
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter 4

	 

	Piergeiron had given him ten days, and that was more than enough time to get everything done.

	Most of it was ready, thanks to Verex and the Vixens.  The massive caravan of wagons was loaded and ready to move out, 212 wagons of varying sizes which represented almost every available wagon in Waterdeep and a few bought at such prices that the prior owners earned triple on the sale than they paid for them, and Verex had emptied out almost every stable in Waterdeep and some of the surrounding farm villages of horses to pull the wagons and provide some cavalry horses for his mercenaries.  The word went out to all his contracted soldiers that they would be leaving ten days hence after Fox contacted Verex, and they had their assignments as to where they’d be in the procession of 212 wagons.  Selena and Sharla would command the guards and mercenaries, while Saja and Mayajanni would oversee magical protections and surveillance, using scrying magicks to ferret out potential threats to the host.  In reality, they’d only been waiting for the weather to break and for his last piece of the puzzle to arrive, and the next morning, he finally got the missive he’d been waiting for.

	Kallik was only eight days away.

	Kallik Strongstone was a dwarf architect from Mirabar whom Fox had contacted just after deciding on Dragonspear, and as stonemasons went, there were few in Faerun with his skill and experience.  It would be under Kallik’s supervision that his castle would be built, and the old dwarf would have complete control of all available resources and manpower.  Kallik’s message said that he was bringing some of his apprentices and trusted laborers to act as foremen for the job.  When Kallik arrived, everything would be in place, and they’d be ready to go.  The snow lilies were starting to bloom, declaring that spring had officially arrived in Waterdeep, and he had all his men hired and his supplies gathered.

	So, he had ten days to find out who was behind the Red Sashes.  But, he also only had ten days to live up to his obligation to the monastery that had been his home so many years ago.

	The monks had said that only 16 had survived the attack from the Emperor, which was itself complete madness, since the monks were no threat to anyone unless they were attacked first.  Fox had no doubt that while only 16 monks survived, they’d left absolute windrows of dead behind them in their escape.  But, 16 monks wasn’t enough to make the monastery viable.

	Simply put, Fox had to find new acolytes for the monastery he would build at Dragonspear for the monks.

	Not just anyone could train under the monks.  It was a highly demanding pursuit that would require lifetime devotion, a kind of devotion Fox was simply unable to manage.  He had spent 20 years as a monk in the monastery, but everyone, even he, knew that it was not his place.  He had stayed there at first because he was so amazed at the fighting prowess of the monks, but he had spent nearly six years past learning all they had to teach him simply because they needed him.  There had been a vacuum of high-ranking monks after seven different monks left to establish their own monasteries, to spread the Five Star style across Shou Lung, and he had remained as an instructor until new monks rose up through the ranks and gained the skill and experience to train the next generation.  But in Shou Lung, getting new acolytes for a temple wasn’t very hard.  Monastic life was an accepted path after reaching adulthood for those seeking a spiritual life of contemplation, seeking to rise above the bounds of human weakness and achieve enlightenment.  Fox himself had never achieved the same enlightenment as many of the other monks did, but his training as a monk had flavored his entire long life after he left the monastery.  Even to this day, Fox tried not to kill if there was another option, did not attach himself to material things to the point where he depended upon them, and he never judged one by their race or appearance.  That was not the way of a monk.  Monks were humble and peaceful, depending on one’s self over weapons or possessions, and offering aid to all in need.  Three times in his memory, the monks aided the injured from raiding parties that had attacked the monastery, showing neither favoritism nor even anger over the fact that men who tried to kill them just days before were now in their healing hall, recovering from the wounds the monks themselves inflicted.

	To show anger or desire revenge were aspects of human weakness that the monks were striving to transcend.  The enlightened being would extend the hand of peace even to those who held weapons against him, for the enlightened being understood that violence was an empty pursuit which rarely brought contentment or harmony.

	As in many things, Fox learned as much as he could from the monks, and then he left them on amicable terms…though he was considered one of the High Masters, a rank only one step below the highest rank among the monks, the brother who led the monastery.  Sadly, that was now his duty since he was the last High Master left, and was now considered the Grand Master of the monastery.  He had achieved that rank before leaving the order and taking the skills they had instilled into him out into the world to explore and experience life, which was what Master Jen had always told him was his destiny.  The monks had enjoyed training him, seeing a gaijin embrace the Eastern philosophies and achieve a semblance of inner peace, and they had also enjoyed releasing him to find his true destiny.  They had been proud of him out in the world, as he used what they taught him in ways that they found worthy, and as word of the gaijin monk turned warrior spread through Kara-Tur, the esteem of the Five Star School of Kung Fu grew.  They called him brother and taught him some of their greatest secrets, and they did so knowing that he would someday leave them to seek out his destiny.

	But that was the way of the monk.  Destiny was embraced, not resisted.

	Finding potential students for the school would be tricky in the West.  Finding acolytes willing to embrace the totality of the lifestyle of a monk, that wouldn’t be very easy at all because of a fundamental difference in culture between West and East.  Western culture would find the lifestyle of the monk severe, restricting, not understanding that by trying to detach themselves from worldly things and frivolous possessions and emotional distractions, the monks were trying to achieve enlightenment, to gain wisdom beyond that of the common man, which were some aspects of Fox’s own behavior.  Yes, he had a lot of money, but he’d been saving it for building the castle, and outside of that, he almost never spent money, so it just sort of piled up.  He didn’t indulge in drink or feasts, he didn’t go to festhalls, he lived a very simple and quiet existence when not on the road  Yes, he had magical treasures, but he never depended upon them, always sought to solve his problems using his own skills and wits before falling back on his magical possessions.

	Those aspects of the life of the monk wouldn’t work very well in the Western world.  What that would require, Fox pondered early that morning as he meditated, was a change.  Because the peoples of the West lacked the fundamental social basis upon which the monks of the East operated, a new kind of monk would have to be brought into being.  It would be a Western monk, a man or woman trained in the art of the Five Star style and trained in certain aspects of Eastern culture and philosophy, but allowed to maintain his or her Western mindset.  From these new monks, monks trained to deal with the wild and chaotic way of life in the West, there would be those willing to fully embrace everything the monks of the monastery represented and enter the monastery as permanent brothers and sisters.  Those would be the monks of the old way, living the life of the monk and striving to attain inner peace and enlightenment, while the rest would be trained by the monks in certain aspects of the old ways, and certain aspects of what Fox himself had learned in his travels, living a more Western lifestyle while still honoring the foundations of the knowledge they had been taught.  He would institute very basic elements of the art of Balance, of ninjitsu, to meld with the Five Star style and form a fundamental, solid core of fighting techniques, arm his acolytes with the wisdom he had gained over his long life, and teach them how to face the diversity and strife of the West while maintaining their discipline.

	And this was Waterdeep, where virtually anything could be found, if one looked hard enough and had the coin to afford it.  Fox was fairly confident that he could find students in this city.

	He considered how to go about things as he meditated, sitting out in the garden of Kalla’s extra-dimensional palace with his legs crossed and backs of his hands on his knees, deep in meditation.  Meditation was one of the best things the monks ever taught him, allowing him to clear his mind and then organize his thoughts, which even he would admit could become rather flighty and impulsive from time to time, bringing order to his chaos and allowing him to prepare for the challenges and dangers of the coming day.  His eyes were closed and he was completely motionless, but he was completely aware of everything around him, organizing his ideas in his mind while blocking out all distractions, even if he was aware of them.  That was the key of it, Master Jen had always taught him, to be aware of one’s surroundings, but not allowing what was going on outside affect what was going on inside.  He had spent nearly a year mastering the skill, and had not been considered adept until he was able to ignore all distractions except those that threatened him directly.  Master Jen would accomplish that by throwing stones at him while he meditated.  Some were far off target.  Some only barely missed him, and some would hit him.  Fox had to ignore all those that would not hit him, even those that passed barely a finger’s width from his body, but block or catch those that would hit him, and do so with his eyes closed.

	But that was also part of the Five Star style, a technique called blind fighting.  A Five Star monk could fight just as effectively with his eyes covered as he could without, going by sound, the movements of the air, the breathing of his opponents, the vibrations of the earth beneath his feet, and his inner sense to know his surroundings.  It wasn’t a unique martial art form, it was taught by several of the more renowned schools in Shou Lung, but the monks of the Five Star school were one of the few schools of martial arts in all of Kara-Tur that required complete capability while blindfolded before they were trained in more advanced techniques.  If a monk could not fight without his eyes, then he lacked the focus and discipline to master the more advanced techniques.  The Trial of Black Wool was a major gateway test among the acolytes, where only the truly worthy could succeed.  Fox himself had failed the trial four times before finally passing it, and he still had scars on his body that marked his four failed attempts.

	Pain was a strong motivation to learn from one’s mistakes.

	He had lived in the West long enough to understand what most Westerners could understand about the Eastern ways, and what few Westerners could embrace.  Those few that could embrace the Eastern ideals would be the students, and among them, only a handful would fully follow the way of the Five Stars and move into the monastery as brothers or sisters.

	Finding them…that wouldn’t be that hard in a place like Waterdeep, if he was creative.

	After a hearty breakfast at a local festhall known for good cooking, Fox took Karra back to Saja’s tower.  The morning was the warmest yet, with bright sunshine that was finishing off the last of the clinging snow in even the more sheltered nooks, the air crystal clear and blowing in from the harbor, bringing the smells of fish, tar, and the sea over the Docks Ward.  Fox had broken with his usual tradition and walked without his cross harness of swords, chain, and bandolier, nor was he wearing his belt or boots, since he now had a safe place he could leave his priceless items and didn’t have to carry them around every waking moment.  And he was more than comfortable without them, for he didn’t need them.  To depend on a thing before depending on one’s self is to put one’s trust in folly.  “What left is there to do?” Karra asked him.

	“Verex has everything all ready, and we have eight days before the architect that’s going to oversee the construction arrives,” he replied.  “I guess all that’s left is preparing for the journey itself, outside of a few errands I have to run.”

	“I do hope they are relatively lawful?” Karra asked lightly, which made him laugh.

	“Yes.  Akena-chan asked me if I could make her a pair of gunsen, she knows I was trained by her clan’s blacksmiths.  I also have to make Jinjen her rapiers, and I was of a mind to make a few extra odds and ends.  It’ll keep my hands occupied for a few days, so I was going to find a smithy and see if they’d rent me some time at the anvil.  I did promise Jinjen that I’d have the rapiers enchanted,” he said lightly.

	She sighed.  “I will take care of it, but you owe me, dear heart,” she retorted.  “You know how long that takes, and I need time and quiet to perform the work.”

	“I know, so we’ll take them with us, then I’ll bring them back when they’re ready,” he replied.  “The enchantments don’t have to be exotic, dear heart.”

	“But they do deserve to be worthy of a woman of her skill,” Karra returned.  “And I do have a couple of ideas.  Enchanting her rapiers will allow me to test a couple of intriguing theories Zarra Khan proposed some six months ago.”

	Fox laughed brightly.  “If her rapiers turn her into a goldfish, you know she will hunt you to her dying breath.  No pond or stream will be safe,” he said, which made her laugh delightedly.

	“I doubt she will fin me to death,” she said with a light smile.  “I was of an idea, husband,” she said as they turned a corner.

	“Well, let’s hear it.”

	“I have seen how effective the griffons the city here uses, and you know as well how my own people employ the giant hawks native to Halruua.”

	“I doubt that the city will sell us any griffons.  Besides, we don’t have anyone trained to ride them,” he noted.

	“Not griffons.  I struck up a conversation with a fellow mage at a local jeweler’s shop.  We were discussing the magical formulae the Calishite mages use for their flying carpets, and the fellow made mention that there is a noble family here in Waterdeep that raises tamed hippogryphs, for hope that the city would buy them to add to their aerial cavalry.”

	“Griffons eat hippogryphs,” Fox noted dryly.

	“Yes, but this family has too much invested in the project now to abandon it, I managed to discover.  They are almost desperate to find a sponsor for their project.  Mayhaps we should consider buying out their entire stable, and arrange for their handlers to train our livery in the techniques of riding and caring for them.”

	“They could be handy,” Fox noted soberly, rubbing his chin.  “Scouting from the air lets you see trouble coming from two days away.  And it will allow us to move messages without the aid of a mage fairly quickly between the castle and the proposed harbor.”

	“Then I shall make inquiries into the matter, dear heart,” she said with a simple nod.

	“Like you haven’t already done everything but ask me my opinion,” he noted dryly, which made her give him a roguish smile.

	“I have yet to pay for them,” she admitted with that playful expression.

	“Just tell Verex and the girls about it, so they can work out how we’re going to move a herd of hippogryphs along with the wagon train.”

	“It shouldn’t be too difficult,” she mused.

	“Before you get too involved today, dear heart, I need a favor.”

	“Oh?  What is it?”

	“I need Aeyalla here,” he replied.  “Actually, any Djinn will do, but Aeyalla will come if we call her.”

	“Indeed.  I will make contact as soon as we get back.”

	Aeyalla did come as soon as Karra called her, appearing in a swirling wind inside Saja’s tower.  As usual, she was bowing over because she the ceiling wasn’t high enough to let her stand straight up.  She immediately knelt down, this time wearing nothing but a diaphanous knee-length skirt made of many different sheer strips all sewn to a waistband, with panty-like undergarments being the only thing opaque enough to preserve her modesty.  It was different for Aeyalla only in that she almost never wore a skirt, usually wore leggings.  She often went around without a top, and when she wore one, it was invariably all but transparent.  That was Djinn custom, which was radically different from many customs in Faerun.  There were some human cultures, however, who shared the Djinn practice, the Northmen being among them.

	“You’d better be calling me to tell me you’re pregnant,” she said without even a greeting, smiling at them.  “Father’s waiting for that particular bit of news.”

	Karra laughed lightly.  “It has barely been enough time for us to try,” she replied.  “Has your uncle recovered yet?”

	“It took a couple of days,” Aeyalla laughed in reply.

	Saja looked almost smug.

	“So, if this isn’t a social call, what’s up?” she asked.

	“I need a favor, friend,” Fox said.  “I need you to conjure up a large stack of clothen banners that are temporary,” he stressed.  “They need to last three days.”

	“I can do that, no problem,” she said immediately.  “What do they look like?”

	“They’re going to have writing and illustrations on them,” he replied.  “I’m going to openly advertise for students for the new Five Star School of Kung Fu.  The monks are going to need acolytes to fill their ranks when they arrive in midsummer.”

	“Very clever, dear heart,” Karra said appreciatively.  “And your hope is that some few of them take up the order?”

	“That’s the plan,” he replied.  “It would be one in a thousand, given Western culture, but the monastery doesn’t need a few hundred new monks.  But, they’d probably be overjoyed to have entire classes of willing students waiting for them when they arrive.  They always trained the village children in the basics of the Five Star art as a service to the community, in exchange for the village’s donations of food and supplies.”

	“Why not charge coin instead of barter?” Saja asked.

	Fox shook his head.  “There wasn’t even a single yu’an coin anywhere in the monastery,” he replied.  “The monks divorced themselves from money.  When they were hungry and there were no donated stores in the pantry, they would go down to the village with a wooden bowl and beg for rice.  And the villagers considered it the proper thing to do to feed them.  It’s long been a belief in Kara-Tur that it’s good luck to show a monk charity.”

	“Yeah, I don’t think many people in Waterdeep would do that,” Saja snorted.

	“It makes one wonder how they equipped the monastery.”

	“They build everything themselves,” he replied.  “Part of being a Master involves knowledge of a practical skill to better support the monastery.  Mine was blacksmithing.  There are carpenters, masons, coopers, chandlers, clothspinners, tailors, paper makers, you name it.  Part of earning the rank of Master was contributing something of value to the monastery made by the monk’s own hands.  My contribution was a bell we installed in the courtyard,” he said in a bemused voice as memory overtook him.  He’d been so proud of that bell.  “They gather all the materials themselves as best they can, part of the annual pilgrimage to the five shrines of the stars, begging for sponsorship from the merchants and the wealthy for this project or that project, or barter their services as instructors either in martial arts or other knowledge or skill for what they couldn’t get on their own.”

	“A weird way to go about it.  It’d be easier if they just kept money.”

	“That’s forbidden.  Money represents the materialism of the human condition, and they’re striving to rise above things like that.  Since I’m not trying to achieve ascetic enlightenment they way they are, I have no qualms about keeping money,” he chuckled.  “But many of their lessons are still with me,” he added.

	“I know,” Karra smiled.

	“So, they’re trying to be inhuman?” Saja asked sharply.

	“No, old friend, they believe that by detaching themselves from the weakness of the human condition, things like greed, fear, anger, jealousy, you know, negative emotions, they can achieve enlightenment,” he replied.  “If you don’t understand Eastern society, it’s very hard to explain.”

	“Och, I think I understand,” she said with a shake of her head.  “It’s not something I would ever do.”

	“They don’t distance themselves completely from positive emotions,” Fox winked.  “Though they believe in moderation, monks believe in happiness, friendship, love, kindness, and generosity.  And they do love a good party.  Most of them are actually outstanding musicians.  Music is one of the approaches the monks believe will help them achieve enlightenment.”

	“Och, now they don’t sound quite so stuffy,” Saja grinned.  “Do they enjoy a good drink?”

	“In moderation,” he smiled slightly.  “Anything in excess is a weakness of the human spirit, and they avoid that.  A single glass of wine is about the extent of the average monk’s drinking endeavors.”

	“I can see why you left,” Aeyalla grinned mischievously.  “You’re not well known for your discipline, my friend.”

	Fox laughed.  “They knew I was leaving when they took me in, and I know I tried their patience in some ways.  Master Jen told me that it was the monastery’s duty to prepare me for my destiny.  But, I learned a great deal there, about more than just fighting.  The monks were very wise, and they taught me so much about so many things, I couldn’t explain it all in a day.  Living with the monks, trying to be a monk, it was definitely an experience I treasure, even after all these years.”

	“Alright, Fox, let’s design your banners, then we can hang ‘em up all over the city,” Aeyalla declared, conjuring a plush pillow for herself, sitting down, and creating a blank piece of silk in a wooden hoop and a paint brush.  “It needs to look good, so I’ll do the artwork,” she declared.

	“Fine with me, you’re a great artist,” Fox said mildly.

	Karra and Saja certainly contributed to Aeyalla’s design of the banners.  It took about half an hour for her to decide on a nice eye-catching illustration of a man breaking a stack of boards, a man punching another man, and a man in one of the martial stances the monks taught him with a pair of eastern fighting swords, slender longswords with garish tassels on their hilts used by many Eastern fighting styles.  Beneath that was the advertisement:  Opening Soon:  the Five Star School of the Martial Arts.  Seeking young men and women between 12 and 18 winters to train in the arts of fighting under Fox the Wanderer.  Beneath that was the day and time Fox would look over the hopefuls, up in the big arena on one of its open training days, two days before they left for Dragonspear.  Fox felt it was a bit garish to call him by name, but Aeyalla and Karra both insisted on that, that a name like his attached to a school that trained fighters would definitely attract attention.  Since they would have to find students willing to leave Waterdeep and do a lot of work, it had to be as alluring as possible.  After they decided on a final design, they added the time and place for hopefuls to appear, and Aeyalla used her Djinn magic to create a huge stack of them, silk banners that would evaporate like smoke in exactly three days with wooden rods at the ends to hold them open and twine attached to the tops to hang them off posts and walls.  Saja hired a small army of lamplighters to hang the signs, which was fine since it was the lamplighters that Fox was more or less eyeing as where most of his students would come from.  They were the right age and many of them were orphaned or had a sense of adventure that would make them good students.  They took up stacks of the banners and fanned out to hang them all over the city, from New Olamn all the way to the Adventurer’s Quarter.

	That done, Aeyalla returned home, and Karra and Fox went to work.  Karra went to go secure the hippogryphs and continue to buy the supplies she needed, and Fox went around looking for a smithy with an open forge willing to rent the space.  He found one after about two hours, renting a forge and anvil from a rather surly dwarf named Grahmal, but the dwarf’s cantankerous disposition faded into mirth when he found out that Fox was making fans.  He was working on a warhammer at his own anvil on the far side of the forge, but his scoffing slowed to a stop when he saw the delicate work Fox was doing.  The man’s tools were high quality and the iron stock he’d bought was perfect for what he wanted, so he had the individual blades of the fans pounded out within ten hours, 68 separate thin metal plates that were all exactly the same width, but of various sizes depending on where they’d be in the fan.  Grahmal shared a tankard of ale with him at sunset, and when the sun rose again, Fox was right back to work, finishing up the blades.  Grahmal stopped what he was doing when Fox assembled the four gunsen, creating collapsible metal fans sharpened to a razor’s edge along their outer circumference. Two of them were for Akena, but the other two were for him.  He’d sacrificed his last fighting fans to a hungry rust monster some five months ago, and hadn’t gotten around to making new ones for himself.

	“And these be weapons, ye say?” Grahmal asked suspiciously as he held one of the closed fans.

	“In the right hands, they’re deadly,” Fox replied.  He took the fan from Grahmal and snapped it open, then turned and slashed a finger-deep gouge in a nearby wooden post.  He then snapped it shut with a flick of his wrist and tucked it into his belt in a smooth motion.  “The key is that they don’t look like weapons,” he said simply.  “Now, on to weapons you’ll recognize, my surly friend.  I’m making a pair of rapiers.”

	“Aye, plenty around here use those silly knittin’ needles,” Grahmal chuckled.

	It took Fox five more days to fashion Jinjen’s rapiers.  He’d selected only the finest steel, with mithril and gold for filigree, then he went to work.  The metal for the blades took him a day to prepare, folding it the required number of times for maximum strength, then he spent a day on each blade, hammering them out and tempering them.  The hilts took an entire day each to forge on their own, for they were shaped and inlaid with filigree, rather simple single-bar handguards with a flared flat crosspiece to protect the hands from sliding blades.  Fox’s work was rarely ceremonially extravagant, but they were expertly made and  highly durable.  The fifth day was spent grinding and polishing the blades, sharpening them, engraving the drow runes on the blade that Jinjen had on the other rapiers he’d made for her, then attaching the hilts to the blade metal and wrapping them with fine mithril wire.  When he was done, Grahmal was quite impressed with both the quality of his work and the speed with which he’d fashioned weapons of that quality.  “Are ye perhaps lookin’ for a new forge to call yer own?  I could use a man of yer skills,” he proposed.

	“I’m sorry, friend, I have plans to raise my own smithy to the south,” he chuckled as he wrapped the rapiers in a wool blanket.  He didn’t have scabbards for them yet, but they’d have plenty of time to make them while Karra enchanted the weapons.

	When he walked out of Grahmal’s smithy, he had four days before they were leaving.  Everything was still on schedule, and the next morning, he would see how many people were interested in learning the fighting arts of the Five Star temple.  But, he had other projects to deal with, and when Akena approached and knelt down as he returned to the tower, he could see the satisfied look on her face.  “It’s been five days,” he said calmly.

	“Durnan,” she said in a low voice.

	Fox’s eyebrow raised.  “That’s quite a surprise.  What did you find out?”

	“He met with one of the high ranking members of the Red Sashes just after midnight in one of the places we marked for observation.  They discussed our attacks on their organization, and are very worried that we penetrated them so quickly and so completely.  Some of their members are on the verge of quitting the organization.  Other have tried to penetrate the organization, but have failed.  I followed him after the meeting and confirmed his identity.”

	So, Durnan was the leader of the Red Sashes.  That really was a surprise, since Durnan didn’t seem the type that would run a vigilante group.  But, it did fit.  Durnan was there to handle the messy little problems that the Lords either could not or did not want to get involved with, skirting the laws of the city, breaking them when necessary in order to pursue the common good.  Fox could respect Durnan’s point of view, but he drew the line when he was targeted by their little group.  All they had to do was let Fox finish his business, and he would have left without saying a word.  But they had to push it, trying to ransack Verex’s brownstone looking for information Fox would have probably given them if they just asked for it.  After all, what he was doing wasn’t exactly a secret.

	“Well done, Akena-chan.  You raise the esteem of the clan with every accomplished mission.”

	“It was easily done, Master Fox,” she said modestly, blushing a little bit.  “These western people have no contact with us, and do not know how to stop us.”

	“I know, that’s why I hired you,” Fox chuckled, then he patted his chest.  “Are your gunsen to your liking?”

	“They are now that I’ve had time to prepare them,” she said, taking one out of her sash and snapping it open.  Every plate was wrapped in black silk to make them quiet except along the sharpened top edge, which had been lacquered black to stop light reflection.  She’d painted the silk in a lovely relief of an eastern dragon twisting across the fan’s surface.  They were innocuous devices, but they were absolutely deadly in the hands of a warrior trained in their use…and ninja trained with the gunsen because they were a very effective weapon for assassination.  A young lady like Akena could easily penetrate an Eastern court dressed in an extravagant silk kimono, had been trained in all the social etiquette of the rich and powerful to move among them without attracting attention, and then, when she was in position, she would kill her target with a single slash of a gunsen, then simply snap it shut and walk away.  Outside of that, they were also effective weapons when used in combat, but they required a great deal of training to use correctly, requiring extensive training in martial arts to make up for the weapon’s lack of resiliency.  Fox had trained to the gunsen like every other member of her clan when he trained with them, and even he could admit that in close quarters, they were exceptionally deadly weapons…probably even more so in the West, since few here had ever seen one in action.  But when facing a man with a big sword, another weapon was usually the better choice.

	“I don’t need them quite that extravagant,” he chuckled.  “Then again, I don’t need mine to be silenced with silk.”

	“When do we deal with this?”

	“Tonight.  I’ll take care of it myself,” he told her.

	“What do you intend to do?”

	“Remind Durnan what happens when living legends get angry,” he said blandly.  “I promised Peirgieron I wouldn’t do anything excessive.  But, I never said I wouldn’t beat someone up.”

	Akena just smiled.

	 

	Fox timed his arrival at the Yawning Portal to coincide with their usual closing time.  He came in mere moments before they usually locked the doors, dressed in a simple black cloak that covered his body and face.  That wasn’t unusual in the frosty early spring night, but things became quite unusual for the eight people within the Yawning Portal, Durnan’s wife, barmaids, two bouncers, and the cleric he kept on hand to heal the wounded that managed to drag themselves out of the well, when Fox opened the cloak and tossed it aside when he stepped in.  Underneath the cloak, he wore nothing but a pair of tight leather half-pants that ended at the knees with a red sash tied around his waist.  His body was defined, sculpted, feline muscle, crisscrossed with both old and new scars, the visible signs of the hard life he had led.  The freshest of the scars, a red welt across his upper shoulder, almost gleamed in the light of the fire, candles, and torches illuminating the large common room.

	Mhaere gave him a strange look when he just stood there, hands at his sides, staring directly at Durnan.  “Fox!  What happened to your clothes?”

	“Mhaere.  Leave,” he said in a quiet, dangerous voice that nobody in the common room could possibly misunderstand as anything but both a command and a warning.

	Durnan scowled at him as he set down a platter of cleaned tankards.  “What do you do here, Wanderer?”

	“Send your children away, Durnan, and come out from behind that bar,” he said, pointing at him.  “Face me like the man you are.”

	“Fox!” Mhaere gasped.  “What is the matter?”

	“This is a personal matter,” he replied in a grim tone, balling his fists at his sides.

	“Everyone out,” Durnan said in a loud voice of command, stepping down to the opening.  He was in the act of taking off his vest as he did so, then his shirt, revealing a body nearly as scarred as Fox’s.

	“Durnan!” Mhaere challenged.

	“Obey me this one time without argument, wife,” he said in a growling voice, taking his belt knife out of the sheathe and setting it on the bar.

	The two of them, both lanky and dangerous-looking, squared off with the well between them as Durnan’s workers uncertainly evacuated the common room, going into the back room.  Fox removed the red sash around his waist as they left, then he snapped it taut between his hands.  “You have this coming, Durnan,” Fox declared, then he lifted the sash and deliberately tied it over the top half of his head, covering his eyes.  He flipped the tails behind him, trailing down his back with his braid, then he stretched out into a fighting stance, one hand forward and the other bent near his body, feet spread and knees relaxed.

	“I have no idea what this is about, but if you want to take me on, Wanderer, I’ll show you I don’t need bouncers to protect my inn,” the man said, stalking around the well.

	“This is what it’s about,” he said, pointing at the red cloth over his eyes.  “The next time your friends bother me, Durnan, I’ll come to you.  What’s coming is what you deserve for what’s already happened, and your only warning.  Trifle with me at your own risk.”

	Durnan was quiet perhaps a moment too long.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if you want a fight, I’ll give you a good one.”

	“Then face me, Durnan, and we’ll see just who’s standing when it’s over.”

	“Fight you with a blindfold?  That’s hardly fair.”

	“It makes it fair for you,” Fox retorted in a dark voice, then he crooked a hand at the tall Northman tauntingly.

	Durnan was too wary to think he had an advantage when Fox was so confident, so he came around the well carefully, hands up and ready, but what he could see of Fox’s face was serene if stern, completely unmoving, not even a tremble.  He balled up a fist and tried to end it with a single punch, but the shorter man flowed aside like water, grabbed Durnan’s arm, then flung him over his shoulder and into one of the tables, shattering it under his weight.  The barefoot man simply took two steps back and resumed his fighting pose, head slightly down, hand extended, other hand tucked to protect his ribs as Durnan twisted up off the wooden shards.

	Durnan was the veteran of many a barroom brawl and had matched knuckles with some of the heaviest bruisers in Waterdeep, but he had never encountered anything like Fox the Wanderer.  He forced Durnan to make the first move by staying in a defensive posture, and blindfold or no, he blocked or evaded every heavy punch from Durnan’s fists without fail, and retaliated whenever Durnan overextended himself and was unable to pull back to guard against the riposte.  It was like fighting a wisp of smoke that could turn solid whenever it pleased.  After barely a minute, Durnan could feel the swelling around his eye when he’d taken the back of the man’s fist to the side of his head when he tried to grab hold of him and take him to the floor, spinning away and striking him with the back of his hand as he rotated out of reach, and he’d been struck several times in the chest and belly, with much less effect.  Durnan’s muscles were still rock hard, able to absorb the blows easily, but he could not keep up with the lightning-fast movements of the blindfolded man before him.  After that moment where Durnan tried to land a blow, the man turned and darted in.  He felt the open palm strike him just over his sternum, blasting the wind out of his lungs, then he was struck three times in the face before he finished the forced exhale.  Even that wasn’t enough to stagger back the burly warrior, however, at least until the braided man seemed to spin in a circle, and when he came back around, his foot was head-high and screaming around his body.  Durnan saw it, tried to react to it, but it came in so impossibly fast that he only managed to turn enough to soften the impact.  Durnan saw spots in his eyes when the heel of the man’s foot cracked into his cheek and jaw, but the Northman’s resilience only made him stagger back a single step, keeping his focus enough to retaliate with a wide hooking blow that the man blocked with a forearm and pushed high.  He grabbed hold of Durnan’s wrist and stepped inside his elbow, stomped on the top of his foot, numbing it through his boot, then wrested his arm around and locked it to the side, pulling it taut and twisting it until it couldn’t move any further.  Durnan had wrestled enough in his life to escape the hold, doing a little flip to take the stress off his arm, landing on his back on the floor, then kicked out with both legs, staggering the man back.  He regained his feet as the old berserker in him welled up, and he gave a mighty shout and charged the smaller man.

	His fury giving him newfound strength and speed, Durnan simply bulled through the blindfolded man’s defenses and attacked, attacked, attacked.  The man blocked, evaded, parried blows with this forearms, elbows, even his feet, but he couldn’t evade them all.  After long seconds of furious rains of blows, blood seeped from Fox the Wanderer’s nose and the corner of his mouth, and a bruise was forming on his cheek, but Durnan had paid for it with a liberally bleeding nose and a cut over his left eye.  Durnan’s rage petered out when he was struck a stunning blow to the side of his head, staggering him back, struck by the heel of the blond man’s hand.  He flowed into a different fighting pose quickly and effortlessly, extending his hands out with them open and palms facing the staggered warrior, then slipped in under a wildly swinging arm and struck with the points of his fingers.  The blow felt like a dagger to his chest, and they struck again, and again, and yet again, driving the air out of him and leaving him gasping for breath, his vision graying.  He reached out and grabbed one of the red tails of his blindfold and yanked in desperation, tearing the red blindfold off of him, but the man’s eyes were closed underneath it, his expression neutral, almost blank, not a hint of emotion or anger playing across his features.  Durnan backed off, gasping for breath, then picked up a chair and hurled it right at the man’s face.  Fox caught the chair with a single hand, instantly stopping its momentum, then tossed it to the side and into the well, where it made a cracking sound when it rebounded off the far wall on its way to the sandy floor far below.

	There were no rules in a barroom brawl.

	Still winded, Durnan found himself completely on the defensive.  Fox’s hands seemed to strike from every direction at once, a dizzyingly fast series of short, sharp blows that confused him, then he staggered when the lanky warrior twisted and drove his elbow into Durnan’s ribs.  Durnan tried to grapple the braided man, but he slithered out of his grasp like a  snake, punched him in the side, hunching him over almost reflexively, then Durnan almost felt like his spleen shot out of his mouth when the shorter warrior planted a rising knee right into Durnan’s midsection, overcoming Durnan’s iron-like muscles and leaving him feeling like a giant had stomped on him.  He was struck five different times in the face and the side of his neck inside three seconds with viper-like strikes with the man’s open hands, using the sides of his hands and fingertips like a knife blade, chopping and driving them into Durnan’s flesh.  He staggered back against the bar, leaning against it for support, and then Fox the Wanderer opened his piercing green eyes and shifted his stance one again, one open hand held towards Durnan with the other stretched at an outward angle behind him, knees bent and on the balls of his feet, almost bouncing up and down.

	He was everything the stories said he was, Durnan could admit, but he had never surrendered in a fight to any man.

	Durnan waded back in, but the blond braided man seemed to just disappear, then Durnan suddenly found himself back on the floor seemingly out of nowhere, wheezing for breath and his entire left side numb as Fox the Wanderer spun back up to a vertical base after sweeping his legs out from under him.

	He tried to roll to his feet, but a bare foot came down hard on his chest, preventing him from breathing enough to flush strength back into his numbed muscles.  Fox the Wanderer gazed down at him with a neutral expression as the Northman gasped for breath, gripping his bare foot and trying to push it aside.

	“I leave in four days, Durnan.  All that will be left of me here will be my trade company, buying the supplies we’ll need for our expedition and sending them along,” he said, gazing down at him.  “This is your one and only warning.  Leave my trading company alone.  Don’t make me come back up here.  If any man bearing a red cloth comes within five blocks of my agent or my property, I will show up just before you close again some night and we will discuss the matter in a manner that will require a visit to a cleric for broken bones.”  He took his foot off Durnan’s chest, and the grizzled warrior gasped for breath, both hands on his belly.  “Next time, I will not wear a blindfold.”  He walked away and picked up his cloak, then pulled it back over his shoulders as Durnan sat up, still wheezing and panting for breath.  “Don’t test me, Durnan.  I’ve been accommodating.  I’ve been patient.  I’ve even been nice.  But threaten me again, and I will not be nice.  The only thing saving you from a visit to a cleric this time is a promise I made to one of your friends,” he said as he pulled the cowl of his cloak over his bruised face.  “Now go reassure Mhaere that we’re not killing each other,” he said as he pulled the cloak around himself.  “And don’t take it personally.  After all, this is business.”

	He then turned and stalked to the door, opened it, and left the inn, leaving Durnan laying on the floor, bleeding from his nose, mouth, over his left eye, and from several lacerations caused by the man’s open hands, where he’d been struck so sharply with fingertips or the side of the hand that it literally tore his skin from the impact of the blow.  He felt like he’d been pummeled by ten ogres, and he’d only landed maybe five blows in return.  The worst Fox the Wanderer was leaving with was a bruised cheek, where Durnan wasn’t sure he’d be able to get out of bed in the morning.

	Durnan knew than that the stories of the legendary Fox the Wanderer were worth their salt.

	 

	Two days before leaving, on a clear, chilly morning where the sun rose into a cloudless sky, promising to be an actually warm early spring day, Fox the Wanderer and two of his Vixens left Saja’s tower and headed for the city’s arena.  They held any number of events there, from circuses to pseudo-gladiatorial events of jousting or organized martial sparring—but never to the death, merely as a demonstration of skill with a sword or lance—and when not used for city events, the city’s Armars, militias, and soldiers used the large open area as a training ground.  There were also days when anyone could come down and use the open sandy floor of the arena for training or practice, be it archery or weapons, giving the sportsmen in Waterdeep a safe place to practice their skills without stomping all over someone’s farmland, getting the way of caravans, or causing disruptions on city streets.  Fox, Selena, and Sharla stepped out into the large open sandy area, where it would be open for half a day before preparing for a horsemanship competition that would be held in two days, part of the celebrations of the upcoming spring.  Fox was wearing nothing but a simple pair of white pants that ended at his knees with a yellow sash with red tassels, the colors of the Five Star monastery, his feet bare and his breath misting in the nippy morning air.  It was the training uniform of a monk, when they wore very simple robes hand-spun and dyed at the monastery when not actively training, the color marking the monk’s rank within the order.  The costume displayed Fox’s sleekly muscular body, as well as the many scars he had accumulated over his lifetime. Selena and Sharla weren’t quite so lightly garbed, Sharla in her chain jack and Selena in a gold elf tunic, both of them with heavy cloaks, and both of them armed only with daggers…but that was all either of his Vixens ever needed.  Selena especially was nasty with a pair of daggers, a skill Fox had taught all his girls because they were weapons allowed almost anywhere.  Many inns and villages would demand an adventurer’s weapons be left behind, but nobody ever disallowed eating knives or daggers, so it was a weapon his girls were almost guaranteed to have with them at all times.  Selena’s natural agility and dexterity made her an absolute whirlwind in a knife fight, but it was deceptive little Lili that was the most deadly with a dagger.

	As Fox had expected, there were kids and teenagers in the arena, waiting.  The bills they’d put up had definitely garnered attention, both the kind he wanted and the kind he didn’t.  A known agent of the Red Wizards in Waterdeep, an emissary from Thay, had been seen taking one of the advertisements down and running off with it, so it was a guarantee that the Red Wizards now knew that Fox intended to settle down…that he would be able to be found.  But, he’d known that was going to happen no matter what, so it was of little importance to him.  There were 41 of them, young boys mainly, but also six young girls wearing a boy’s shirt and trousers, half of them in a Lamplighter’s shirt.  Most of them were about 17 or 18, with a few around 14 or 15 and a couple that would be lying if they said they were older than 12.  Those were the older Lamplighters that were facing the prospect of having to find other jobs when they got too old.  It was primarily an occupation the city gave to the younger kids so they could earn coin and stay out of trouble.

	“More than I expected, Master Fox,” Sharla noted, tugging her on chain jack a little.

	“They look a little nervous,” Selena added.

	“Most have figured out that to learn, they’ll have to leave,” Fox replied as he approached the gaggle of youngsters.  His eyes swept over the group and almost immediately started winnowing out those that were simply physically incapable of the rigors of the art, the ones that could only learn the most basic forms, and started focusing on those that looked like they had the physical attributes.  But, it also required mental discipline, willpower, and the ability to think quickly and adapt.  That he’d have to test them to find out.  Fox approached them with the gold elf and Northwoman flanking him, just behind, then he stopped before the throng and sat down on the sandy floor of the arena.  “Good morning,” Fox called.  “Everyone sit down.”

	The group quieted down and did so, sitting in rough rows in front of him as his girls stood behind him.  “You are here because you want to learn how to fight.  What I have to teach, however, is about far more then fighting.  It’s about learning about yourself and learning about how you fit in with the world around you.  It’s as much about the spirit as it is about the body, and it requires complete devotion to an entirely different lifestyle very much different from what you’ve known here in Waterdeep.  Following the path of the martial artist takes dedication, discipline, and most importantly, an open mind, the ability to think beyond the boundaries of your society and culture and think beyond these city walls.  Don’t have any illusions, my young hopefuls.  If you decide to do this, you will go to bed every night feeling like you’re about to die, only to get up the next morning and do it all again.  You will earn scars,” he said evenly, motioning at his scarred chest.  “But what it takes more than anything else is absolute determination. To earn a spot in the monastery were I learned these skills, I sat on a reed mat in front of the chambers of the monastery’s leader for a solid year,” he told them. “I had to prove to my Master that I was utterly determined to learn what he had to teach, and I did that by proving to him that I would sit there until I died of old age if he didn’t accept me as a student.  That is the kind of dedication it’s going to take for you to learn the greatest secrets of the Five Stars.  But if you don’t have that kind of dedication, that’s fine.  Those who are either unable or unwilling to devote themselves to the art will be trained to the best of their abilities and then released to make their way in the world.  Not everyone has the attributes or discipline to learn every secret of the Five Stars, but anyone can learn the basics of the martial art of Kung Fu, and use that training to both protect yourself and become a better person. 

	“But to start down that path, you have to prove that you have the discipline required.  I won’t make you sit on a reed mat outside my door for a year, but there are much quicker ways to test your resolve,” he chuckled.  “All of you, take off your shoes and your shirts. Including the girls,” he said simply.  “And when you take them off, put them in front of you and look right at me.  You look nowhere but at me,” he declared.  “No matter what happens, no matter what tries to distract you, you look right here,” he said, pointing two fingers back at his eyes.

	The six teenage girls looked very offended by his demand, and seemed to hesitate.  But when one of them realized that if the boys couldn’t move their heads or eyes, they wouldn’t be able to see what she’d be forced to show, she dutifully removed her Lamplighter’s shirt after taking off her shoes and fixed him with a rather blushing stare.  The others followed suit, and once everyone was barefoot and shirtless, the 41 of them stared back at Fox, whose gaze was hawkish and unwavering, moving slowly back and forth through the group.  For long moments that stretched into a complete hour, Fox did nothing but stare at the kids in complete silence as Selena and Sharla paced back and forth around and behind them, doing what he told them to do. Some of them started to fidget, some of them shivered in the cool morning air, but Fox remained absolutely motionless the entire time, only his eyes moving.  Most of them jumped when Selena used a little trinket Saja had made that exploded when it was thrown on the ground, creating a very loud bang, and several of them flinched their heads in that direction, startled by the long silence and sudden eruption.  Sharla then loomed over those in the back, slapped them on the tops of their heads while Selena threw more of the exploding pods on the ground, and the kids knew that it really was a test of discipline not to look towards the loud noises or the looming motions and shadows at the edges of their vision.  After adjusting to the change, most of them were able to keep looking at him while Selena and Sharla yelled and made noise, moved around, tried to break their concentration without getting directly in front of them to break eye contact.

	But they weren’t the real test.  The real test appeared behind Fox about twenty minutes into his girls trying to distract the kids in a swirling cone of rushing air, when the Djinni Aeyalla and Kriavos appeared, holding hands so Kriavos could pass into the material world, a power as yet unreachable to him due to his young age.  Aeyalla was wearing her usually sheer baggy leggings with undergarments defending her modesty, but she wore nothing but a completely transparent blue cloth wrap around her breasts that did nothing to hide them.  Kriavos was wearing baggy red silk leggings and the gold-trimmed red vest of a Satrap, which was his station as the eldest son of the Pasha, which was Kiazz’s title of station among his kind.  The kids almost all utterly failed at that point, gaping at the two dark blue-skinned, nine feet tall humanoids whose feet hovered inches above the ground.  Only three of them had managed to keep their eyes locked completely on him.  They slowly started to realize what they were doing and went back to staring at Fox, but it was too late.  The Djinni were utterly exotic creatures, and when Kriavos conjured up a citar and started to play it, Aeyalla moved well to the side so the kids couldn’t possibly pretend to look at Fox but actually look at her, conjured a length of slender red cloth to use as a prop, put her feet on the sandy floor, and began to dance…and few things were as elegantly beautiful or graceful as a Djinn dancing.  Aeyalla was one of the best dancers of her clan, her and her younger sister Aevanne, and she unleashed all her sultry, seductive wares at that helpless pack of teenage boys.

	Fox knew that to a boy that age, nothing could be a distracting or disruptive than a topless woman of exotic, exquisite beauty doing something as sensual as dancing.  It was one thing to test discipline by shocking one with things they didn’t want to see, but it was far, far more a test of one’s discipline to show them what they wanted to see but deny them the opportunity to look.  And the flowing red silk swirling and twirling around Aeyalla’s body, her lovely form—if exotically colored—and in particular to the older boys, those almost mockingly covered breasts that were in full view, it was far too much a temptation for more than half of the boys sitting before him.  They kept glancing over, and glancing over, and three abandoned any attempt to be coy and just stared in slack-jawed wonder at the impressively graceful and beautiful dance Aeyalla was performing.

	For that matter, many of the others in the arena, in other parts, were creeping closer and closer to watch Aeyalla.

	When Kriavos finished the tune, Aeyalla slowed to a stop, dismissed her cloth, and her feet again pulled up off the ground.  She swished over to hover directly behind Fox, his head only coming up to knees.  From the expression on some faces and the sudden raucous laughter from Sharla, Fox didn’t have to guess very much at what she might be doing behind him to distract his potential students.

	She’d been almost perversely eager to take part in this little exercise, he recalled.

	“Discipline isn’t quite so easy as you expected, is it?” Fox finally stated as eyes kept darting up over his head.  “She’s trying to distract you, kids.  Your job is to ignore her, no matter what she might do,” he reminded them.  “If you can’t ignore her, then you don’t have the discipline to learn what I have to teach you.”

	Aeyalla and Kriavos completely destroyed any attempt the kids made to show discipline, but then again, Fox more or less expected that.  This was a test they were intended to fail.  Kriavos and Aeyalla hovered over their heads, called out to them, and Aeyalla would dangle her topknot down in the faces of the boys, shaking the tip of her ten foot long topknot and tail in their faces.  Kriavos had a topknot of his own, but it wasn’t even a quarter as long as his older sister’s, yet that didn’t matter much when he was hovering upside-down with his tail of hair dangling under his head.  Fox studied them as they tried and failed to ignore the two Djinni, seeing how they reacted both to the adversity the Djinni were fomenting and reacted to their own failure.  Aeyalla and Kriavos tortured the kids for about ten minutes as Selena and Sharla tried hard not to laugh, then they backed off, took hands, and vanished in a miniature tornado of wind, returning to their home.  When they left, there were quite a few sheepish stares in his direction, but Fox showed absolutely no emotion, simply stared with that unwavering emerald gaze.

	For another hour of complete silence, Fox held them there, doing nothing but staring.  The fidgeting returned, more pronounced, as if they either dreaded or dreadfully looked forward to what might happen next.  Much to their chagrin, however, nothing did.  Fox simply started speaking, and that made a couple of them flinch, they were staring so intently.  “Stand,” he ordered.  The girls looked more than a bit uncomfortable standing up, probably realizing that while the boys around them couldn’t really look at them, everyone else in the arena could.  Though, with them doing nothing but sitting in silence for over an hour, they weren’t gathered at a distance to watch the Djinni.  “The art of Kung Fu is the harmony of purpose when body, mind, and spirit work as one,” he said in a gentle, almost sing-song voice as he looked at them.  “To master the spirit, one must master the mind.  To master the mind, one must master the body.  Kung Fu is a path to inner peace, harmony with one’s self and the world, and the enlightenment of great wisdom.

	“There are many forms and styles of Kung Fu.  Some are based on the movements of animals,” he explained, the students listening intently.  “Some are based on the movements of elements of nature, such as fire or water.  But all styles of Kung Fu teach the same thing, my young ones, and that is that through the training of the body, the mind can be unshackled and the spirit unburdened.  By finding harmony, you will surpass the limitations of the human condition and be able to perform feats that many would consider to be magic.  But to gain that level of mastery in the art of Kung Fu, it takes complete dedication to the art and years of training.  The way of the monk is not for everyone,” he told them.  “But for those of you who lack the conviction, you can still learn the basics of the art.”  He motioned at Sharla, who came over and gave him a single taol.  “You have proved at least the beginnings of determination by still being here after doing nothing but sitting most of the morning,” he said with a slight smile.  “But now you face a different kind of test.  One by one, you will come up here and try to take this taol from my hand,” he said, holding the square coin out in his open hand.  “Sharla,” he called.  The Northwoman padded over and bound a strip of cloth over his eyes.  “Now we begin,” he called.

	“Who goes first?” someone called.

	“Indeed, who does go first?” Fox asked with a gentle smile.

	Leaving it up to them, they decided to queue up in a single line, the six girls all either getting in the very back or the very front.  The first contestant was the oldest girl, probably around 17, who hovered in front of him for a moment before making her attempt, and gasping when Fox’s hand closed over the taol before her hand even got halfway there.  She stepped aside as the next one tried, and the next one, and so on and so on.  More than half of them went by, none getting anywhere near taking the taol from his hand, at least until one enterprising young man tried to jostle the coin from his hand with an underhanded slap to the back of his hand.  Fox’s hand still closed over the taol before it even got there, but that one showed some creativity.  The most creative one of all was the last one, the youngest girl, who seemed to hover in front of him for a moment, then she spoke.  “I know I can’t take it from you, sir, so I may as well ask.  May I have the coin please?”

	“Yes, you may,” Fox replied, holding his hand up and offering it to her.  There were groans of consternation from the others when the girl took the coin from his palm, then jumped up and down in victory.  “That is a lesson for you, children.  There is usually more than one solution to a problem, even if that solution isn’t apparent.  It’s also a lesson that not every test or trial you face in life will be straightforward.   Now return to ranks in front of me,” he said as he stood up and removed the blindfold.  After they lined up, Fox spread his feet.  “Copy my movements.  Move exactly as I do,” he ordered.  He moved very slowly, gracefully, almost as if were battling some invisible foe in exceedingly slow motion.  The kids tried to mimic his movements, but most of them were mirroring him rather than moving exactly as he did.  When he moved his left arm, most of them moved their right.  Only three exactly copied his movements by correctly reasoning that if he moved his left arm, they had to move their left arms.  Many of them wobbled and two fell down when Fox raised one foot of the ground and moved very slowly, sliding his foot low.  He moved elegantly through the forms as the others tried to copy him, but none could even come close to his grace.

	After he finished, he ran them through more straightforward tests of endurance, coordination, dexterity, and agility, but then he had Aeyalla return and conjure forth unclimbable greased poles on stands with little bells on top, as well as some small wooden blocks .  Fox then had them break into teams to try to ring the bell on the pole with the tools provided.  It was a test of reasoning and problem solving, but it was also a test of being able to work together.  All the teams struggled to find a way to use the small blocks to get someone up to the top of the pole, at least until the same girl that asked for the coin decided to throw one of the blocks at the top of the pole to knock the bell down.

	Finally, he’d seen enough.  “The tests are complete,” he declared.  “Put your shirts and shoes back on.”  Selena and Sharla came over to him as the youngsters quickly got their shoes and shirts back on, a few of the girls all but diving for their shirts.  “There’s one final challenge facing you,” he declared.  “In two days, I’m leaving Waterdeep and undertaking an expedition to claim an uninhabited area, where I’m going to build a castle.  If you truly want to learn what I have to teach, you will follow.  Any who comes to our encampment will be accepted as an acolyte and trained in the art of the Five Stars.  But your challenge is to find the courage to leave Waterdeep.  You must leave behind what you know and face the unknown, look inside yourself and find the courage to try something new.  Learning what I have to teach takes courage, so show me your courage,” he finished.

	“But...what were the tests for?” someone blurted.

	“Oh, the tests definitely matter,” he said with an enigmatic smile.  “I wanted to see which of you had the potential to learn far more than the others, to learn the greatest secrets of the Five Stars.  As to which of you passed those tests…I’ll let you decide for yourself if you proved yourself worthy.  Those tests weren’t only for me.  They were for you.  You proved your courage and determination to both me and to yourself, and now you have to take that next step.  Find me.  Train with me,” he said in a calm yet strong voice.  “Take your first step down the path of a martial artist, and that first step is to find the courage to walk through the gates of Waterdeep and leave it behind.  We will teach you everything you want to learn, up to the limits of your potential.  Two days,” he said, holding up two fingers.  “I leave in two days.  Now, you are dismissed.  Thank you, and good luck to you all.”

	The youths wandered towards the exit, talking animatedly with each other as his girls flanked him.  He started putting his boots back on as Selena crossed her arms and regarded the young hopefuls.  “What was your count, Shar?” she asked.

	“Three,” she answered.

	“Two,” Fox corrected.  “Two have what it takes to enter the monastery.  The rest, I’ll teach them as much as they can learn.”  Fox chuckled.  “Seven others have the potential to excel in the physical aspects of the art, if they work on it, but lack the mental discipline to handle the rigors of the lifestyle of the monastery.  Those will be the new generation of Western Monks.”

	“Something like us?”

	“I didn’t teach you two everything, I only had a couple of years,” he chuckled.  “Besides, as I recall,  Shar, you laughed at me when I told you that you didn’t need your axe to fight.”

	“Well, I feel a lot more comfortable with my axe than without,” she said defensively.

	“But you did absorb my teaching you about self reliance above all,” he said with a sly smile as he put his shirt back on.

	“Tell me about it,” Selena growled, giving Sharla a light look.  “Seems every time I give an order, she’s off chasing butterflies.”

	“We’re still alive, aren’t we?” Sharla protested.

	“Now then, we need to find out when Kallik is going to get here, and Karra wants me to go look over those hippogryphs she bought.  They’re supposed to deliver them to Verex tomorrow.”

	 

	All in all, Fox was somewhat impressed by the hippogryphs.

	That was relative, of course.  Fox had fervent scorn for horses, for they while they were useful to those in a hurry, their skittish temperaments made them unreliable to him, and his own past experiences with horses had only backed up that conclusion.  Besides, to rely on a horse for transportation was to not rely on his own skills and abilities, or in this case, his own two feet.  He had gone well over a hundred years without riding a horse, and he was more than happy to just keep right on going with that winning record.  Hippogryphs were half horse, but at least the ones the nobles showed him seemed to have a steady temperament.  They were also half eagle, so they had a more aggressive mindset.  Unlike griffons, who attacked, killed, and ate virtually anything they could manage to overwhelm, hippogryphs were carnivores that preferred smaller prey, but also liked the occasional bait of grain and certain berries, apples, and other sweet fruits.  But if given a preference, they would eat meat, and among their favorite meals were rabbits, civets, beavers otters, and the wild dogs that roamed the tracts south of Waterdeep.  Hippogryphs preferred that game which they could swoop down, snatch, and eat quickly, but were more than capable of killing larger game, like deer or antelope, and tearing it apart with their sharp beaks.  But that was against their nature, which was to attack fast, eat fast, and then return to the air.  And best of all to Karra, hippogryphs did not eat horses.

	Fox and Karra walked along the pens holding all of their new hippogryphs.  The nobles had been almost worshipful when they found out that Karra intended to buy out their entire stock, for the nobles were on the verge of losing almost everything due to the fact that they’d been completely unable to convince the city to buy their hippogryphs.  They’d invested almost all their assets into the venture, and while it did have potential, they had simply chosen the wrong city to try it in.  Fox felt that if they’d tried to raise the hippogryphs in Neverwinter or Silverymoon, they might have had better luck.  They’d sold a few to adventurous individuals who wanted to try to master a flying mount, but hadn’t made enough to cover the cost of breeding, raising, and training the animals, at least until Karra showed up at their door.  Karra had paid 2,500 taols for each adult and 1,000 taols for each youngling and egg, and the complete investment for them was 68,500 taols for 21 adults and 16 juveniles and eggs.  That was a very large chunk of money, but the first time an aerial scout located a hostile force marching on the castle, then the hippogryphs would have paid for themselves ten times over.  The entire noble family and their retainers were laboring to prepare the hippogryphs for relocation.  Part and parcel of that fee was that the trainers would be going with them to teach Fox’s own stablemasters how to care for the animals, as well as train people to ride them.

	Needless to say, every one of the Vixens had all but demanded the chance to learn how to ride a hippogryph.

	“The eggs will be able to make the journey?” Fox asked the patron of the noble house, Veshil Stormgard.

	“Hippogryph eggs are highly resilient, my Lord,” he replied as they walked along a low, long building holding the 9 eggs, which were packed in hay, several of which were being incubated by a hippogryph.  “As long as they’re kept warm, they can easily handle the journey.  The parents will nest on the wagon holding the egg, so each egg will be the only cargo in its wagon.  Of course, your payment covers the special wagons we’ve built to transport the eggs,” he said with a smile.  “As long as we ensure the parent is fed and watered, they’ll stay with the eggs.”

	“It sounds easy enough,” Karra said, brushing a few strands of her lovely black hair out of her face.  “Did Master Verex arrange with you when and where to bring the animals?”

	“Yes, my Lady.  We’ll have them there promptly at sunrise the day after tomorrow,” he nodded.  “The hippogryphs will travel very well, and as I said, as long as they are well fed, you’ll find them quite docile, even affectionate,” he chuckled, patting one of the animals on the shoulder.  It was slightly larger than an average horse, with gray fur on its hindquarters that was replaced by gray feathers dappled with black just behind its front shoulders, the transition happening just under and behind its folded wings.  Its head and front legs were avian, a hawk’s head and taloned bird front feet, with a horse’s hindquarters.  Fox could tell from the sound that the rear hooves of the hippogryph had been shod.  “However, these hippogryphs have been taught how to fight.  The commands to have them attack are just one of the things our handlers will teach your people.”

	“So, you’re not completely divesting yourself of the operation?” Fox asked.

	He chuckled.  “Not completely.  You’ll be inheriting most of my handling staff, transferring to your service, but I’m keeping two breeding pairs and three of my most faithful retainers to manage them, for the occasional successful adventurer or rich merchant in need of a flying mount.  I think if I cut back to the model of serving the individual customer, the venture will be profitable.”

	“A wise approach, my Lord,” Karra nodded, her voice calm and melodic.  “It should enhance your house’s income.”

	“As long as I don’t let the idea run away with me again,” he chuckled with a rueful smile.

	After leaving the noble house, they stopped by their warehouse to check in with Verex.  Jinjen was also there, in her usual skimpy attire, her hands behind her back as usual standing behind and to the side of Verex’s chair as he wrote something.  “Hey Jen, how did you get in here?” Fox asked lightly as they stepped into the office.

	She held up her hand adorned with a magical ring with a sly smile.  “How quickly you forget, old man,” she said.  That was a ring of invisibility, one of her most prized possessions.  It was stronger than the usual variety of invisibility rings in that it did not disrupt the magic if she attacked, making her appear as a waving magical shimmer until the magic restabilized after a few seconds.  Jinjen had slit quite a few throats to get her hands on that ring, and had used it to slit quite a few more.

	“Well then, what are you doing up here?” he chuckled.

	“I’m making out some lists for her,” Verex replied, glancing back at her.  “Some merchandise we require that will more easily be attained in Skullport.  Mainly several of Lady Karra’s more exotic spell components.”

	“Speaking thusly, Fox has made your rapiers, Jen,” Karra noted.  “I’m taking them with me to Dragonspear to enchant, and will return them to you when it is complete.”

	Jinjen smiled, that eerie onyx-toothed smile of hers.  “That’s great news,” she said, putting her hands on the hilts of her rapiers.  “As much as I love these, they are getting a little old.  It’s getting more and more challenging to buff out the nicks without them looking like a serrated meat knife.”

	“How are you fitting in down in Skullport?”

	“After I got the hang of those damned floating skulls, no problems,” she replied, referring to the only law in Skullport, the skulls.  They floated around and seemingly randomly ordered people to do things, and if they were disobeyed, the blasted the refuser with bolts of magic.  The skulls tended to ignore most everything except open warfare on the streets, though they did occasionally seem to pick on some random person and make him do ridiculous or even downright silly things, like dance a jig on the docks while singing a bawdy song.  “I already have a building down there, bought with your money, and I’m settling in with the other scum and low-lifes.  I’m even starting up a network of information gatherers.  You were right that the whole place is just filled with the dregs of society, just like me,” she grinned impishly.

	Verex chuckled.  “You are far too beautiful a woman to ever be a dreg, my dear,” he told her lightly.  “I, for one, would be quite appreciative if the next robber that accosts me in lonely alley looked like you.”

	Jinjen gave a wolfish smile at Verex’s back.  “Careful there, Verex.  I play rough.”

	“That just makes you more exciting,” he replied smoothly, which made Fox chuckle.

	“So, despite all that whining and complaining about not knowing anything about Skullport, you’re right about where I expected you to be.”

	She laughed.  “Women bitch as a matter of course, old man.  It’s a gender constant across every single sentient race.”

	“It’s how we get our way,” Karra agreed in a light tone, touching his arm.

	“You nag, dear heart.  Jen bitches.”

	“I am a bitch, and you expect me not to bitch?” she challenged with an amused look.  “You really are slipping into your dotage, old man.”

	“Be nice, Jen,” Fox grinned, “or I might slip so far into my dotage that I’ll forget to pay you.”

	She burst out laughing.  “You do that, old man, and I’ll be paying you the kind of visit you don’t want.”

	Verex handed Jinjen several folded pieces of paper.  “I’d like them as quickly as you can track them down,” he told her.

	“Not a problem.  Want them one at a time or all at once?”

	“Bring up what you’ve managed to acquire by tomorrow afternoon, so we can pack it in the caravans,” he replied.  “After sunrise the day after tomorrow, simply gather it all up and bring it up once you finish the list, so we can arrange to ship it out with the next supply caravan.”

	“Easy enough,” she nodded, tucking the papers into the little hip satchel hanging off the belt holding up her open-fronted leather skirt.  “There’s certainly enough component merchants down there.”

	“Which is why I brought this task to you, my dear,” Verex said, looking back at her.  “Some of those components are very hard to acquire on the surface, due to their, ah, delicate nature.”

	“Yeah, most people would be upset if someone came along and ripped out their dearly departed’s brain for a spell component,” Jinjen said with a slightly malicious smile.

	“Some of those components are for your rapiers, Jen,” Karra warned lightly.  “So I suggest you find the highest quality materials.”

	“I do what I’m paid to do, Karra, and it’s done right the first time, every time,” she declared seriously.  “Let me get on this, so I can get as much as I can before you guys head out.  See you guys later.”

	“Be careful down there, Jen,” Fox said as she stepped past them.

	“Puh-leeze,” she snorted as her sleek form shimmered out of sight, then the door opened of its own accord.

	Verex gave a warm chuckle after the door closed.  “Quite an interesting woman,” he noted.  “The ultimate professional, but there’s much more lurking beneath that crude surface.”

	“You see more than most,” Fox agreed with a nod.  “How are we doing?”

	“On schedule,” he replied, a bit proudly, pulling a large piece of parchment from his desk and spreading it over the surface, revealing a map of Waterdeep and the region south of the city.  “All the goods have been packed on wagons, and the caravan is ready to be staged.  We’ll move them from the various warehouses to just outside the river gate once they open it the morning after next, and once we have all of our mercenaries in formation, we’ll pull out.  Given the sheer size of the host, I estimate it will take you some six or seven days to reach the ruins of Dragonspear.  I’ve already sent ahead two advance wagon trains which will picket at the planned stops along the route, so our men will be greeted with a hot meal as soon as they reach the planned campsite.  One food caravan will greet the host as the other moves to the next day’s projected campsite.”

	“Well planned, my friend,” Karra said, studying the map with its planned stopping points.  “Have you budgeted in the extra time it will take to get past the Rat Hills?”

	“Yes, my Lady, that’s why the first stopping point is here,” he said, tapping the map.  “This is the closest safe stopping point.  Provided the wind doesn’t change and bring the toxic smoke from the fires inland, it should be a safe journey.  The armies and guard of Waterdeep have already dispatched the vast majority of the hostile denizens of the hills driven out by the fires.”

	“I’m surprised they’re still burning after years,” Fox mused.

	“So is most everyone in Waterdeep, my Lord,” Verex answered.  “But every time it seems that they’ve burned themselves out, the fires flare up again.  Some speculate that the interior of many of the hills out there are on fire, which not even the northern winter can cool.  It doesn’t help that the dune grass grows so quickly over the burned areas, which then gets consumed when some hidden pocket of embers flares up into a new fire, allowing the grass to spread the flames to new parts of the hills.”

	Fox was about to say something, but a soft glowing magical light popped up in front of Karra.  She smiled and looked to him; that was the signal that Kallik had arrived.  “I’m sorry, my friend, but Kallik has arrived,” she told him, taking his hand.

	“I understand.  Where are you to meet him?”

	“Right here, and he should be here any minute.  Have your men let him in,” Fox nodded.

	“Of course.”

	Fox laughed and hurried over to the irascible old dwarf when they entered Verex’s main office, then leaned down and gave him a rough embrace.  Kallik Strongstone was ancient even among the dwarves, hundreds of years old, with his hair and beard a snowy white and his frosty eyebrows so bushy that they threatened to cover his eyes when he squinted.  His face was leathered and creased with the lines of great age, at least what could be seen over his voluminous beard that reached well past his belt, and his hands were gnarled from decades of wielding a hammer and chisel.  “Fox, ye old scoundrel,” Kallik said in his rough voice, graveled from years of inhaling rock dust.  “Ye see that I’m still determined to outlive ye!”

	“You very well may at that, old friend,” Fox laughed.  “Kallik, might I present my wife, Earth Mistress Karra of Halruaa.”

	“Ye got married?  Clangeddin’s beard, no wonder ye called me!” Kallik barked, though he did give Karra a sly wink and took her hand.  Despite his age, Kallik was quite the ladykiller, even outside his species.  Even human women had a strange attraction to the gnarled old dwarf.  “It be good to meet ye, Master Mage.”

	“The honor is mine, revered stoneshaper,” she replied with a gentle smile.  “Fox has told me many stories about you.”

	“Most of them bad, I hope.”

	Karra laughed.  “Yes, they painted you in a most deplorable light.”

	“Good.  I like people to know the truth about me,” he grinned.  “Now, what are we building for ye, old friend?”

	“A castle,” he replied.  “Verex, we need to secure the office.”

	“Of course, Master Fox,” Verex nodded.  He shut his door and closed the shutter on his small window, then Karra chanted several spells of magic to ward the office against magical eavesdropping.  Once they were done, Fox pulled out his portable hole, and then withdrew his plans.  “If you remember, I showed this to you once before, and you made some changes for me,” he noted as they spread it out on Verex’s desk.

	“Aye, aye, I remember tellin’ ye that yer ideas were horrific,” he noted bluntly, looking over the plans.  “Much of this still be in me own hand.”

	“I didn’t change it much from the plans you drew up, old friend,” he replied.  “And I did confer with other dwarven masons about the changes to make sure they’d be feasible.”

	“Aye, this writin’ be that of Grunnuk Blackpick, I know him.  Good man, good mason,” he nodded, his finger tapping some notes near the depiction of the outer wall.  “Aye, so it be Dragonspear, then?”

	“Your memory is as flawless as ever, old friend,” Fox nodded with a smile.  “In two days, I’m marching on the ruin with a mercenary army at my back and all the supplies we need to get it done.”

	“Good man.  I brought thirty of me apprentices and me best foremen to take charge of the job.  Ye let us handle it, and it’ll get done right.”

	“I wouldn’t have it any other way, old friend,” Fox replied easily.  “But there is going to be one little addition,” he said, looking to Karra.

	“My specialty in the Art is the working of earth magic, particularly stone, master mason,” Karra told him calmly.  “You and I must sit down and speak of how and where you can employ my earth magic for maximum effect.  My power is at your command.”

	“A Halruuan Earth Mistress?  Aye, aye, your magic will be very handy, Lady Karra,” he said enthusiastically.  Kallik, unlike many dwarves, appreciated the arcane arts of Wizardry and how it could help him do his job as an architect and builder.  “Tomorrow, we can have an ale or two and discuss how best to use your magic.”

	“I would be honored, Master Kallik,” Karra said with an honest smile.

	“Now, let me make sure these changes be up to me standards.”

	“Grunnuk actually went to Dragonspear and surveyed some of the land, that’s why he made most of the changes, Kallik,” Fox said.  “Unfortunately, you are just too busy of an artisan to undertake a trip like that for such a frivolous reason.”

	“Ah, aye, aye, that does help a great deal,” he said with a nod.  “I’ll keep that in mind, now give me a minute to study these.”

	Kallik was, quite simply, the best architect in the business.  His observations about the changes that Grunnuk made to his plans were concise and correct in every way, discussing with Fox how the topography of the three hills upon which the ruins of the original Dragonspear Castle were built was going to affect the tearing down of the ruin and the raising of the new keep and its protective walls.  Kallik wasn’t going there to restore the ruins of the old keep, he was going down there to raze it to the ground and raise an entirely new keep on the foundations of the old.  Since they had him there, they also discussed the building of a village along the road not far from the keep, as well as the road through the forest and the harbor along the coast.  Though those wouldn’t be stone constructs, they were still buildings, and Kallik could work in timber as easily as he worked in stone.  Kallik could build virtually anything out of virtually anything.  The one thing they did have to talk to him about was the inclusion of the monastery for the monks who were even now on their way from Kara-Tur, which required Fox to draw detailed sketches of what the buildings would look like, as well as the need for training areas and gardens and the layout of the original Five Star Temple, which Fox fully intended to build as closely to the original temple as possible.

	“The big question is, old friend, where are we gonna quarry the stone?” Kallik asked.

	“From the same place the original builders did, old friend,” Fox replied, unfurling a map of the region and tracing his finger into the moor behind the ruins.  “Right here, there’s an old quarry, the kind of granite that a dwarf hopes to see, where they cut the original stones.  And over here is a deposit of high quality marble,” he added, sliding his finger to a different place.  “But, this particular stone might be a bit tricky to quarry.”

	“Why so?”

	“Well, there’s an orc tribe that lairs here, and when I investigated the area last spring, they have a hatchling dragon there.”

	“A what?”

	“A very, very, very young dragon,” Fox answered.  “And I mean this dragon is so young that it shouldn’t be away from its parents.  I suspect that this hatchling’s parents either were killed or were somehow driven away, or perhaps the orcs pulled off the impossible and actually kidnapped the dragon from its parents’ den, but got far more than they bargained for.  If they did that, I don’t want to be anywhere near them when those parents find them,” Fox grunted.

	“What kind of dragon is it, dear heart?” Karra asked.

	“A red,” he replied with a grunt.  “I don’t like reds.”

	“Few people do,” Verex noted.

	“Reds are almost unreasonably irritating,” Fox said.  “Where most other dragons will at least parlay, reds just seem to have this need to blast first and ask questions later.  I’ve never had more trouble dealing with dragons than I do with reds.”

	“Well then, we go in there, slay the orcs, and make that red dragon a head shorter,” Kallik declared, slapping his hands on the desk.  “I want me hands on that marble, if it’s the quality ye say.”

	“Even a hatchling can be dangerous, old friend,” Fox said.  “Dragons are not stupid.  That quarry will be well defended.  Hmmm,” he mused, scratching his chin.

	“What do you consider, dear heart?”

	“It is a hatchling, little more than a baby,” Fox mused.  “It may have the intelligence to be a threat, but I wonder how much experience it has.”

	“A baby dragon?” Kallik asked.

	“About this big,” Fox said, holding his hand about chest high.  “Among reds, that puts the dragon at around ten years old or so.  It makes the orcs bring it food, or else it eats the orcs.  And though it’s small, the orcs probably wouldn’t be able to kill it easily.  Besides, with a baby dragon on their side, that tribe is expanding its territory on the moor at the expense of the local goblin tribes.  Even that young, that dragon can fly and has its breath weapon, and that’s way more power than most other tribes can muster.”

	“If it is that young, then I believe you are correct that the hatchling was somehow snatched from its parents, or perhaps it was taken as an egg, was hatched, and then killed those who foolishly tried to raise it,” Karra reasoned.  “Perhaps it has enough exposure to humans or humanoids to be reasonable.  Especially if it fully comprehends the change in the power structure of the moor with our arrival.  It might prefer to avoid fighting with us.”

	“As much as I prefer avoiding conflict wherever possible, that won’t be possible here,” Fox grunted.  “To make our territory safe, it will require us to completely sweep out all the bandits and goblinoids out of the west and southwestern areas of the moor, and then make the ones on the east side so afraid to come into our territory that they wet themselves when they see the boundary markers.  The goblinoids won’t be especially hard, outside of that dragon, it’ll be the bandit groups that’ll be hard to pin down.  But, we might be able to make a deal with the dragon to give us the west half of the moor in return for our help allowing it to take considerable territory to the east.”

	“Why not sweep the entire moor?” Kallik asked.

	“Because it’s far too big, and besides, having the back side of the moor populated by nasties slows down anyone with bad ideas trying to come across the moor to get at us while we’re building the keep and still settling in,” Fox replied.  “Those bandits and goblinoids won’t attack an army marching on us, but they will attack supply lines, pick off stragglers, harry scouts, and that’ll slow down anyone trying to come across the moor at us.  By giving them a little territory while we’re in a less than favorable position, they’ll be useful to us.  The key of it is to keep them contained and unable to organize or strengthen to the point where they can reclaim parts of the moor we hold.”

	“It makes a kind of sense, but the only good goblinoid is a dead goblinoid,” Kallik snorted.

	“You must take a long view of such things, noble dwarf,” Karra said in her gentle voice.  “With so many bandits and goblinoids pressed into a small area, it keeps them fighting each other far more than they can cross the moor to accost us.  They will thin their own numbers for us, without us having to risk men or resources, then we can simply march in and complete our sweep of the moor when what is left is small enough in number to manage, and we are in a position of strength.”

	“Ruthless, but effective,” Verex noted.

	“Never invest your own energy when you can cause your enemies to invest their energy for you,” Fox said simply, tracing a finger down the map.  “We’ll sweep the moor to this point, and then hold them in there and let them fight it out.  The smart ones will pull out and look for less dangerous territory, but the dumb and stubborn ones will fight it out for what territory is left.  When all that dust settles, they’ll be much easier to clear.  Some of the bandit bands we can buy off, some of them we can even hire to raid other groups in the moor,” he told the dwarf, tapping one particular area in the moor he knew would be tricky to clear due to its topography.  “The bandits will be easier to deal with than the goblinoids and other more playful residents, like the small tribe of trolls that lives right around here.  There are also a couple of ogre bands and a single family unit of stone giants.  I expect few problems from them, they’ll negotiate and be honorable as long as we promise to leave them alone.  Stone giants are easy to get along with that way.”

	“You must have really looked around,” Kallik said.

	“I was there for most of last year, studying the moor,” he replied.

	“Anything else that might cause us problems?” Kallik asked.

	“Within the moor, not really.  What makes the High Moor dangerous is the sheer number of bandits and goblinoids that occupies it, which is why I’ve raised an army to clean them out.  The Trollfang Hills, on the other hand, are more or less infested with trolls.  When we move to clear those to prospect for minable ores, it’s going to take some doing.  I’ve never met a troll that would negotiate, and they don’t take a hint very well.  We might be forced to wipe out virtually the entire population.”

	“I have some ideas about how to go about that, dear heart,” Karra told him, patting his forearm.  “I have a spell of Zarra Khan’s that would do well in this situation.”

	“A single spell?”

	“It’s…monumental,” she drawled, which made Fox laugh.  “He deemed it the spell of Ghostfire.”

	“So, explain it to us non-magicians,” Kallik prompted.

	“It is a spell that creates a magical fire that looks and behaves exactly as normal fire, including the ability to spread, but it does no harm to that to which it spreads.  It does not burn, it does not consume fuel, it causes no injury.  It can only spread to flammable objects.  Trolls fear fire beyond all things, so perhaps setting fire to the forests of the Trollfang Hills with Ghostfire will cause them to flee in panic, and allow us to move into position to prevent their return, but do absolutely no damage to the forest or its resources which we might require.”

	“And how do we put it out?”

	“The beauty of the spell is that it extinguishes itself as if it was consuming the fuel upon which it feeds,” Karra said with a smile at the dwarf.  “An entire forest set with Ghostfire would burn for days, and then fade away once the magic consumes the phantom fuel provided by the trees.”

	“That is quite a clever spell,” Verex noted clinically.  “Fire without heat that behaves exactly like real fire.”

	“My dear friend is quite a mage,” Karra chuckled.  “It is, however, highly advanced magic.  Only myself, Zarra Khan, and my lead apprentice are capable of casting it.”

	“Saja?” Fox asked.

	She shook her head.  “She is not suitably progressed to cast this dwoemer, dear heart, but she is not far from it.  I find myself quite impressed by her.  I never knew a northern barbarian would have such talent in the Art, given their people have a hostility to magic.”

	“Well, if it behaves exactly like fire, then perhaps we won’t have to bother Zarra with it,” Fox grunted.  “I don’t like to bother him overly, especially when he’s deep in his studies.”

	“I should be able to handle it, dear heart.  We simply wait for a warm, dry day with strong wind, and let the elements be our allies.”

	“Good, ‘cause the chance to prospect the moor and Trollfangs be half the reason me be along,” Kallik declared.  “Even a stonemason likes to look for minables in his off time.  And if there be no gold or silver or mithril, perhaps we can find some good quality stone for buildin’.”

	“We’ll see, old friend,” Fox chuckled as he rolled up the map.  “Now, we all have a lot to do and only two days to get it done, so let’s get to work.”
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