
        
            
                
            
        

    



Chapter 2


 


        The marriage of a
person like the legendary Fox the Wanderer should have been something grand and
spectacular, a wedding to match the towering reputation of someone who was a
living legend.


        In a way, they would
have been disappointed.  But, in a way, they would not.


        Fox and Karra were
wed by a priestess of Mystra in the Plinth not an hour after they arrived.  It
was a quiet, private ceremony, intimate, but it was the people who served as
witnesses to the marriage that made it quite unusual for the flightly flustered
priestess.


        She just couldn’t
stop staring.  Not at the Djinn, but at that lich.


        He arrived minutes
before the wedding, and triggered almost every defensive magic woven into the
building.  He simply defeated every trap and ward against undead with magic,
invited himself in, and nearly caused a general war when the priests and
clerics rallied to attack him.  Fox and Karra both had to talk very fast to
prevent a war in the Plinth.  The lich, the infamous Zarra Khan, was there to
attend the wedding.  No more, no less.  The gathered clerics debated this issue
furiously, but relented when Zarra offered to surrender his wand and rod to
them during the ceremony, and would leave immediately upon its conclusion.


        It wasn’t every day a
clan of Djinn served as the wedding attendants and guests.  Nor was it every
day that a lich appeared in public, also to attend that same wedding.


        The noble Djinn Kiazz
gave Karra away, and Kriavos served as Fox’s attendant groom.  Aeyalla served
as the attendant bridesmaid, and nine other Djinn shared space with a
northwoman to serve as the guests.  The eleven tall Djinn at least had plenty
of headroom in the main chamber of the Plinth, a large building that served as
the home for many different faiths in Waterdeep, and quite a few of the priests
of the other faiths and citizens of Waterdeep lurked at the doors after being
all but physically ejected by Kiazz to make room for the wedding, but at least
they weren’t crazy enough to argue with a Djinn lord.


        Fox and Karra weren’t
nervous at all.  In a way, it was just picking up where they left off some
thirty years ago, but there was one little surprise in store for him.  Karra
was the one that supplied the rings.  And they were enchanted.


        Karra had been
planning this for thirty years, so she had plenty of time to have the rings
made and prepare them.  Each one was made of twisting bands of gold, sliver,
and platinum, braided together, with diamond, sapphire, emerald, and ruby chips
inset into the outside edges of the twisted bands.  When she put the ring on
his finger, then he put the other ring on hers, he felt them activate. 
The rings were bound to each other, sealed, and by using them in a wedding
ceremony overseen by a cleric of Mystra, it activated the magic that Karra had
spent twenty years weaving into them.  She knew that he wore the ring of
regeneration, so her own ring duplicated that effect, relieving him of the need
to wear it.  But it also duplicated the function of his onyx pendant that
defeated magical scrying against him, relieving him of the need to wear that. 
The reason she had done that was so she could weave into the rings the ability
for her to know exactly where he was at any time without the amulet interfering,
and he would know where she was, in case of accident or calamity.  Fox saw that
as only prudent, really.  The rings also allowed them to speak to each other
from any distance, always in communication.  Again, a very prudent magical
effect, giving him the ability to talk to his wife, anywhere, at any time.


        After they exchanged
rings, they were wed.  The Djinn applauded happily as they kissed, a kiss full
of longing and hope, as Karra caught up on thirty years without kisses and
promised many wonderful kisses in the future now that she had him.  They stood
there, holding hands, looking into each others eyes after the kiss, as the
priestess quietly removed herself from the dais.


        “Well, it took me
thirty years,” she told him with a gentle smile.  “But it was time worth
waiting.  You were worth it, my love.”


        “I’m just glad you
didn’t give up on me,” he answered with a smile.


        “Excellent, excellent
my friends!” Kriazz boomed in his deep voice, floating up to the dais and
putting his huge hands on their shoulderss.  “I knew you two were a match when
you worked to earn my blessing!  I am overjoyed to see love conquer your
wandering nature, friend Fox!”


        “I guess I’m just
human, despite what some people say about me, Lord Kiazz,” Fox laughed.  “Even
I change over time.  I’m just glad I chose the most wonderful woman in the
world, who had the patience to wait me out.”


        Kiazz laughed richly. 
“It is always a joy to see love realized, and it is also my joy to bring to you
my own wedding gift, my human friends.”


        “We didn’t expect
gifts, Lord Kiazz,” Karra said mildly.  “When you blessed us before, it was
more than we could ever have hoped for.”


        “Phaugh, I blessed a
trinket, Karra.  Now, I wish to bless your union!” he exclaimed, patting their
shoulders.  “But it is not a gift I wish to bestow upon you here, my friends,
oh no!  You must come home with me, so we might give you a proper reception,
and I can give you my gift in more suitable surroundings!”


        “Go home with you? 
My lord, that would be very nice.  We haven’t been in your estate for many
years.”


        “May we bring friends
along?” Karra asked.


        “Certainly,
certainly!  You wish to invite the nervous barbarian and the lich?”


        “If that’s not a
bother,” he said with a nod.


        “Well, it is not
often we allow a minion of darkness within our home, but if he is your friend
and you trust him, then he is welcome.”


        “Zarra Khan will
cause no trouble, my Lord.  I give you my word.”


        “So be it, then!” he
said with a deep laugh.  “My wife, my children, let us return home so we might
celebrate this joyous event!  Gather for our departure.  Yes, northman mage,
dark lich, our friends wish you to be part of this celebration.  If it pleases
you, we invite you to join us at my manor to celebrate this happy day.”


        “Uh, sure,” Saja said
uncertainly.


        “I would be honored,”
the lich said in a hollow, eerie voice.


        And with that, the
clerics and people watching from the doors of the Plinth saw the eleven Djinn,
two humans, and undead waver, and then vanish.  They had no idea where they
went, and the rumors started flying almost immediately, as did the news that
the legendary warrior Fox the Wanderer had married a Halruuan mage, literally
at the spur of the moment.


        The reception took
place in the Elemental Plane of Air, on the tiny round sphere of earth that
served as the Djinn Lord Kiazz’s home and the center of his domain.  The tiny
ball was covered with buildings that looked Calishite in design, with bulbous
domes and towering arches, the floors tiered like a Maztican pyramid, a home
designed specifically for those who could fly.  There were no stairs, only
balconies and open areas where they could land when moving between buildings
and floor.  Fox and Karra hadn’t been there in thirty years, but the Djinn
hadn’t changed much at all.  They arrived in a square courtyard filled with
flowers and trees, warm as summer, with a fountain in the center that bubbled
merrily with clear water.  With a clap of his hands, the open bailey beyond the
garden was filled with festive banners, floating, glowing lamps, luxurious
pillows and rugs for seating, and magical instruments that hovered in midair
and played a lively tune by themselves.


        “By Mystra’s robe,”
Saja said, looking around in awe.  “Where are we?”


        “I would guess we are
within the elemental plane of air,” Zarra Khan replied in his dead voice.  “It
is, after all, the home of the Djinn.  And this is grand enough to be the
personal abode of one of Kiazz’s rank and stature.”


        “I hope they can get
us home,” she swallowed.


        “Easily.”


        “Saja, calm down,”
Fox said with a chuckle, coming over and taking her hands.  “Now you get to
meet some of the the friends I don’t advertise,” he winked.  “Oh, and they have
lots of different kind of drink here.”


        “What kinds?” she
asked, licking her lips.


        “Anything you can
imagine,” he grinned.  “Djinn can conjure drink, it’s a natural ability for
them.  Ask one of them for anything you can imagine, and they can make it.  And
they love to drink too,” he said lightly, his voice intimating that they’d
rather like that.


        “Let’s find out if a
Djinni can hold his wine,” Saja said in a competitive voice.  “Hoy, could one
of you by chance be able to conjure forth some Derro Brainkiller?” she asked of
one of the younger Djinn.


        “You know she’s going
to cause chaos,” Karra giggled.


        “It’ll be refreshing
for the Djinn to find someone they can’t outdrink,” he shrugged.


        They moved into the
open bailey and celebrated.  Fox and Karra renewed some old friendships among
the Djinn that couldn’t come to see them, mainly the youngers and the kids, and
Saja loosened up considerably when she found out that the Djinn loved to drink
almost as much as she did.  She took up with Kiazz’s brother and cousin and
their wives on one side, swilling down tankard after tankard and talking. 
Zarra Khan sat on a pillow more or less alone, but his glowing eyes took in
everything with his usual studious intensity.  Fox and Karra sat with him for a
moment after the noble leader sat down and talked with his wife, then conjured
forth a truly stunning banquet complete with a wedding cake that was taller
than the newlyweds.


        “Congratulations on
your happiness, my old friends,” the lich said in his dead voice.  “Would that
I could still feel, I believe I would find much joy for you.”


        “I really appreicate
that, Zarra,” Fox said grandly, clapping him on the shoulder, then shaking his
hand.  Only Fox’s immunity to cold saved him from frostbite at that contact. 
“I’m truly grateful you decided to come out to attend the wedding.  Thank you. 
It meant much to me that you were there.”


        “It was the least I
could do,” he said with a nod.  “Karra, might we discuss some of the theories
you presented to me on working with living stone at a later time?  I have
pondered your notes for many days, and I still find myself unable to grasp the
intricacies.”


        “Certainly,” she told
him with a gentle smile.  “But would you mind waiting for a few days or so?”


        He laughed, a hollow,
chilling sound.  “I would not dare to intrude upon your honeymoon,” he said
with a nod.  “We can meet and debate the matter at your leisure.  I am patient,
and will use the time to further consider your ideas.”


        Fox and Karra joined
Saja and Kiazz’s brother Kronn, their cousin Vorr, and their wives Aemell and
Yorivan as Saja kept sampling the many liquors that they kept happily conjuring
for her.  They were trying to get her blind, falling-down drunk, but they were
going to be in for a shock, Fox could see that.  Saja could drink any living
thing under the table, and the Djinn would fall to her as surely as every other
challenger had.  “Ye’ve never talked about that lich, Fox.  Is Karra his
apprentice or something, and you just keep it hushed up?”


        “He’s my apprentice,
actually,” Karra said mildly.  “Not in the literal sense, but I’ve been
tutoring him in the earth magic I use.  He’s a very good mage, and he’ll master
it soon.”


        “Speaking of
apprenticing, think ye might see fit to meet with me and trade spells, Karra?”
Saja asked.


        “I was planning to do
so,” she smiled.  “I can’t get a good idea of your skill in the Art if I don’t
see your spellbooks, now can I?  I’ll see how I can train you from there.”


        “Train me?”


        “Did you think I’d
not take in a friend of my husband as an apprentice, Saja?  You are welcome to
train with me, if you so wish it.”


        “Of course I wish
it,” she laughed.  “The chance to learn from a Halruuan archmage?  I’d be
insane to pass that up!”


        “You are a mage of
that much import in your world, friend Karra?” Kronn asked curiously.


        “I am from a land of
import, but I myself am far from among the elite of my people,” she said
demurely.  “I still have much to learn.”


        “As do we all,” Kronn
said with a nod.  “The moment you no longer have anything to learn is the day
you should move on to the next life!”


        In all, it was quite
a wonderful reception.  Aeyalla and her sister Aevanne danced for them, showing
their beauty and grace by actually not flying while doing so, staying on the
ground.  Kiazz laughed delightedly when Saja managed to drink his brother into
a stupor, and Zarra Khan found himself in a very lively discussion with Kiazz’s
wife, Zoyavi, who was herself a student of arcane magic and was a fairly
competent magician in her own right.  As the lich and the Djinni discussed
magical theories and matters to the point of losing all track of their
surroundings, Fox and Karra renewed their friendship with the Djinn noble as he
told them about the last thirty years, the frictions with the Efreeti, and his
clan moving up in the ladder of social prestige among the Djinn with their
prosperity.


        “It has been a good
sixty years, it has,” he said with a satisfied nod.  “How has it been for you?”


        “It’s only been
thirty for us, my Lord,” Karra told him with a smile.


        “Ah, yes, of course,
time marches differently in our world than it does in yours,” he reasoned.


        “It has been good to
me, my Lord.  I spent that time bettering myself in my Art, and learning the
secrets of golems so I could build them.  It was the thesis I presented to the Arcane
Masters to earn my sapphire,” she explained, touching the blue gem embedded
into her forehead.  “I worked many years to master the art of golem making, and
managed to improve the process.”


        “Excellent,
excellent!  I am glad to hear that you have prospered, my friend.  And what
have you been up to, friend Fox?”


        He laughed.  “Nothing
anywhere near as momentous,” he admitted.  “I spent that time basicly just
wandering around, like I always did, getting into trouble.”


        Kiazz laughed.  “You
have the soul of a Djinni, my human friend, always getting into trouble!  I
think that is why Kriavos and Aeyalla fancy you so much.”


        “Probably,” Fox
chuckled.  “The only thing of importance I did in that time was meet Saja and
her friends and take them in and train them.”


        “Friends are the most
important thing there can be, friend Fox,” Kiazz said seriously.  “That you
have forged such strong bonds with new people is just as wonderful as your
wife’s accomplishments.   Congratulations!”


        “Thank you, my Lord,”
he said with a nod.


        “Now then, since we
have had time to celebrate in a proper manner, it is time for the gift.  My
family, my subjects, attend!” he boomed, standing up.  “This day we celebrate
the union of two humans who spent much time and effort to prove themselves to
be worthy of our friendship, and now, on this day of their joy, we may return
their devotion to the Djinn in kind!  Fox.  Karra.  This day, this happy day,
it is my unmatched honor to present to you a gift in honor of your union and in
appreciation for all you have done for us.  It is the two of you who saved
Aevanne from the Efreeti, and returned my satrap’s sceptre from the
clutches of the evil Dao!  You have enriched us, and now it is my happy offer
to enrich you in return.


        “As is the right of a
noble Djinn, my human friends, I bestow upon you three wishes.  This is
my gift to you, and it is my hope and expectation that you use them wisely and
well, for you, of all humans, are aware of the dangers and limitations that
come with such a gift.”


        “Pasha, you give us
too much!” Fox gasped in shock.  “I would never ask such a thing from you!”


        “And, that, my
friend, is why it is my pleasure to grant them to you!” he proclaimed.  “For I
know that in your hands, they will neither be wasted nor abused.  You have
proved yourselves to us in the past, and now it is time to reap the rewards of
that dedication.”  He held out three fingers.  “Three wishes, my friends. Know
you the limitations under which I operate when granting you this boon?”


        They both nodded.


        “Very good!  So, my
friends, what is it you desire?  If it is within my ability, it is yours!”


        “One each?” Fox
offered?  “And we use the third for the castle?”


        “That sounds good to
me,” Karra grinned.


        Fox stood, then he
bowed, deeply.  “I feel I’m unworthy for such a wonderful gift, my
Lord,” he said, “but I’ll not be so foolish as to insult you by denying your
gift.  For my wish, I want a rather simple thing.”


        “Speak, and if it is
in my power, it is yours.”


        “My Karra can make
stone golems of amazing power and complexity, my Pasha.  In the future, I
intend to build a castle for myself, and it will have need of a powerful
guardian to help defend it in times of crisis.  Would it be within your power
to either create one of her golems, or change one of the golems she’s already
created, to be of great size and strength?”


        “I would be unable to
create one from nothing, but I would be able to augment one that already
exists,” he answered.


        “Karra, love, can I
borrow one of your golems?” he asked.


        She laughed, hugging
him lightly.  “Oh, you silly man, of course!  I already built a golem just for
you, you know.  It’s in Halruua.  My Lord, might you please favor me by
allowing me to summon it here?”


        “Dear Karra, I will
bring it to us.  Simply picture the golem in your mind, and it will be made to
appear.”


        Seconds later, a nine
foot tall golem appeared.  It too was patterned after a dragon, a miniature
statue of one, amazingly detailed and almost lifelike, but unmoving.  “This is
Auron, my love.  He is your golem.  Auron, awaken,” she called in a
gentle voice.


        The eyes of the
dragon golem suddenly erupted into an amber light, and the statue began to move
with sinuous, elegant grace.  It dropped down onto all fours and folded its
wings over its back, then walked over to her.


        “My Lord, what I had
in mind was to make this golem the size of a real dragon, and give it
the breath weapons of one.  With something like that defending my home,
it should be quite safe.”


        “Easily accomplished,
my human friend.  Also will I impart to it the ability to return to its current
size, so that you might have it accompany you without destroying human cities.”


        “Oh, that would be
quite nice,” he said with a bright smile.


        “Then make your
wish,” the Djinn noble said with a smile.


        “I wish for you to do
me this favor, my Lord, with gratitude.”


        “As it has been
asked, so shall it be granted!” he said in a booming voice, that shook their
sphere of earth, and then clapped his hands.  The dragon golem’s form shimmered
for a moment.  “It is done!  Your golem may now breathe fire like a dragon, and
can, upon your command, become as large as one.”  He looked to the Halruuan. 
“And you, my dear.  What is it you desire?”


        “I have already been
given my heart’s desire, my Lord,” she said with a glorious smile, touching
Fox’s arm.  “But if would grant me one wish, I would wish that the Dabram
Auroventa had not been destroyed when its magic failed, in its original
condition before my family enchanted it, so that I might have the chance to
enchant it once more.”


        “As you have wished,
so shall it be!” Kiazz boomed, clapping his hands.


        Before him, something
appeared on the floor.  It stood on a silver tripod, at the height of a man’s
chest.


        It was a diamond the
size of a man’s head, cut in a teardrop shape, which scillinted rainbow arcs of
light from the torches and braziers in the bailey.


        “Ye gods!” Saja
gasped.  “Is that real?”


        “It’s the Dabram
Auroventa, Saja, a diamond of perfection,” she said.  “It set in my family’s
ancestral tower for a thousand years, but the stress of enchanting eroded it
over time, until it finally failed and was destroyed.  With this, I can enchant
magical protections into our future home.  Only something like this would do. 
The more area an enchantment covers, the larger and more perfect the device
holding that enchantment must be.  Nothing but this gem could provide
enchantment to something the size of a castle,” she said simply.


        “A wise wish,” Kiazz
nodded.  “You have one remaining, my human friends.  What is it you desire?”


        “Well, the last one
is for Dragonspear,” Fox winked at her.


        “I believe the first
two were for Dragonspear as well,” she smiled in reply.  “Anything you want, my
love?”


        “I have what I want,
Karra,” he told her gently.  “Everything else will come with time.  And I’m in
no hurry.”


        She gave him a loving
smile, then reached in and kissed him.  “My Lord, for our third wish, I would
wish for something quite materialistic.  It will be quite expensive for us to
build this castle and defend it.  I’m sure that my husband belives he’s raised
enough money to do the job, but I don’t think he factored in what it will cost
for me to enchant it to my satisfaction.  Might we trouble you for some sum of
cash that will cover what it will cost to research and enchant the castle?”


        Kiazz laughed. 
“Gold, Karra?  You would wish for something as simple as gold?”


        “I think we will need
it, my Lord.  The cost for me to enchant the diamond itself will be quite
steep, probably close to a hundred thousand crowns.  It will take some very
expensive components, and I must admit that right now, I don’t have the money
myself to cover these costs.  I spent much of my fortunes constructing the
golems and making our wedding rings.  And I will not enter into this marriage
being a burden to my husband,” she said simply.


        “Silly girl, you’d
never be a burden,” he chided her, giving her a gentle squeeze.


        “If gold is what you
desire, then gold shall be your reward,” Kiazz said with a laugh.  “I grant
upon you a fortune equal to the value of your husband’s amassed wealth,
so that you might enter into this marriage on equal financial ground,” he
concluded with a wink.  “As it has been wished, so shall it be!” he boomed,
clapping his hands.  There was no immediate visible effect, but Kiazz laughed
brightly.  “My dear, it seems your treasure room was unable to contain your
wish,” he winked.  “You might have need to have your golems start shoveling the
coins out of the hallway.”


        Karra laughed.  “I’ll
have them clean it up, my Lord,” she smiled.  “And thank you.  Now I can
perform the magic necessary without draining my husband’s coffers.”


        “You spent your
fortune on me?” Fox asked in surprise.


        “You were worth every
copper bit, my love,” she told him, patting him on the cheek.  “Every copper
bit.”


        “How were you going
to pay for things if you didn’t have it and wouldn’t let me pay for it?”


        “I have things to
sell, my love,” she said simply.  “I could get a fortune for one of my golems.”


        “My wife will not
pawn off her things for me,” he said, scandalized by the thought of it.


        She laughed and
leaned in against him.  “Well, now that is not an issue, my love.  Thanks to our
wonderful friends, we can build our dream without worrying about money.”


        The party continued
for a few more hours, and then Kiazz stood up and clapped his hands.  “We will
not keep the newlyweds from the promise of their wedding night any longer!” he said,
which made many of them laugh.  “We will return you to Faerun now, my friends. 
Go with happiness, and know that we have truly enjoyed giving to you as you
have given to us.”


        It was a shock to go
from the warmth of Kiazz’s home back to the biting cold of Waterdeep, and Saja
looked a little wistful.  They had dropped the four of them right outside
Saja’s tower, Auron carrying the diamond with it wrapped in a leather bag, and
despite the promise of a wedding night, it was only daylight out, close to sunset;
time moved faster in the elemental planes.  Six hours there was three hours in
Waterdeep.  “Well, I will take my leave of you, before the city’s watch takes
offense to my presence,” Zarra Khan said in his hollow voice.  “I thank you for
a wonderful afternoon, and congratulate you on your happiness.”


        “Thanks, Zarra,” Fox
said, shaking his skeletal hand.  “It was good to see you again.”


        “I’ll send you a
message when I’m ready to talk with you,” Karra told him.


        “I will be waiting.” 
Zarra took one step back, touched a ring on his bony hand, and then he
vanished.


        “Tyr’s bunions, he
gave me the creeps,” Saja grunted.  “Would you like to come in?  I don’t have
much, but it’s yours.”


        “I’m going to take
you up on a part of that, young one,” Karra said, giving her a smile.  “Might
we be allowed to use a section of a wall within?  I need to set a doorway, and
it must be in a secure place.”


        “My wall is your
wall, my Lady,” Saja nodded.


        “Doorway?” Fox asked
curiously.


        “I’m going to show
you what I really spent my fortune on, my love,” she winked.


        “Oh, really?” he
asked.


        She nodded.


        Inside, Fox and Saja
watched as her golems activated at her command, left in Saja’s tower, and
cleared a section of wall near the fireplace so they could reach it.  She took
out a small crystal rod and placed it against the wall, on the floor, then
stepped back and took a handful of diamond dust from a pouch on her belt.  She
cast it on the wall above the crystal rod, but it didn’t fall to the floor, it
stuck fast to the wall.  She then began chanting in the language of magic.  The
dust on the wall began to shiver, then began to move as she chanted the same
ten words over and over, from the sound of it, sliding, shimmering, crawling
like ants on the rough dark stone, until the diamond dust had taken a roughly
door-like rectangular shape on the wall.  Karra spoke a single word and made a
slashing motion with her hand.  The rod on the floor shattered like glass, and
then a magical red mist boiled out of the shards.  It enveloped the area on the
wall confined by the diamond dust, then it flashed brightly with red light.


        When the light faded,
a rather plain if well-made door of red wood was on the wall, as if it had been
built there.


        “And now, my love,
let me show you my home,” she said to him, taking his hand, and then
opening the door.


        What was beyond that
door was a truly palatial entrance hall, massive in scope, with vaulted,
sculpted colums, a glossy white tiled floor, and a crystal chandelier at the
far end, flanked by a pair of stairwells rising up to a balcony that lined the
walls of the back half of the chamber.  Fox and Saja looked in, and Saja
whistled in amazement.  “I know you wish to build your castle in Dragonspear,
my love, but there’s nothing wrong if I move this into the castle, is
there?”


        Fox laughed
delightedly.  “Well, I think I can manage to survive living in a big room with
a stone floor,” he teased.


        She laughed.  “This
is just the entry room, you silly man,” she told him.  “And you’ve been here
before.”


        “I have?  When?”


        “Remember the spell I
used to create a living space for us?” He nodded.  “This is that spell.  It
looks different, but the floorplan is the same.  I simply researched the spell
and found a way to make it permanent.”


        “You mean it has the
invisible servants and the food and everything?”


        “The servants, yes. 
The food, no.  I couldn’t make that permanent.  My mansion has two exits, my
love.  One of them opens to my tower in Halruua.  The other isn’t fixed.  I can
move it about as I need to, and I have set it here for now.  When we raise the
castle, I’ll move it there.  So, we will live in here, and we’ll just move it
wherever we need it to be.”


        Fox laughed
brightly.  “Well, that’s amazing, Karra!  It almost makes me not want to build
the castle.”


        “You are such a bad
liar,” she teased.  “This will simply give us somewhere nice to live while we
tame the wilds of Dragonspear.  I know that that is what you crave more
than having a roof over your head.”


        “I have to admit,
that’s part of it.  But I would like to build that castle.  I’m even carrying
the plans for it in my portable hole.”


        “Well, we can simply
place this door in our bedchamber,” she stated.  “So we always have a private
place to retreat to when we want to be alone.”  She put her hand on his arm
lightly, but there were any number of subtle invitations in that touch.


        He smiled.  “I think
it’s about time we enjoyed some of that privacy, don’t you?”


        “I believe you’re
right,” she smiled.


        Saja laughed.  “Have
fun, you two.  And you’d better get her pregnant, Fox!  It’s always good luck
if you put a child in her belly on your wedding night!”


        “A warning, Saja. 
None but me and Fox can open that door.  You may knock on it, but do not, for
your own safety, try to open it, or come in without us inviting you if you see
it open.”


        “Because of the
magic, or because you’ll kill me for trying to barge in while you’re busy
getting pregnant?” she asked boldly.


        “I would say both,”
she answered evenly, which made Saja laugh.


        “Shall we?” Fox
asked, holding out his hand to Karra.


        “I thought you’d
never ask,” she answered, taking his hand, then looking over her shoulder at
the three golems in the room.  “Maro, Karo, remain in this room.  Obey any
orders to move, fetch, or carry Saja gives you, but do not leave this tower for
any reason.  Auron, carry the diamond in with us.”


        The three golems
bowed their draconic heads silently.


        “Let me show you our
home, my love.”


        “I hope we’re
starting with the bedroom,” Fox said, which made Saja laugh crudely.


        “Of course we will,”
she smiled eagerly in reply, leading him inside and closing the door.


 


        Karra’s mansion was amazing.


        It was contained
completely in an extra-dimensional space, like his portable hole, but was much
more stable than other spaces of its kind…which allowed him to bring his
portable hole inside.  She explained that it was anchored to the
material plane, which allowed other extradimensional spaces to function inside
it.  It had many rooms, everyone one would find in a manor home, furnished
opulently and with every luxury one could imagine, including a large pool of
water for swimming and water that appeared on demand in sinks and tubs for
washing.  She even had a garden within her mansion, filled with living
trees, flowers, plants, and grass.  A small army of magical constructs acted as
servants within the house, which kept it clean, tended the garden, and waited
on the occupants like the most devoted maid, butler, or page.  It took her two
years to create and cost her almost her entire fortune, much costlier than
researching her golems, but she was more than pleased with the result.


        “I’ll move the anchor
point, of course, after our castle is built,” she explained as she showed him
her mansion the next morning, as they walked hand in hand.  They were both
completely nude, not having bothered to dress after awakening and bathing…but
there was no one in the mansion to compromise their modesty.  It was warm, dry,
and quite comfortable within, with nothing but magical servants around to see
them.  And they didn’t talk.  “It’s something of a weakness in the design that
we have to control the place where it’s anchored.  But when I leave Halruua,
I’ll want to live in the same place this mansion is anchored, so I’m there in
case something happens.”


        “Always smart,” Fox
agreed.


        “I’ve dreamed of this
place for many years, my love,” she told him, letting go of his hand and
twirling around the dining room, her arms out, a beautiful sight.  “The castle
might be your dream, but this place has been mine.  Now I will always have a
lovely place to call my own, a place that is always exactly what I want it to
be, a place that is always warm and cheerful and pleasing, a place that is
absolutely safe and well defended, and a place with lots of room for our
children,” she said with a glorious smile.  “Now, let’s go see how much damage
Kiazz did to my strongroom.”


        Quite a bit.  The
door to her strongroom, in the cellar, had been burst open, and a mountain
of gold coins had spilled out into the hallway, nearly ten feet from the door. 
Karra laughed ruefully as they reached it.


        “I hope you didn’t
have anything breakable in there.”


        “Mystra’s love, Fox,
how much money do you have?”


        “I’ve had thirty
years to rebuild after you emptied out my portable hole to make my katanas and
circlet, Karra,” he chuckled.  “I was a very busy boy.”


        “My dear love, I
should say so!” she laughed.


        “I have treasure
worth about two million crowns,” he told her.  “I figured it would cost that
much to build the castle and run it until it could pay for itself.  It looks
like Kiazz decided to grant your wish in gold coins rather than in items
of equal value,” he noted with a chuckle, picking one of the coins up.  “Blank
discs.  Well, people will know that they’re conjured and might think they’re
fool’s gold.”


        “I can fix that,”
Karra said dismissively.  “I can make them appear to be normal coins easily.”


        “Yeah, but millions
of them?”


        “I didn’t say it
would be quick,” she giggled.  “I just said I could do it.”


        “Point.  How will you
do it?”


        “A mint press,” she
shrugged.  “My servants never sleep, my love.  I will put them to the task of
stamping the coins so they appear normal.  It will probably take them years to
compete the task, but I doubt I’ll need them all that quickly.  They’ll get it
done eventually.  Actually, now that I think about it, this is a perfect
chance, my love.  I’ll design a coin and create stamp dies, and the coins we
stamp here will be coins of Dragonspear.  So we can establish the fact to
others that we intend to be here a while,” she smiled at him.


        “Clever.”


        “Thank you.”


        “I hope they didn’t
break anything when they appeared.”


        “I had very little
left in there,” she admitted ruefully.  “Just some gems and coins.  Nothing
fragile.”  She glanced back.  “Servants!”


        Ten shimmering apparitions
appeared behind them.


        “Before you are blank
gold coins with no stamping that have spilled out of the strongroom.  You will
take all these blank gold coins and stack them neatly in the large storage
cellar, and count them.  Any coins that are already stamped, or other items you
find while clearing the blank coins from the strongroom, you will place neatly
in the strongroom after it is cleared out.  You may stack the stamped coins and
other items in the large cellar temporarily so they aren’t in your way while
clearing out the strongroom.  You will count the stamped coins as well.  When
you complete these tasks, place the tally of counted coins on my desk in my
study.”


        The ten apparitions
ghosted silently past them and began the task, carrying loads of coins in their
magical constructions down the hall, towards the cavernous storage cellar
through which they had already come.  Judging from the hundreds of coins each
servant could pick up and move at once, it wasn’t going to take them months to
finish moving the coins..maybe a couple of rides.


        Karra finished
showing him around, finishing on the large marble patio holding the swimming
pool, which was a Halruuan affectation.  Halruuans loved to swim, their
tropical climate made it a very delightful way to cool off in a blistering
Halruuan summer, and they had these pools so they always had a place to swim
that was conveniently close to their residences.  In Halruua, these pools were
always enclosed behind high walls, because Halruuans were very modest people,
and swimming was usually an activity that one did nude if it was intentional.  Above
was a clearly artificial sky that was a lovely blue with small puffy clouds
floating in it, and no sun, but there was plenty of light.  Karra led him to a pair
of cushioned chairs, and then seated herself demurely on one of them.  “And of
course, no Halruuan residence is complete without this,” she said, looking up
at him with a smile.  “But at least the waters of this pool will always be
clean and warm.”


        “You and your
swimming,” Fox chuckled.  “Even after thirty years.”


        “How do you think I
keep this figure, my love?  I spend much too much time sitting at a desk
reading to do much exercise.  Swimming isn’t just a nice way to pass the time,
it keeps me fit.”


        “I never really
thought of that,” he admitted.


        A servant floated in
from the house, carrying neatly folded garments.  “Ah, thank you,” she said as
the spectral apparition handed her her brown silk robe.  It handed Fox his
leathers, as a second apparition brought the cross harness holding his swords,
bandolier, and chain.  “Ah, nicely cleaned,” she said, putting her nose to her
robe and sniffing it.  “This is the best part of this place, my love,”
she laughed.  “Every morning I awaken to freshly clean clothes.”


        “Halruuan
cleanliness,” he chuckled.


        “The rest of the
world would do well to follow our example,” she said primly as she stood and
shrugged her arms into her robe, which, like Saja’s, would close in the front
with a belt.  “It is much better than your habits,” she said accusingly.


        “I lived on the road
for over a century, hon.  There aren’t many bathtubs out there.”


        “Well, you have one
available now, and you will use it, every day,” she said adamantly.  “I
will not have a smelly husband crawling into our bed.”


        “Yes, dear,” he
sighed.


        After dressing, they
came out into Saja’s tower, and found she’d put the golems to some use.  Her
common room was cleaned up, many of the books gone, and the chairs rearranged. 
A third chair was now in the common room, the three of them arrayed before the
fireplace.  Saja was upstairs, and came running when Fox called out to her.  As
usual, she showed no signs of all the ale and liquor she’d consumed the day
before.  Saja wasn’t just a hard drinker, she seemed immune to hangovers. 
“Och, morning!  Did you two have fun?”


        “That’s a stupid
question, Saja,” he chuckled.


        “No, it’s not.  After
thirty years, you might have gotten rusty,” she said with a dirty grin, which
made Karra snort and cross her harms under her breasts.


        “Perhaps you’ve not
found man that doesn’t need constant practice to know what he’s doing,” she
answered.


        Saja winced, then
joined Fox in laughter.  “What do ye intend to do today?” she asked him.


        “I have to start
looking into finding some mercenaries willing to help clear out Dragonspear,”
he said, rubbing his chin.  “I also need to look around and see what kind of
construction force I can find that will leave the city and work away.  But the
main thing I have to do today is find us somewhere to live.”


        “Och, ye’re welcome
to my wall, old friend,” she grinned.


        “Hon, we’re going to
need something permanent,” he explained.  “This is the closest large
city to Dragonspear, so odds are we’ll be visiting here quite a bit.  I’d
prefer to have a secure place to stay while we’re here, rather than staying in
an inn.  So I’m going to find a house somewhere in town we can buy that we can
use as our visiting house.  And there’s also the matter of all the things I’m
going to have to buy for the castle  I have to put it somewhere, so I’m
also going ot look into buying or leasing one of the warehouses down in the
Trades Ward.”


        “Even when we buy
that house, Saja, the door will remain here.  It will stay here until I can
fortify the new house, and part of what I will be doing today is making
your tower much more secure,” Karra told her plainly.  “I’m sure you’ve taken
steps to protect your home, but I’ll be honest, young one.  You lack my skills,
so your defenses are not up to my expectations.  You and I will strengthen your
protections today while Fox is out and about.  Afterwards, we’ll sit down and
go over your spellbooks, so I can take a measure of you.”


        “I’d like that.”


        “I’d be happy to help
you, dear.  I think you’ll fit in well with my other apprentices.”


        “Other apprentices?”


        She smiled.  “Dear
child, do you really think that Zarra is the only mage I tutor?  I have nine
apprentices of varying levels of skill.  My senior apprentice is the one
minding my tower and laboratory, and is filling in for me as he trains the youngers. 
My youngest has only just begun her magical training.”


        “Ah, well, I thought
from the way you were talking that you didn’t have any apprentices,” she noted.


        “My apprentices can
do fine without me for a time,” she smiled.  “Cradis is an excellent mage and
is ready to take apprentices of his own.  He’s more than capable of keeping my
tower running without me there for a while.  I just didn’t want to bring them
here.  Waterdeep would, object to a couple of them.”


        “Who are they that
they’d object?”


        “Lirrin is a drow,
dear.  A drow male whom I came across, half dead, in Monrativi Teshy Mir.  He
was cast out from the drow colony there, and I took him in to apprentice under
me.  He’s got a great deal of potential,” she said proudly.  “Brav is a gnoll.”


        “A gnoll?”
Saja gasped.


        “Yes, quite unusual,
isn’t it?” she nodded in understanding.  “I’d never come across a gnoll
with any potential in the Art, but Brav certainly has potential.  Because he’s
so much smarter than other gnolls, his chief feared him, so they drove him out
of his pack and tried to kill him.  That’s how I came across him, much like
Lirrin.”


        “Aren’t you afraid of
those two?”


        Karra laughed.  “Oh,
Mystra, no, I’m not afraid they may turn on me, Saja,” she said calmly.  “Both
of them are devoted to my tower.  Lirrin understands that he has nowhere to go,
and besides, I can offer him what he has always dreamed of attaining, and that
is skill in the Art and a place where he is respected and important, something
a male will never get in a drow city.  Brav is a typical gnoll, I won’t deny
that, but he knows that I can teach him things he will never learn anywhere
else, and he owes me his life.  He won’t betray me, at least until he believes
I can offer him nothing more.”


        “Why would ye take
that kind of risk?”


        “Saja, I am a mage. 
It is my duty to train any with aptitude in the Art.  It’s the sacred duty of any
Halruuan.  Brav has potential, and so I will train him.  In time, he’ll see
things as Lirrin does, when he realizes that with me, he will be respected,
wanted, and important.  Outside of my tower, he will not receive so warm a
welcome.”


        “I must say, ye are a
brave lass, Karra,” Saja said respectfully.  “I’d be too wary to take a drow
and a gnoll for apprentices.”


        “Get used to them,
girl,” Karra warned.  “You will be learning beside Lirrin, and you might be
taking your own turn training Brav.”


        “To learn from you,
I’ll learn to like it,” she said simply.


        “As well you should,”
she stated.


        Fox left them to
their mage things and was out on the cold streets of Waterdeep.  He knew what
he wanted to do today, and he knew where he needed to go.  To find a house for
sale, all one had to do was go to Castle Waterdeep and talk to the brokers that
set up there…or at least they did sixty years ago.  He could only hope that it
was that easy nowadays.


        His shadow had come
back.  He was aware of being followed not two blocks from Saja’s tower—they
must have set up outside of it—but this time he decided not to go after them. 
Let them follow him to Castle Waterdeep, the bastion of law and order in the
city.


        The castle was very
crowded, because, he realized coming in, the Lords were holding an open court,
where citizens could bring grievances and they dealt with some matters that the
Magisters sent to them, too complicated or delicate for a Magister to handle
alone.  He jostled through the crowd and made several inquiries, and found, to
his dismay, that the old system where brokers congregated near the tax
assessor’s offices wasn’t done anymore.  But, after going into the tax
assessor’s office, he found their practice of publicly listing properties that
had been reclaimed by the city for failure to pay taxes or death of the owner
with no heir was still done.  He pored through the rolls of those properties,
looking for any address he might recognize given sixty years had changed quite
a few street names, but had little luck.


        The tax clerk, a
thin, reedy, and very old man named Sorrol, turned out to be very, very
helpful.  Fox explained what he was looking for:  a nice house that had to have
a fence around it, but didn’t necessarily have to be large, but did have to be
in a neighborhood that wasn’t dangerous like the Docks Ward was.  With that
information, Sorrol went over the tax rolls with him, and pointed out four
houses that might meet his needs.  He gave Fox the addresses of those houses,
and also gave him both the names of several professional real estate brokers
and the names and addresses of several people who were selling property.


        “This is the house I
suggest the most,” the man said, pointing at the top address.  “It’s been the
property of the city for nearly fifty years when the merchants who owned it
went out on a caravan and never returned.  The servants kept the house up for
nearly five years afterward, but when the merchant’s money was used up, the
house went into default and was seized by the city.  Pity when that happens,”
he said with a shake of his head.  “It’s got something of a reputation for
being haunted, but I doubt that would bother you,” he grinned.


        “Why would you say
that?”


        “I was here the last
time you were in Waterdeep, Lord Fox,” he said.  “I was just a boy then, of
course.  I watched a group of Armars chase you out the south gate,” he cackled
in delight.


        “I’m surprised you
remember me,” Fox chuckled.  “I hope they’ve forgotten about that,” he added,
motioning towards the grand hall where the Lords held their audiences.  “It was
all a big misunderstanding.”


        “Well, I won’t tell
if you won’t,” he grinned.  “So, you’re coming back to live?”


        “No, I just need a
house here,” he said with a shake of his head.  “I’ll be coming to visit from
time to time, and I wanted something permanent.”


        “Permanent isn’t
something one associates with Fox the Wanderer,” Sorrol chuckled.


        “Well, they need to,”
he said.  “I’m getting old, Sorrol.  I know it doesn’t it look it, but I’m
getting tired.  I want to find someplace to settle down, out where I don’t have
to answer to anyone else.  I have a place in mind, so I’m starting to get
things together to go claim my new home.  I need a house here so I have
someplace permanent while I’m here, and someplace to use when I come to visit.”


        “I guess there’s
going to be another God’s War any minute,” Sorrol said with a laugh.  “The
stories all say that the day you stop wandering is the day Ao comes again.”


        “Well, I hope not.  I
have too many things to do,” Fox winked.  “And I’m not in the mood to do it
dancing between the lightning bolts.”


        Sorrol started, and
then laughed.  “Any lamplighter can guide you to those addresses if you’re not
sure where they are.”


        “Thank you, Sorrol,”
he said, pulling a taol from his bandolier.  “Here.  After work, go have a
tankard on me.”


        “Why, thank you,” he
said, taking it with a nod.


        He came out into a
busy hall with the parchment in his hands and reading it, as people milled
around him, but he became aware of a pair of eyes locked on him.  He slowed to
a stop and turned to look out of the corner of his eye, and saw two men
standing near the Lords’ Chamber.  One was a burly fellow wearing a surcoat of
Waterdeep, and the other was a tall bearded man with a gray streak in it,
carrying a staff.  Fox had never seen these men before, but he knew enough from
what he’d heard since getting here to identify them.


        The burly man giving
him the evil eye had to be Piergieron, the Open Lord of Waterdeep.  The tall
fellow with the beard just had to be the Blackstaff, Khelben Arunson.  From the
stories he’d heard, Khelben had been a Lord, but had retired and
revealed himself to the city…but it was no shock to those who’d told him about
it.  That Khelben Arunson was a Lord was the worst kept secret in Waterdeep.


        Fox didn’t know
either of them.  This Khelben was old, like Fox, but wasn’t a Lord when Fox
ferreted them all out.


        Khelben strode over
towards him as people melted out of his way, then stopped about five feet
behind.  “Well, it’s not often that a living legend shows up in our fair city,”
he remarked in a strong voice.


        “Well, given you’ve
been here for quite a long time, I can’t assume you’re talking to yourself,”
Fox said mildly as he started folding up the parchment.  “I’m sorry, but if you
want an autograph, it’ll cost you a taol.”


        Khelben was silent a
moment.  “I hope that you’re here just to seek shelter from Auril’s embrace?”


        “Me and Auril are old
friends,” Fox said easily, tucking the folded parchment into his bandolier and
turning to face the mage.  “I’ve felt her kiss many times, and will many times
more.  It’s not that bad once you get used to it.  There are times when I
actually look forward to stepping outside in the morning and taking in Auril’s
breath and feeling it invigorate me.  You should try it sometime, you’re
looking a touch peakid.”


        “I will get to the
point,” Khelben said in an unfriendly manner.  “The Lords haven’t sent the
Armars after you out of consideration, given your crimes were sixty years ago,
and you stayed away from the city since then.  It’s too old of a grudge to
rekindle.  But you are not welcome in this city.  If you try to overstay
our hospitality, you may find your time here getting progressively unpleasant.”


        “Why not just get to
the point, Blackstaff?” Fox asked with a sly smile.  “Sixty years ago, I
discovered the identities of every single Lord of Waterdeep,” he announced in a
loud voice, which made almost everyone in the passage stop dead in their
tracks.  “I did it because I was curious.  Sometimes my curiosity gets the best
of me, and it gets me in trouble.  Sad, but true, I won’t deny it,” he
chuckled.


        “This is not the
place to discuss an issue like that,” Khelben said darkly.


        “Why?  You brought it
up.  I figured that all these people that heard you threaten me might
like to know why you did it.  So, that’s why, people of Waterdeep.  Sixty years
ago, I was very naughty!” he called in a loud voice.  “I admit it, and I
apologize.  Sometimes when I get curious, I lose my common sense.  It’s a
personality flaw of mine.”


        Piergieron moved to
return to the chamber of the Lords, but a quivering spike simply appeared
in the wall about two feet from him, near the doorframe, which made him flinch
violently, his hand reaching for the swordhilt at his waist.  “Oh, no, if I’m
going to be threatened, you’re not going to retreat back into that room and
pretend like it never happened, Open Lord of Waterdeep,” Fox said in a
surprisingly mellow, almost conversational voice.  “You started this in public,
and it’s going to stay in public.  So, here I am.  What say you,
Piergieron?  Sixty years ago, I did something not very nice, though none of it
was patently illegal.  I admit, I apologize, and I won’t do it again. 
Now get over it.  Either let it go, like I did, or arrest me here and
now.”


        Piergieron gave him a
truly ugly look. “I cannot arrest you for that,” he said stiffly.  “You
broke no overt laws.  There was never an official declaration making you an
enemy of the city because of the charge of espionage, but that charge can no
longer be brought against you after sixty years.”  But he did smile, rather
ominously.  “But I suppose I could have you arrested for the assault of a Lord
of Waterdeep,” he added, looking at the throwing weapon sticking out of the
wall.


        “Please,” Fox snorted
with a laugh.  “You think my aim is that bad?  They’d laugh you out of
the chamber!  But it did get your attention, didn’t it?” he winked. 
“Now, if you want to charge me with making you pay attention to me, then I’ll
plead guilty.”  Piergieron backed up towards Khelben as Fox moved in his
direction, but the tall warrior simply retrieved his throwing spike and tucked
it back into his bandolier.  “Now then, since you’ve admitted you can’t arrest
me, why don’t you take this back to the Lords,” Fox said in a mild tone, but
his voice was very serious.  “I’m working on something up here in the north
that’s going to require me to visit Waterdeep from time to time.  Get used to
seeing me.”


        “You fail to
understand that this is not the road,” Piergieron said stiffly.  “You are in Waterdeep,
and when you are in this city, your law is not the true law.  We do not take
orders from you.  You have been told where you stand in this city.  You
may leave in peace when the spring comes, or we will make sure you leave if you
are not riding out the city gate on the first warm day.  Is that clear to you?”


        Fox gave Piergieron a
calm look, then he chuckled.  “You’ve made your decision, gentlemen.  I’ll be
gone when Auril relents, but you’ll know when I leave.  That, I guarantee,” he
said, putting his hands in his pockets.  He turned and started walking away,
but stopped and looked over his shoulder at the pair of them.  “But oh what fun
we’ll have until then,” he added with a narrow-eyed smile.


        “Perhaps I should go
in there and have you declared an enemy of the city right now?” Piergieron
called.


        Fox didn’t reply.  He
simply walked away, but plans already started seeping into that dark part of
his mind to make Piergieron and the Lords of Waterdeep very sorry that
they weren’t willing to give up on a grudge that had absolutely nothing to do
with them.


        If they wanted to be
arrogant jerks, well…Fox could play that game.


        He stepped out into
the cold air and rubbed his hands…but the cold had nothing to do with it.  He
was almost looking forward to the idea of making his stay as unpleasant as
possible for the Lords of Waterdeep.


 


        “What did you find
out?” Karra asked as he returned to Saja’s tower later that day, after spending
most of it checking out the houses that Sarrol had suggested to him.


        Most of them were a
waste of time, but he did find one house, the first house that the old man had
pointed out to him that one had potential.  It was a very, very old house
against the Trollwall, near the Raging Lion Inn, that must have sat empty for
nearly a hundred years, with only minimal maintenance done to it to keep it
from collapsing.  All the windows were gone and the paint was faded, but the
construction was still solid and it could be fixed up.  Whoever had been
keeping it up had kept the roof in good repair, and that was the key to keeping
the house viable.


        “Well, I think I
found us a house,” he said as she gave him a warm embrace, then kissed him. 
“And I found out today that the Lords know I’m here, and want me to leave.”


        “Did they try to
arrest ye?”


        He shook his head. 
“I happened across Piergieron up at the castle while checking out houses,
Saja.  The last time I was here, that was the place to go if you were looking
for a house to buy, but not anymore.  A clerk of the tax office did help me out
quite a bit, though.  Anyway, they made some rather thinly veiled threats, and
told me if I’m not gone from the city the instant the winter breaks, they’ll
throw me out.”


        “Oh dear,” Karra
murmured.  “Is there an army of Armars surrounding the tower?”


        Fox laughed.  “No, I
behaved myself,” he winked to his wife.  “But that doesn’t mean that I’m not
going to make them pay for being so inflexible.”


        “Fox, we cannot
afford to make Waterdeep our enemy,” Karra warned.  “Keep your eyes on the
goal.”


        “They’re gonna be an
enemy no matter what,” he snorted.  “But no, I’m not planning open warfare on
the Lords, my love.  I’m much more subtle than that,” he chuckled.  “I was
thinking of hitting them where it hurts much more than their pride.”


        “Where?” Saja asked
curiously.


        “Their coffers,” he
smiled.  “Saja, dear, do you happen to know where most of the mercenaries and
caravan guards winter?”


        “Out in the Trades
Ward,” she answered.  “Ye can find quite a few of them at the Bowels of the
Earth Tavern.”


        “Good.  Tell me, my
friend, what do you think might happen if someone came along and hired every
single guard that usually goes out with the spring caravans?”


        Saja gave him a look,
then laughed.  “Why, no caravans would leave the city!” she said with a broad
grin.  “Without guards, they’d never make it to The Way Inn!  Fox, that would
tangle up merchants all over the West!”


        “But you’ll never get
them all, love,” Karra protested.


        “I don’t want them
all.  But I will make the offer, and force the merchants to outbid me.”


        Karra gave him a
look, then frowned.  “Dear love, this is not getting off on the right foot.  You
may destabilize the entire financial network of the north, which, might I
remind you, we’re about to enter into.”


        “Ah, but I thought of
that, love,” he winked.  “I’m going to hamstring Waterdeep by hiring so many
guards and pushing up the pay of the ones I don’t get that merchants won’t move
their goods out of the city, either because they have no protection or they
refuse to pay the guards that are here what I’m offering them.  They’ll wait
for the guards from caravans coming into the city before moving out. 
Now, while they’re waiting, their goods are sitting in their warehouses, and
that means the goods coming in by ship have nowhere to go.  They’re
going to get stacked up, which is going to cause chaos with the marine
shipping.”


        “This only proves my
point, love.”


        “Just stick with me,
love,” he winked, patting her on the waist.  “Now, the merchants are going to
see that coming.  They’re going to be worried, and that just opens it up for
me.  I’ll swoop in and offer to buy them out at a price that’s cheaper than
what I’d get normally, but not so low that they lose money given the potential
loss they’d face if goods are stacked in every street in the city.  The glut of
incoming goods would bottom out the city markets.”


        Saja’s eyes widened,
and she laughed.  “Och, Fox, that’s devious!  By buying out the guards,
you’ll corner the markets and force the merchants to sell to you at reduced
rates, just to avoid taking bigger losses!”


        Fox just smiled
mildly.


        “I knew there was a
reason I married you,” Karra laughed, rising up and kissing him lightly on the
cheek.


        “I need you to do me
a favor, my love,” Fox prompted.


        “What is that?”


        “I need to talk to
Ruuri face to face.  I know he has some contacts up here, and I’ll need someone
to manage our business in town.  I need a recommendation from him.”


        “Certainly.  Is now
inconvenient?”


        “Just fine.”


        She stepped away and
cracked her knuckles.  It was a fairly bad habit of hers, something she often
did before casting a spell.  “Very well.”


        Her spell was rather
short and required no material component, but it was effective.  In mere
moments, one of those bluish circles appeared in the air, and Ruuri’s face
appeared within.  Ruuri was a doppleganger, but he’d been going about as a
Calishite merchant for the last fifty or so years.  He was a typical
doppleganger, interested in wealth and power, but unlike most other
dopplegangers, instead of trying to assume the form of someone who already had
that power, Ruuri had built that wealth and power himself.  Ruuri was centuries
old, and Fox figured he got tired of living with the risk someone would find
him out if he assumed someone else’s identity, and simply created his own from
scratch.  Once he’d established enough of a base, he began hiring agents and
assistants to do much of the face to face business, and retreated into the
background to run his merchant empire in quiet efficiency.


        “Fox,” he said with
some surprise.  “I expected to see Lady Karra.”


        “I’m here as well,
old friend,” Karra said, coming into view.  “We have news for you, and a favor.”


        “I see.  I see. 
Congratulations, my friends.  It’s about time.”


        Fox laughed, touching
the ring on his finger absently.  “I just couldn’t get away this time.”


        “Indeed.  I would
assume that you have decided to stop wandering then?”


        He nodded.  “I’m
going to build something for myself, and that’s why I needed to talk to you.  I
need an agent that can buy and sell for me in Waterdeep, Ruuri.  I know you
have your ear to the ground, so I need some names from you.  People that are
good, but people I can trust.”


        “There are no names.
There is only one name.  Verex.  Verex Dawnblade, an elven merchant currently
in my employ. He is everything that you need.  He is an excellent merchant, has
many contacts, and I will vouch for him, so you may trust him with your money. 
I will send word to my office in Waterdeep that he is to transfer to your
service.  You will find my offices there in the Blood Moon Warehouse on the
docks.  Any lamplighter can take you to it.”


        “He’s that good?”


        “He is perfect for
you, my friend, for he is good enough to run his own operation.  He is also one
of the men I keep on staff for dealing in Skullport.  And I would bet money
that you will be dealing in Skullport.  When you meet him, you will understand
why.”


        “You’re giving me one
of your own?  That’s generous of you, Ruuri.”


        “You have both been
good friends to me, and excellent customers.  It is the least I can do,” he
shrugged.  “I am a touch busy right now, my friends, so I must go. 
Congratulations on your marriage, and I will see you again soon.”


        The window vanished,
which made Fox chuckle.  “That’s Ruuri, alright.  Always nothing but business,”
he mused.  “Well, let’s go meet this Verex.”


        “We’ll need no
lamplighter, I can take us there.  I know this city well,” Saja told them.


        Ruuri’s warehouse in
Waterdeep was a large affair literally right on the quay in the harbor, staffed
with quite a few workers, from laborers to robed men and women in jeweled
finery.  A tall reedy looking man met them at the door with a bow.  “Master Ruuri
sent word you were coming,” he said.


        “That’s pretty
quick,” Fox chuckled.


        “Master Ruuri keeps
mages on staff.  The key to profit is fast communications,” the man said
simply.


        “You should listen to
Ruuri,” Karra smiled.  “He is very wise.”


        “Oh, we do, my Lady,
we do.  I have summoned Verex to meet you.  He’s waiting in my office.”


        Verex, it turned out,
was indeed perfect.  He was elven, alright…but he wasn’t a gold elf or a moon
elf or a wood elf.  He was a halfbreed.


        Half gold elf, half
drow.


        He was as tall as a
gold elf, had shimmering gold hair like a gold elf, but had dusky brown skin,
almost looking Calishite or Tethyrian or Halruuan, and eyes that were a pale
rose in hue.  Fox could see just by looking at him that he could pass as just
an unusually dark gold elf easily, since gold elves had bronzed skin.  But Fox
knew drow, and he could see the drow heritage in this handsome fellow.


        “Master Fox,” Verex
said with a bow.  “Ruuri sends word I am to be hired by you to act as your
merchant agent in Waterdeep.”


        Fox nodded.  “You’re
going to be a very busy fellow for quite a while, Verex,” Fox told him.


        “Ruuri spoke very
highly of you,” Karra told him in her mild voice.  “It is quite an honor when
Ruuri tells me that you are someone I can trust.”


        Verex nodded simply. 
“Master Ruuri brought me into the business himself, in Calimsham, my Lord.  I
started in his office as a slave boy, but I ended up one of his merchant
agents.  He has been good to me, and if he tells me I will work for you, I will
give you the same dedication I give him.”


        “Ah, that explains
it,” Fox chuckled.  “Calimsham.”


        “I am the son of a
Pasha’s harem girl,” he said simply.  “And my mother’s owner was…exotic, in his
amusements.”


        “Yes, I can see
that,” Fox said evenly.  There was almost no doubt that Verex’s mother was
drow, for Calishite nobles considered exotic harem girls to be a matter of
prestige.  And drow were about as exotic as one could get.  His mother’s owner
was depraved in bringing a gold elf male to perform for his perverted,
voyeuristic entertainment.


        Calishite nobles were
decadent like that.


        “Well, let it be said
here and now that I’m not the kind of man that cares about those things,
Verex.  All I care about is how well you do your job.  And you will be paid
well for it.”


        “Master Ruuri warned
me not to bargain a contract with you, Master Fox,” Verex said.


        “Good.  You’d lose,”
Fox grinned.  “Let’s sit down somewhere and I’ll explain what we’re going to
do.”


        “You may use my
office, my Lord,” the reedy merchant offered.


        Fox, Karra, and Saja
sat down with Verex, and Fox explained in detail exactly what he had planned.
Saja too was hearing his detailed plans for the first time, so she listened in
rapt attention as Verex took notes on a parchment before him as Fox fleshed out
his plan to claim Dragonspear.


        “I see,” Verex said
finally as Fox concluded with his plan to build the keep.  “This will be a very
large operation, my Lord.  I’ll need significant resources to make sure it has
everything it needs.”


        “I already took that
into account,” Fox nodded.  “I’ll give you enough money to buy what you’ll need
and hire your staff to get it set up.”


        “But I also see a
potential for profit here,” he said, his eyes twinkling a little.  “Armed with
this knowledge, I could earn us some money, and also manipulate the city’s
markets to get us what we need at better prices.”


        “Och, he is
good,” Saja laughed.


        “There’s more than
just that, my Lord,” he said seriously, unrolling a map of the lands south of
Watedeep and putting it on the table.  “Look here.  Here is Dragonspear, and
I’m sure you’ve taken note of this land here to the west.”


        “Of course, that’s
where we’re going to farm.”


        “But keep going, my
Lord.  Look.  Past the forest.  Right here is a feasible place to build a
harbor.  It’s a cove often used by the timbermen of Orlumbar, who come to
harvest the wood of the forest to build their ships.  Now consider this.  If
you build a harbor here and defend it, you’re laying claim to a significant
area.  And what’s more, you’re laying claim to the forest before the
shipbuilders of Orlumbar can completely cut it all down.  There’s not a tree
standing anywhere on their island, and now they’re denuding this forest.  That
robs you of timber.”


        “So, you’re
suggesting I enter into a possible war with Orlumbar and all the people that
buys ships from them?” Fox asked with a smile.


        “Not a war, but a,
negotiation, of them poaching on resources you are claiming.  Nobody owns
that forest, my Lord.  Orlumbar has no claim on it.  If you march in and claim
it, they must either honor that claim or fight you for it.  And they would
never do that.”  He traced a path from the coast back to Dragonspear.  “Build a
road here.  That gives you a direct path to a friendly harbor, and will cut
down on costs and open up sea trading.  That gives you more options and
prevents Waterdeep and Baldur’s Gate, and possibly Amn, from trying to cut you
off from overland trade.  As you know, they aren’t going to take too kindly to
another competitor popping up on the road to Westgate.  There will be some
friction.”


        “I was going to
suggest the very same thing, love,” Karra told him, putting her hand on his arm
fondly.  “I’ve put a great deal of thought into your idea, and what he suggests
is nothing more than what I would also suggest.  Just laying claim to
the lands around Dragonspear will only cripple us in the long run.  We must be
bold, love.  We must claim as much land as we can get away with without
arousing the ire of our neighbors, to give us as much room as possible.  At the
very least, we must stake a claim on all the land within two days’ ride in
every direction around Dragonspear, and that radius will encompass the
forest and this area Verex describes.  That gives us a large operating area,
and secures significant resources.”


        “Just as I was
thinking,” Verex said with a nod.


        “Then you’re as good
as Ruuri says if you’re thinking like Karra,” Fox said with a satisfied nod.  


        “I would dare to warn
you, my Lord, that in order to make a profit off your plans, I might have to,
upset, the city’s economy a little.  I’ll need to develop the right conditions
that will make them sell to us at an attractive price.”


        “I think you’ll do
just fine, Verex,” Fox laughed.  “I was actually planning on it, by buying up
the services of every single mercenary and caravan guard in the city.”


        “That would do it,”
Verex nodded.  “Without guards, caravans won’t leave the city, and when the
harbor melts and ships arrive, there will be a huge glut of goods stuffing
every warehouse.”


        “The Lords have
annoyed me, so I want them to sweat a little bit.  You have my permission to
turn Waterdeep on its ear.  But do warn Ruuri of what you’re doing,” he
cautioned.  “Ruuri is a friend, but he’ll be cross at us if what we do here
costs him money.”


        “I’ll be sure to
coordinate with the office here, so we can do more damage together than we
could do separately,” Verex said with a slight smile.


        “Good.  I like to see
friends get ahead,” Fox said with a mischievous grin.


        They went over what
Verex would need, and fleshed out a plan of buying to get it.  Verex would need
his own offices, at least one warehouse, and significant overland shipping
capability; stables, horses, wagons, guards, everything needed for shipping
goods to Dragonspear by caravan.  He’d also need a second office in Skullport
for dealing with the less than legal cargoes that Fox might need.  Fox found
that Verex was everything Ruuri claimed; he was intelligent, insightful, and
could immediately see the little things that others would miss.  He was also
quite charming.  Fox could see that Verex would be a hard man to out-bargain,
because he was a very likable fellow who knew how to use that charm to get the
advantage on a rival.


        Some three hours
later, Fox and Verex shook hands, then Verex gathered up the copious notes he’d
taken and stacked them neatly.  “I’ll get to work on this immediately, my
Lord,” he said.  “I can get the offices and the warehouse today, I know someone
who’s selling, and it’s good property right near the River Gate.  I’ll go see
them and secure the property this afternoon.  I’ll stop by Mistress Saja’s
tower tomorrow morning for the money.”


        “Oh, yes, while
you’re at it,” he said, taking the parchment with the address of the house from
his bandolier.  “Buy this house, too.  It’s currently being held by the city as
derelict property.  I want it for myself, but the Lords have made it clear I’m
not welcome here, so put it in the name of the trading company.  Have it fixed
up while you’re at it, it’s in pretty bad condition.  Oh, and buy a house for
yourself, since you need to look the part of a successful merchant.  You need a
place of your own.  You have my permission to buy something nice, but I don’t
think you need a villa overlooking the ocean,” he grinned.


        “I know where to
look.  I can find a nice rowhouse near New Olamn that will be suitably elegant
for a merchant like me, but not overly expensive.”


        “That’s good.  For
now, you can reach us at Saja’s tower, it’s actually not far from here at all. 
When the house is fixed up, we’ll be moving there.”


        “Very good.  As to
the merchant company, it will need a name, my Lord.”


        “Well, let’s call it
the Golden Hawk Trading Company,” he said, giving his wife a smile.  “The
Stavian Golden Hawk is the symbol of my wife’s house.”


        “You’re sweet,” Karra
smiled at him.


        “I’ll file the
necessary paperwork with the city in the morning,” Verex said.  “Effective
immediately, the Golden Hawk Trading Company is open for business.  May we run
everyone else but Master Ruuri out of business,” he said with a predatory
smile.


        “That’s fine with
me.”


        As they returned to
Saja’s tower, they came across another, very pleasant surprise.  Outside the
tower, among nine exhausted-looking horses, cloaked figures stood waiting. 
When Fox, Karra, and Saja appeared around a fishmonger’s shop on the corner,
one of them lowered its hood.


        It was Sharla.


        It was the Vixens,
all seven of them.


        They had started with
six, fifteen years ago, six frightened girls Fox had rescued from the
Underdark. He had taken them in, and when they became curious about him and the
life of adventuring, he trained them as best he could.  Saja had been one of
those original six, and though he couldn’t train her in magic, he knew people
in Westgate that could, so they trained her.  Selena led the Vixens, a tall,
elegant gold elf warrior who had been Fox’s best pupil.  She was a nightmare in
a fight, for she was both agile and intelligent.  Luka was a gold half-elf that
had been a thief before Fox took her in, and she served the group both as a
dependable sword and one who could pick a lock or cut a purse when needed. 
Sharla was a northwoman, just like Saja, but she was true to her heritage in
preferring weapons to magic, carrying her magical axe she called Bloodmoon. 
Amarri was a Tethyrian noble’s daughter who gave up going back home to the
uncertain life of a noble in war-torn Tethyr, who Fox originally trained as
warrior, but who gave up the sword to answer the calling to become a cleric of Selune. 
Lili was a moon elf maiden, very, very young, who was quite talented.  Fox had
trained her to fight, but she had fast hands and a light touch, so Luka taught
her the skills of a thief.  But she was also magically adept, so Saja taught
her magic.  She was a small, almost child-looking moon elf maiden who used her
small size and youthful appearance to deceive potential enemies and those in a
fight with her, who would underestimate that little girl and let her get the
advantage over them.  They, with Saja, were the original Vixens.  But Saja had
retired, forcing the Vixens to seek someone to replace her, and they had also
opened their company up to one other since then.  Mayajanni was a Tethyrian
servant girl who grew up in Candlekeep and learned magic quite by accident,
just by watching the sages there.  She never really did anything with it,
though, choosing instead to use her size—Mayajanni was bigger than Saja and
twice as strong—to work as a mercenary.  But she ended up back in Candlekeep as
a wizard’s apprentice after only a single year working as a caravan guard, and
had retired her sword for a mage’s spellbook.  Mayajanni wore a black robe like
a wizard, but she was very well versed in armed combat, and carried a
sword on her back.  Any attacker that thought she was an easy mark once they got
close to her was disabused of that notion very quickly.  Merri was a
bard that had joined the Vixens about a year after Mayajanni, a raven-haired
heartstopper from Daggerdale, far to the east, who was a bard trained in the
old traditions.  Those traditions were very stringent and highly rigorous, for
the bards of the old tradition had to experience life through the eyes of a
warrior and a thief before the bardic masters would take them for training in
the secrets of the bard.  She was a competent fighter, a light-handed thief,
and a great singer who was the master of many instruments.  What was surprising
was that she managed to go through all that training at a very young age, which
made her about the same age as the other Vixens.  The youngest of them was in
her early thirties, while the oldest of them, Selena the gold elf, was nearly
fify, though she looked like she was only twenty.


        They had been a very
successful adventuring company, famous in their own right.  Each of them was
highly skilled, highly competent, and they worked well together.  And what
amazed Fox, even to this day, is that none of them had died.


        “Master Fox!” the
original Vixens started shouting in glee, rushing over and hugging him.  He
found himself swarmed over by their enthusiasm, taking the time to greet each
one with a kiss on the cheek and a warm hug.  “Thank Selune we were in
Neverwinter when Saja got word to us you were here!” Amarri said happily,
hugging him.  “Was what she told us true?”


        “I’m not sure what
she told you, but it probably was,” he laughed as the Vixens greeted Saja, and
Fox shook hands with Mayajanni.  “You’re still tall,” he told her with a wink.


        “And you’re still all
they talk about,” she replied.  “How have you been?”


        “I’ve been fairly
well,” he replied.  “Karra, this is Mayajanni, the Vixen who replaced Saja when
she retired.  Jan, this is Karra, my wife.”


        “Wife?” the
women all gasped in unison.


        “I told you guys
about Karra before, don’t act all surprised,” he told them.


        “But, if you married,
then Saja wasn’t drunk when she sent that message!” Selena said, laughing. 
“Oh, master Fox, congratulations!  We must talk, and talk now!”


        “Come in, all of ye,”
Saja called.  “I don’t have much room, but we’ll make due.  We’ll all be
standing,” she chuckled.  “Just picket the horses in the yard, nobody around
here is stupid enough to try to steal them.  I’d track them down, and everyone
around here knows it.”


        “Not a problem,
Saja,” Mayajanni said calmly.  “I’ll place a spell around your fence that keeps
the horses from roaming.  They’ve learned to stay inside the perimeter.”


        “Aye, go ahead.  And
expect to share it with me later,” Saja grinned.


        After the Vixens
picketed the horses and gave them food and water to recover from the hard ride,
they went inside.  It was quite crowded in Saja’s parlor, but they made due. 
Karra was given one of the three chairs, Saja claimed one because it was her
house, and Fox let Selena take the last one.  “Now, given we know you’d marry
for only one reason, it means the end is near and our Fox is going to settle
down,” Selena said with a sly smile, which accented the white scar on the side
of her jaw, from an old injury.  Selena, like all the girls, had her share of
scars.  One didn’t live the life of an adventurer and not have visible marks
from it.  “And that means we know where we’re needed.”


        “What are you talking
about, Selena?” he asked.


        “We all agreed, long
ago, that if we were alive to see you settle down, we’d be there.  You’re going
to need us, father,” she told him with a tilted smile.  “Knowing you, you’ve
already found your place and have a plan.  Well, you’re going to need swords and
magic you can trust when the Red Wizards get wind that you’re not moving around
anymore.  And you have ours.  What kind of daughters would we be if we didn’t
repay you for everything you’ve done for us?”


        “And we agree as
well, Master Fox,” Merri said, patting Mayajanni on the hand.  “We may not have
been trained by you, but you’ve always been very kind to us, and we’d be happy
to help. Besides, just like you, it wouldn’t be retirement.  I look at
it more as a permanent place to come back to after our adventures.  We all know
that Fox the Wanderer will never truly retire,” she winked.


        Fox laughed. 
“Probably not.  And if you want to help, then I’d be stupid for saying no to
you.  But nothing’s going to happen for a bit, at least nothing serious.  I’ve
just begun setting things in motion.  I’m afraid you nearly rode your horses to
death just so you can sit around and wait.”


        “We get to see you, father,
how is that a waste of time?” Lili challenged, brushing her long silver hair
out of her face.


        “Now, since I have
all of you here, let me officially introduce you.  Girls, this is Karra
Amadarr, an Earth Mistress of the Halruuan Academy.  We got married yesterday.”


        Mayajanni and Lili
almost dropped to one knee.  “You said she was a Halruuan mage, but not an archmage!”
Lili gasped.  “My lady, it is an honor to meet you!” Lili then said,
almost kneeling before Karra’s chair.


        “Mistress Karra, it
would make this humble mage die happy if you’d give me just a single day to
speak with you about the Art,” Mayajanni said reverently.


        Karra laughed.  “It’s
so nice to be appreciated,” she grinned.  “And it looks like I’m going to pick
up two more apprentices.”


        Lili and Mayajanni
looked nearly ready to swoon.


        “Karra, these are my
girls,” Fox said.  “The Company of the Vixens.  They’re like daughters to me. 
This is Selena.  This Amarri, and this trembling little one right here is
Lili.  This is Sharla, and Luka.  And these two are Merri and Mayajanni, who
joined the girls after Saja retired.  They’re good girls, and I’m quite fond of
them.”


        “Fox has told me much
of all of you,” Karra said, standing and shaking their hands, even receiving
hugs from Merri and Luka.


        “I’m a little miffed
you didn’t let me marry you, father,” Amarri said, putting her hands on her
hips.


        “I’m a daughter of
Mystra, Moonmaiden,” Karra told her simply.  “Nothing but marriage by a cleric
of my goddess would have been acceptable to me.”


        “Ah, that is
perfectly understandable,” Amarri said with a light, gentle smile.  “But I hope
it won’t offend you if I pray to Selune for your happiness.”


        “I’ll take all the
blessings I can get,” Karra smiled.


        They spent almost two
hours catching up, as Saja broke into her cellar and got half the Vixens almost
roaring drunk with her potent collection of spirits.  Selena glared daggers at
Saja as Sharla and Lili all but passed out, staggering around the crowded room,
then were put in the chairs to recover.  “We should find rooms,” Selena said. 
“This tower is too small for all of us.”


        “You don’t want to do
it here, Sel,” Saja warned. “Seven girls rooming in the Dock Ward?  You’d have
to barricade yourselves in your rooms to keep the sailors out.  Go out to the
Trades Ward and get rooms.”


        “We’ll go down to the
Safehaven, we’ve stayed there before.  You know where that is, Saja?”


        She nodded.


        “Alright, let’s get
Sharla and Lili on their horses and drag them to an inn so they can sleep it
off.”


        “I can’t help it if
they still can’t drink,” Saja snorted.  “And I expected more out of a fellow
barbarian,” she said, giving Sharla a critical look.  “Blind drunk after only
four tankards of Deathwater?  It’s embarrasing!”


        “They have more
important things to do than sit around and drink all day,” Selena said tartly. 
“Father, Karra, this place is too small.  Will you come to the Safehaven later
tonight and visit with us?”


        “We’d be happy to,”
Karra said, patting Selena on the shoulder.  “I’d like to get to know the people
Fox talks about so much.”


        “And we’d love to get
to know you, Karra,” Selena nodded.


        “And see if you’re
worth marrying our father!” Sharla slurred as she staggered to her feet with
Mayajanni and Luka’s assistance.


        Karra and Fox watched
them ride away, as Karra shivered in the cold, snuggled against her husband. 
“Quite an unusual bunch.”


        “They’ve been
together a long time,” Fox chuckled as Lili nearly fell off her horse.  Luka
steadied her, and they disappeared around the corner.  “But they’re good.  Very
good.  You won’t find a better company of adventurers.  I’m proud of them.”


        She looked up at
him.  “What is it about you that keeps attracting pretty ladies to you?”


        He laughed.  “Just
good luck, I guess,” he winked.  “Trust me, it was all the discipline I could
muster getting that pack out of the Underdark.  Nearly two rides, surrounded by
six naked girls.”


        “Why didn’t you do
something about it?”


        “I only had one extra
set of clothes, and I didn’t bring a cloak,” he shrugged.  “They decided if one
of them had to be naked, then all of them would be.  Now that I think of
it, that was where it all started.  From that point on, when they started
thinking as a team, I think that’s when it was inevitable they’d be
adventurers.”


        “All of you had to be
naked?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


        Fox chuckled.  “I
kept my clothes on, thank you very much.  Mostly.  After we all fell into that
mud trap, they got their chance to stare at me.”


        “Did anything
happen?”


        “Nope.  Almost did,
though.  Sharla and Saja thought that if they were going to die, they’d die as women,
in typical barbarian fashion.  They didn’t think I could get them out of the
Underdark alive right after I rescued them.”


        “Ah.  That must have
been such a chore, fending them off,” she teased, giving him a poke in the
ribs.


        “Those two have quite
a bit of ammunition to throw at a man,” he said, which made her laugh.


        “How did you
find them?”


        “Well, it’s a long
story,” he said, turning her back towards the tower.  “You see, I was curious
about the mind flayers, about their mental powers and how they’re similar to
mine, so I was down there looking for one that would actually talk to me rather
than try to eat my brain.  I’d found one of their cities, and I was about to go
down there and try to parlay when I saw a drow caravan moving towards the city,
with the girls in chains, to be sold to the mind flayers for food.  I’d had
quite a bit of experience with drow by then, so I set up my ambush in an
irregular cavern not far from the first guard post of the mind flayers….”


 


        Karra was going to be
just fine.


        They spent the night
down at the Safehaven Inn with the Vixens, where they’d gotten rooms, and after
Lili and Sharla were recovered enough to sit up without passing out, they had a
meal and a long, joyful reunion with Fox’s old students.  He heard about all
their recent adventures, focusing mainly around the Inner Sea, and a continuing
running war of sorts with the Cult of the Dragon through Semphar and the
Dales.  The Vixens had prevented the cult from creating a new dracolich, and
ever since then, it had been something of a game of war with the cult, getting
so bad they left the area and did some work around the north.  They did some
contract work for Silvermoon and Mirabar last summer, and decided to winter
over in Neverwinter while Sharla and Lili came down to see Saja about Fox.  The
two of them had returned to the Vixens, and they were planning to start looking
for him in the spring; it had been three years since he’d last contacted them. 
He explained that he was a bit out of touch for those three years, for he was
in Mulhorand, searching through old ruins and dungeons, where he destroyed the
ancient mummy Varakaris and had captured the creature’s huge hoard of
treasure, so much that Fox realized he’d amassed enough wealth to build his
castle and finally retire.  He spent the last year in, of all places, Thay,
nosing around and assessing their strength and their possible reaction if they
could track him down.  That news hadn’t been very comforting, for they still
considered him the biggest fish in the sea, but he was a point where he was too
tired to care.  They’d have to come all the way across Faerun to get to him,
passing through quite a bit of territory that would be very hostile to a
Thayvian army, even if they sailed their army across the Inner Sea and landed it south of Westgate.  He surmised that the best they could do was to hire a
mercenary army, which wouldn’t be all that loyal, and their own magical power. 
All he needed to do was magic-proof his keep to eliminate that advantage and
make it big enough to scare off any mercenaries, and he’d be safe enough from
the Red Wizards.


        And the Vixens got to
get to know Karra.  They were very impressed by her, seeing what he did. Karra
was a kind, gentle woman with a soft voice and a gentle demeanor, but they
could sense the strength lurking beneath that very feminine veneer.  Karra was
every bit the lady, but she wasn’t above rolling up her sleeves and doing dirty
work, nor was she squeamish in the slightest about using her magical powers for
battle.  Karra had been an adventurer in her youth, and indeed had spent over a
year adventuring with Fox in the Elemental Plane of Air as they worked to
unlock the magic of his ring.  They saw what he saw in her, her strength, her
kindness, her intelligence, and her charming, enthralling personality that had
smitten him since they first met.  Karra was a beautiful woman, but it was her mind
that Fox loved.  Her beauty and gorgeous body were just bonuses, for they housed
her incredible mind.


        Karra was much like
Fox, and that made them the perfect match.  Fox was not the kind to judge, and
neither was Karra.  They both had a number of friends that decent people would
never associate with.  Fox was good friends with a lich, and a drow, and an
ogre, and a doppleganger, and quite a few other unsavory types.  But that was
because he could see the value of them, and so long as they treated him with
respect, he would treat them the same.  Karra shared his viewpoint in that
regard. She was the one that gave Graal the ogre a place to explore his
affinity and love of farming, and she had a drow and a gnoll as apprentices. 
She wasn’t put off by his friends, for she had a few of her own friends that
people in proper society would consider to be evil.


        That was only because
they had such a narrow, close-minded view of the world.  Fox wouldn’t deny that
some races out there were evil, but some of them were also misunderstood.  Fox
had had a few very wild and fun nights with an orc tribe near the great desert,
where they drank and told war stories and celebrated making it another year and
continuing to live and prosper.  He’d sat down and talked with mind flayers,
he’d played a game of stones with a vampire when Fox challenged him to a game
of strategy rather than brawl like common thugs…and after the game was over,
they shook hands, laughed, traded a few stories, and then left on amicable
terms.  He’d spent three days in a drow city under Semphar, which was very interesting
and educational.  Some of them had tried to take advantage of him or ambush him
while pretending to accept his offer of parlay, but Fox was never foolish
enough to let down his guard completely.  But the more intelligent of them
surely didn’t take long to see that Fox was very old, very experienced, and
would be very hard to kill.  Negotiation was far preferable, and in the course
of that negotiation, they found a man that didn’t judge them on their
reputations, but rather got to know them and judged them by what he saw.  So
long as they treated him with sincerity and respect, they had a staunch ally
that would go out of his way for them, despite who they were.  At least until
they tried to betray him, then they found a determined enemy that would hunt
them to the ends of the earth to seek justice for their wrongs.


        Fox’s attitudes
hadn’t filtered down to his Vixens, but then again, they were different people,
some different races, and they were young.  In a few decades, they’d start to
see the truth.  But, at least they always afforded Fox’s unusual friends with
respect, even if they didn’t like them.  The Vixens had met Zarra Khan, and
while they didn’t particularly like the lich, they treated him with respect.


        It was a very cold
night, as snow poured down out of the black sky, but it was warm and
boisterious in the inn, an inn with every table filled and with
wonderful-smelling food being carted out by young barmaids in a continuous line
out to the tables.  The Vixens had been there since early afternoon, so they’d
secured a choice table right by the fire, and they talked and talked and talked
until deep into the night, as the inn’s common room had just started to thin
out as people sought out their beds upstairs or their homes elsewhere in the
city.


        But things changed
almost instantly when Fox sensed a…presence.  It was something he hadn’t
felt in many years, but he knew it when he felt it.  His bearing went from
eased and relaxed to alert and ready in a heartbeat, but before the Vixens and
Karra could even ask him what was wrong, he snapped up and out of his chair,
literally rolling up and over its back to come up on his feet in the open area
between the tables.


        They looked up in the
direction they saw him looking, and saw a slender, black-garbed figure standing
on the rail protecting people from falling off the balcony over the common
room, two slender throwing spikes in a hand that had an odd glove-like garment
that only covered the first and fourth fingers, leaving the two middle fingers
bare.  The clothing worn by the figure was odd, baggy and dark but strangely
form-fitting, showing off a lithe form that was obviously female, but supplying
space to conceal the true dimensions of that form.  The face was covered by a
mask of sorts that covered the lower half of the face, leaving a pair of exotic
dark eyes visible, and a headband wrapped around a head filled with straight
black hair, tied in a knot behind the head that reached the figure’s waist.


        The figure dropped
down from the balcony and landed lightly and without sound on the table, her
odd clothes and dramatic appearance causing absolute silence in the room, and
the hand Fox had on the hilt of one of his katanas showed that this odd woman
was not there to visit and reminisce about old times.


        But then she did the
oddest thing.  She pulled down her mask, revealing a very lovely round face,
and then pulled open the front of the shirt of her strange garment to expose
her shoulder, and there, on her shoulder was a tattoo of some kind of
reptillian creature.  Fox gasped, then laughed, and turned and pulled out his
shirt, showing her the edge of a tattoo he had on his back and shoulders,
something that Karra had always mused about, for he’d never told her when or
where he got it, and the tattoo would vanish when he didn’t want it to be seen. 
She was the only person who had ever seen that tattoo, he’d told her. 
The strange woman knelt down on the table, sitting on her ankles, drew out a
silk-wrapped scroll, and bowed almost to where her nose touched the table as
she offered it out to him.


        Fox bowed to her in
return, then advanced and took the scroll, and the strange woman put both hands
on the table and kept her head down.  Fox unrolled the scroll and turned it
sideways, then began to read it, having to dredge his memory to read the
pictographic writing of the east, of Kara-Tur.  His eyes widened as he read it,
then he snapped it down and looked at the woman in shock.  “Is it true?” he
gasped, then he spoke again in a language none of the Vixens had ever heard
before.  She answered him, and Fox literally groaned and bowed his head.


        “What’s wrong, Fox?”
Selena asked.


        “The monks from the
monastary that trained me sent me this message.  The entire monastary was
attacked and destroyed by the Emperor of Shou Lung, accusing them of treason. 
They asked her to carry the message to me, knowing she could find me.  Her clan
can find me, despite the amulet.”  He sighed.  “They’ve asked me to return to
Shou Lung to help them.”  He rattled off something to the young woman in the musical
language of the east, and she responded quickly.  They traded words for a long
moment, then she rose up from her deep bow, but remained on her knees.  “It
happened two years ago,” he translated for them.  “And the monks are in hiding
in Wa, taking refuge with her clan, hiring them to protect them and knowing
where to find them because of the letters I wrote them after I left the
monastary.”  He asked the woman something, and she spoke only two words in
reply.


        “Who is she, Fox?”


        “She’s ninja,”
he answered, using a strange word.  “From the Shiyama clan.  They’re hired
professionals, trained in many different skills.  They can serve as assassins,
or as protectors, whatever their client needs of them.  I trained with her clan
for some years after leaving the monastary because they were amazing fighters
and had many skills that almost looked like psionics, and they took me in
because they wanted to learn some of the fighting style the monks taught me.  I
learned how to throw spikes from her clan, not from the monks.  It was a fair
trade of knowledge, and we parted on friendly terms.”  He asked her something
else, and she said a single word and bowed to him.  But Fox’s eyebrows raised
slightly, and he got a sly look on his face.  He asked the woman something
else, and it made her eyes widen.  She answered hesitantly, then stood up and
jumped down from the table.  She bowed to him, he bowed in return, and she put
her spikes away.


        “I’ve never seen that
tattoo!” Selena gasped.  “And I’ve seen you without clothes!”


        He chuckled.  “The
tattoo can be hidden when I don’t want it to be seen, but it’s always been
there, and it can’t be faked or duplicated.  It’s one of the tricks they taught
me,” he winked.  “They tattooed me when I passed their initiation tests and allowed
me to train with the clan.  All of us have the same tattoo.  I can always prove
my identity to them because of the tattoo, even though no one in her clan now
was even born when I was trained by her clan.  Karra.”


        “Yes, love?”


        “Do you think you can
make one of those windows you use to speak with people far away and use it to
reach someone halfway around the world to talk to someone you’ve never met?”


        She laughed.  “You
certainly don’t ask for much, do you my love?”


        “I need to talk to
the monks,” he told her.  “And all the ones I knew either died of age or were
killed when the Emperor’s forces attacked the monastary.  Shiyama-san
can help show you exactly where to open the window.  If you have a place to put
it, can you do it?”


        Karra thought a moment. 
“I think I could, but it’s going to be tricky working through you translating.”


        “I speak the western
language,” the girl said in a light, soft voice, her accent thick and her
grammar not exactly precise.  “It is why I was selected for this task.”


        “I think I can. 
Let’s go somewhere quiet, and we’ll make a try of it.”


        They went up to
Selena’s room, and the Vixens were quite upset when Fox asked them to wait
downstairs.  Fox, Karra, and the Eastern woman went alone, and in the room, the
ninja gave Karra a very detailed description of the place where she
could open the viewing window.  After hearing it, Karra cast the spell, and she
looked quite relieved when it actually worked.


        It was daytime on the
other side of the window, and servants wearing silk robes were the first to
find it.  The Eastern woman barked at them in her language, and they scurried
off and out of sight.  Moments later three bald men with yellow skin and
slanted eyes appeared in the window, wearing simple red robes of rough wool, and
they bowed in unison.  “Master Fox,” the oldest of them said in the western
language.  “I see our faith in your friends was rewarded.”


        “It took her two
years to find me,” he said grimly.  “What happened?”


        “As you read, if she
gave you the scroll.”


        “She did.  How many
survived?”


        “Sixteen, with only
three who have reached the rank of Master.  But you are the oldest of the
Masters, Master Fox.  We three are too young to take up the duties of the
monastary and lead.  We look to you to replace Master Jen and lead the school.”



        “Master Xa, I simply cannot
come back.  I have a life, a responsibility here.  I’m married now.”


        “We did not ask this
without considering the great responsibility of it, my Master.  But you are the
only Master left with the age and skill to lead, and you have a duty to the
school.  A solemn duty.”


        “Master Xa, you say
I’m the last of the Masters?”


        “You are, Master
Fox.”


        “And you will obey
me?”


        “You are the Master.”


        “Then I exert my
authority,” he said simply.  “I cannot come to you.  You will come to me. 
You will re-establish the school here, in the West, far out of the reach of the
Emperor.  Have the Shiyama clan secure a ship.  Sail to Waterdeep, and you will
reach me.  I’m about to build a castle here in the West where I can live.  It
would be quite easy to include a place where the monks can return to their
studies.”


        “It will be a long
and strange journey for us, who are so unused to the world outside,” Xa noted,
“but your idea is worthy.  In the West, the Emperor cannot reach us, and we can
continue on in peace. It will just take us time to adjust,” he smiled.


        “Be sure to teach the
brothers the Western language,” Fox warned.


        “I will begin
immediately.”


        “One more thing.  I
want to speak with the Grandfather.”


        “I will seek him out,
if waiting does not bother you.”


        “Go ahead.”


        “Why do you want to
speak with the Grandfather?” Shiyama asked him in the language of Wa, which he
spoke.


        “You’ve completed
your task with honor, Akena-san, but you’re months from returning home,
and I have a need for you here. I’m going to hire you from the
Grandfather.  You can help me with what I’m doing, and then return home much
richer for your service.”


        “Ah.  Will I get the
chance to learn from you and the monks?  I’ve not yet mastered their fighting
style.”


        “If you want.”


        “Then I will accept
your job offer if you can bargain a suitable payment on top of that training, Kitsune-san.”


        A wizened old
white-haired man was brought to the magical window, and Fox and Shiyama bowed
to him deeply.  “Grandfather,” Fox said.  “I wished to speak to you, if it
pleases you.”


        “I will hear you, my
son,” he said in a soft but steady voice.


        “Akena-san has
completed her task with honor, but instead of her returning home, might I hire
her services from you?  One with her skills and abilities would be of great use
to me in the project I’m about to undertake.  Few in the West will be prepared
to deal with the cunning and stealth of the ninja.”


        “I give you leave to
bargain with her for her services, my son,” he said with a nod.  “Do be warned
that Akena-chan is a clever and formidable young woman, who will most
likely take the better of your bargain.  That I sent such a young chunin
on such a dangerous task should tell you of the regard I have for her.”


        “My Grandfather, you
embarrass me with such praise,” Shiyama said with a deep bow, her yellow cheeks
flushing.


        “Do remember that you
cannot keep her, my son,” the Grandfather said with a smile.  “I would
like her to come home.”


        “It may take a few
years, Grandfather, but I’ll make sure she comes home.”


        “That is acceptable. 
Akena-chan, take this opportunity to learn.  Learn from Master Fox,
learn of the West, and bring that knowledge home so it may benefit the clan.”


        “I will,
Grandfather,” she said with a deep bow.


        “You need to hurry,
the spell’s about to expire and I can’t cast it again until tomorrow,” Karra
warned.


        “My Wu Jen
friend says she can’t hold the spell much longer, so we need to finish quickly. 
I’ve told the monks to come here, Grandfather, beyond the reach of the
Emperor, where they can re-establish the monastary, and also help me build my
castle.  If they can’t afford to book passage, I’d ask that you cover the
difference.  When they arrive, I’ll send a sum back with Akena-san when
I release her to pay for their passage.”


        “The passage is
nothing, my son.  Don’t worry over it.  What you teach Akena-chan will
more than make up for what it costs me to book passage for your monks to the
West.  I will ensure your monks are on the first ship to Waterdeep, but it will
take some months for them to make the voyage.”


        “I appreciate that,
Grandfather.”


        “I will leave you
now.  Fare well, Fox.  I am glad to finally meet the gaijin my family
has spoken about in their stories.”


        “It was an honor to
speak with you, Grandfather,” he said with a deep bow.  Shiyama also bowed, and
the window dissolved.


        “Well, that went
well,” Fox grinned.  “With Akena-san here to help, I’m sure we can
torment the Lords fairly effectively til we leave.  If Grandfather sent her to
find me, she has to be good.  And it was clever of Grandfather to send a
woman, who would be underestimated by those who might threaten her.  Very wise,” 
He chuckled, then he turned to the slender Eastern woman.  “Akena, I’d like you
to meet Karra, my wife.  Karra, this is Shiyama Akena of the Shiyama clan,” he said
in the western language.


        “She’s named for her
clan?” Karra asked as Shiyama bowed to her.


        “In Eastern society,
the family name comes first,” Fox explained.  “She’ll use her family name with
anyone but close friends or members of her clan, so for now, call her Shiyama. 
She’ll let you know when you may call her Akena.”


        “You are the wife of Kitsune-san. 
You may call me Akena, Karra-san.”


        Karra laughed.  “Why
thank you, Akena,” she said, reaching her hand out.  “It’s nice to meet you.”


        Shiyama gave Karra’s
hand a strange look, then awkwardly took it.


        “Kitsune?” Karra
asked, looking at Fox.


        He chuckled.  “It’s
the word for Fox in her language,” he told her.  “That’s what her clan
called me when I was training with them.”


        “Fox, why did you
react that way when you first saw her?”


        “Because I’ve had to
deal with other ninja clans,” he said grimly.  “And they they didn’t
come to talk.  And you do not give someone with that kind of training an
opening by trying to talk to them.”


        “That is why I was at
the ready, and made my presence known only from above,” Akena added. 
“Grandfather warned me to be careful in making contact, but because our Emperor
once sent ninja to try to retrieve the katanas he wears on his back, I
had to approach knowing Kitsune-san might attack me.  By making my
presence known outside of his reach and from a position of advantage, it
allowed me to approach him safely and show him my tattoo.”


        Fox nodded.  “When
she gave away her presence and didn’t throw her spikes, I knew she wasn’t there
to fight.  She would only do that if she wasn’t there to fight.”


        “I would think she’d
not have drawn any weapons at all.”


        “That is not how we
do things, Karra-san,” Akena said simply.  “He would know I was armed,
but if I had no weapons at hand, it would arouse suspicion. Only by showing my
weapons, but not using them, could I prove my intent.”


        Fox nodded in
agreement.  “She approached me exactly the way she needed to to prevent me from
attacking her.”


        “You mentioned
building a home for yourself, Kitsune-san?”


        “Akena-san,
please, call me Fox.  And I think we should also drop the titles of respect,
because they’ll confuse the people here.  So please just call me Fox, and I
hope it doesn’t offend you if I simply call you Akena.”


        “I am willing to
conform to silly western customs, Fox,” she said with a slight smile.  “So long
as you know that I hold you with high respect, even if you forbid me from
addressing you so.”


        “We’re going to get
along just fine, Akena,” Fox chuckled.  “You and me, we’re going to have a
little fun here.  Come, let’s go back down so you can get to know the Vixens. 
Later, in private, I’ll explain what I’m doing here, and where I might need you
to help.  With you here, we’re going to give the Lords of Waterdeep gray hair.”


        “I look forward to
it.”
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