “It is good to meet you, Masters,” she told them in her rich, demure voice.  “My dear heart has told me so much about the monks of the Five Stars, I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”


“And I think I’ll be most interested to come to know the woman who captured the heart of the Grand Master,” Xa told her with a smile.  “But I must ask, my Lady, does that hurt?”


She laughed and reflexively put a finger to the gem embedded over and between her eyes.  She didn’t have to ask to what he was referring.  “No, Master, it does not,” she replied.  “It was placed there by magic.  It is as much a part of me as your hand is a part of you.”


“Karra is a mage, Master Xa, a Wu Jen,” Fox supplied.  “And one of the very best among her people.”


“You embarrass me, husband,” she protested modestly.


Karra insinuated herself among them by picking up a knife and starting to cut vegetables herself, and struck up quite the conversation with Master Ji over a shared love of theirs, cooking.  Ji was quite the chef among the monks, at least as much as monks allowed themselves to enjoy food.  But where Ji did what he could to take bland food and make it not bland, Karra worked to make the food she prepared as delicious as possible.  Fox introduced Karra to the monks as they came down from their rooms and their meditations, and she was met with reactions from open curiosity to mild disapproval.  She took it all in stride, however, and was the soul of grace and courtesy.  She was open and honest with the monks, answering their questions about magic—most monks had never met a magician before, as they were extremely rare in the East—and about how she and Fox had met.


It was almost perfect timing that Jinjen decided to enter the inn as they were eating rice and stir-fried vegetables, and to her intense pique, half the monks looked right towards her as she tried to slip in quietly.  Any monk that had passed the Trial of Black Wool would know she was there without being able to see her, something she just couldn’t fathom.  “Are you teaching all of them your tricks, old man?” Jinjen complained as she shimmered into view.


“They taught me their tricks, Jen,” Fox chuckled.  “Brothers, this is Jinjen, a friend who happens to currently be in my employ.  Jinjen, these are my brothers, the monks of the Five Star School of Kung Fu.”


“Charmed,” she said absently as she strode over to the table.  More than one monk looked a bit uncertain about her skimpy attire, but said nothing.


“What brings you here this time of day?”


“I finally got something about your little problem,” she replied, glancing slightly at Karra.  Jinjen knew he didn’t want her to know what was going on.  “A name, Freklin Aborson.  I’m working to find out if there’s another name behind that one.”


“And what do you know about this Freklin?”


“He’s a low-level lapdog in Skullport that deals in slaves,” she replied.  “Works for a Calishite that recently came here and got into the business named Havra Khan, but Havra wasn’t the one that ordered him to do what he did.  This is something he did on the side, and that’s gonna make it a bitch to track who convinced him to do a little moonlighting.”

“Well, that’s something at least,” Fox noted as he set a bowl of rice before the youngest of the monks, Acolyte Chan, who was doing his best not to look at the vast expanse of exposed skin on the drow.


“A Khan,” Karra breathed.  “Perhaps Zarra knows something about him.”


“I’m sure Zarra has a few thousand family members he’s never met, dear heart,” Fox told her as he rapped his fingers on the table.  “Any problems finding him?”


“Nothing I couldn’t handle, old man,” she replied, putting a hand on the hilt of one of her rapiers pointedly.  “You told me to tell you when I had something, so here I am.  It ain’t much, but it’s all I have so far.  I know you’re about to leave, so I’ll send any information I get to you through Verex.”

“Alright,” he nodded.  “Do I have to tell you to be careful?”


“Please,” she snorted disdainfully as she turned, then she shimmered out of sight even as she headed for the door back outside.


“I have never seen a woman like that before,” Chan blurted, blushing a tiny bit.


“She’s called a drow, Chan,” Fox told him.  “She’s one of those people that I told you that others judge based purely on her race.  Her people have a very evil reputation, and it’s a well-deserved one I’ll admit, but Jinjen herself is not like most of her people.”


“Do all of her people dress so…like that?”


Fox laughed.  “She dresses like that on purpose, Chan, because most men have trouble keeping their minds on her rapiers when all of that is so tantalizingly within their view,” he explained.  “She uses her beauty and her attractive body as weapons, and they are very effective ones.”


“That is quite clever,” Xa noted as he scooped rice up from his bowl with a pair of chopsticks.


“Jinjen is a very clever girl, Master Xa,” Fox said proudly.  “She’s not the nicest or most cultured woman you’ll ever meet, but if you can get past her bark, she’s a good friend.”


“I will ask Zarra about this Havra Khan,” Karra decided.


“That’s a Calishite name, so I’m not sure Zarra will know much about him.  The Halruuan Khans split from the Calishite Khans long ago,” Fox warned.


The day continued to get more exciting.  Just as they were finishing dinner, Karra pulled something from her belt pouch.  “Verex wants to speak to us immediately, dear heart,” she said, holding up a glowing gem.  She then chanted in the language of magic, set the gem on the table, and a swirling blue disc of magical energy formed over it.  Within was the blue-tinted circle was Verex’s face.  “Lord Fox, Lady Karra,” he said quickly, “Lady Akena has returned.  Shall I send her to the inn?”


“Immediately, if you please,” Fox replied.  “You come too, Verex, you’ll need to hear what she has to say.  If she hasn’t told you already.”


“She just arrived at my brownstone, my Lord,” he told her.  “I’ll bring her to the inn at once.”

The swirling blue disc evaporated, and Fox wasted no time.  “Dear heart, I’m fairly sure you’ve been keeping in touch with Laeral.  Can you contact her and ask her to get Piergeiron here?” he said.  “He need to hear her report.”


“I will do so, dear heart,” she said, reaching into her belt pouch again.


“It sounds as if something serious is going on, Master Fox,” Ji noted.


“Fairly, Akena is the ninja I sent to spy on the orcs.  She’s back, so she must have news,” he replied.


“We should return to our rooms,” Xa suggested.  “These are weighty matters which do not concern us.”


“On the contrary, Master Xa, this concerns everyone,” Fox replied.  “And your wisdom might be of help to us.  So brothers, anyone who wants to stay, then feel free.”


Most of the monks did leave, returning to their rooms, but Xa, Ji, and one of the senior monks, Hau, remained in the common room.  They cleaned up the dinner dishes and returned them to the kitchen while they waited, but they didn’t have to wait long.  The first ones to arrive were Khelben and Laeral, entering the inn in a rush, both of them wearing utilitarian robes.  “Your agent is back, Fox?” Khelben asked without his usual hostile tone.

“Verex is bringing her here,” Fox nodded.  “I haven’t heard what she has to say yet, so we’re all going to hear it together.  Where’s Pier?”


“He should be here any moment,” Laeral replied.  “And who are these fine gentlemen, Master Fox?” she asked, motioning at the three monks.


“They’re my brother monks from Shou Lung, who have come here to re-establish the Five Star school at Dragonspear,” Fox replied.  “Khelben, Laeral, may I present Master Xa, Master Ji, and Brother Hau,” he said, motioning to each as he named them.  “Brothers, this is Lord Khelben Arunsun, known as the Blackstaff to some, and the Lady Mage of Waterdeep, Laeral Silverhand.”

The three monks stood up and bowed deeply to them without a word.


“They may know little of Western politics, but they are highly educated and very wise, so their unclouded viewpoints might be useful,” Fox told them as the monks sat back down.


Piergeiron barged into the inn with two Armar bodyguards, the Open Lord in a fetching black and silver doublet and wool leggings, a longsword belted over the doublet at his waist.  “Lady Laeral said Akena is back?” he asked hurriedly as he approached them.”


“Verex is leading her to the inn,” he replied.  “Given where Verex lives, he should be here any time now,” he added.


“Are these the men you’ve been waiting for, Fox?”


“Aye, Pier.  They’re brothers from the monastery in Shou Lung that trained me, here to re-establish the school at Dragonspear.  They arrived just hours ago.  This is Master Xa, Master Ji, and Brother Hau.  Brothers, this is the Open Lord of Waterdeep, Piergeiron Paladinson, one of the rulers of this city.”


They again stood and bowed, and Piergeiron nodded to them.  “I take it they’re going to stay for Akena’s report?”


Fox nodded. “They have no prejudices, so their neutral point of view might be useful to us.”


“As long as you give your word they won’t spread what they hear outside this inn,” he stated. 


“They’re monks, Pier, you have no idea how good monks are at keeping secrets,” Fox chuckled.


Verex and Akena arrived just as the Waterdeep dignitaries got comfortable.  Akena looked road-weary, her black clothing dirty, and it showed signs that she’d had to fight, with a few mended tears.  There was a healing cut across her left cheek.  “Akena,” Fox greeted, bowing to her as she entered, and she stopped to do the same.  “What did you bring back?”

She glanced around the room, stepped up, then pulled a folded parchment from the front of her shirt.  “The orc king is in league with a group of humans from a place called the Host Tower,” she declared, which made Piergeiron scowl and Laeral raise an eyebrow.


“The Hosttower of the Arcane, a society of magicians based in Luskan,” Khelben elaborated.


She unfolded the parchment, which turned out to be a map.  She spread it out on the table around which they were all sitting.  “I copied this from a map in the orc citadel,” she said as Fox looked at it.  It was written in the written form of the common trade language, mainly because orcs had no real written language.  A few tribes had developed some writing on their own, but it wasn’t used outside their own tribes.  “The idea to attack the road south of Dragonspear came from the humans,” she began.  “They sent agents to the citadel to bargain with Obould, and Obould agreed only after they paid him tribute in gold for his help.  He’s enlisted the aid of five other tribes from lands south of his citadel in the plot.  Their plan is to attack the road next spring and stop all trade along the road, attack all human settlements they can find, plunder as much as possible, then retreat back to the north before the first snows or before the humans organize an army large enough to defeat them.”


“Much as we expected,” Piergeiron grunted, looking at the map.  It was highly accurate, clearly made by a cartographer, which Akena had meticulously duplicated with her excellent drawing skills.  It had more primitive scrawling on it that showed a route from the Citadel of Many Arrows leading south, between the Evermoor and the High Forest, across the eastern edge of the High Moor, then down to the Trade Way between Elturel and Scornubel.  Akena had copied the map exactly as she had seen it.

“Obould intends to slaughter the orcs of the other tribes before they pull back,” Akena continued.  “And keep all the spoils gathered during the attack for himself.  But what the humans intend to do, these Hosttower people, that I could not discover,” she said, lowering her eyes.  “I could only find out what they have told the orcs.  But what I did find out was that it was the humans who gave Obould the plan, and from what I learned, they were very specific about when Obould is to march his orcs south.”


“It sounds like those damn wizards in the tower have a plan,” Khelben said darkly.  “And the orcs are just one part of it.”


“It could very well have something to do with Luskan building more ships, as we speculated earlier,” Laeral murmured, looking at the map.  “Some kind of two-pronged attack.  They may move while our attention is on the orcs.  The orcs might be only a diversion.”

“How many orcs do you estimate will be marching south in the spring, Akena?” Fox asked.


“Obould is sending twenty thousand, enough to destroy the other orc tribes when he has no more use for them,” she replied.  “I cannot tell you how many the other tribes intend to send.”


“The tribes to the south aren’t that large, but together, they might pose a threat to Obould’s plan if they devote large numbers of their warriors,” Fox mused, tapping his chin as he studied the map.


“How mobile are these orcs, Master Fox?” Hau asked.  “Are they swift like the Tuigan?”


“No, they’ll march on foot, but orcs are very hardy.  They can usually move faster than most human armies on the move,” he answered.


“The orcs alone are worry enough, but the fact that they’re only half of what might happen is the bigger concern,” Khelben grunted.  “No matter what we do, we’ll have to protect ourselves against whatever plans Luskan has made to take advantage of the orcs’ action.”


“Akena-chan, does Obould still intend to attack Silverymoon the spring after this action?” Fox asked.


“Hai, Fox-san,” she nodded.  “He believes that the soldiers of Silverymoon will be too weakened by hunger and the winter to stand against his army.  But that is his own plan, the humans did not suggest it.”


“We’ll need to warn Alustriel,” Piergeiron said.  “But that goes without saying.  The entire Lords’ Alliance needs to meet to discuss how we’re going to respond to this.  We can’t make decisions on our own here, this is bigger than just Waterdeep.”

“There is one thing we can do,” Fox said, looking at Xa.  “I’m about to disappoint you, brother, but I feel this is a case where violence is justified to protect many innocents.  Akena.”


“Master Fox?”


“I’ll need you to return to the Citadel of Many Arrows and kill Obould,” he ordered.  “Without him, the plan might fall apart.  Whoever takes his place may take a dim view of cooperating with the humans, and that might avert a whole lot of bloodshed.”


“Hai, Master Fox,” she said, bowing.  “It should not be very difficult.  I already know how to get to him.”


“We’ll support that decision, Fox,” Piergeiron declared.  “Mistress Akena, we offer you assistance.  We have magical means to transport you directly to Silverymoon, which will cut many days off your journey.”


“Not so fast, Pier,” Fox said.  “We kill him now, it gives the people in Luskan time to try to make a deal with his successor.  We should wait until fall, just before the first snow, then Akena deals with Obould, as well as any human agents the Hosttower has in the Citadel.  With the northern reaches snowbound, it drastically reduces the chance that the Luskan people can get agents to the Citadel to broker a deal with Obould’s replacement.  It’s not a guarantee that the orcs won’t do it anyway, since Obould’s already making deals with the other tribes, but there’s always a chance that the whole thing falls apart without Obould, and we should take that chance.”

“It does make sense, Piergeiron,” Khelben agreed after a moment’s thought.  “The new orc chief may not cooperate with the Hosttower agents the way Obould is.  It’s not a guarantee, but it doesn’t do us any harm to try.  Even if the orcs go through with it, at least we’ll have Obould out of the picture.  I don’t think we want an orc that smart commanding that many orc warriors.”

 “In the meantime, we should focus on two things.  Formulating a plan with the other members of the Lords’ Alliance, and finding out the master plan of the Hosttower mages,” Laeral suggested.


“It might come down to us marching against Luskan itself,” Piergeiron said sourly.  “Something that we should have done years ago, but the other members of the Lords’ Alliance were against it.”


“They may change their minds,” Khelben noted.

“If we can prove this collusion with the orcs, the other members of the alliance very well may agree to the action,” Laeral said.  “Akena, when you return to the Citadel, do you think you could find hard proof of the collusion?”


She thought a moment, then glanced at Fox, who nodded.  “Possibly, my Lady,” she answered.  “It depends on what the human agents have with them.  But they are magicians, all four of them, so I might not be able to understand what proof they carry.”


“Then you’ll need assistance in your task,” she declared simply.  “When the time comes, Akena, I will come to help you.  I’ll give you a trinket that will let me magically teleport myself to your location.  When you need me, I’ll be there.”


“Actually, Laeral, there’s another mage that we might be able to enlist for that task, someone with the skills required, and someone that will be in far less danger than you,” Fox said before Khelben could object.


“Karra?”


“Zarra Khan,” he replied.  “If it doesn’t offend any of your sensibilities, I can summon him here now and ask him.”


“I have respect for that particular lich, Fox,” Piergeiron told him.  “He is welcome in this inn as far as I’m concerned.”


“Alright then.  Brothers, you’re about to meet one of the most unusual friends I have.  But please don’t be judgmental,” Fox warned.  “Though he is undead, Zarra Khan is a true friend.”  He stood up and took a step back, then closed his eyes.  “Bonds beyond blood, bonds beyond death, by bonds united I call forth my plea,” he chanted.  “In need I call forth, Zarra Khan, old friend, please come to me.”


Seconds later, a whirlwind of shadowy darkness manifested in the room, and then the skeletal form of Zarra Khan appeared within it.  He was wearing his usual tattered, nearly rotting Halruuan robes, his cowled skull wearing a silver circle over eye sockets holding points of glowing red light.  “Fox, friend, you summon me into unusual company,” he said in his dusty, hollow voice, looking around the room as he put his bony hands into the sleeves of his robes.  “Greetings once more, Lord Piergeiron of Waterdeep,” he said with a small bow.

“Welcome to Waterdeep, Zarra Khan,” Piergeiron nodded.  “You are welcome into this conference.  My friends and associates, Khelben Arunsun and Lady Laeral Silverhand.”


“August company,” the lich said, bowing in their direction.


“It’s an honor to meet so famous a magician, Zarra Khan,” Laeral told him with a smile.  “Your magical exploits are known even here in Waterdeep.”


“We have a very unusual situation, my friend, concerning the orcs,” Fox told him.  “I told you about that.”


He nodded.  “And what did Mistress Akena discover in her mission to the Citadel?”


Fox went over everything that Akena had learned, then explained their idea for a counterstroke.  “When the time comes, Akena might need a mage to help her decipher the proof we need.  That would be child’s play for you, old friend.  Lady Laeral volunteered, but she might run into problems that you will not.  As a lich, you wouldn’t look entirely out of place skulking about an orc citadel.  Besides, the orcs would be terrified of you, where they may not be quite so afraid of Laeral.  She’s far too beautiful to be scary,” he said lightly, which made her laugh.


“Clever,” he intoned.  “I would be inclined to provide my assistance, because the orc invasion might threaten Dragonspear,” he declared.  “Does the idea of working with me bother you, Mistress Akena?” he asked in his dusty voice.


“It does not, my Lord,” she replied.  “You are a friend to Master Fox.  His word that you are a friend is all I need.  I would be honored to accept your help in this task.”


“Just mind that you cannot touch me, Mistress Akena.  Ever.  My very touch is harmful to the living,” he warned.  “I would not wish to cause you accidental harm.”

“I will remember, Lord Zarra Khan,” she replied.


“I will fashion you a trinket that will get my attention, and allow me to teleport directly to your location,” he told her.  “When you need me, I will be there in moments.”


“We can worry about the specifics later,” Fox told him.  “Do you think the plan is a good one?”


“It sounds quite sensible, and a proper interpretation of the information Mistress Akena recovered,” he replied. “Besides, whether the orcs invade or not, removing Obould would only be a benefit to those who stand against the orcs in the North.  There would be a struggle within the ranks of the orcs to appoint a successor.”


“That’s what we thought too,” Fox nodded.


“I think there’s little more we can discuss in the matter until we convene a meeting of the Lords’ Alliance,” Piergeiron said.  “What we decide has to include our allies.  Fox, I think it might be best if you attend, in an informal capacity.”


“No thanks, Pier.  Just tell Verex here what you decide, and he’ll get it to me,” he replied, motioning towards Verex.  “My involvement in this begins and ends with dealing with Obould.  What you all decide to do about Luskan is your affair.  Since I have no armies and I’m currently living in a little cottage at the construction site, there’s little need for me to be involved.  I have my own projects to manage.”

“If that’s your decision,” Piergeiron replied.


“I’ll be leaving for Dragonspear in the morning, Pier, to take my brother monks to their new home.  It’ll take us about twelve days to get there.  We won’t be in much of a hurry,” Fox chuckled.  “Leave anything you need me to know with Verex, it’ll reach me eventually.”

“Alright,” Piergeiron said, standing up.


The Lords and their two guards left the inn, leaving Fox, the monks, Verex, Akena, and Zarra Khan.  “Well, that was enlightening,” Verex said, finally speaking now that the Lords were gone.  “I’m certain that Master Ruuri will want to know what they decide about Luskan.”

“Just don’t get too specific,” Fox said.  “I want you to send down more supplies, though, and see about hiring more men-at-arms to increase our numbers.  If the orcs split off to attack Dragonspear, I want a large stockpile of supplies to hold us over if we get sieged, and more men to hold the encampment.”

“I’ll take care of it, Master Fox,” Verex nodded.

“I’ll need to warn Sirocco,” he said, mainly to himself.  “He might need our help holding his territory.  Verex, add some extra supplies so I can get them into the moor.”


“I will.”


“If you don’t mind, friend, I’ll return to my lair.  I was in the middle of a rather interesting experiment,” Zarra Khan stated.


“Certainly.  Thank you for coming, old friend,” Fox nodded.


The lich vanished in a swirl of dark shadows, which made Xa almost reflexively exhale.  “I know, his presence takes some getting used to,” Fox told the monk.  “But don’t let the fact that he’s undead dissuade you, brother.  Zarra Khan is among my strongest and oldest friends.”

“What he is matters little compared to who he is, Master Fox,” Xa replied.


“Well said, Master Xa,” Fox agreed.  “There’s little more we can do.  Akena-chan, you can either come back with us or stay in Waterdeep and rest before returning.”


“I need no rest, Master Fox.  I’ll return with you.  I would like to talk to some of the monks.”


“You’re more than welcome to join us.  Keep an ear out for Jinjen, Verex.  She’s working on something for me.  What she tells you, I don’t want you getting too specific with Karra over,” he warned.  “I don’t want her to worry too much.”


“I’ll take care of it, Master Fox,” he nodded.


“Alright then, I think we can all get some rest,” he decided, standing up.  “We’ll be leaving as soon as the city gates open in the morning.”


“I’ll be going home, then.  Have a safe journey, Master Fox,” Verex said.


“Have a good night, Verex.  I may be seeing you again soon, depending on what Jinjen discovers.”
