Chapter 3

Winter in Waterdeep was usually very cold, choked with snow, a time when the fierce nothern winter drove most people inside a vast majority of the time.  It was the time when intrigue ran rampant through the city, since there was little else to do.  Usually there was enough of it to walk across the harbor if it was a real thing and thrown into the water, but there was new player in town who was on a mission, and that mission was to annoy the Lords of Waterdeep.


It was a game.  A game that Fox had played before many times, usually when he was bored and looking for something to do.  He never intentionally caused chaos, he never meant to cause damage or destruction, but those things had a way of…happening.  In a way, Fox was a hurricane, who blew in, rampaged through a town as he satisfied his many curiosities or amused himself at the expense of others, then left town in a hurry, usually one step ahead of the city watch.  People who dreamed of living forever didn’t understand the baggage that came with it, the other edge of the sword, and that was boredom.  Fox got involved in political intrigue or other shenanigans when in cities because he was curious about how things worked, he was curious to know what was going on, and more often than not, he stirred up trouble just for the fun of it.


But there was a new game to play now.  The Lords of Waterdeep clearly weren’t going to accept his apology and allow him to go about his business, so that meant that he was now going to amuse himself at their expense.  But he had to be careful here, because he was going to have interests in Waterdeep, and if he got them too angry, well, they might decide to do something about them.  So, he had to tread very carefully, else Verex and his trade company suffer for his actions.

But, they had started this, and they’d already made the first move.  Verex had bought the warehouse and teams and wagons, had bought himself a brownstone near New Olamn, and someone had promptly tried to break into it.  And they were professionals, else they’d never have managed it.  They struck in that window between when Verex started moving in but before Karra had had time to go over there and lay down mystical protections around the place, trying to gather information about what he was up to.  Whoever did it knew that Verex was now working for Fox and Karra, that the Golden Hawk Trading company was theirs.  Fox had been around long enough to know that while the thieves might have been freelancers, the trail of those who hired them would lead back to the Lords.

The easiest way he could see to both play with the Lords and also protect his future interests in Waterdeep was to find out who they were.  To understand an enemy, one had to know an enemy.  Finding out who the Lords were would give him a window into how they thought, what they’d do, and allow him to work around them.  And so long as they left him alone, he’d keep their secret.  He kept the secret of the Lords of sixty years ago without any problems, just like any number of little secrets he kept about certain people here and there scattered across the world which might be embarrassing if they got out, but they weren’t Fox’s concern. But, this was more than just protecting his interests in the North.  Piergieon had annoyed him, threatened him, and Fox didn’t let things like that go by.  Fox would secure enough dirty secrets about the Lords to prevent them from harassing them, but he was also going to jerk them around a little bit.  Though Fox was in general a nice man, easy-going and carefree, he also had something of a dark streak.  He was capable of being downright mean at times, usually at the expense of someone who had been mean to him.  Fox had killed playing these little games, and without a whit of remorse.


The first step was to find out who the Lords were.  Last time, they didn’t know about him, and all it took was about six months of careful observation and a little research to discover the first, and when he found the first, he quickly and easily found the others.  Back then, there was a series of underground tunnels that linked the houses of the Lords to the castle, allowing them to move back and forth without being seen entering the castle.  Those tunnels had been both magically concealed and their entrances cunningly hidden, even from his true sight, but he’d stumbled across the tunnel when he managed to infiltrate one of the inner rooms of the castle, where the Lords gathered before doing their public audiences.  Now, the Lords had discovered that he’d ferreted them out, and may have abandoned that practice…but also maybe not.  They only knew that he knew about them.  They didn’t know how much he knew about them.  They had found out about his knowledge quite by accident, because Fox had made a little map of the city marking the houses of every Lord, as well as their names, and one of the Lords had just happened to glance it on the street when he took it out to plot the last house of the last Lord.  There were no names or even streets on that map, it was just a series of marks on the map placed at the proper distance away from each other.  Unless someone knew where to start, where one of those marks were, one couldn’t follow the map.  There weren’t any markers or directions on it.


That map got him chased out of Waterdeep and he hadn’t returned for sixty years.


Usually it would take him a while to dig out a secret buried so deeply, but now he had Akena to help him.  Ninja were masters of discovering secrets, for Akena had skills far beyond his in the art of balance, the art of ninjutsu.  They had taught him some of their basic and intermediate abilities, but he hadn’t stayed long enough to master the most difficult and advanced applications of the art, the lust for the road had taken over once again.  but Akena, as a chunin, was a master of the arts of balance.  She was a whisper, a ghost, and she was far better at it than him.  They had never seen anything like her before, and they’d have no defense against her.  In the East, the only defense against a ninja was another ninja.  Magic couldn’t stop them, men couldn’t fight them, and they could slip through the strongest defenses.  Only another ninja could stop one, for they had the same skills.


He had set her loose in Waterdeep that morning.  He told her what he knew of the original Lords, their habits and their secrets, and then pointed her at the Open Lord, Piergieron.  “He’s the head of the snake, Akena-san,” he told her.  “Follow the snake from him, and you will find the tail.  I’ll be working on who ransacked Verex’s house.”


“Hai, Kitsune-san,” she nodded.


“I don’t get how this little girl is going to pull that off,” Saja snorted.  “The Lords have too many defenses.”


“Why don’t you show her, Akena?” he said with a light smile.


She nodded and stepped up to the door leading into the next room, but instead of opening it, she hesitated before it, held her hands out, then walked right through the door.


“By the icewall!” Saja gasped.


“And that is why they call them the shadows of the night,” Fox said with a smile.  “Nothing can stop Akena. She can walk through walls, walk on water, and she can be as invisible as the most perfect magic and as silent as a ghost when it suits her.  And since none of it is magic, the Lords can’t stop her.  If Piergieron associates with any Lord not wearing a mask, she’ll know.  And then she’ll tell me.”


“Can, can you do that?” she asked.


He shook his head.  “That is the ultimate expression of the art of balance, of ninjutsu,” replied.  “They offered to teach me their greatest secrets, but I left the house and returned to wandering.  It would have taken too long, and you know me, I can’t stay in one place that long.  Only one of their very best, a master chunin, can perform that art.  Don’t let Akena fool you, Saja.  She’s young and rather small and slender, doesn’t look all that formidable, but that little slip of a girl is probably the second most dangerous person in Waterdeep.”


Saja looked at the door with wide eyes, the nodded vigorously.

Fox spent most of the day tracking down just who invaded Verex’s new brownstone, as Karra rectified their mistake at not warding the house before he moved in…and after she was done, no thief in his right mind would dare try it again.  Fox wasn’t a criminally minded man, but he also held no grudge against those who practiced the shady professions, had quite a few shady friends, and as such he knew how to move within their circles.  After a hundred years, a man learns many forms of etiquette, and one of them was learning how to shake the tree and find the apples.  After making a few discreet inquiries in Skullport, dropping a few coins here and there, talking with a few light-fingered professionals and brokers of the currency of information, Fox had tracked down their attackers.

They were called the Red Sashes.


This was a new group to Fox, so he inquired about who they were.  They were a vigilante group who, on the surface, seemed to be working against the Lords of Waterdeep, but it was also suspected that the Lords had penetrated the organization, because they didn’t do anything about them.  They pretended to, but those with the patience to observe noticed that while they might apprehend some footpad or low-ranking Red Sash, they never did anything about the organization itself.  The Red Sashes had a little custom of finding and capturing lawbreakers about which the Armars either could not or would not do anything, but instead of killing them, they left them at the front gate of Castle Waterdeep tied up with red sashes, thus their name.  This, Fox knew, was one indication that they weren’t really who they said they were.  Any self-respecting vigilante organization of that kind would kill criminals, not tie them up and leave them for the justice system they themselves did not trust…else they wouldn’t be taking the law into their own hands.


So, since they weren’t real vigilantes, that meant that they were puppets, they were going after the enemies of the Lords rather than real criminals…since most of the Lords were probably criminals themselves.  The Lords had, in Fox’s estimation, truly infiltrated the group, probably had taken it over, and were now using it to dispose of threats to themselves when they didn’t feel like following their own laws.


He could respect that.  He’d do the same thing himself.  It was actually rather clever, and he could appreciate a good idea.

So, while he held no real grudge against the Red Sashes, he also couldn’t let this attack on his man go unchallenged.  In the shady alleys where real power was wielded, one could show no weakness.  This attack was a direct attack on Fox’s reputation, and he had to reinforce the idea to a few people that he was was not a man to trifle with.  The Red Sashes had attacked Verex, so he had to go after the Red Sashes.


And in a bit of delicious irony, the Lords couldn’t do anything about it, since they themselves publicly declared that the Red Sashes were vigilantes and were breaking the law.


After Akena returned that evening, having yet to discover anything, Fox unpacked something he hadn’t worn in decades, his gi, and he and Akena dressed up for a little night action.  Lili giggled when she saw him dressed all in black, a mask hanging loosely under his chin and his braid wrapped in black silk and tied to his scabbards to keep it form flying about, but he just stuck his tongue out at her.  He’d managed to loosen a few tongues with some gold, and had drawn a lead on one of the members of the Red Sashes, some chandler’s apprentice in the Trades Ward.  He and Akena were going to pay him a little visit.


“Be careful out there, my dear heart,” Karra gently scolded him, brushing his shoulders of his black silk and linen shirt, then patting them.  “I did not wait thirty years to just to break you out of some freezing northern jail.”


He grinned at her.  “You’d do well as an outlaw, love,” he winked, then he kissed her playfully on the nose.


“Are you sure I can’t come along?” Lili asked, hands behind her back and looking at him with her little cutesy I’m going to charm you into doing what I want expression.  “You know I’m good, father!  You and Luka trained me!”


“Not this time, moonflower,” he smiled at her.  “I need you here.  Keep a watch on the tower.  They will be nosing around, and you know what to look for.”


She sighed, then nodded.


“Want me to catch them?” Luka asked.


“Yes, do that,” he replied.  “I think I’d like to have a little talk with them.  And they need to learn quickly that the Vixens aren’t pushovers.”


“I haven’t skulked in months,” Merri said brightly.  “Let’s go find us some snoops, girls!”


Merri, Luka, and Lili, the thieves among the Vixens, prepared for a cold night of snoop catching as Fox and Akena left the tower and headed out into the city.  Like most of the thieves of the city, they traveled among the rooftops, leaving not a single footprint in any snow or loosening a single tile.  They leaped over the streets like ghosts, working quickly and silently towards their target.  They passed a few others in the nightly occupation, who hadn’t known they were there, even when they passed within feet of two enterprising young men trying to open an attic window.


They reached the chandler’s shop, which had a residence over it where both the chandler’s family and their target apprentice lived.  Kneeling on the roof, they looked at each other, both of them with their black masks, Fox with his magical mask pulled down over his eyes, leaving his eyes glowing dimly in the darkness.  Usually that was a liability, but like with many things, he’d learned how to hide it when necessary.


--Get inside and open the back door for me,-- Fox signalled in the sign code of the Shiyama clan, which was almost as expressive as any spoken language, which was used so they made no sound but could still communicate when working together.  He hadn’t used it for over a hundred years, but he hadn’t forgotten too much of it.


--You’re barely understandable.--

--I’m rusty.  Now stop sassing and get in there.--

She smiled with her eyes, then blew out her breath and closed them, centering herself.  He watched as she pushed herself through the window, sliding down onto the floor within on a single knee and a hand, then she vanished into the shadows like a ghost when she darted into the room.  Fox had her open the door downstairs because a sudden breath of cold air into the upstairs might alert the sleeping people within that something was awry.  He dropped down to the door just as she opened it, and she made an inviting motion with her hand.  She followed him as they crept through the house on silent feet, walking on the steps at the corners to prevent them from creaking, peeking into bedrooms until they found their target, sleeping with a young girl that was probably his wife in a room on the first floor, nearest the stairs.

--Sleep her, she has nothing to do with this,-- Fox ordered.  Akena nodded, then stepped up and reached into her black sash that served as her belt.  She took out a tiny little bamboo tube, uncorked it, then shook a few fingerfulls of dust onto the girl’s face.  She breathed it in, sighed, then entered a deep, drug-induced sleep.  Akena carried any number of pharmacological compounds, from sleeping dust to deadly poison…part of the arsenal of a chunin.  Akena stepped back and knelt, awaiting further orders, but Fox stepped up and roughly clapped his hand over the young man’s mouth.  He gave a squeal into Fox’s hand and snapped his eyes open, then looked up at the masked and tatttoed face of Fox with fearful, wide eyes.


“So, we catch the Red Sashes napping,” Fox whispered.  “Now, we’re going to go somewhere and have a little talk, my young friend.  Somewhere very cold and drafty.”


The man struggled, but he was no match for them.  They dragged him out of bed as his wife slept peacefully, bound him hand and foot and tied his ankles and wrists to his neck so he’d strangle himself if he straightened his legs or pulled his arms too far down or out, then Fox tucked him under his arm and they left the chandler’s shop without a whisper of sound.  The man’s teeth started chattering in the cold when they got back outside, since he only wore a flimsy nightshirt and Auril’s embrace was tight that night, and he struggled as best he could as they pulled him a few streets away and into a narrow alley.  Fox set him to kneel so he wouldn’t suffocate himself, then he squatted down on his heels to look the man in the eyes.  “You’ve made an enemy, young friend,” he said lightly.  “I thought the Red Sashes had better sense than to harass one the Golden Hawk.  You were among the six men who broke into my agent’s brownstone last night, ordered by someone within your organization.  Now, I’m going to take off your gag and you’re going to tell me what I want to know.  Scream or lie to me, and we’ll throw you in the harbor.  You’ll freeze to death long before drown, my young friend.  Auril’s breath is quite bracing this fine night, and it makes the water quite cold.  And I’m sure you don’t want to leave that pretty young girl back in your shop a widow.”

The man gave him a frightened look, then Fox pulled the gag out of his mouth.  He looked about to scream, but the cold, hard stare both Fox and Akena gave him made him swallow nervously.  He could sense that these two would do exactly as they warned, and freezing to death was not a pleasant option.


“Now, who ordered the operation against the Golden Hawk trade company?”


“Anthar,” he chattered.  “An officer.  He said that an agent of Skullport was trying to establish it as a front company for the Eye in Waterdeep proper.  We were looking for evidence.”


“The Eye, eh?  That’s the second time I’ve heard about this mysterious man.”


“He’s a b-b-beholder, not a man,” the man chattered.  “He runs the Shadows, the last thieves’ guild left in Waterdeep.”


“The last, eh?  Some say the Red Sashes are thieves.”


“We’re patriots!” he snapped.  “The Lords don’t do anything about scum like the Shadows!  We’re taking back our city from the villains, villains like you!  And when the Armars and the Lords won’t deal with the trash, we take care of them to make it safe for our children to walk the city streets!”


“A villain?  Me?” Fox asked, then he laughed.  “I’m sure the Lords think so,  but I’m just a working man, same as you.  I just don’t make candles,” he said with a grin.  “Well, you were badly misinformed, my young friend.  The Golden Hawk is no front for Skullport, but its agent does know men of certain specialized skills to protect himself from brigands and scoundrels.  He hired us to investigate the ransacking of his home, and here we are.  You explained far more to me than you realize, and I’m satisfied with your answers.  The truth is, my wayward friend, we happen to think the same way.  You made a mistake, that’s all.  And now that I’m satisfied you were just mistaken about what you did, well, no harm done,” he noted, then he reached down and untied the rope from the man’s neck.  “I have no interest in hurting an innocent man.  You were simply misled, that’s all.  Just don’t do it again,” he warned.  “Tell Amthar or Anthar or whatever his name is, and the other leaders of the Red Sashes, that the next time they attack an innocent man, well, something unpleasant is going to happen.  Our employer is a peaceful man, but push him too hard, and he’ll hire men like me that aren’t afraid to get their knives bloody.  You mind your business, we mind our business, and we need never cross one another’s path.  Understand?”

He gave Fox a hard look, feeling the bonds loosen around his wrists, then he nodded.


“I’m sure you can make it home before you get too cold, but mind that you’ll have to knock very loudly to wake up the people on the top floor.  Your wife won’t awaken for a few hours.”  Fox made a movement with his hand to the side, catching the man’s attention to look away for just a second, but when he looked back, both Fox and Akena were gone.  He gasped and blinked, looked around, then kicked the ropes off his bare feet and got up and ran for the street, shouting loudly for the guards.


“I think the message is delivered,” Akena noted in the Eastern language from the rooftop over him, where they both knelt at the eaves.


“Both ways,” Fox nodded, replying in kind.  “The Lords were sending us a message that they’ll play dirty. Well, now they know we’ll meet them on that level if they want to push it.”


“Then I will redouble my efforts to find them, Master Fox,” she declared.  After hearing the Vixens and Master Xa refer to him that way, she’d gotten of the habit to use the same mode of address.


“I have every faith in you, Akena-san,” he nodded.  “The Shiyama Clan has never failed a task, and you are among their best.”


“Please, you flatter me with such talk, Master,” she said demurely.


“I’ll flatter you a lot more when you bring me the first name,” he noted.


They returned to Saja’s tower and told the Vixens crowded into the room what had happened, at least those inside. Luka, Merri, and Lili were lurking outside in the cold, hunting down the spies watching Saja’s tower.  They discussed the possible complications that the Red Sashes might caused, then Selena took the girls back to the Safehaven.  Akena left to continue her investigation—ninja could go a long time without sleep, it was part of the training—and Fox waited around for Luka and the sneaks to come back with their quarry, passing the time playing King’s Castle with Karra, taking up the game they’d started some thirty years before, the board left exactly as it was, awaiting his return.  It was one of the many small ways that told him just how devoted Karra was to him, and it made him both humble and proud that such an incredible woman thought so much of him.

It didn’t take Luka and the sneaks long.  About an hour after the Vixens left for their beds, they dragged a struggling man into Saja’s tower, being held by Luka and Merri.  He was dressed in tattered rags that would have made him absolutely miserable out in that biting cold.  “Here’s the first one, Father,” Luka grinned mischievously.


“This is kidnapping!” he screamed.  “They saw you drag me off the streets!”


“In this neighborhood?  They’re probably all out there nudging each other and wishing that three pretty girls dragged them into a secluded tower,” Fox snorted, which made Merri blush and Luka laugh.  “Let’s cut down to business, my rangy friend.  Just tell me who hired you, and you can be on your way.”

“Hire?  I was just minding my own business when these damn women dragged me off!”


“Luka?”


“He was watching the tower from across the street, pretending to beg, trying to look unobtrusive,” she replied.  “He made contact with a conspirator that gave him a few brass bits and told him, and I quote, ‘Those adventurer bitches just left.’”


The man flushed slightly.


“Oooo, bad call,” Fox winced.  “When Sharla finds out you called her a bitch, she’ll brain you.  She hates that word.”


“We can take him over there and let her have him,” Lili offered.


“I ain’t been hired by nobody!” he cried.


“Girls,” Karra called from her chair.  The parted for her, and the man gaped up at the tall, volupturous Halruuan mage.  She leaned over a little, looking the man in the eyes, then she made a simple gesture and passed her hand in front of his eyes.  “There’s no need to be afraid,” she said in a gentle voice.  “We won’t hurt you.”


His eyes turned a little glassy, dazed, and Fox realized she had used magic against him.  “I know you won’t,” he replied.


“Now, why don’t you tell me who hired you to watch this tower?”


“Wasn’t hired, just doing a favor for an old friend,” he replied in a bemused manner.  “Kitten done saved my ass several times, I owe her.  She thinks y’all are up to no good in here.  I don’t know why, you seem quite friendly folk.”


“That’s a nice thing to say,” Karra continued in her gentle voice, motioning again with her slender, long-fingered hand.  “Now who is this Kitten?  She sounds like a suspicious lady.”


“An old friend.  We used to footpad together, way back when, but we both retired.  She likes to play politics, wrap young lords around her fingers and such, but she primarily sells information.  Sometimes she has me help her out for old times’ sake.  There’s money to be made in knowing what’s going on, you know.”


Fox snapped his fingers.  “This Kitten wouldn’t be of medium height, with long red hair, a generous bosom, and wears dresses more commonly found in a bordello, would she?”

“That’s her.  You’ve met?”


“Briefly,” he smiled.  “She was in a hurry, and we didn’t have much time to talk.”


Karra gestured again.  “I see.  Well, we wouldn’t want her to think you let her down, do we?  So why don’t you go back to what you were doing.  Oh, and I think it’s best that once you get back outside and to your post, you forget we had this chat.  You were outside the entire time.”


“I wasn’t never here,” her repeated in that bemused voice.


“Help him to the door, Lili,” Karra said, sitting back down.


“Smooth,” Fox said with a smile at her as the spy was led out.


“I know more than just earth magic, my dear heart,” she smiled lightly.  “That spell is quite useful, since it uses no words of Art to give away my intent and let my victim steel his will against any magical attack, it just requires a few gestures that don’t look all that magical.”


“You have got to teach me that spell!” Lili said as she closed the door.


“It’s actually quite advanced, since it requires no spoken component.  We’ll see if you’re capable when I take measure of you, child,” she said calmly.  “It seems that we’ve attracted more than the Lords, my dear heart.  The power brokers have taken notice of us.”


“I more or less expected it,” he shrugged.  “But they’ll have lots to talk about starting tomorrow, when Verex starts to move.”


“I’ll be shaking things up as well, when I contact the city’s guild to inquire about certain rare materials I’ll need to enchant the Dabram Auroventa,” she added.  “Some of them are more easily acquired here than in Halruua, because they originate from the north.”


“I’ll enteratain myself hunting down the leaders of the Red Sashes while Akena does her job, see if I’m right that they’ll lead me back to the Lords,” Fox said.  “If I don’t do something, I’ll get bored.”


Karra gave him an amused look.


Fox spent a few days investigating the Red Sashes while Verex started working on his task, and that was to prepare Waterdeep for the chaos to come.


The first thing he did was virtually empty out the Guild of Stonemasons and Bricklayers of every able-bodied man.  He hired them all, then hired a virtual army of common laborers, offering them double their usual wages to undertake a project outside the city.  He hired Dwarven architects from Mirabar by proxy and several other masters of the craft of building in Waterdeep to oversee those stonemasons.  He then hired quite a few men to care for those laborers; cooks, bootmakers, journeyman tailors, apoethecaries, launderers, carpenters, barrel makers, ropemakers, everything the men would need to be self-sufficient.  After that, he moved on to the big project, and that was to hire every man in Waterdeep willing to swing a sword.


That was what got everyone’s attention.  Verex sent out cryers and posted bills that got a lot of attention, since he was offering nearly double what most caravan masters and merchants offered to guard caravans, promising a two year contract of pay for escorting a large number of craftsmen to a site, then guarding them as they undertook a construction project.  Verex was looking for soldiers, wage mages, scouts and rangers, adventurers, everything needed to search out threats, then deal with them.  And it was the kind of work that appealed to mercenaries.  Mercenaries weren’t stupid, they saw a contract like that as an easy job where they wouldn’t have to risk their lives as much as they usually did.  Two years of guarding a construction site, where there’d be thousands of men, that was a safe and easy job, and they jumped at it.

After that, once he got a vast majority of the mercenaries and sell-swords in Waterdeep to commit to the project, he just sat back and waited for events to unfold.  After all, they couldn’t start moving until it warmed up, and Auril was slow to relent that year.


The merchants were the first to figure out what was going on, when they started putting together their first caravans of the trading season just as they expected winter to break, and couldn’t find guards.  Anywhere.  All their bills went unanswered, their cryers found no interested ears the usual spots to find guards looking for work were either empty or filled with men who were already contracted.  They asked around, and every guard to which they spoke told them that they were already hired, and for quite a bit more than what the merchants were willing to pay.  Every new mercenary that braved the winter to reach Waterdeep for the upcoming trade season was quickly snatched up by Verex when other guards told them about the money the Golden Hawk was offering, and feeling quite confident in that it was apparent that the trade company was hiring a veritable army of mercenaries, so many that they’d have the safety of numbers, which made it a good job.  Mercenaries risked their lives as a matter of their profession, but any mercenary would tell the curious that the best job was the one that brought no risk.


The merchants of Waterdeep went up in collective flames once they talked to each other and realized that Verex had cornered the market, as it were, on the available pool of guards and mercenaries.  Such a thing had never been done before, and many of the merchants were quite reluctant to try to do something about it, since they weren’t willing to pay common rabble like caravan guards the salaries that Verex was offering…at least at first.  When more and more merchants tried to secure guards for their first caravans, which would leave in just a matter of a few days if the augurs were right, they got more and more desperate.  They couldn’t move their goods without guards, without the common rabble they usually treated with contempt.  It was quite intestering how a certain class of people could suddenly be so important, when you couldn’t find them anymore.  Usually there were more guards than there were slots for them, so the merchants could pay them low wages and be quite unfriendly to them, as any guard that complained was easily replaced.  But now there were only a handful of guards who hadn’t signed on with Verex, and the merchants literally fought over them, two merchants trading blows in the streets like common miscreants when one mercant tried to lure five guards to his employ right in front of the merchant with which they’d been haggling.

This amused the mercenaries to no end.


Eventually, the merchants ceded the inevitable and tried to outbid Verex, but they found out, to their shock, that Verex had contracted the mercenaries, making them legally commit to his service, which was part of city law and why a handful of guards had not hired on, those who didn’t want to make a solid commitment.  They couldn’t leave their contract with the Golden Hawk until they finished escorting the wagon trains to their destination, and from there they could decide if they wanted to stay on or move on to another job.  The contracts, the merchants discovered, were entirely legal and properly filed with the city.


And that was about when Verex started destroying Waterdeep’s economy.


With help from Ruuri’s own trading company, the two of them started renting out every available warehouse, creating an instant bottleneck and major problem for any trading company that got in more cargo than they could store…which would happen if they couldn’t clear out the cargo waiting to leave by caravan and more cargo arrived from the ships.  The merchants hadn’t taken that into account until they couldn’t hire any guards, which meant that no cargo was going to leave those warehouses and make room for the cargo coming in by ship.  The merchants again cried foul and went up in flames, but there was nothing they could do.  There was no law against a trading company renting warehouses…even if they rented all the available warehouses.  Verex had cornered the market on guards, then he put a garrote around the necks of the other merchants by taking all the available space they would absolutely need to store their overflowed cargo.

When the Lords did finally see what was going on, they did try to intervene, up to a point.  Fox heard it from Verex that Piergeiron visited Verex personally at his office down in the Trades Ward, in their warehouse where Verex had made the headquarters for the company, and tried to coerce Verex into giving up those warehouse contracts.  Verex flatly refused, putting a large sheaf of invoice bills under his nose, each an order he had placed with other trading companies and craftsmen within the city, and now he was awaiting delivery of the goods.  Verex explained, quite calmly, that he needed that warehouse space, and he wasn’t going to give it up, not when he was pretty much well single-handedly boosting Waterdeep’s economy with his purchases and orders.  Piergeiron couldn’t legally force the Golden Hawk trading company to stop what they were doing, because in a merchant city like Waterdeep, the merchants had few restrictions on their behavior.  The coin ruled, and Verex had enough coin to throw around to get his way.  Verex putting a stranglehold on Waterdeep’s commerce wasn’t illegal; in fact, some of the more wizened merchants privately admired Verex for his bold move, because they knew what was coming.  When they thought of that, then they cursed Verex to every god whose name they could remember.


The only recourse the Lords had was to force Verex to give up his contracts through law or naked force.  They tried law first…and that was when they made their first mistake.


The Lords met in the castle, in one of their most secret and hidden conference rooms…but it wasn’t hidden well enough.  Akena had penetrated the castle, found the room, and she waited patiently for them to use it.  And use it they did.  When she reported back to him, she gave him detailed drawings of every face she saw in that room, using her memory and her skill at drawing and art to render very good likenesses.  It surprised Fox almost to the point of laughter when the face of that innkeeper, Durnan, was among the 15 drawings that Akena gave to him, outside of Piergeiron, whom she didn’t draw due to the fact that everyone knew he was a Lord.  The fat moneychanger was there as well, Mirt he recalled, as was the smith, Brian, who had made him nearly 200 throwing spikes, and had done an excellent job at that.


No wonder they sent him there.  Lords looking out for Lords, and also sending him to someone who might overhear more so they could get a more detailed idea of what he was up to.


He didn’t recognize any of the other pictures, but he did memorize each face just in case he happened across them in the city.  Akena told him that they weren’t all the Lords, just the ones that had attended the meeting.  There were nine other lords, she supplied, and she would endeavor to track them down and give him their pictures.


And he knew she’d do just that.


Fox contemplated the Lords as he went about his own business, skulking about and finding out who the officers and leaders of the Red Sashes were.  He’d tracked every one of them down except the leader, who always wore a mask and came and went in a manner that Fox couldn’t follow, using some tunnel or sewer entrance to go to where the officers met, in a cellar of a disreputable tavern called the Rusty Cutlass, out in the Docks Ward.  They’d gotten the message that he was onto them, but instead of leaving him alone, he’d learned that they were trying to figure out some way to run him out of the city without him going on a retributive rampage that got lots of Armars and innocent people killed.  They were well aware of the fact that Fox was more than a handful for an entire troop of Armars.  Any man that could fight a lich toe to toe and win was a man to fear.

Sometimes having a reputation like his was a good thing.


While Akena did her work, Karra continued to gather her materials both in Waterdeep and Halruaa, and the Vixens amused themselves by helping Verex get all the supplies he bought organized, Fox decided to pay a little visit to the Howling Portal.  He knew that Durnan was a Lord, and he was of a mind to take another measure of the man, observe him a little bit.  Besides, he could always flirt with Mhaere.  He entered and again had everyone look his way, and Fox had to smile a little bit that both Mirt and that Kitten woman were there, sitting at the bar.  So, that was who she was working for.  That certainly made sense.  He walked up when Mhaere smiled and waved to him, taking her hand over the bar.  “It’s good to see you again, Mhaere,” he said honestly.  “Could I get some spiced wine, please?”


“Certainly!” she laughed.


Kitten moved to leave, not moving in a way that would attract his attention, but certainly trying to get out of there.  Fox just leaned against the bar and accepted the goblet from Mhaere.  “No need to run off, little fish.  I told you, I don’t shoot the messenger.  Besides, I’m just glad you’re spending that money with a man I respect.”


Kitten laughed ruefully, then returned to her seat.


“Fish?” Mirt asked.


“Long story, I’ll leave the telling to her,” Fox smiled mildly, taking a sip.  “Excellent.  Where are the puppies?”


“Down in Undermountain, on another fool adventure,” Mhaere replied.  “Where’s that tall lady?”


“She’s at home.  She only visits from time to time,” he replied.


“We heard you got married, Fox,” Mhaere said.


He nodded.  “I finally got chased down, sad to say,” he chuckled.  “She only chased me for thirty years.  She wore me out.”


Mhaere laughed.


“A wild rumor was about that there was a lich there,” Mirt said with a smile.


“No rumor,” he replied.  “Me and Zarra go back a long way.”


“Zarra?  Zarra Khan?” Mirt gasped.


“Oh, you’ve heard of him?  He’ll be quite pleased,” he replied lightly.  “Just don’t call him Zarra, he’ll freeze your eyeballs.  Call him Zarra Khan.”


“Calishite,” Durnan grumbled.


“Halruuan, actually,” Fox corrected.  “But from Calishite parents, so he kept the tradition.”


“Why on earth do you consort with a, a, a lich?” Mhaere asked, a bit scandalized.


“Because he’s not as bad as people make him out to be,” he shrugged in reply.  “Once you get past the undead thing, he’s a pretty interesting fellow.  Very smart, and he’s been a good friend.”


“But he’s evil!”


“So?  Evil is a point of view, Mhaere.  If I learned anything out there on the road, is that evil isn’t always as evil as you think it is.  Does Zarra have a few rough edges?  You bet.  He’s not a very nice person, truth be told.  But if I need help, he’s there, and I can depend on him, just as I’d be there if he needed me.  He may be evil, but he’s my friend.  As long as he doesn’t be evil to me, we get along just fine.”


“A strange outlook,” Mirt mused.


“I’ve lived too long to see everything isn’t as rumor and stories say they’re supposed to be,” he said dryly.  “Contrary to popular belief, orcs aren’t stupid, dragons aren’t omnipotent, and even a vampire can be amenable if you approach the right way.  I’m too old to draw my sword at every unusual face or bad reputation.”  He chuckled.  “I’d much rather sit down and talk to a lich or a dragon than fight them.  They have such interesting stories.”


“Which they tell you before trying to kill you,” Kitten murmured.


“Only the silly ones,” Fox shrugged.  “I don’t—“  He stopped abruptly and turned, sniffing at the air.  It was fairly faint, but he’d smelled that smell before.  Troglodytes.  Up close, they stank like an open cesspool, but this was faint, just barely brushing his nose.  Half the bar watched him as he wandered slowly around, sniffing like a dog, until he came to the lip of the well.  The air was rising up from it, and that was where the smell emanated.  He couldn’t see into the bottom of the well, so he leaned over and listened.


“Send down the rope!” came a thin cry, barely audible.  He recognized the voice, it was one of the puppies.  He lowered the mask, and the bottom of the well shimmered into visibility, the magic penetrating the darkness.  There was six of them down there, and it was clear immediately that only two of them were in any condition to fight.  The other four were injured, one with his left leg severed just below the knee.


“Drop the rope!” Fox barked, and to the shock of everyone in the taproom, he put his hand on the edge and swung over to drop into the wellshaft.


He didn’t use magic to arrest his fall, he used what the ninja had taught him, using the wall to slow his descent to where he wouldn’t hurt himself landing in the sandy bottom of the shaft, a circular room a good twenty feet wide and with a single exit, meaning that the trogs could only come from one direction.  The puppies crowded the far side of the room from the door, the last two capable standing with drawn swords as they all shouted, then one of the injured took a dagger and started banging the pommel on one of the shields hanging on the walls.


All the puppies were startled when Fox dropped to the sandy floor in front of them, landing on his feet and a single hand, looking down the passage.  There was an entire pack of trogs rushing up the passageway, all armed.


“You just had to push it,” Fox snapped at them.  The room wasn’t conducive to the chain, and he wasn’t about to use his swords here, so he pulled two handfuls of his spikes and whipped them into the passage in a double backhanded motion, which earned several hisses and squeals of pain, but also slowed them down.  He assumed a fighting stance, unarmed, and waited for them to come.  When they got closer, he took in a deep breath to avoid being overwhelmed by the horrid smell of a trodgodyte, then engaged as the first of them reached the chamber.


The puppies were as stunned as the troglodytes were when Fox exploded into action.  He disarmed the first trog through the archway, tearing the spear from its scaly hands, then he turned on it with that spear, impaling him in the shoulder.  The wounded trog fell back as he stepped into the archway and whipped it about like it weighed nothing, pinning the advance just at the doorway, unable to get past that fast-moving, bloody spearpoint.  They eventually worked their way into the chamber and spread out, losing two more of their number in the push, and tried to get around the lone warrior to get at the injured behind him.


Big mistake.


The troglodytes were stunned at the sheer ferocity, speed, and grace of Fox’s attack.  He killed another trog with a thrust of the spear, parried nearly ten blows from the reptiles that had surrounded him with blazing speed, then he was knocked form his feet.  But even laying prone on the sandy floor, he was slippery, quick, fluid, kicking the trogs off their feet, twisting and shifting to avoid blows, using the spear to defend or sweep legs or stab at thighs, then pushed off from one hand and planted both feet into the chest of a large troglodyte, making it hiss in pain and fall backwards.  He flipped to his feet after hitting the sand so fast it looked like a spring, slid aside from a clumsy thrust of a rusty shortsword, then turned and drove the tip of the spear into the back of the sword-wielding trog’s neck.  It fell with a gurgle, taking the spear with it, and the puppies watched in awe as the unarmed warrior blocked and parried weapons with his bare hands, slapping them aside, dipping out of the way, striking the wrists or forearms of the enemy to stop the blow.  He moved like a viper, supple and agile, and was on his hands or knees as often as he was on his feet, like a pinwheel of death that swept through the foul-smelling reptiles like a scythe.  He stripped them of their own weapons and wielded them with a skill far, far surpassing their prior owners, going through them as quickly as he took them, taking one, using it on a trog, then taking his weapon and using it against the next.  He effectively disarmed and then took down every single one of the fifteen trogs that rushed into the room, leaving them laying either dead or unconscious on the sand, sand staining with blood.

Fox slowly rose from his fighting stance to an erect standing posture, then blew out his breath and waved his hand in front of his face.  “I hate that smell,” he complained.  “I’ll have to take three baths to get it all off my skin.”  He turned and looked at the awed kids, but gave them nothing but a stern look.  “I should have let them kill you, puppies,” he declared in an annoyed voice, just as the rope reached them.  “Now let’s get these wounded up into the common room, before Halaster takes issue with the fact I just pulled your fat out of the fire.  I shouldn’t even have come this far.  I get the feeling that Halaster would love another crack at me.”

It took some doing to get the wounded up to the common room, and Fox was the last one to come out after retrieving all his throwing spikes, bowing in respect to the master of the house before climbing the rope rather than letting them pull him up, then swinging over to the lip and stepping down.  Other patrons were already at work tending the wounded, and the two uninjured ones were babbling like children to Durnan and Mhaere, describing the fight.  “He was everywhere all at once!” the young woman gasped, the same one that had accused him of being as foolish as they were.  “I’ve never seen anything like it!  He fought them with his bare hands sometimes!”


“Well, he’s not Fox the Wanderer for nothing,” Mirt said cheekily, giving him a wink.


They gaped at him, almost reverently.  “You…you’re really him?” the young man asked, stunned.


“Just don’t believe all the stories,” he grunted.  “Can I get a towel and some vinegar, Mhaere?  I have trog oil all over me, and it stinks.”


“I think I have some, hold on,” she nodded, scurrying into the kitchen.


The two kids continued to stare as he used the vinegar to get the smelly oil off of himself, then the young lady blurted.  “Why didn’t you use your swords?” she asked.


“Young lady, if I’m not cleaning them, I only draw these swords for one reason,” he replied evenly.  “A sword is meant for only one thing.  To kill.  I never show these blades to anything that I don’t intend to kill.”


“But, but you killed the trogs!”


“I fought the trogs.  I didn’t intend to kill them.  Yes, some of the died, but that was just the flow of battle.  I really held no ill will towards them, we were just on opposite sides of a confrontation, that’s all.  Not all of them are dead, and I’m sure the ones that survived are regretting chasing you by now.  Had I drawn these swords, puppies, I wouldn’t have left any of them alive.”


And such were the bases of legends.


After that little adventure, once the kids either left or took their more injured members to clerics or healers, Fox sat at a table and enjoyed his spiced wine as most of the common room tried hard not to stare at him.  Mhaere had come out from behind the bar to sit at his table and just talk, and he rathered enjoyed reminiscing with her about the Westgate she remembered as a little girl, before she came to Waterdeep, and she made him tell her stories of some of the cities she’d not visited, like Silvermoon and Mirabar.  He enteretained her with stories of his visits to those cities, as well as a trip into the paranoid city of Luskan and a trip to Baldur’s Gate on a ship from Luskan, which was the start of a southerly wandering that took him all the way down into the Shire and close to Halruua, which he avoided because Karra would have known the instant he set foot in that magical kingdom.  In reality, what he was doing was watching Durnan and Mirt, two men he knew were Lords of Waterdeep, studying them.  Durnan was silent and dour, Mirt chatty and amiable, but he could tell that they were sizing him up just as much as he was taking measure of them.  They knew he was nosing around due to their spies, and he knew they were Lords and therefore up to shenanigans.  Mirt always had that handsome young lady with him, who was quite obviously a seasoned veteran, and Fox was almost certain that the Yawning Portal held any number of secrets.


He stayed there almost all afternoon, taking in just who came and went, who talked to Durnan and who he rebuffed with a dark scowl, and enjoyed quite a good meal of fire roasted cod and spiced potatoes.  He took note of every face, looking for one of the other Lords, but none of them appeared.  The woman, Kitten, she came and went a few times, sitting at the bar and teasing smiles out of Durnan when she was there, and no doubt scuttling around telling the agents of the Lords just where he was and what he was doing.  He’d bet she even told them what he had for dinner.

Eventually, however, he was fetched home, and by Karra herself.  She swept into the common room with her graceful, flowing steps, looking regal and important but not walking with an arrogant stride, the calm confidence of a woman of substance.  She was wearing a very heavy cloak against the biting early spring, unused to anything below freezing, and she shook her cloak a little to unseat some drops of water.  “I should not have to come chase you anymore, my dear heart,” she teased lightly, speaking the language of Halruua.  “I’ve already caught you, you know.”

He laughed.  “Caught yes, trained no,” he replied with an impish grin, then switched to the trade tongue of the west.  “Mhaere, might I present my wife, Earth Mistress Karra of Halruua.  Dear heart, this is Mhaere, a woman whom I met years ago.”


“You certainly know how to pick your girls, you old scoundrel,” Mhaere winked.  “Dear Karra, I do hope that you realize that you caught the most notorious bachelor in all of Faerun?”


“Caught yes, trained no,” she said, giving him a teasing smile, which made him laugh anew.  “He led me on a chase that spanned two planes of existence and thirty years, shenwa,” she told Mhaere, using a Halruuan word meaning acquaintance.  “But he was worth the wait.”


“What can I say, her persistence wore me down,” Fox chuckled.  “This is about the only thing that could get me off the road.”


“Off the road?  My gods, Fox, do you mean you intend to retire?  You?”


“Afraid so,” he laughed.  “I’m getting too old for this nonsense anymore, so I’ve come to Waterdeep to hire some men to help me, and once Auril relents, we’re going out on a little expedition.  I’m going to tame some wilderness and make it my home.”


“Oh really?” she asked with intense eyes.  “And where are you going?”


“That…that’s still a secret,” he told her.  “I don’t want anyone trying to claim it before I do.  But I can’t really hide what I’m doing here in Waterdeep, so there’s no harm in telling you.  It’s the only reason I let Karra catch me this time.  Now I can provide her a home, and not just a bedroll and a fire.  They’re just not proper for a Halruuan lady.”


“Well, you could always settle in a city.”


Fox laughed.  “Me?  In a city?  Dear Mhaere, I’ve already caused far too much trouble here in Waterdeep!  Can you imagine me living here?  They’d throw me out by autumn!”


“Oh go on with you!” she replied.  “What trouble could you cause?”


“Oh, he can cause lots of trouble, shenwa,” Karra said with a gentle smile, nudging him.  “Don’t let his handsome face fool you.  Beneath it lurks the mind of a born troublemaker.”


“It’s how I keep you on your toes,” he retorted, nudging her back.  “Actually, the Lords have already threatened to throw me out if I don’t get out, so I decided that they’re going to entertain me until we leave.”


“Fox,” Mhaere said, more seriously.  “You shouldn’t go looking for trouble.”


“It finds me anyway, at least when I go looking for it I find it on my terms,” he grinned.  “And I don’t take threats lightly,” he added, much more seriously.  “I was perfectly content to come, do my business, and then leave without bothering a single soul, but now they’ve gone and done the one thing they should have never done.”


“And that is?”


“Give me something to do,” he said with a fleeting glance at Durnan and Mirt.  “Don’t worry, Mhaere, I’m not going to cause any revolutions, riots, conflagrations, plagues, famines, or divine interventions,” he noted, which made Mhaere laugh and Karra smile.  “But the Lords will know just how much they irritated me before I leave, that’s for sure.  I was willing to be very nice about this, but they started it.  When people start things, I finish them.  If I don’t, people will think I’m getting soft in my old age.”

“Listen to you, dear heart, pretending you’re old.  You are an eternal child,” Karra retorted lightly.


“It’s why you love me,” he told her with a cheeky smile.


“Sadly, it is,” she sighed, which made Mhaere giggle.  “I had to marry you just to put some discipline in your life.”


“Good luck with that,” he teased.  “Anyway, mommy here wouldn’t have come after me without a reason, so I’d better go.  I’ll be back soon, Mhaere, and we can while away more time.”


Karra whacked him lightly on the shoulder.


Mhaere grinned.  “Keep him on your leash, Earth Mistress,” she told her.


“I intend to,” Karra nodded.


They returned to Saja’s tower, where the Vixens were sitting around a table that they’d put in the ground floor, eating and talking and laughing.  Akena was watching them with curious eyes, standing apart from them, but she knelt down when Fox entered the room.  “Why do you do that, Akena?” Merri asked.

“He is my superior,” she replied simply.


“Just save it, Merri, you wouldn’t understand,” Fox told her, kissing Karra on the cheek and watching her go into her extra-dimensional palace.


“I’ve found another one, Master Fox,” Akena told him, speaking the eastern language.  She stood up and withdrew a drawn picture, then presented it to him.  It was a face Fox knew; it was that young man that had been with Kitten the first time she trailed him.  Dan…Dan…Danilo!  That was what she called him.  Fox nodded to her, then he centered himself and pushed his power into the paper, agitating it.  It began to smolder at one corner, then it caught fire.  Akena nodded slightly as she watched it burn, then Fox dropped the curled ashes into Saja’s waste bin.


“Well done,” he told her.  “Don’t go out.  I need your help tonight.”


“What are we to do?”


“We’re going hunting,” he replied with a slight smile.  “The Red Sashes are plotting against us.  Well, I think we need to get them first.”


Akena smiled wolfishly.


“Karra, dear heart,” he called to the open door.


“Yes, love?” she called back.


“I think I need you to send a message for me.  I’d like to call in someone.”


“Who is that, dear heart?”


“Jinjen,” he replied.


Karra chuckled.  “I’ll send the message.  I might have to go get her.”


“The drow?  You’re bringing a drow into Waterdeep?” Selena asked.


He nodded.  “She’s very, very good at what she does.”


“What exactly does she do?”


“What you pay her to do,” he replied simply.  “She’s a mercenary, a thief, and an assassin, and she’s the best.  But, when she’s not killing people or stealing things, she builds underworld networks of contacts and information.  I need someone who can spread their fingers through Skullport’s dark underbelly, and Jinjen’s the best option.  Verex will handle the shady business dealings, and Jinjen will deal with the other stuff.  With Jinjen here, I’ll know the next time someone tries something dirty.  She won’t come running when I call out of friendship, but she’ll come running when I offer to buy her services.”


“Not much of a friend,” Sharla grunted.


“Oh, she’s a very good friend, she just has her standards,” he chuckled.  “And she’s absolutely loyal to the money she’s paid.  You hire her to do a job, that job gets done, and she won’t even double-cross you.  It’s a rather unusual personality quirk for a drow.”  He glanced at Akena.  “Now, I’m going to eat dinner, then Akena and Luka are going to go out with me and have a little fun,” he smiled eagerly.

“What are we doing, Master Fox?”


“Hunting.”


It was almost a game.


Fox and Akena went out with Luka, who was the best of the footpads in the Vixens, and they skulked around Waterdeep for most of the night.  They were hunting, but their quarry had no idea they had been targeted.  They were after the Red Sashes’ officers.  All of them.

There were 47 members of the Red Sashes.  They ranged from common laborers to nobles, with eight officers and a leader, whose identity was still unknown.  The common members, Fox had no quarrel with.  They were doing what they were told and were probably lied to in order to motivate them to do the job.  But the officers were another matter entirely.  They still hadn’t found the leader, who had done an extraordinary job keeping himself hidden—Fox could salute that kind of skill—but they knew who the officers were.  And it was time to show them that the Golden Hawk was off limits.


They had a plan, and they executed it to perfection.  They had an order in which they chased down their quarry, taking them down in the order they tended to go to sleep, which would allow them to invade their homes or rented rooms and subdue them with minimal risk.  Akena would enter the building or room and find any traps or alarms and disable them, let Fox and Luka in, then they would truss up the Red Sash and cart him off into the biting cold.  The first three were almost simple, but the fourth, a chandler, had some magical defenses in his house that caused Akena some difficulty, for she couldn’t disable a magical alarm.  Magic wasn’t used quite so profusely in the East, where the magic-users were much more rare, but she came through for them and managed to get them in without setting the traps off.


The sixth, seventh, and eighth officers somehow knew they were coming.  The first two tried to barricade themselves into their houses, hiding behind guards and traps and alarms, but they had no chance against Akena.  She moved through their defenses like a ghost, found the officer, then came back to help them penetrate those defenses with stealth and subtlety.  Fox absolutely forbade any killing, so they left quite a few stunned and unoconscous guards in their wake as they penetrated the enemy defenses, and then captured the officers.  The eighth officer opted to run, and it took them almost all night to track him down.  He was eventually found hiding in a rat hole under the sleaziest tavern in Waterdeep, the Drowned Rat.  IT was Luka that found him, working her glib magic to tease information out of the night-dwellers, until they finally found someone that had seen the man on the street.  Luka traced him from there by talking to whores, beggars, thieves, and burglars, and they eventually tracked him back to the Drowned Rat an hour before sunrise.  They managed to drag him out with a minimum of attention, Akena putting him to sleep with some of her sleep powder, and then just carrying him out.  The patrons of the bar didn’t care a bit that three people were dragging a man out…it wasn’t their business.


Come sunrise, the guards at Castle Waterdeep found something they’d found before, eight shivering men who were bound and gagged using red sashes, lined up in the cold with old cloaks thrown over them to keep them from hypothermia, but unlike the usual deliveries by the vigilantes, one of the men had a note pinned to him.  It read:


These men are guilty of the crimes of tresspassing, burglary, conspiracy, kidnapping, and being a member of an outlawed organization.  These men are all officers within the organization known as the Red Sashes, and should be dealt with accordingly.




--The Society of Organized Anarchy.

The city took note of the event, for while it wasn’t entirely unusual for criminals to be left trussed up in front of the castle by the Red Sashes, it was the first time the bound criminals were the Red Sashes.  And  bound using their own signature red sashes to add insult to injury.

And exactly as Fox suspected, all the officers only spent about a day in jail before they were released, proving that the Lords were indeed behind the Red Sashes.  The official announcement was lack of evidence, but in reality they couldn’t afford to jail their own men, else they’d lose the loyalty and cooperation of the rest.


But, it also sent the right message to the Lords, and that was that someone knew they were behind the Red Sashes, and had completely compromised the organization.  They’d know it was him.  They wouldn’t be able to prove it, or find any evidence of it, but they’d know it was him.  It also told the Red Sashes that they were on dangerous ground, because every officer was flat-out warned when they were captured that if they so much as looked funny at the Golden Hawk, the next time they were found trussed up in front of Castle Waterdeep, they’d be dead.

Things were quiet for a couple of days, as Fox continued to hang around the Yawning Portal to keep an eye on Durnan, and Verex continued to cause absolute chaos and furor in the city.  The weather warmed considerably in just a single day, and that meant that the ice that blocked the harbor mouths broke up almost overnight, melted enough by daily temperatures just over freezing, days of sunshine, and tidal forces that put pressure on the ice; the harbor itself almost never froze, for some strange reason, but the two entrances to it did.  That meant that within days, ships would start to arrive carrying cargo, and there would be nowhere to put it.  Some merchants had managed to delay or detour cargo, which cut into Waterdeep’s profit charging mooring fees and tariffs, but those who hadn’t managed it would soon had more goods than they had room to store it.  They couldn’t get it out of the city, they couldn’t leave it on the ships, and there was no warehouse space left.


That was when Verex and Ruuri’s agents made their moves.  They started buying up the current inventory of desperate merchants, paying much less than normal but not so little that the merchant didn’t at least recover his investment with a tiny profit  They were masterful in knowing exactly which merchants were in the most dire straits, then approaching them and buying them out.  There was quite a procession of wagons leading to the Golden Hawk’s warehouses, and there was a whole lot of outrage.  Ruuri’s man would resell those goods at a tidy profit, but Verex was storing it for use in the expedition, trading gear they didn’t need with Ruuri for equipment they did.

It was so bad that Mirt approached him while he and Karra were at the Yawning Portal, continuing the game of King’s Cross they’d been playing for the last thirty or so years.  Karra’s memory was so acute that she could set up the board exactly as it they’d left it back at their extra-dimensional home, and she’d reset that board to reflect any changes made while they were at the tavern.  He and his raven-haired beauty of a bodyguard, Asper, sat at their table without invitation, and he looked over the board with an appraising eye.  “This game looks like it will take a while,” he noted.

“We have been playing it for thirty years, sir,” Karra replied absently, pondering her next move, tapping her chin as she often did when lost in thought.  Fox had never beaten her at King’s Cross, but that didn’t mean he was going to stop trying.  She could apply her vast intellect to such a game of planning and strategy, and it made her a master.


“Time must move differently for mages,” Mirt chuckled.  “I have a small bone to pick with you, Fox.”


“And that would be?”


“Whatever it is your merchant company is doing, it’s put the merchants into apoplexy, and my moneychanging business has seen something of a sharp decline in the last few days.”


“Blame them for poor planning,” Karra mused.  “They have made such a move possible with a lack of preparation, and now they suffer for it.”


“What exactly are you two up to?” he asked lightly.  “I’ve been keeping track, and your company doesn’t seem to move with any goal, it just buys up anything and everything.”


“Business is a game of supply and demand.  Currently there is abundant supply, so we buy.  When there is demand, we will sell,” Karra murmured.  She knew that Mirt was a Lord, so she was being suitably vague.


“So, you’re using up money tying up the guards just to glut the markets?”


“Oh no, we have plans for those guards,” Fox chuckled.  “They’ll be guarding our caravans as soon as the roads are passable.  I’ve made no secret of the fact that I’m preparing a major expedition, and those guards are part of it.”


Mirt laughed.  “That many?  I’d be afraid you’d lay siege to Neverwinter.”


“Oh, we’re not going after anyone,” Fox chuckled.  “We’re going to be clearing a wilderness area of threats so the masons I’ve hired can build something without being in danger.  I’ve learned over the years that raiders won’t tangle with a force a hundred times larger than they are, so it’s a simple game of numbers.  I don’t want to put any of the men I hire in any excess risk, so I’m bringing enough men to scare off anything that might want to harass them.”


“Ah, so that explains the rumors I heard,” Mirt said, snapping his fingers.  “So it was you that more or less hired the entire guild of stonemasons!”


“Every man willing to swing a hammer,” he nodded.  “The project is vulnerable so long as what the masons are building is unfinished, and you know how savage the winters can be, so they have to build it as fast as possible.  To do that, I need lots of men to do the work.  I don’t want to tie them up for years, you know.  I think they’d like to come home,” he chuckled.


“True enough,” Mirt agreed with a nod, leaning a little against the table.  “So what does that have to do with turning the economy on its ear?”


“That?  Well, we need supplies for our men and materials for our project, don’t we?” he chuckled.  “Bottoming out the markets just means I buy what I need cheaply.  Besides, the Lords deserved it a little bit for being intractable jackasses.  I can’t let them go and think I’ve forgotten about them, can I?” he winked.  “Sure, I’m tweaking the noses of the Lords a little bit, but I’m not doing anything illegal, so they’ll just have to chew on it.”

Mirt laughed.  “There’s nothing wrong with a healthy dose of humility from time to time, even for the Lords,” he said easily.


“There is one thing you can do for me, though, Mirt,” he said, turning away from the board.  “I stumbled across some information, and while it doesn’t really concern me, I thought it best to pass it along.  After all, I don’t have anything against the city, and this concerns the city.”


“What is it?”


“A couple of rides ago, thieves broke into the home of my agent here and ransacked his office,” he answered.  “I started investigating, and I discovered that it was the Red Sashes.”


“The Red Sashes?  They’re vigilantes, not thieves.  I guess they’re branching out,” Mirt grunted, scratching his chin.  “Did you lose anything?”


“No, they were searching for information, not loot.  They were led to believe that my trading company was a front for some shady fellow called the Eye.  Anyway, I started snooping around, and I found out that the Red Sashes have been taken over by the Lords.”


“What?” Mirt asked with honest surprise.


Fox nodded.  “I found quite a bit of evidence, and researching a little bit, I found some patterns that indicate just where the Red Sashes were getting their orders from.  The members and officers don’t know it, so it means it’s all coming from their leader.  Their leader is controlled by the Lords.”


“It sounds like you had a hand in that little stunt the other day, if you’ve been shadowing the Red Sashes.”


“I wouldn’t admit it if I did,” he winked.  “But, I’m not crying about it.  The Red Sashes won’t bother my merchant company again, because right now they’re in chaos and disarray.  I made sure of that when I left a little note at every one of their forty-six members’ addresses warning them I’d publicly expose them if they took another shot at me or my trading company.  I don’t respond well to threats.”  He took a drink of his spiced wine.  “Anyway, I figured you should know, so you can pass it along to people you know and trust.  Just make sure people know that the Red Sashes aren’t going after just criminals anymore, they’re also going after the enemies of the Lords.”


“That’s hard to believe, but not impossible,” Mirt said absently, lost in thought.  “Though I don’t see what I can do about it.”


“Moneychangers know just about everyone, Mirt, that’s a constant in almost every city in Faerun,” Fox chuckled.  “I’m sure you can tell the people who need to know, so they can protect themselves.  Oh, that reminds me.  You and me are going to do a little business,” he added.  “I have some gems and trade bars I need changed into gold coin.”


“I can do that, but you’d do better to go with taols.”


“Taols are worthless outside the city.  I won’t be here much longer, Mirt.  Auril is about to relent, and I have urgent business elsewhere.  I’m only waiting for a few important people for my project to arrive, and we’ll be ready to go.  The Lords may think they’re pushing me out, but the honest truth is I had business elsewhere anyway, else I’d hang around and make their lives hell if only for the entertainment of it.  As soon as the roads are clear enough, I’ll be leaving.”


“Probably by the end of the tenday,” Karra mused.


“Well, there you go, the boss has spoken,” Fox chuckled, to which Karra gave him a clever smile.


“Feel free to drop by my office when you’re ready, I’d be happy to do business with you,” Mirt said.  “As to the Red Sashes, well, I’m not sure what help I can be, but there is one person I know who’d like to know that,” he said, nodding at Kitten as she padded into the common room and headed straight for the bar.


“Make her pay through the nose for it,” Fox urged, which made Mirt laugh pleasantly.


Fox and Karra left the tavern and headed home, his arm around her as she huddled in her cloak against the cold.  It wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been just a few days ago, had been above freezing almost the entire day, but Karra was from a tropical climate where temperatures even close to freezing were almost unheard of.  “I’m sorry you and Auril don’t get along, love,” he said lightly.


“Not that I have anything against the Frostmaiden, but this is just not what I am used to,” she replied.  “I find snow to be quite beautiful, so long as I can appreciate it from within my warm chambers.”


“Me and Auril are old friends, in a way,” he said, breathing in the chilly evening air.  “Even before I met you, I never minded the winter.  Some try to appease her to bring an early spring, but I find true joy and beauty in the the time she holds sway over the land.  I enjoy the coming of spring, but I also lament the end of winter.  And the first snowfall of the year always makes me feel like a little kid.  Snow is good for one other thing, you know,” he noted.


“And what is that?”


He stopped, scooped up a handful of snow form a sheltered bank which the sun had yet to start to melt, balled it up, then threw it at her.  She squeaked in surprise and turned her cloaked back to the snowball, which flattened with a wet pluf when it hit her.  She turned on him and saw the next snowball in his hand, then pointed at him.  “You play a dangerous game, husband!” she barked.  “I will retaliate!”


“You’re too much of a ninny to put your hands in the snow,” he taunted, pelting the snowball at her.  She again blocked it with her cloak.  She whirled on him and spoke a single word of magic, pointing at the snowbank, which then shuddered, shifted, then launched itself right into Fox’s face.  He literally had nowhere to go, so he was struck by the wall of snow and knocked into the side of a building.  The snow was wet, so it stuck to the wall like a giant sheet, and Karra laughed helplessly when Fox struggled his way out of it, then shook himself like a dog, sending wet snow flying in all directions.


“Who said I would use my hands?” she taunted back with a bright smile.


“I knew this marriage was a bad idea,” Fox retorted, then laughed at her frosty expression.  He rushed up and embraced her, dipping her down and giving her a deep kiss, which made her hum and wrap her arms around him.  He brought her back up, and she was so entranced by his kiss that she failed to see that it was all just subterfuge to get close to her and his hands where she couldn’t see.  She gave him a lovely scream of shock and indignation when the handful of cold snow was pushed down the back of her cloak and dress, slithering down her slender back under her bodice.  She wriggled and contorted to try to get the cold snow away from her skin, then she whirled on him and gave him a delightfully furious expression.

Then the sapphire embedded in the flesh of her forehead began to glow with an ominous azure light.


“Uh oh,” he breathed.


The flash lit half the city of Waterdeep, and a peal of thunder rolled across the wards.  A few half-drunken adventurers, staggering down the street singing loudly and off key, happened to witness a smoking figure crash into the roof of a nearby house, slide down the tiles, then drop into the snow under the eaves.  The figure laid there a second, then started to laugh helplessly.  Smoke was wafting up from his shoulders as he got up out the snow and shook it off himself, then threw his braid back over his shoulder.  “Such are the dangers of teasing a mage,” he winked at the adventurers, then he put his hands in his pockets and started down the street, whistling to himself.


The men just had to laugh.


Jinjen arrived the next morning, having been picked up by Karra, and the Vixens couldn’t stop staring at her.


Admittedly, there was quite a lot to stare at.  Jinjen was exquisitely lovely, with her obsidian skin, vibrant ruby eyes, and silver-white hair that was done in a ponytail that reached the base of her heart-shaped backside, knotted at regular intervals with black silk ties.  She wore a pair of black leather shoulder guards, a knee-length skirt-like hip guard tied around her waist, which left her front and inner thighs and legs bare, a rapier hanging easily from each hip, and knee high black boots…and little else.  Jinjen wore only skimpy attire that left the vast majority of her sleek body exposed, and she dressed that way quite deliberately.  She had learned long ago that men had trouble keeping their minds on business when they were facing a lovely woman wearing little clothing, and Jinjen was one to seek every advantage possible in any fight.

Besides, Mulhorand was a hot place.  Her skimpy attire was actually quite commonplace in that desert kingdom, where women wore little more than elaborate brassiers or bustiers that ended at the base of the ribcage and diaphanous, sheer silk skirts done in layers to both preserve a woman’s modesty and give men a shadowy silhouette of what lay beneath those layers of sheer silk.  So, given where Jinjen was when she was dressed, it was understandable.


Though she was the vision of loveliness and curvy femininity, no man mistook her for a lady when she opened her mouth.  Jinjen considered salty language to be the greatest gift to sentient beings just behind fire.  She could swear in about thirty languages, and do so fluently.  She was brash, blunt, crude, could make a sailor blush with her dirty talk, and was downright obnoxious when she wanted to be, but under it all was a brilliant and calculating woman that saw everything and could read most people like a book, as well as one of the most lethal women he’d ever seen when she drew her twin rapiers, very slender swords the same length of a longsword and primarily used for stabbing, but unlike the rapiers many Waterdhavian nobles used for sport, real rapiers were heavier and sharpened along both edges.  They were made for her by Fox himself years ago, and were weapons not often seen in Mulhorand.  That was what kept her alive in a dangerous world where her kind were often killed on sight.


“Fox!  Look at you, you damn old fool!” she declared, giving him a hug.  “Alright, so, you had that damn mage bring me here, so what’s your offer?”

“Always business with you,” he teased lightly.  “I need you, woman.”


“After all this time, now you want to get me out of my clothes?  I’m flattered,” she said with a sly smile.


“Not that kind of need,” he retorted.  “I’ve heard you complain about Mulhorand enough, so how would you like to move here to Waterdeep?” he asked.  “I’ll pay you well to do what you do best, Jen.  Take over Skullport.”


Her ruby eyes brightened, and she smiled, showing shiny black teeth, almost like onyx, as well as black tongue that slid over them, which were entirely natural for drow.  That made Lili cringe a little bit.  “You want me to give up a lucrative business slitting throats in a kingdom I know and pretty much well run and move to a place where I don’t know anyone and have to start over from scratch?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” he replied, leaning against a chair and crossing his arms, giving her an amused look.  “You’ve always talked about leaving that, as I recall you calling it, that gods-forsaken dustbowl filled with decadent asses that don’t deserve the gold they have, Jen.  At least here, you’ll be slitting a much higher quality throat.”


She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, shifting her weight onto one leg, which jutted one of her curvy hips out and made her rapier sway a bit.  “It’s going to be dangerous.”


“I have faith in you.”


“I’m going to need a lot of money to get set up.”


“We’ll talk about that.”


“I don’t know anything about this city.”


“You’re a master of gathering information.  That’s no problem.”


“I’m going to have to slit some throats to carve out my own territory.”


“You’re resourceful.  It won’t take you long.”


“And, I’m a drow.”


“Skullport’s a very progressive place.  You won’t be the only one, and you’ll be rubbing elbows with all kinds of unsavory characters.  Outside of yourself, of course.”


She pursed her lips.  “Alright.  I demand thirty thousand gold up front, a monthly allowance, the right to keep all profits I make outside of your little operations, and four.”


“Four?  That’s a bit steep.”


“It’s a seller’s market, old man.  Four.  And they’d better be damn good.”


He considered it.  “How about two with enchantments?”

She gave him a cool look.  “Good ones?”


“Fairly.  I’ll have to find the time, but I haven’t forgotten how it’s done.”


“Deal!” she said, holding her hand out.


“Four what?” Sharla asked.


“Of these,” Jinjen replied, grabbing the hilt of her rapier.  “He made these for me, and I’ve never had better.  They were made specifically for me, and because of that they’re the best weapons I’ve ever had.  I’ve even given over on magical weapons for them, and trust me, shorty, I’ve had a lot of magical weapons in these hands.  I’ve almost lost these rapiers too many times not to want replacements.  A girl has to plan for eventualities.”


“I won’t be able to make them for a while.  I don’t have a forge, and I’m fairly busy right now.  But I’ll get them done eventually.”


“I’ll wait,” she declared.

“Alright.  Why don’t we have a walk and talk about it,” Fox offered.


“Outside?  In broad daylight?” Sharla declared.


“Oh yes,” he said with a bright smile.  “I think it only fair that the city get a chance to see who just took it over.”


“My dear heart, that is a bad idea,” Karra warned.


“Trust me,” he said with a wink.  “Well, Jen?  Feel like taking a little walk outside?”


“Is it cold out there?”


“Somewhat.  Saja can lend you a winter cloak, you should be warm enough.”


She muttered a few choice curses in several different languages, glaring at him.  “Alright, but if I kill anyone, it’s your fault.”


“I’ll take responsibility,” he smiled.


And so, for the second time in a month, Fox turned Waterdeep on its ear.  The first time it had been Aeyalla stopping traffic and causing pandemonium, but this time it was the alluring dark elf woman Jinjen.  Beautiful women weren’t exactly in short supply in Waterdeep, and neither were women who were scantily clad, even during winter, but it wasn’t every day that a dark elf walked the city streets of Waterdeep in broad daylight, not even flinching at the light of a suprisingly warm and sunny late winter day as water streamed and ripped off the last patches of snow left unmelted on the roofs.  Spring was right on the doorstep, and soon the early lillies and tulips would begin to sprout in gardens and flower boxes, the first true signs of spring.  When the snow lillies sprouted, it meant that they’d gone through their first night above freezing, and in Waterdeep, that was spring.  As they walked, they both caught up since they last time they’d seen each other, some three years, and Fox explained what he was doing in more detail.  He knew that the Lords had ears listening, so what he was doing was, in a way, telling them what was going on, but not being entirely direct about it.  He didn’t tell Jinjen where he was planning to build his castle, but he did sketch out his intent and what he’d done so far.  Jinjen walked along beside him, her hands behind her as they usually were when she was walking, but that was just so she could keep her fingers close to her throwing daggers. She could whip those things out and throw them with deadly accuracy, and do it in the blink of an eye.  Jinjen was even faster than Akena when it came to hand speed.  She was what the drow called a two-hands, born with natural ambidexterity and trained in their dark society as a warrior.  She hadn’t lasted long in her home city, because a commoner had no real chance at making anything of herself.  She was also one of the newest ideas of the drow, a commoner explicitly trained for working in the light.  They’d started it with candles when she was a young teen and then made things progressively brighter and brighter, until she and her troop were capable of operating in full daylight.  She didn’t function as well in full daylight as she did in the darkness because her eyes were just naturally attuned to lightlessness, but given how good she was, even with that handicap she was more than a handful for about anyone stupid enough to try her.  She’d become more and more jaded in her underground home as she was trained, knowing that it was her lot to be under the heel of whatever noble held her contract, to fight endless wars at the behest of others and get nothing for it but a meaningless death in some tunnel someday.  She wanted more out of life, more for herself, so the first time her troop was sent above ground to raid, she vanished into the daylight and left her kind behind to make her own fortune, get her own power, to become more than some nameless soldier who was as expendable as she was detested by her noble ilk.

Jinjen was not a nice person.  She was, in her own ways, as evil as her dark elven sisters.  But, despite that, she’d been his friend since they’d met, the day she tried to kill him.  Fox was the only assassination she’d ever failed to carry out.  He caught her and beat her in a fight, but instead of killing her, he talked to her, and the two of them had struck an odd sort of friendship from it.  He found her too interesting to kill, so he let her go, even when she refused to tell him who hired her to kill him; in that way, Jinjen was not like her people.  When Jinjen gave her word or made a deal, she honored it.  Not out of any sense of loyalty, but because in the circles in which she moved, an assassin had be trustworthy or they wouldn’t be hired.  The commitment to the gold she was paid had ingrained into her a weird sort of code of honor, and part of that was that a deal bargained was a deal strictly adhered to.  She might seek to subvert the wording of the deal, but she would never break it.

Fox found it quite amusing to watch the city go crazy over a dark elf walking the streets, even had an entire company of Armars following them at a discreet distance, fearful of Jinjen but even more fearful of giving Fox a reason to attack.  But, to both their relief and dismay, Jinjen was the soul of gentility…outside of her extremely graphic and obscene mouth.  She didn’t draw any weapons, she didn’t kill anyone, she didn’t even give anyone harsh looks.  She just sauntered along beside Fox the Wanderer, hands behind her back, swishing along in a manner that made the men among the Armars find their eyes wandering to her leather-clad backside more often than they’d dare to admit out loud.  The fun ended, however, when Piergeiron himself stood at the intersection they were approaching, with about ten adventurer types behind him, one of them a sixteen foot tall frost giant.  Jinjen was wary, but Fox just kept right on walking, as easily as one pleased, until the two of them came within maybe ten feet of the Open Lord.  At that point, swords and wands were drawn by the men and women surrounding him.


“I know you have no regard for the rules of others,” the Open Lord said darkly, “but the minions of evil are not permitted in our fair city.”


“Really.  Did you hear that, sir frost giant?  You’re not supposed to be here,” Fox called lightly, which made the helmeted, blue-skinned giant scowl at him.  “Oh come now, Piergeiron, how do you know she’s a minion of evil?  The color of her skin?”  He looked at her, then slapped his forehead in mock astonishment.  “Egads!  My dear lady, you’re a dark elf!”


“And it took you how many years to figure that out, old man?” she retorted with a sly smile.


“Well, what do you know, you’re not a minion of evil.  A minion of Sune maybe, but not evil.”


“Always a flirt,” she accused.


“Her kind are not welcome here,” the Open Lord growled.  “She is banished from this city.  And tread lightly, Fox the Wanderer, for you’re almost right behind her for bringing her here.”


“Really.  She’s banished.  Why?”


“Why?  She’s a dark elf!” the man beside Piergeiron snarled, brandishing a pair of long swords.


“So?”


“What do you mean, so?” he snapped, his red-bearded face twisted into a near sneer under his beard.

“Just what I said.  You’re awfully quick to judge someone based just on how they look.  I notice that you’re not just as quick to turn on him,” he said, pointing at the frost giant.


“Surif has proved himself time and again to this city,” the red-bearded man snapped.


“So, you’re not as quick to judge as you pretend,” Fox noted.  “I find it rather amusing that you’re willing to give one so-called minion of evil a chance to prove himself, and not give others the same chance.  That’s a kind of hypocracy I rarely see in someone quite as mature as you.  Surfir there proves that not everyone is what they appear to be, and yet you blindly ignore that important lesson and stubbornly cling to your prejudices when it concerns others.  Had it never occurred to you, my young friend, that everyone should be given the same chance to prove herself?  You don’t know this woman, there’s no way for you to know exactly who or what she is.  Unless you stop a moment and stop thinking with your fear and start thinking with your mind, you’d learn that everyone deserves that chance, from the lowliest kobold all the way up to the mightiest dragon.  Why, even the undead can surprise you from time to time,” he mused lightly.  “So, how can you in all honesty stand there and demand this woman be banished, while you allow a frost giant to walk your streets?”  He made a little bow to the giant.  “With all due respect, my large friend.  I have no quarrel with you.  In fact, I believe I’m arguing your case,” he chuckled.

The frost giant slowly lowered his hammer, his large, brutish face thoughtful.


“That is not the point here!” Piergeiron yelled, drawing his own sword.  “We have laws, and you are breaking them!  Drow are not permitted in this city!”


“Law strictly interpreted so it’s the law itself that matters, and not the intention of the law you follow, eh paladin?” Fox noted.  “I’d really expect nothing different from you, given what I’ve learned of you.  You sacrificed the nobility of law long ago, Open Lord of Waterdeep, and have been seduced by the ruthessness that the law can become when it has no compassion or leeway.  You have abandoned the good of the law, and are now slave to the cruel mistress of law meted out without compassion or remorse.”


“How…dare you!” Piergeiron screamed, turning a mottled shade of red.


“I’m older than you, I’ve had more years to see the truth of things,” he replied blandly.  “I suggest you go out on a journey and get back in touch with the nobility that comes with the title of paladin, Piergeiron.  You’ve become less than you could be within these walls, and it saddens me to see it.  I think there’s a good man inside you that you’ve simply forgotten because of all the burdens you bear being who you are.  A nice crusade in the name of your god righting some great wrong should get you back on track in no time.”


Piergeiron’s face turned truly ugly, and he took a threatening step forward.  “Perhaps the great wrong I should right stands before me,” he said in a cold, dangerous voice, drawing his sword.


“The first casualty in the wake of truth is often the messenger,” Fox said sagely.  “I think we should turn around, my dear.  It seems that this road is…blocked.”


“Damn fine idea, old man.  And if you get me killed, I’m going to kick your ass,” she replied, looking around nervously, her hands still behind her back.

Fox turned them around and escorted her back the way they came, and despite Jinjen’s nervousness, he strolled along with that same slow, effortless gait.  Jinjen wanted to hurry away, but he kept her contained.  “Patience,” he breathed quietly to her.


“What are you up to?” she asked in a whisper.


“Making a point,” he replied.  “I may have to take hold of you.  I’m not making a pass.”


“Of course not, after all this time,” she retorted.  “So, now that you’ve dodged the question, what are you up to, old man?” she demanded again.

“Making the Lords look like the bad guys,” he replied simply.  “There are common citizens watching.  We’ve offered no harm and I’ve stated my case on your behalf, but Piergeiron won’t accept it.  He’ll—“


“Stop them!” the Open Lord finally barked.  “If they resist, kill them!”


“He’ll do that,” Fox finished.  “Slowly.  No resistance,” he warned.


That was a serious force of will for the high strung Jinjen, who almost never let anyone get a free shot at her back.  She almost broke stride three times as they heard the adventurers charging up the street behind them, the magicians among them started chanting in the words of magic.  Fox listened intently, still making no moves or indications he either knew nor cared that they were advancing, but when the red-bearded man with the two swords was almost within reach, he suddenly put his arm around the slender drow’s waist, pulled her close, then both of them vanished before the eyes of their pursuers, the bearded man slashing at empty air and the magicians behind them abruptly stopping their chants.  Shouts and commands were thrown about, then one of the magic-users cried out.  “Invisible!  I can see them!”


“Where?” Piergeiron called.


“Up there!” she called, pointing at the top of a rowhouse.  “They just went over the other side of the roof!”


“Old man, I’m going to kick your ass, cut off your balls and stuff them in your mouth, then I’m going to kill you!” Jinjen barked angrily as they vaulted over a rooftop, getting far and well away from their pursuers.

“Trust me, Jen, it’s all part of the plan,” Fox chuckled as the two of them vaulted over a narrow street.


“Yeah, and now everyone knows what I look like!”


“Oh, like that’s a problem for you.  Drow all look the same to humans.  Besides, I’ve paid you enough for you to kill anyone that causes you any problems.”

“Okay, that’s a point,” she admitted.  “I knew there was a reason I didn’t kill you.”


“You always could smell profit,” he replied.


“It’s a knack,” she agreed as they quickly outpaced their pursuers, dropped to the street, then both of them vanished.  Fox used his ring, Jinjen used a ring of her own that turned her invisible, one of her most prized possessions.  He lowered his mask and saw her, and saw that she was looking right at him.  She had long ago had a permanent dwoemer placed over her eyes that allowed her to see the magically invisible, which, in her line of work, was only wise if one had the coin to spare on such a thing, not with the availability of mages to cast invisibility spells for a fee.  “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Well said, old friend,” he replied.  “We’ve done what we needed to do.”


“Make them look like bad guys?”


“Place seeds of doubt into those that believed Piergeiron was a noble hero,” he replied with a slightly malicious smile.  “There’s more than one way to attack a man, Jen.  Sometimes, you can do more harm with a rumor than you can with a dagger.”


“I’ve always preferred daggers.  Disgraced men can get revenge.  Dead ones can’t.”


“I warned them that they’d know how annoyed I am,” Fox chuckled.


“Yeah, now you’re a wanted fugitive!”


“Not entirely,” he replied dismissively.  “Besides, they have to catch me first,” he chuckled.


“If anyone knows how to run away, old man, it’s you.”


“Better a living coward than a dead hero,” he said shamelessly.


“Can’t argue with that,” she acceded as they vanished into the depths of the city.


Fox was rather pleased with his little game, but Karra was most definitely not.  She gave him the glare as soon as he and Jinjen returned to Saja’s tower, and even after he explained what happened, she continued to give him reproachful looks.  “Dear heart, aggravating the Lords in this manner is the last thing you should have done,” she scolded him.  “Now they will search for you, and they might obstruct our plans.”


“They won’t, trust me,” he replied as Akena returned.  “I made Piergeiron look like a warmongering jerk in front of half of the Adventurer’s Quarter.  Right now, he has to worry about the rumors that will spread about how he attacked two people who offered no harmful word or way.”

“Jinjen is a drow.  You know how some feel about her people.”


“Ah, but that’s the point,” he said, giving her a smile.  “I made quite a point out of how they accepted the frost giant among them, but would give Jen no chance to prove herself.  He was standing right there, it was a little hard for them to miss him.  Piergeiron ordered us attacked when we turned our backs to them, which made him look like both an arrogant ass for offering no peaceful option nor the option to surrender, and a coward for attacking those who offered no threat nor resistance.  Trust me, right now the Lords are quite worried about the way they appear to the people, who don’t often see them act so unreasonably.”  Akena knelt.  “Oh, Akena, this is Jinjen.  Jinjen, this is Shiyama Akena of the Shiyama clan.”

“An easterner?  I’ve never seen one this far away, just the Shou ambassadors.”


“She’s full of surprises, kind of like you, my friend,” he chuckled.  “Did you find anything?”


She nodded and offered him a scroll.  “Excuse us a while, Jen.  Karra, my dear heart, would you kindly go over a few things with our new associate?  I filled her in on what we’re doing, but you can give her some details while I look over this.”

Karra gave him a dark look.  “We are going to talk, my husband.  Soon.”


He had the presence of mind not to wince openly.


They went up to Saja’s upstairs lab, and he unfurled the scroll.  It had two more faces on it, but it also had names and brief summaries to go with them.  Neither of them were known to him.  One was a member of the board of governors of New Olamn, the new learning academy the Harpers had started here in Waterdeep, and the other was, of all things, a common Armar, a patrol leader whose area of responsibility was the City of the Dead.


Clearly, the Lords believed in putting ears everywhere.  Fox wondered at the powerful humility and discipline of a man who sat at the bottom of the chain of command, taking orders from those he actually far outranked.


“Well done, Akena,” he praised, destroying the scroll.  “How many are left?”


“Five,” she replied.


“Well, I think we can give over on those and let them remain a mystery,” he replied.  “We have enough names to stop the Lords in their tracks if they push it to that level, so in that regard, your mission was successfully accomplished.  I have something else for you to do now.”


“I am at your command.”


“Good, because you’re not gonna like it,” he chuckled.  “I’ve upset the Lords a little bit, and they might get feisty.  I want you to keep watch over Karra.  Do not interfere unless you feel you have no other choice, because she’s actually a very capable woman who can take care of herself.  But, she’s not all that familiar with the kind of shenanigans people like the Lords might bring to her, and that’s where you come in.  Protect her, but do it quietly.”


“She will never know I was there,” Akena stated simply, and Fox nodded.  Karra would never see her, even if Akena deigned that she must intervene to protect Karra.


Karra gave him the rough side of her tongue that night, after they retired to Karra’s palace, but she never raised her voice nor used unkind words.  Those were not her way.  Karra could scold someone with the most polite language and the calmest voice, for the miscreant could sense the displeasure and disappointment in her voice.  In Halruuan terms, she really lambasted him, which to someone unfamiliar with Halruuan ways would appear to be anything but.  The Halruuans were a people of great subtlety and exquisite politeness, and they could even be polite when they read the riot act to someone.


Fox spent the next day skirting the Lords by visiting Skullport.  The dim, dark, dangerous place was exactly as he remembered it, as he and Jinjen met with Verex in his new office in a warehouse near the docks of the lawless underground city, and they got to know each other.  Verex would be the “official” face of Fox’s interests in Skullport, where Jinjen would be the enforcer, the thief and assassin that would dispatch anyone that threatened Verex’s operations.  In Skullport, anyone who did any kind of large-scale business needed someone like Jinjen to protect him from the pirates and brigands that infested the place.  Jinjen would ferret out threats to the Golden Hawk and to Verex and eliminate them, while at the same time gathering information and intelligence that would be of use to Verex and Fox, be it business or personal.  When she wasn’t out cutting throats for gold, it was what Jinjen did, gather information, sift through it, discover which were rumors and which were truth, then either act on that information or sell it to those that would pay a handsome sum to get it.  And in a place like Skullport, there was lots of information floating about, waiting for the patient or the skillful to pick it up.  In Skullport, one could gather information from almost any part of Faerun.  Fox had no doubt that the Lords had their own agents down here, but that didn’t really concern him.  If they crossed Jinjen, she’d kill them without hesitation.  She was not a woman to be merciful to anyone who got in her way, and her ruthlessness had a certain charm in its refreshing directness.  Jinjen wasn’t bloodthirsty, she was just brutally practical.  A dead man ceased causing her problems.

By sunset, Jinjen was on her own.  She knew everything she needed to know, and Fox gave her the money she demanded to get started.  She would move her information through Verex, and from the trading company it would get to him and Karra.  She knew almost nothing about Skullport, but give her ten days and she’d know the first name of every cockroach that crawled under the ale casks in the dingiest dive in the darkest alley in Skullport.  She was as efficient as she was practical, and it was why she was so good at what she did.  Despite being a two-hands and being trained as a warrior, Jinjen was probably smarter than half of the scholars and magicians in the drow city from which she had come.  She’d have made one hell of  a mage, had she chosen that path.


Fox returned home to the rather amusing dramatic scene of a large phalanx of Armars camped out around Saja’s tower…which was pretty pointless, since nobody was in there.  Karra was in Halruua, Saja was with the Vixens as they coordinated the workers and mercenaries, and Akena was out on her own, since she didn’t have to watch Karra when she was in Halruua.  They obviously thought he was inside, and they’d laid siege to the place.  He contemplated several ways to go about it, but then decided to simply walk up to the officer in charge, sitting on a gryphon…which meant that they were fairly serious.  The man didn’t take notice of him at first, but then jumped in his saddle when he saw Fox standing not three feet from his gryphon’s flank.  “Is there a problem, Armar?” he asked conversationally.


The man, a middle-aged yet well-built man with graying brown hair and a strong jaw, cleared his throat.  “The Open Lord of Waterdeep requests your presence immediately for an urgent conference, Lord Fox,” he replied steadily.


“Conference?  Odd thing to call a jail cell,” he mused.


“Conference, sir,” he replied.  “I’m to take you to the Castle Waterdeep immediately upon your arrival so you may meet with the Open Lord over a matter of grave urgency.”


“What matter?”


“I don’t know, sir, but it was impressed upon me that it was of the utmost importance.  Now, have you ever ridden a gryphon, sir?  I was told to get you there immediately upon finding you.”


“I’ll pass, I’m not all that fond of riding things,” he said.  “I’ll run to the castle.  Just have your Armars help clear the path, and we’ll get there only a few minutes after you do.”


The man nodded.  “Form up for doubletime!” he boomed.


Now Fox was curious.  This clearly was either an arrest or a trick he’d assign to someone other than a paladin, but it did him no harm to satisfy his curiosity to find out what it was.  If it was a trap, he could get out of it easily enough, but if it wasn’t, well, that just made him seriously curious.  The Armars did exactly as their officer ordered, ran with him to help clear a path, and they went arrow-straight for the castle.  To his surprise, Piergeiron himself was standing at the main portal, just inside where the portcullis would fall, with that same red-bearded man beside him but no one else.  Piergeiron scowled a little at his arrival, and the red-bearded man even more so, but they didn’t draw weapons, nor did an army of adventurers appear around him to do battle.

“I see they found you,” the Open Lord declared.


“I didn’t exactly try to hide,” Fox shrugged.  “So, Piergeiron, what did you have to say to me?”


“Come inside, we’ll talk as we move,” he said, motioning.  Fox fell into step beside him, his hands behind his back as the bearded man followed.  “Four hours ago, the daughter of one of the Mirabar delegation was kidnapped,” he began.  “Our Armars and some helpful adventurers quickly found the trail and followed it, but they can’t get her back.  Are you familiar with Undermountain?”


Fox nodded.  “I dared venture there once.  It was a dangerous place.”


“That’s where they’ve gone,” he answered.  “We captured some of the kidnappers, and they’re part of a slaving ring run deep underground.  The political damage of having the daughter of the diplomat kidnapped is bad enough, but to find out she’d been taken by slavers,” he said, then he sighed.  “The emissary personally demanded your assistance, Fox the Wanderer.  He said he knows you.”


“I might.  Who is it?”


“Bradior Blackanvil.”


“Brad?  Yes, I know him,” Fox chuckled, then he got serious.  “So they took Gertie?”


Piergeiron sighed and nodded again.


“Well, we’ll just have to get her back,” Fox said with a frown of concern.  “Wanna come?”


“What?  Me?” Piergeiron gasped.


“This might just be the crusade you’ve been needing, Piergeiron,” Fox chuckled.  “And rescusing a damsel in distress is as moral as you can get.  You can bring scowl boy here to make sure I don’t try to kill you if it makes you feel more comfortable, but one more is as much as we can do.  Moving through Undermountain requires speed and stealth, and an army can’t handle that.  So, what do you say, Piergeiron?  How about a little adventure to stir the blood and right a wrong?”


Piergeiron looked thoughtful for a moment, then he turned to one of the servants following them.  “Prepare my armor!” he barked.  “I want to be fully armored in ten minutes!”


“That’s a good man,” Fox said with an earnest smile.  “What about you, scowlie?”


“I’ll help.  And my name is Granwold.”


“Ranger?” Fox asked, to which the man nodded.  “Good, you have the skills we’re going to need.”


“Get me to her trail, and I’ll track her,” he said confidently.  “Just let me go get my bow and I’ll be ready.”

“Tracking underground is a lot different, but if you’re as good as I think you are, you’ll do just fine,” Fox noted, appraising the man.  “Alright, tell me as much as you can.”


They filled him in as Piergeiron dressed in a suit of field plate armor that didn’t clang or clank, screaming that it was magical, as well as how easily the aged paladin moved while he wore it.  He belted on a sword and accepted a shield with the crest of Waterdeep on it, then servants clasped on his cloak.  “Hmm, trying to track them from where they went into the sewers would be a waste of time.  We’ll have to cut them off,” Fox mused.


“How do you suggest we do that?” Granwold asked, a bit archly.


“I’ll ask a favor,” he said cryptically.  “You ready, Piergeiron?”


He nodded, his eyes looking much brighter.  “Let’s go mete out some justice.”


“Now that’s a paladin,” Fox chuckled to Granwold, pointing at the Open Lord.  “Alright, let’s go.”

“Where do we start?” Granwold asked.


“The Yawning Portal,” he replied.


It took them not long at all to get there, since it was very close to the castle, and every eye turned to them when they came in, for Piergeiron was clearly geared out for war.  “Alright gentlemen, you arrange passage down from Durnan.  I’ll go first and bargain that favor I was talking about.  Meet me at the bottom of the well as soon as you can get down.”


“Bargain from who?” Granwold asked again, but Fox vaulted over the rim of the well on one hand, then dropped out of sight.


Fox didn’t have much time, and he was actually very serious about this.  Little Gertie was just an adorable little girl, happy and inquisitive and intelligent, and if they harmed a hair on her head, he’d be exceptionally angry.  He’d met Bradior and Gertie some twenty years ago when he passed through Mirabar, spending the winter there and frequenting a tavern which Bradior favored.  Fox had gotten to know the man, who was then only a minor city official, but he was a smart dwarf and Fox knew he’d go places.  The little girl who used to tug on his braid and demanded to hear every story he could tell was not someone that was going to end up in a slaver’s cage, not if he could do something about it.


“Alright, old friend, I know you’re listening,” Fox called, sitting on his heels in the sand.  “I need to talk to you.  It’s fairly important.”


Fox didn’t doubt that the man to whom he was addressing was listening, and his faith in that paid off about a minute later, when a bedraggled old man in rotting robes and wild, unkempt white hair and beard ambled down the passageway.  He was almost skeletally thin and his eyes burned and shone with insanity, but just because a man was insane, it did not mean that he was stupid.


“I remember you, I remember,” he said in a weak, reedy voice, peering at him as if his eyes were failing.  “Long ago you walked my halls, Fox the Wanderer.  A grand game you played, yes.  Not many beat me, not many, but you…you!  I enjoyed my loss!”


“I’m glad you enjoyed it as much as I did, old friend,” he said amiably.  “We don’t have much time, but there’s no reason we can’t be civil.  Sit a moment.  I wish that I had tea to offer you, but I’m afraid I’m out.”


The old man simply waved his hand, and a table and two chairs appeared, complete with a tea kettle steaming in the cool air.  Fox stood up and sat at the table, then poured each of them a glass of tea.  “My thanks, old friend,” he said with an honest smile as the man sat down.  “Do you know why I’m here?”


“Nobody walks my halls that I don’t know about,” he said with a twisted smile.


“I’m glad of that.  This is fairly important to me.  Now, I don’t expect you to do me a favor without me doing you one in return, but I do have an offer to make you, old friend.  Tell us where Gertie is, and in exchange, I’ll return this to you after we get her back.”  He reached into his bandolier, then placed a small iron ring with little horns on it on the table.  “I think that’s a fair exchange, don’t you?”

The old man gazed at the ring, then gave a grin that only had a few teeth left.  “I thought you had it!” he cackled.


“I never used it, though,” he replied.  “But I will now.  I’ll use it to get there, use it to get back here, then leave it in this room for you.  Is that a fair exchange?”


The old man looked at him, then cackled and nodded.  “A fair exchange,” he replied.  “I would prefer you play the game with me again, but maybe another time.”


“You’re welcome to come visit me when I build my own keep, old friend.  We can sit around the table and listen to the stories of those who have played your game, both the winners and the losers.” 


“I would like that, Fox the Wanderer,” the old man said as Granwold appeared in the murk above them, shimmying down the rope.  He dropped down and regarded the scene with surprised eyes, but did nothing.


“Ah, Granwold.  Might I present Master Halaster, the owner of Undermountain?” Fox said with a slight smile.  “He saw them move Gertie through his halls, and has agreed to a fair exchange for his information.”


“Master Halaster,” Granwold said with a deep bow.  “Your assistance is most appreciated.”


“I will enjoy watching you take her back from the Eye,” Halaster said with a mad smile.


“Again this Eye fellow pops up,” Fox mused.  Piergeiron grunted as he came down the rope, showing he was a tad out of shape, but he regarded Halaster with honest shock.  “Piergeiron, I’m sure you know who this is.”

“You are a legend, Halaster the Mad,” Piergeiron replied.


Halaster just cackled.  “You bring the Open Lord with you?  I will enjoy watching this,” he said, drinking some of his tea.  “You will find your Gertie in the Eye’s main slaving compound, on the banks of the Skull River deep underground,” he declared.  “They know who she is and seek to ransom her, so she is well defended.”


“That just makes it more fun,” Fox said, his eyes lighting up at the idea of some action.  “Might I have your permission to use the ring?”


“It was won fairly, it is yours to use as you will,” he replied simply, then he stood up.  “I will enjoy this.  Enjoy, enjoy, enjoy!” he decreed, then he turned and wandered down the lone hallway, laughing maniacally.


“You made a deal with, with him?” Granwold asked suspiciously.


“He may be mad, Gran, but he’s not unsociable if you know how to approach him,” Fox chuckled.


“Can we trust him?” Piergeiron asked.


“As long as we adhere to our side of the bargain, yes,” Fox replied.  “In his own way, Halaster has a refined sense of fairness.  I beat him at his game once, so he’s doing me a favor.  Out of respect for my accomplishment, if nothing else.”


Granwold gave him a curious look.  “So what is at the bottom of the Undermountain?” he asked.


“You’ll find out the day you get there, Granwold,” Fox said with a cryptic smile.  “That sight is reserved only for those who beat Halaster at his game.”


The ring was a rare device that allowed one the ability to travel through Undermountain and the many tunnels and areas connected to it.  Fox had the three of them join hands, then used the ring to transport them into a narrow side tunnel leading from the large cavern that held the compound that Halaster said where Gertie was being held.  Just a cursory glance down at the cavern—their tunnel opened some twenty feet over the floor—showed that it was a well maintained compound of five buildings and a central ziggurat of sorts, complete with guards and emplacements of siege weaponry to defend against large-scale attack, and illuminated with both torches and the bio-luminescent plants and fungi common throughout the Underdark.  They thrived here due to the proximity of the river, which put enough moisture into the air to allow them to grow abundantly.  They saw a line of men and women of several races being moved from one building to another, all of them chained together.


“I’d say this is it,” Fox noted, kneeling down and looking the place over.


“Alright, now what?” Granwold asked, drawing a pair of longswords, both of which glowed with a magical radiance.


“Hmm,” Fox mused, looking the place over.  “I’d say that any kind of a frontal attack is out of the question,” he mused.


“Agreed, though it pains me to see men and women enslaved so,” Piergeiron growled.  “But there is little the three of us can do about it.”


“You can always come back down here with an army and clean it out,” Fox noted.  “It’s on the Skull River, so you could come in from Skullport as long as you had someone ahead of you to take out those catapults.”


“Clearly, we need stealth for this,” Piergeiron said.  “Can you find Gertie without being seen, Fox?”


“Find, yes.  Getting her out, now that’s going to be interesting,” he replied, looking around.  “I have no doubt I’ll set off every alarm they have when I get her.”


“We can provide a diversion,” Granwold said, putting his swords away and pulling his bow off his shoulder.  “I’m a fairly good shot.”


“See those giant bats?  They can get up here,” Fox warned.


“Then I’ll defend him as he fires on the compound,” Piergeiron declared.


“There’s another way.  Both of you, don’t freak out,” he warned, closing 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.”

Immediately, a chill wind blew in their faces, which turned into a miniature tornado.  It ended abruptly, and the skeletal Zarra Khan stood in its place, in his faded, threadbare robes and his glowing red eyes.  “Tyr’s hammer!” Piergeiron gasped, staring at the lich.


“You call me before a paladin?  You must truly be desperate,” Zarra Khan intoned in his dead voice.


“Fairly,” Fox replied, pointing.  “The daughter of an old friend is being held in there.  She’s a young dwarf woman named Gertie, they’re holding her for ransom.  We could use your help.  There’s a few too many to try to sneak in.”


“Heavily fortified.  I see magical protections as well,” he replied, studying the compound.  “There are also several undead beholders lurking about the compound in undergrond rooms.”  He looked around, then turned back to them.  “I will find her.  Wait here,” he declared, then he took a step off the edge and vanished in a wisp of shadowy smoke.


“You would bring a lich here?” Granwold asked, stunned.


“Don’t let the fact that he’s undead jade your point of view,” Fox replied seriously.  “Just like I said on the streets yesterday, Gran, people are often more than they appear.  Zarra Khan is one of my best friends.  He’ll find Gertie, don’t you doubt it.  If not for the fact that he can’t touch her, he’d probably rescue her himself.  He’s a powerful wizard.”

They waited about fifteen minutes, and then Zarra Khan returned, simply appearing before them at the edge of the tunnel.  “She’s being held on the ground floor of the central ziggurat.  There is a beholder in there,” he answered.


“The Eye,” Piergeiron growled.


“Good,” Fox said.  “How are their defenses?”


“Well planned out and attentitively manned,” he replied.  “This beholder is quite intelligent.  However,  I have disabled the magical protections between here and the ziggurat, as well as the protections around the ziggurat itself.  You may enter without fear from magical attack or an alarm being raised.”


“Excellent, old friend.  Hmm…maybe we do need a diversion,” Fox mused.  “If they’re that alert, then they might over-react to an invader.”


Zarra Khan sighed hollowly.  “I will attack their catapult emplacements on the river,” he stated.  “The three of you should be able to make your way to the central building in the confusion.  Inside there are ten men guarding the woman and the beholder is on the level above them, which is reached by a hole in the ceiling of the lower chamber.”

“Alright.  Gran, Piergeiron, you take out the men and save Gertie.  I’ll keep the Eye busy,” he said with a slight smile, reaching towards Piergeiron.  “Here, take this.  Just envision the entry well and will the ring to take you there, just make sure you’re all touching when you use it or only one will go,” he warned.


“And leave you here?  Hell no!” Granwold protested.


“I can get out on my own.  The important thing is to save Gertie,” Fox replied simply.  “Just mind that that ring isn’t yours.  I expect it to be returned when I get back.”


“I will cover your retreat,” Zarra Khan declared.


“Don’t bother, I don’t want to put you in any inordinate risk,” Fox replied.  “Just make some noise and then get out.  I’ve been in deeper holes before, and I’m still here.”


He shook his skull.  “I will assist.”


“Then it’ll be like old times, like that derro outpost under the Icewall, remember that?” Fox asked, reaching to his shoulder and pulling his chain free.


“That was quite exciting,” Zarra Khan mused, pulling a wand from his belt.


“You realize this is quite crazy,” Piergeiron noted.


“Sometimes crazy works,” Fox replied immediately, which made Zarra Khan chuckle in his chilling voice.  “By the count of fifty?”


Zarra Khan nodded.  “Move swiftly.”


“If there’s one thing I can do, old friend, it’s run away,” Fox chuckled, pulling his chain taut between his hands.


“Alright, this plan is poorly thought out and a bit insane, but if we live through it, we’ll have one hell of a story to tell,” Granwold grunted, gripping the hilts of his swords.  “The only question is, how do we get down?”


“I’ll handle that,” Fox said.  “Take hold of the chain.  In a count of forty-one, we move.  Fast and straight for the central ziggurat.”


Zarra Khan was a Calishite, which meant that even in death, he had a certain need for attention.  It was a racial trait.  The explosions that rocked the far side of the compound were garish and ostentatious, but that was exactly what they were supposed to be.  Fox had to smile as he saw the multiple fireballs explode against the catapult fortifications, almost looking like their compound was being attacked by an entire army.  But that was Zarra Khan.  Though his style was flashy and with a flair for the dramatic, underneath it was a calculating exactness.  He never wasted an ounce of effort, every strike was precise and perfect.  It also got absolutely everyone running for the riverbank, which was exactly what Zarra Khan was supposed to do, draw them off and give the three of them a clear path to the ziggurat.


“Count?” Piergeiron asked, gripping the chain.


“Forty-four,” Fox replied.  “Get ready.”


At fifty, Fox startled the other two by vaulting out into the empty air twenty feet over the cavern floor, dragging them with him.  However, when Granwold and Piergeiron landed, it was softly, letting go of the chain as Fox landed on a foot, knee, and hand in front of them.  “Let’s go!” he barked, then the two of them chased after the fleet-footed adventurer.  Granwold and Piergeiron drew their weapons, Piergeiron set his shield, and they raced right in behind the stragglers racing to repel the attack on the riverbank.  They slowed down just enough to stay behind them, looking like the last of the guards bringing up the rear.  Granwold looked at Piergeiron with some surprise, but the paladin just shrugged even as they ran.  They stayed right at the tag end of the guards until they reached the central ziggurat, and then Fox abruptly turned and attacked the floating abomination that was an undead beholder that was in front of the entrance.  The undead creature saw the attack coming and brought two of the four eyestalks it had left towards the warrior, but he slithered to the side even as pale rays of magical light blasted from those eyestalks.  It cast the light of its central eye on him, canceling out magic, but Fox was not a man who relied on magical trinkets.  He dove to the side even as the chain lashed out, the weighted end going into the undead creature’s mouth, then he snapped it taut and yanked.  The beholder was dragged out of the entry as Fox whipped it out and around, then smashed it into the wall with enough force to squash two of its four eyestalks.


It just bounced off as Granwold and Piergeiron charged into the entry room, the paladin feeling his blood surge as he presented his shield to a crossbow pointed at him, feeling the impact and seeing the head of the bolt just over his arm strapped to the shield.  The paladin and the ranger charged right into the room, engaging the men in a blitz of excellent swordsmanship, proving that even though he was older and retired, Piergeiron was a deadly man with a sword.  Fox the Wanderer barreled into the room, jumped clean over Granwold and landed with his feet on the shoulders of one of the kidnappers, then smacked him on top of the head, turning his helmet askew as he vaulted off the man’s shoulders and disappeared up into the hole in the ceiling.  Gertie, who was tied to a chair and had a gag around her mouth, pulled and struggled against her bonds as the ranger and paladin battled their ten adversaries without fear, proving that they were far more experienced than the ruffians.  Granwold cut a man down, evaded another, his two longswords whirling and spinning in front of him in a display as elegant as a fencer, then he spun past Gertie’s chair and slashed the bonds holding her left hand to the arm of the chair, then the bonds on her right.  She immediately ripped off the gag and started pulling at the bonds around her chest.  “I didn’t expect ye!” she declared, tearing the ropes loose and then going for the ropes around her ankles.

“We would not leave the daughter of our esteemed ambassador in the hands of these curs!” Piergeiron declared, blocking an axe blow and then riposting, slashing his sword across the man’s chest.  He fell and was replaced by a tall Tethyrian wielding a pair of daggers, but he stabbed the man through the chest before he had a chance to get close enough to use them.  There was a thunderous detonation in the room above, causing some stones and a lot of dust to drift down into the lower chamber, showing that whatever was going on up there, it was pretty fearsome.  Piergeiron and Granwold flanked the chair as Gertie got the last of the ropes clear, but instead of staying between them, she picked up the axe of the fallen man and brandished it, giving a strong yell of challenge.  Before Piergeiron could stop her, she charged right into the fray…and she didn’t need much help.  She twisted and turned the axe expertly to parry several blows form a serraged-edged sword wielded by a large black-bearded man, then chopped it into his thigh, bringing him down to one knee.  She then almost casually decapitated him with the axe, then turned in time to block another sword.


“Who’s rescuing who here?” Granwold asked Piergeiron lightly as he stabbed the fifth man thorugh the heart.


There were screams from outside, and the undead beholder appeared in the doorway, its central eye punctured and deflating, then it burst into flames as a powerful blast of fire engulfed it.  Zarra Khan turned and chanted in the language of magic, then threw down a rock or pebble and made a lifting motion with his bony hands, causing a slab of rock to rise up from the ground and block off the entry.  He then turned and spoke just two words of magic, which caused a multitude of small missle to erupt from his fingers and fly unerringly into the bodies of the five remaining men, lifting them up off the ground.  They were very dead when they crashed back into it, smoke wafting from the holes in them.  “Fox!” he cried in his hollow voice.

“Up here!  Help would be—“ there was another explosion— “greatly appreciated!”


“Izhous!” the lich called, then he lifted up and into the hole, disappearing into the murk.


“Ye have that lich helpin’ ye?” Gertie asked in surprise.


“It’s an alliance of convenience,” Piergeiron replied.  “But yes, for the moment, he’s helping us rescue you.”


“Get Gertie out of here!” Fox shouted from above.


“I will not leave a man!” Piergeiron declared adamantly.  “Bring him down here, we’ll all fight him!”


There was another building-shaking explosion, and the beholder known as the Eye did certainly come down out of the hole, very fast and with smoke trailing from its tentacles, five of which were mangled, blackened stumps instead of eyes.  It almost hit the floor not five feet from Gertie, who instead of screaming or running away, surged forward and struck the plated hide of the monster with her captured axe, which promptly bounced off.  Fox appeared coming out of the hole, blood flowing liberally from his left arm as he held his two swords, one blade glowing with a red aura and the other with a blue aura.  The beholder turned all of its remaining eyestalks up at the descending warrior, but it didn’t react quickly enough.  The crazy warrior landed right on top of its head, driving the points of those weapons into the top of the beholder’s head nearly two feet deep, which made it scream in agony and spin, which threw Fox off of it and took his swords with him.  He hit the wall feet first, absorbing the impact, then pushed off and dove under several magical beams from the eyestalks as the beholder fixed its magic-cancelling eye firmly on the lich above, who dropped to the ground floor and advanced, holding out his bony hands like the weapons they were.  Even with that magic-canceling eye, Piergeiron knew that its touch was still the cold of the grave, and would harm the beholder.  Gertie smacked its plated hide with her axe several more times, then retreated when its fanged maw turned in her direction.  It howled in pain when the lich put both hands on its hide, flinching from that unholy cold, and then turned an eyestalk on the lich.

That eye sprouted a slender throwing spike, which almost seemed to magically appear.  Fox the Wanderer made a twisting motion with his hand even as he balled it into a fist, his face a mask of intense concentration.  The spike then exploded violently, obliterating the eye into which it had been thrown and blowing off the top foot or so of the stalk besides, which gouted blood as licks of flame caressed the outer hull of its ragged edge.  The beholder howled in pain as another of its eyestalks was destroyed, as Fox the Wanderer methodically, almost sugically disabled those dangerous eyestalks.  He and Granwold then gave challenging cries and joined the battle, their momentary surprise fading.


It was a chaotic battle, but in mere seconds the three fighting men, lich, and Dwarf woman seemed to just click.  Fox continued to work to puncture the eyes of the eyestalks as Piergeiron and Granwold attacked the central eye, trying to put it out, while the lich moved and evaded to get clear of the anti-magic effect to attack the beholder with magic.  Gertie danced around the periphery, looking for an opportunity to plant her axe in a soft spot on the beholder’s plated hide, trying to distract it when she felt it was needful, and all of them kept an eye on those undulating eyestalks, dancing aside whenever they tried to fix on them, and doing an amazing job of avoiding the pale beams of light, proving that everyone in that room was a seasoned adventurer, whose reflexes were built on that sense of danger that anyone in that line of work cultivated over the years, almost letting them predict danger and react to it at an instinctive level.  As they battled the beholder, they heard the beholder’s adherants trying to break through the wall of stone that Zarra Khan had used to seal the entrance.  Piergeiron ducked under a beam from an eyestalk, slashed his sword at the monster’s plated body ineffectively, then flinched when Fox slashed up a piece of floor masonry, picked it up, then threw it in the monster’s face.  He again made that twisting gesture with his hand, and the piece of stone exploded with a loud BANG, sending a shower of smoking shards of rock right at the beholder’s central eye.  Piergeiron had never seen the like…the man could make things explode!  The lanky warrior slithered aside as the beholder aimed one its eyestalks at him, but he didn’t move fast enough.  Fox winced as a wound simply appeared on his right shoulder and trailing halfway down his upper arm as the ray struck him, leaving a bloody wound in its wake as the ray raked across his shoulder and arm as the warrior tried to evade it.  He let go of his sword and made a flicking motion with two fingers, and one of the spikes in his bandolier yanked free and hurtled at the beholder of its own volition, as if by magic, but the spikes missed the eyestalk at which they were flying as the beholder turned.  But it couldn’t have been magic, since the beholder had its magic-cancelling central eye affixed firmly on Fox the Wanderer…which meant that it was not affixed on the lich.  The lich chanted in the language of magic, his bony, skeletal hands making several precise gestures, then a white-hot bolt of lightning struck the beholder, passed through it, then rebounded off the wall between Granwold and Gertie and came right back at the beholder.  It passed through the beast again, lanced not an inch past the lich’s cowled head, then rebounded again and struck the beholder a third time, then petered out not a foot from Granwold’s flinching face.  Piergeiron had seen many competent wizards, but that kind of precision...it was almost inhuman.  The lich had calculated the length of his bolt in comparison to the room’s dimensions with staggering precision, and utlized that to the utmost. 

“More undead beholders!” Granwold shouted as two parts of the floor opened up, and the vile creatures slowly rose up from the darkness to protect their stunned master, arcs of electricity dancing around his ruined eyestalks.


“Och, ye keep them busy, I’ll kill the live one!” Gertie boomed, her axe bouncing off the bottom of the beholder’s plated hide once more.


“Lich, behind me!” Piergeiron barked, turning to face the two undead creatures.  He presented his holy symbol etched into the flat of his blade, then chanted in the language of the gods, reciting a clerical devotion that was the privilege of paladins of his skill to employ.  His spell affected the two undead beholders, causing them to squeal in pain and be struck blind by the burst of holy radiance that issued from the holy symbol on Piergeiron’s sword. 

The Eye roared in pain as another eyestalk was punctured and detonated, putting it out of action, and it turned one of the last three it had at Granwold.  The lich knocked him aside and took the full force of the beam’s effect…but it had no effect on the undead magician.  Gertie took that opportunity to literally jump into the beholder’s mouth, puncturing her foot on one of its sharp teeth, then she swung her axe in a broad underhanded blow, driving it up and behind the upper row of deadly teeth.  Everyone in the room heard the thok as it found the soft flesh inside the beholder’s mouth, which made it shriek in pain and twist violently, throwing the dwarf and her axe aside, along with sending a thick, heavy line of dark blood flying across the room.  The beholder wobbled, then it shot back up into its upper room, its central eye turned down to prevent magical pursuit and blood pouring out of its mouth like a gruesome kind of rain.

“It’s gettin’ away!” Gertie roared in frustration.  But then Fox vaulted up after it, his swords trailing behind him, disappearing up into the darkness, jumping impossibly high for a man unable to use magic.  They heard several blows and more roars of pain, and then the beholder dropped back down into the lower chamber.  It crashed into the floor, and immediately a large pool of blood began to form around it.  Fox literally landed on top of it, then rammed both his swords right into its central eye, plunging them down into the beholder’s body literally to the hilt.  The beholder shuddered, then made a gurgling sound as its last three eyestalks went limp.

It was dead.


“Och, now that’s how ye do a rescue!” Gertie boomed, picking her captured axe back up, her foot bleeding liberally.  Fox dropped off the beholder after pulling his swords free, bleeding from numerous wounds, including a nasty bite wound across his left shoulder and bicep and that jagged wound he’d taken from the beholder’s eyestalk.


“Gertie!  You’re grown up!” Fox said in surprise.


“Twenty years’ll do that, ye old scoundrel!” she replied.  “Now bring that wall down and let’s kill the rest o’ them bastards!”


“She’s a dwarf, alright,” Granwold chuckled to Piergeiron.


“Quite exciting,” Zarra Khan intoned in his hollow voice.  “I will depart as soon as you effect your escape.  It was like old times, my friend.”


“Was it, including me doing all the bleeding,” Fox chuckled, touching one of the puncture wounds on his bicep.  “But we’re not leaving yet.  There’s treasure up there,” he said, pointing up at the upper chamber.  “We killed the monster, we get the booty.”


“You cannot be serious!” Piergeiron protested.


“Fair’s fair,” he grinned.  “We won the battle, we get the spoils.  I’ll gather it up, you tend to Gertie’s foot.  We’ll leave in a minute.”


Piergeiron chanted a spell of minor healing to stop the flow of blood and stabilize the wound until a stronger healer could tend to Gertie as Fox went back up into the upper chamber.  He returned in just a moment with several items wrapped in a cloak.  “Alright, we’re out of here.  Thanks, old friend. I can always count on you.”


“I am ever at your service, old friend,” the lich replied with a single nod, and then he vanished in a puff of dark smoke.


“Alright, everyone gather in and hold hands, we’re leaving,” Fox declared, nodding to Piergeiron.  The paladin handed him he ring, and then they used it to effect their escape from the ziggurat.


Back in the sandy well bottom, Fox deliberately dropped the ring and kicked sand over it, hiding it, then looked up.  “Send down the rope!” he shouted.


“Are ye well, Fox?” Gertie asked.


“I’m fine, he didn’t bite that hard,” he replied, touching the wound on his bicep again.  “I’ll have my cleric friend heal me later. You’ve gotten tall, girl!  And quite handsome!”


“Why thank ye,” she said with a grin.  “And ye look just the same now as ye did twenty years ago!”


“Us scoundrels never change, Gertie,” he winked.


“Now, seein’ as how I helped ye kill that monster, I get a share o’ the booty!”


“Definitely a dwarf,” Granwold noted to Piergeiron, who nodded in agreement.


“Wouldn’t have it any other way, you angry little woman,” Fox winked at her, which made her kick him in the shin.


They returned to the inn, where several people gathered around to listen as Granwold laughed and described their short, wild fight with the beholder, as Piergeiron talked quietly with Durnan and Gertie let a cleric that had been in the tavern heal her foot as Fox watched.  “Well, I have to say, Piergeiron, you’ve still got it,” Fox chuckled, toasting him with a glass of spiced wine Mhaere gave him.  “He was quite a force down there,” he noted to Mhaere.  “Skilled, attentive, quick and decisive.  The man still has his fighting spirit.”

“And you are quite undisciplined, and maybe a touch mad yourself,” Piergeiron replied, then he smiled slightly.  “But you’re a good man in a fight, Fox the Wanderer.”


“Fearless,” Granwold chuckled.


“I’m nowhere near fearless, Gran,” Fox replied with a sober expression.  “I’d never have done that if Gertie hadn’t been in danger.  I’m no fool.”


“No, just a noble softie with a weakness for girls in need of help so you can kiss them,” Mhaere replied, patting him on the cheek, which made him laugh.


“Ain’t no way I’m lettin’ ye kiss me, ye old scoundrel,” Gertie barked, which made several of them laugh.


“Now, let’s divide up the booty.  Remember, Zarra Khan does get his share,” he warned.


“The lich was there?” Durnan asked in surprise.


“He did help,” Granwold admitted.  “And I mean he was of great help.  He disabled the magical defenses so we could get in, created a diversion that drew off the guards, killed an undead beholder, blocked off the building’s door to keep the other guards out, and helped us kill the Eye.  I have to admit it, after seeing Zarra Khan help us rescue Mistress Gertie, I’d shake the man’s hand if it didn’t give me frostbite.”


“Now you’re learning, Gran,” Fox chuckled as he dropped the laden cloak on the nearest table.  “Well, quite a varied take,” he mused, looking over an assortment of weapons, gems, trinkets, and a couple of wands.


“Och, that axe is mine!” Gertie boomed, grabbing for the battle axe among the items.

“I’m not fighting you over it,” Fox grinned at her.


They took turns choosing items from the take, Fox selecting for Zarra Khan by proxy, at least until Bradior arrived.  The red-bearded dwarf was all but running in, saw Gertie, then took her in a powerful embrace.  “Och, me girl, they saved ye!” he declared in relief.  “Fox, ye old scoundrel, I knew ye’d help!”


“I always help friends, Brad,” he chuckled, shaking the dwarf’s hand.  “But I didn’t do it alone.  Piergeiron himself helped rescue your daughter, as well as Granwold here, one of Piergeiron’s best men.  I think it proves how much Mirabar’s good graces means to Waterdeep that the Open Lord himself would personally go rescue your daughter.”


“Ye did?  Och, Piergeiron, the Blackanvil clan be forever in yer debt!”

“It was my honor, Ambassador,” Piergeiron said modestly, shaking Bradior’s hand.


“Ye shoulda seen them, Pa!” Gertie said with a grin.  “Came chargin’ in like maniacs, got me free, and I took up me axe and helped them!  They even had a lich helpin’ ‘em, and he sealed off the room so the other guards couldna’ get in!  We killed the Eye, Pa!  We killed the Eye!”


Fox leaned against the bar as Gertie told the full story to her father, and Piergeiron joined him.  “I’m surprised you trusted me enough to come along,” Fox chuckled.


“I had my doubts, but if you would trust me enough to turn your back to me while I was holding a sword, I could trust you enough to fight by your side, at least this one time.  Don’t think this changes things, Wanderer.  You still have much to answer for concerning your actions among the merchants, and bringing that dark elf into the city.”

“It already has, Piergeiron,” he chuckled.  “I saw a paladin down in that ziggurat, not a politician.  I liked what I saw.  You should get out more, rescue at least one damsel in distress a month.  I think it’d do wonders for your constitution.”

Piergeiron could only chuckle helplessly.


“But you’re right, it won’t change all that much.  The Lords as a group really annoyed me, so I have to tweak their noses a bit before I go.”

“And if I asked you as a personal favor to lay off?”


“I’d consider it,” he smiled.  “But, since I know that the Lords sent the Red Sashes after me, well, I do have to settle that score before we can shake hands.”


“And you’re certain of it?”


“Certain enough.  Don’t think that the other Lords don’t do things behind your back, Pier.  You’re a paladin, you wouldn’t approve of some of their shenanigans, so they just work around you by keeping you out of the loop.  You can just turn a blind eye to this, too.  I’ll deal with the Red Sashes, and whoever set them on me.  But, I promise I won’t kill them, I won’t reveal their identities, and I won’t cause any widespread destruction.  I’ll spank them a little in retaliation for sticking their noses in my business, then we can all move on.”


Piergeiron laughed.  “As much as I could believe such a promise, understand that, as a Lord, I must oppose any interference with the activities of the other Lords, even if I object to them,” he replied.  “Should you begin to interfere with the Lords, you will find me a staunch opponent.  However, your actions today gives me leave to grant you something of a ten day reprieve on your coming banishment, which should give you time to complete your preparations and begin your expedition.  You did this city a great service today, Fox the Wanderer, and never let it be said that Waterdeep does not honor its debts of gratitude.”


“Ten days, eh?  I think I can get everything done by then.  Both what you can see and what I hide from you,” he chuckled.


“Just keep it legal, Fox the Wanderer,” Piergeiron warned.  “If I find out you’re skulking around in the shadows, I’ll have to be quite firm.”


“That’s fair,” Fox shrugged as several girls rushed into the inn, the Vixens.  Amarri gave him a hard look and took hold of his right arm, inspecting the bloody wound there.  “Hello, girls.  I see rumor travels fast.”


“In this city?” Selena asked darkly.  “You went in there without us?”


“There wasn’t time to get you,” he replied.  “I didn’t even have time to warn Karra.  We had to get Gertie back as quickly as possible.”


“Master Fox, can you ever manage to play with others without needing my services afterward?” Amarri tutted as she touched the wound.


“Where’s the fun in that, Amarri?” he asked with a playful grin.  “Well, can you do anything about it?”


“Somewhat.  It was dealt with magic, so it will resist healing.  It might leave a scar.”


“Oh no, another scar.  Whatever shall I do,” he said in a dry tone, which made her smack him on the shoulder.  He winced, then laughed at her expression of both annoyance and worry that she might have struck his wound.


“Let’s get you back home, Master Fox.  It will take some time to tend these injuries.”


“You’re the cleric, girl,” he replied.  “Well, it was good to see you again, Gertie.  Tell your father we need to meet somewhere and have a few tankards.”


“I’ll tell him,” she nodded.


Fox described the brief adventure to the girls, his voice animated and his movements spry and exaggerated.  The Vixens all looked at each other with amused expressions, seeing the man they knew more than the man they’d seen the last few rides, the legendary Fox the Wanderer, the man with a wanderlust and intense curiosity so powerful that songs and legends had been left in his wake.  He seemed almost like a little kid as he described the battle with the beholder, and his eyes shone with a vigor they hadn’t seen since they’d arrived in Waterdeep.  But, under it all, was the thinking man that had carefully trained them to always observe, always watch, always pay attention, and his musings were about the beholder.  “It was awfully young to be running an operation like that,” he told them.  “It was a very young beholder.  I’d almost bet that it was running that place at the behest of another.  I might have to look into that a little bit.”

His reception at home was a bit more frosty.  Karra was waiting for him, and the first thing she did was slap him on the shoulder for going off into danger, then she kissed him for coming home safely, then she slapped him again for not taking her with him.  “I hear about this exercise from Zarra Khan instead of you?” she asked archly.  “You should have called to me, beloved!  I should have been there!”


“To protect what’s hers,” Merri mused with a whimsical expression to Saja, who nodded.


“You had better believe I will protect what is mine!” she declared vehemently, grabbing him by his bandolier and chain.  “This is not the old days, my dear heart, when you can gallavant off without a care!  I am your wife!  I don’t seek to tie you to my apron strings, but at the very least, I deserve the chance to be there by your side when you go!”


“I know, I know, dear heart,” he replied, wincing as Amarri worked her healing magic on him.  “But I had a very good reason for not calling you.”


“I am waiting,” she said dangerously.


“I don’t want you associated with any of my less than sedentary notions,” he answered evenly.  “If I get myself banished from Waterdeep or end up running with another pack of Armar assassins on my tail, I don’t want you caught up in it.  One of us has to have the freedom to come and go in Waterdeep for the sake of the trade company, and since I’m not exactly on the best terms with the Lords, that has to be you.  So, you can’t get mixed up in some of my less than lawful endeavors, to maintain that bit of separation and protect your reputation.  No matter what I do, as long as you don’t get mixed up in it, they won’t banish you from the city.  I don’t think they have the nerve to offend Halruua in such a way, and banishing an Earth Mistress of the Academy for the actions of her husband would definitely offend them.  It’s just not proper.”  He slapped at Amarri’s hand, which made her giggle.  “That’s why I called Zarra Khan rather than you.  They wouldn’t let him walk the city anyway, and besides, I think I scored some points for him down there.  Granwold was highly impressed with him, and I think even Piergeiron had to admit that Zarra really saved our butts.  We’d never have pulled it off without him.  It was a sight to see, a paladin and a lich fighting on the same side,” Fox laughed.  “I think there’s a chance that even Piergeiron came out of it with maybe a slightly new persepective on things.”


Karra gave him a long, icy look, then she sighed.  “Your logic is flawed, my dear heart, but I can at least follow its less convoluted portions.”


“In other words, I’m completely wrong, but you’ll forgive me because I’m too impetuous and notional to know better,” he surmised with a sly smile.


“I haven’t forgiven you yet, my husband,” she replied archly, which made him laugh.  “I believe you’re going to have to labor most of the night to woo me from my wrathful disposition.”


“I do so love to woo,” he said with a playful smile.
