Chapter 1

It had been a long time.

Fifty years?  Sixty?  Truly a long time since he’d last seen the walls of Waterdeep.  He stopped on a small rise along the south road leading into the city, seeing it up on its rise, with the traffic gate to the left and the River Gate, where they pulled in the caravans, to the right, along a rise.  The walls looked as he remembered, but the towers and tall buildings visible behind them from that distance all looked unfamiliar.


Had it truly changed so much?


His breath frosting in the late winter air, the solitary figure, on foot, stopped to take stock of what was before him.  The snow was still quite thick despite a freakish warm spell that had melted down the usual snowpack, then a howling blast of winter’s revenge, Auril’s frosted breath, had frozen the north solid, but the figure stood atop that snow as if it were solid ground.   The figure was almost unnaturally tall, and which was very unnatural, not bundled against the bitter cold.  He wore nothing but a pair of sleek black leather trousers, a black leather vest that left his chest and torso bare, and a leather bandolier slung off his left shoulder, holding the handles of small throwing weapons in numerous small pockets along its length, and a black metal chain double-looped and slung across his body over his right shoulder.  The hilts of two swords jutted out over each shoulder.


To those at the gate, who could see the lone man from that distance, this man was clearly one of those fool adventurers, daring the biting cold to travel in the dead of winter…and to them, since he had no horse, he had not fared well.


But he had fared very well.  His name was Fox, Fox the Wanderer many called him, and he had no horse because he hated horses.  Smelly, stupid, skittish animals, which he avoided whenever possible.  He would walk on his own feet before riding a horse, and since he was never in so much of a hurry that he wanted to get where he was going quickly, the speed of a horse did not concern him.  His two feet had trudged the earth of Faerun for over one hundred years, as he wandered from one side of the great continent to the other.  From Kara-Tur to Waterdeep, from the tundras of the Dale to Halruua, Fox had been everywhere, seen it all, and then went back again to experience it anew.

He was a legend.  A living legend.  It sometimes seemed silly that some people thought of him like that, but he couldn’t control the thoughts of others.  He had lived for over a century, and for all of it he had been a wandering adventurer, getting himself into and out of trouble with shocking regularity.  Fox was cursed with a wanderlust that had burned like a beacon in him for decades, a curiosity that was almost overpowering, and a cherubic, child-like, almost innocent wonder and joy of living life and experiencing all it had to offer that was a powerful combination that had kept his feet moving for longer than many men lived.  His curiosity and sense of humor got him in trouble more often than not, like the last time he was in Waterdeep.  The city was ruled by hidden, masked lords, the Lords of Waterdeep, and Fox got so curious about them and how they worked that he decided to find out.


And he did.


It took him about six months to ferret out the identity of every single Lord of Waterdeep.  It was never done with malice in his heart.  He had kept the secrets of Waterdeep and the Lords for sixty years.  He did it because he was curious, and for no other reason.

And Fox’s curiosity was the one thing he could never leave unsatisfied.


They found out that he knew, and Fox left Waterdeep about two steps ahead of the assassins they put on his tail.  It wasn’t the first time he ran from a city with the outraged or infuriated on his tail, and he held no anger against the Lords for doing it.  They were trying to protect themselves, no more, no less, and it was a simple matter to shake his pursuers and go on about his business.

But that was sixty years ago, and he doubted anyone that was in power back then was in power now.  He really wasn’t too worried about coming back, even though there was probably still an arrest warrant out for him somewhere in the musty old history books of the city of Waterdeep.

That didn’t match the fury of one of the Mage-Princes of Halruua, when Fox managed to sneak into his tower, past all his magical guardians and protections, and dye the man’s hair green.  He was not happy about that, and it took Fox nearly four years to finally shake the furious man’s minions and hirelings.


But that was just his way.  Life was to be enjoyed, and he harbored no ill feelings against most people, even when they tried to kill him.  The only ones he did hold in anger and contempt were ones that had wronged him or those he knew in the past.  The Red Wizards of Thay, the Zhentarim, the dragon cult, the Harpers, now those organizations he did not like, filled with people who wanted to rule the world, or change it to be “perfect” in their own minds, which would destroy what made the world so wonderful.


Sometimes, those who acted in the name of good were as bad as the ones who acted out of evil.


The Red Wizards.  Sometimes he still shuddered a little when he thought of those bastards.  But, in a way, he guessed he should thank them.


He guessed that it was just fate.  Fox was born in Kara-Tur, in the ancient empire of Shou Lung, to parents who were traders from Hillsfar.  He grew up there, and perhaps it was the luck of Tymora or maybe just fate that he would be in the one place that understood what he was.  Fox was a psionic, granted with powers of the mind, and he demonstrated them at a very young age.  The monks of the Five Star Temple had accepted him into their monastary when he was ten, his parents seeing that he needed training and help to control these strange, frightening abilities.

He didn’t blame them at all.  His abilities were out of control, and they loved him so much that they were willing to let him go live with the monks so they could teach him.  They came and visited him as often as they could, which always made him happy.


At first, they taught him how to focus and control his psionic powers, which were, admittedly, both very strong and quite varied, and they were the reason he lived this long.  He was basicly a telekinetic, with the ability to move and affect things by the power of his mind alone, but the monks had trained him to branch out from that basic power, taught him different ways to use it.  They had taught him how to use his power on himself as well, how to adjust his weight so he could walk across soft materials, even water, like it was solid ground.  When using that power in the air, it either allowed him to fall at a rate slow enough to land safely or jump long distances.  They taught him how to reach into the very stuff something was made of and charge it with power, which caused it to explode violently.  They helped him expand from that basic ability and learn new ways to express his power as well.  Through study with the monks, Fox had learned how to use his psionic powers to heal, and that was the true reason he managed to survive for so long.  With his power, he could mend wounds, heal bones, purge poisons and diseases from the body, do nearly anything a cleric could do with healing magic…up to a point, anyway.  His psionic healing was very demanding to use, and tired him out a great deal, but that was a small price to pay for the ability to heal himself.

That was a critical ability for a solitary adventurer.


The other way he had learned how to expand his powers was a rather unique and quite underestimated ability.  When he touched things, he could look into their pasts and see things about them.  Major events in which they were involved, the people who had owned them, looking back through their pasts.  The monks called it psychometry, and it was an invaluable tool for a solitary adventurer.  If he suspected there was a trap nearby, he just put his hand on the wall and looked into its history, and there was a chance that he might see the building of that trap, or its activation, in its past.  It wasn’t an infallible ability, but it was quite handy nonetheless.

After the monks finished training him in psionic ability, he remained.  The monks were martial artists, and Fox had been utterly fascinated by their martial skills.  He remained and trained as a warrior, after he proved himself to the sensei that his desire to learn wasn’t just youthful fantasy and whim.  For a solid year, he sat on a reed mat before the dojo, and said not a word.  He simply sat there and waited, to prove his dedication to the Grand Master.  He finally wore the old man down, and they took him in as an acolyte.  It was there that the so-called “legendary” fighting skills of Fox the Wanderer were learned and honed.  The people of the West thought him some kind of amazing war machine because of his training, but the truth of it was he would never hold a candle to the fighting prowess of his master, sensei Xao Jin.  They trained him both in fighting in unarmed combat and also in fighting with almost any weapon one could find, from halberds to daggers, from the common tang sword to the unique fighting chain.  To the monks, martial arts wasn’t the training for war and killing, it was a way to hone the body and sharpen the mind, and he had never in his entire time there seen one of the monks use his training as anything other than a means to achieve harmony.


He was there for over twenty years, and when they had no more to teach him, they told him to go out and experience life.  And he did.  He honored his training by never using it as a tool of death, only as a means of self defense…and boy, did he need to defend himself.  A gaijin roaming Kara-Tur alone was an inviting target, but Fox managed quite fine.  He did some work as a mercenary when his money was tight, guarding caravans, protecting the rich and the important, but never hiring out to fight aggressively, only to defend.  When money wasn’t an issue, he explored, trying to satisfy his never-ending wanderlust, which had reached a fever pitch after twenty years in one place.  Once he was free, he wanted to see everything before he died, and he threw himself into that dream with wild abandon.  He roamed from the steppes of the Tuigan to Wa, going everywhere, meeting fascinating people, seeing amazing things.

It was in Wa that he found his time in Kara-Tur was at its end…at least for a while.  While exploring an ancient ruin of Wa’s troubled history, and getting into a running war with a band of oni that took up residence, that he found the swords on his back.  They were truly ancient weapons, thousands of years old, and were known as the Katanas of Wa.  They had been the personal weapons of the Emperors of one of the long-dead Imperial dynasties.  They were not magical, but they were so exquisitely crafted out of a mysterious black metal that they had survived the thousands of years of exposure and neglect without so much as a spot of rust.


Those katanas had marked the end of his time in the East.  When word got out that a gaijin had recovered those ancient weapons, Fox was besieged by both bandits that meant to steal them from him, and agents of the current Emperor of Wa, who wasn’t about to leave those weapons in the hands of anyone other than himself.  He was forced to flee Kara-Tur, to cross the high mountains and enter the West, coming down into the lands of Faerun in the kingdom of Semphar.


His lack of real knowledge about the west had been the catalyst that shaped his life.  He was warned against travelling through  Thay, but his curiosity could not be denied, and he meant to see if the dark stories he heard about the sinister Red Wizards were true, so he went to Thay.  And there, he discovered that the stories were more than true.  He was arrested and captured, then sent off to be studied because of his psionic powers.  In the dungeons of the Zulkir Amthas, Fox both endured physical torture and witnessed acts of unspeakable evil and cruelty.  They used drugs to prevent him from focusing his will enough to use his psionic powers, and they both spent time studying him and used him as an expendable test subject once those studies were complete.  They wanted to see if his psionic powers altered how magic worked on him, and those experiments were torturous and cruel.

But he got his own dark justice out of it.  It was there, in the tower of the Zulkir Amthas, that Fox became ageless.  They had forced him to drink many foul-tasting potions and cast many spells on him, and something…happened.  Even they didn’t understand what had been done, but the combinations of magicks had combined in him to produce a strange effect.  Fox, who was nearly forty by then, felt the weight of those years just melt away, and his wrinkles on his face faded away as the clock of age literally turned and ran backwards, shaving years off his life, restoring him to youthful vigor.  The effect had remained within him, even to this day, but it hadn’t stopped the marching of the years for him.  Now, thanks to that magical accident, he only aged maybe a ride for every year that passed.  They had instilled into him, somehow, a lifespan more like that of an elf than that of a human.  Even now, a hundred years since that had been done to him, he barely looked more than twenty-five years old, when the truth was he was more like two hundred.  But he wasn’t sure, exactly.  He honestly had no idea how old he really was.


Oh, they tried to unravel the mystery of what happened, desperately seeking to understand so they could harness immortality for themselves, but they made a critical mistake.  They thought the drugs may have been a part of it, so they stopped giving them to him.  And when he could again focus his will to use his powers, he turned on them.


He did not escape.  He used his training not in defense, but out of anger, out of hatred, out of fury, and he turned on them.  He was furious, enraged, and he showed no mercy.  He killed his tormentors, freed the other captives, and they stripped the Zulkir’s tower bare before burning it to the ground.  They then escaped into nearby Aglarond before news of what happened reached the other Red Wizards.


Even today, over a century afterwards, neither he nor the Red Wizards had forgotten.  They knew of Fox’s agelessness, and for a century they had tried to recover him to learn that secret.  For years he had dodged mercenaries and Red Wizards, until he happened across a curious black onyx pendant while exploring the ruins of Myth Drannor.  It was magical, that pendant, and it prevented anyone from finding him using magic.  After he gained that pendant, the attacks stopped almost immediately, for the Red Wizards could no longer use their magic to track him down.  They had to rely on rumor and intelligence, and those were things that Fox could evade.  By the time word reached them of where he was, he was long gone by the time they got someone there to try to capture him.

Since then, Fox had wandered the lands of the west aimlessly, getting into and out of trouble with equal enthusiasm.  He had been to every kingdom, walked through every town, had sailed every sea and explored most, if not all, of the old ruins and dangerous places.  He had climbed the highest peaks, and had delved into the deepest tunnels of the Underdark.  He had run afoul of quite a few people because of his youthful enthusiasm and his lack of strict adherance to local laws.


But those days…they were over.  For the first time in over a century, Fox had sat at his fire and felt…tired.  He’d been almost everywhere, seen almost everything.  Things just weren’t as fun as they used to be.  The magic of adventuring was starting to fade, and he couldn’t believe it when he looked into those flames and, for the first time, thought of settling down.


It took him a while to come to grips with that revelation, but he couldn’t deny it.  Oh, he’d always be somewhat rambunctious and might run off at the drop of a hat to explore some ruin someone uncovered, but for the first time, maybe in his entire life, Fox started thinking of someplace he could call his own, something more than a bedroll and a fire.


He had to admit it.  He was ready to retire.


That was why he was here.  Long ago, back when he was chased out of Waterdeep by the Lords, he held up in the ruins of a place called Dragonspear.  It was a large ruin on the road to Westgate, on the High Moor, a place thick with bandits and monsters.  He rather liked the place when he was there hiding, and he saw great potential in the area.  The original builders had seen that same potential, for though the castle set on the rocky moor, rich, fertile farmland was just a stone’s throw to the southwest, and there was a very large forest further west that would serve nicely to supply timber for building needs.  The ruins were a goodly distance from Waterdeep and Baldur’s Gate, giving him a feeling of isolation and sovereignty, and there was always the bandits on the moor to play with when he was feeling frisky.

That was where he would live.  He would rebuild Dragonspear Castle and retire, clean out the bandits and threats to caravans in the moor, and be quite content.


He blew out his breath, which misted in the bitter cold.  He didn’t feel cold much anymore.  Much like any adventurer of his age and stature, Fox had managed to gather up some interesting magical treasures.  His resistance to the cold was a magical effect, granted to him by the katanas on his back.  While he was in Halruua, he had taken advantage of the huge numbers of wizards and mages to contract out to them to have one of them enchant his precious weapons.  The wizard who did it, a dark-haired beauty named Karra, had woven intrictate and potent magicks into his ancient weapons, magicks that were much like his own personality, primarily defensive in nature.  Most of the magic about him was defensive; protections, immunities, resistances, all of them designed around the idea of eliminating as many possible advantages of the enemy as possible and forcing them to face Fox face to face, weapon to weapon, where he had the advantage.  Karra had done an amazing job on his swords, enchanting one with the primal power of fire, which in turn protected him from the cold, which the other was enchanted with the primal power of cold, which protected him from fire.  Each weapon radiated a palpable aura of heat and cold respectively, and she had woven her magic so the weapons needed each other to keep their own power in check.  If someone took only one of his weapons, or it was lost or left behind, its power would keep growing until it either melted the ground under it and sank into the earth or froze the area all around it in a solid block of ice.

That was the key of it, she’d explained to him.  By making them so that they couldn’t control their own power, she had imparted incredible might into them, which was why his protection against heat and cold were so powerful, virtually absolute.  Thanks to the katanas, Fox was utterly invulnerable to heat and cold.


The katanas weren’t the only creation of Karra he still owned.  She had made the golden circlet resting on his brow, woven into his braid so it couldn’t be taken off of him, and that circlet was responsible for the dark blue, mask-like tattoo that covered his upper face and eyes.  It was the Mask of Truth, a magical mask that was attached to the circlet and had merged with his very skin, but also caused his eyes to appear as nothing but twin, amber pools of light, with no pupils or irises, a clearly and blatantly magical effect.  Thanks to the mask, he saw everything as it truly was.  He could see perfectly well in any light condition, from utter darkness to blazing brilliance.  Things that were concealed or hidden, even by magic, were apparent to him, and he could see the true nature of both things and people.  Those hiding in magical disguises appeared as a ghostly image of their true selves behind what he could see.  It also rendered him immune to any kind of attack that dealt with meeting the gaze of a foe, like the petrifying stare of a medusa or the dominating eyes of a vampire.  Fox could remove the mask, which caused the tattoo to fade and his eyes to return to normal once it was taken off, where it magically retracted up into the circlet to which it had been attached…but he liked to keep it down while on the road, so he could see any hidden surprises.  The circlet itself was also magical, which imparted to him an absolute immunity against anything that might hinder, bind, stop, or entrap him, be it a magical attack or something as simple as glue or spiderwebs.  It also allowed him to move underwater with complete freedom.  It also allowed him to simply stop breathing for as long as he wished, allowing him to operate underwater, and protected him from any kind of attack or injury that dealt with breathing.  Thanks to the circlet, he couldn’t drown, and was protected from poison gases and other noxious fumes.

Those were powerful magical items, single items that had multiple magical effects, tailor made just for him by Karra which had also cost him an absolute bloody fortune for her to research and create.  But it had been money worth spending, money that had virtually bankrupted him and forced him to start over from the beginning.  He had amassed a truly staggering amount of money in that time, carried around in a magical device called a portable hole, but Karra’s magical research ahd completely empted out that item, leaving him utterly broke when she was done, forcing her to cover a small portion of the costs of research and creation herself.  She did it willingly, knowing that he’d pay her back when he could…and besides, she also did it knowing that her magical items would help protect him out in the world, and his safety was very much her most pressing concern.


Karra was an Arch-Mage of Halruua, one of their upper tier magicians, with dark skin, lovely black hair that was so long it reached her knees, and a gorgeous, heart-stopping face.  She, like many Halruuans, had a crystal embedded in the flesh of her forehead, hers a blue sapphire, which was some kind of rite or custom that had something to do with their magic he never really understood.  He and Karra had a very long and colorful history, for she was the only woman in the entirety of Faerun he had ever loved.  But his wanderlust prevented him from settling down with her, and at least she was understanding enough to know that if she tried to make him settle down, she would be caging a bird meant to be free, and it would make him unhappy.  He did love her, though, and still did, even after thirty years apart.

She’d helped him with his other two magical artifacts, for he’d carried them around for years and had no idea what they really were.  She’d made the katanas, circlet, and mask for him, and he’d had the portable hole for years, being one of the the magical objects that he’d taken from the Zulkir when he was in Thay.  She helped him out even more by helping him undestand the two rings he wore.  One of them was a very handy little object that allowed him to regenerate his wounds, just like a troll, even keeping him alive if he was decapitated.  So long as he wore that ring, he couldn’t be killed by anything other than fire, acid, or magical attack.  For someone that did what he did, and often worked alone, that was an absolutely critical device to own.

The other ring…well, to say he was flabbergasted was an understatement.  He’d won the ring in Undermountain, having braved that deadly place on his first trip to Waterdeep, taking it from a lich deep within the bowels of the dangerous dungeon.  He’d worn it for years thinking it was nothing more than a ring that allowed him to turn invisible at will, but Karra had researched it and discovered that it was much, much more.  His own psychometry had failed him in that regard, for all he could see in its past was that it turned people invisble.  None of the owners of the ring had ever known its true nature.  It was an ancient artifact known as a Ring of Elemental Command, and his was attuned to the element of air.  She helped him unlock its true power, which required him to perform two tasks; first he had to slay a greater air elemental in its home plane, and then have the ring blessed by a noble Djinn.  She took him to the Elemental Plane of Air, and they did those things, which took the greater part of a year.  It had been a wondrous, grand, amazing adventure, and he remembered it with great fondness, for it was in that year in the plane of air that he had fallen in love with Karra.  When they returned home, his ring was fully empowered.  It still allowed him to turn invisible, but it also allowed him to fly with the utter freedom and ability of an air elemental, letting him fly very fast and move with total freedom and agility in the air.  It also could generate a wall of magical force once per day, and once per week it allowed him to command the very winds themselves on a large scale.


Those weren’t his only magical treasures.  The black belt around his waist was more than what it appeared.  When worn, it gave him superhuman strength and power.  That power, when coupled to the lethal sharpness of his swords, let them shear through solid steel if he had need of it, and was also just generally useful.  Karra’s inspection of the belt proclaimed that it was actually one of the weaker types of its design, giving him the strength of a stone giant rather than one of the stronger kinds of giants, but it still gave him enough strength to arm-wrestle an ogre and win.


But the most powerful, dangerous, and useful magical item he possessed may be the most innocuous.  The simple black leather boots on his feet were also magical, a magic that allowed him to run at incredible speeds, let him move his feet with blazing, lightning-fast ability.  That ability to outrun almost anything had saved his life more times than anything else, even his own psionic powers, for Fox wasn’t foolish or prideful enough to care about his reputation.  If he felt he was in a dangerous situation, he would run, and do it gladly.  The boots always gave him that option, for not even a sprinting horse could chase him down when he decided to exercise caution and remove himself from a dangerous situation.


Formidable, powerful magical items, gathered or created over the span of a century or more, the kinds of magical items one would expect someone with Fox’s experience to possess…but they were nothing more than tools, and he didn’t rely on them.  He could toss every one of them away and be able to function just fine.  They had been excellent tools, and when combined with his psionic gifs had allowed him to get out of many scrapes and situations that would have killed other people.  And that, in its way, was why he had such a reputation.  His exploits and feats were the stuff of legend, and quite to his dismay, bards even sang songs about him.  Fox the Wanderer, who had fought the lich Zarkazzar and killed him in single combat.  Fox the Wanderer, who had swindled the red dragon Flashburn out of half her hoard using clever words and trickery.  Fox the Wanderer, who had recovered the ancient artifact known as Torm’s Shield from the ruins of Myth Drannor and had then happily turned it over to the priesthood of Torm to care for it.  Fox the Wanderer, who had, years past, dared the tunnels of Undermountain and had survived to reach its very end, finding the ultimate treasure which, to this day, bards speculated as to what it could be.

That kind of a reputation was a double-edged sword.  Those who knew who he was were either too surprised to speak or too afraid of him to try, and that reputation kept a steady supply of thieves and blaggarts either looking to steal his treasures or make a name for themselves by defeating the living legend.  Truth be told, that was half the reason he stayed on the road.  Only on the road did he ever truly feel at peace and at home…but that feeling had changed over the last few years.


He’d stopped to at least put on the appearance that he was like everyone else.  He disengaged the mask from his face and concealed it in the circlet, dug a heavy winter cloak and a wrap out of his pack, threw them on, then started moving again, exercising his psionic power to adjust his weight to walk across the ice-crusted snow like it was solid ground, which he would stop when he got closer to the city.  He had business here, because he had some things to do, some things to buy, and some people to hire.  He was going to march on Dragonspear and clear the area of bandits and monsters, and that wasn’t something that one did alone.  He’d need some mercenaries to help him, and maybe call in a few favors from some friends to come give him a hand.  One such friend lived here, in Waterdeep.  She was a mage named Saja, a Northwoman who used to run with a group of girls he’d trained some fifteen years ago after rescuing them from a drow slaving party in the bowels of the Underdark.  After he rescued them, they decided to become adventurers, and he spared a couple of years to teach them enough to make it.  They called themselves the Vixens in honor of him, and had gone on to have illustrious careers roaming the west and north.  All five of them had survived, which was somewhat rare for adventurers, and had had from time to time others join their company.  Saja was one of the founding members, one of the girls he’d pulled out of the Underdark, but she retired from active adventuring once she earned enough to buy her tower in Waterdeep, where she hired out to cast spells for money to help supplement the pension she’d amassed adventuring.  He needed Saja to do something magic for him, so he intended to impose on her and call in a few favors.

The guards shivered in the bitter cold, huddled in their cloaks as he approached, trudging through the ice-crusted snow.  The snow on the road was churned from the horses that had went out, ridden by hardy souls that were willing to brave the cold, and in their wake Fox walked, picking his way along the hoofprints easily.  The guards came out to greet him, reluctantly leaving the warmth of the fire near the gate, and stopped him outside the gates.  “State your name and business, if you would please,” one of the guardsmen said in a bored yet polite voice.


“I am Fox, and seek nothing but a warm place to stay for a while, at least until spring.  After spring, I’ll be doing some business here,” he answered, throwing his knee-length blond braid back over his shoulder.  “As you can see, I’ve already peace-knotted my weapons,” he added, turning around and showing the cords that bound the hilts of his katanas to their scabbards.  That was a law here last time he passed through, and he had no doubt it was still in effect.

“Very good, I see you’ve visited us before.”


“It was a while ago, but yes, I’ve been here,” Fox chuckled.  If they only knew that he left Waterdeep last time with a throng of Armars hot on his tail, sicced on him by the Lords.


“What happened to your horse?” one of the others asked.


“I don’t like horses,” Fox snorted.  “Smelly, ugly brutes.  I’d rather walk.”


“You walked here, in the winter?” he gasped.


“I wasn’t in any hurry,” he shrugged.  “It’s a bit too cold to stand out here and waste our time on pleasantries, gentlemen,” he said simply.  “I’d like to find a warm in and a goblet of hot spiced wine.  Where is a good place that doesn’t mind us transitory types?”


The guards laughed.  “We should send him to the Yawning Portal,” one of them said with a grin.


“Is it truly what I’ve heard of it?  That it’s a way into the Undermountain?” he asked curiously.  He’d heard rumors of it down in The Way Inn, a village south of Waterdeep.


“Aye, it is, if you’re insane enough to try,” the first guard chuckled.


“I think I’d like to see that,” Fox said with a smile.


The guards gave him directions, which Fox absorbed easily.  “One other thing, friends,” he said.  “I’m in need of a good smith.  Can you give me the name of a smith that’s known for difficult and delicate work?”


“Brian the Swordmaster,” all four guards said in unision.  “His smithy isn’t far from the Adventurer’s Quarter.”  The guards gave him directions to the smithy as well, which Fox memorized easily.


“My thanks, gentlemen.  Here, after your shift, go have a tankard on me,” he said, pressing a gold coin into the lead guard’s palm.  “It’s the least I can do for your help.”


“Well, thanks, stranger,” the guard said with a grateful smile.


He turned around and left after they waved him through, then he heard one of them gasp.  Clearly to his sensitive ears, he heard the whispers.  “Tymora’s luck, I thought I recognized that guy!” he said to his friends.  “That’s Fox the Wanderer!  The braid, the chain, the swords on his back, it’s just the same as the stories!”


“That or he’s just pretending,” one of the other guards said dismissively.


“Possible, but I wouldn’t wanna be that guy if the real Fox shows up,” one of them said, which made them all chuckle in agreement.


He ignored it.  He got that all the time.  It was one of the prices of his kind of fame.


Gods above, Waterdeep had changed since he’d been there last.  It was bigger, more crowded, and all the buildings he remembered were gone.  Many of the streets he knew were also gone, built over, while new streets wound new pathways through the grand city…but some things were still the same.  The southern marches of the city were still dominated by trade and adventurers, while the northern tracts of the city were the domain of the nobles and the more well-off residents of the city.  It was two cities rolled up into one, with Mount Waterdeep and the castle perched on its side lurking on the coast, protecting the majority of the city from the raw winter winds that blew in off the Sea of Swords.  Fox wandered around a little more than he should have as he milled through throngs of people who had braved the bitter, unseasonable cold to get their daily business done.  People bundled up in heavy cloaks and thick furs rushed about on the streets, minimizing their time outside, while Fox padded on the snow-packed streets at a leisurely pace, taking in the sights.

It was much different.  Over there, just off Dagger Street, there used to be a large stone tower, about five stories high, but it was gone now.  There was an old inn just on the corner called Marvag’s Haunt, named for the ghost that haunted the building and was as much an attraction as the ale and food.  There used to be a little grassy park just over there, where that festhall stood, where boys would gather around caravan guards and sell-swords who came there because they could find work, their eyes excited and hands trembling as the guards would tell them stories of life on the road, and maybe even let them hold their swords, which always got dirty looks from the passing Armars…even back then, swords had to be bound within the city, technically unable to be drawn, and it was technically illegal for the guards to unsheath their weapons.


He did finally find his way to the Yawning Portal, and realized with some surprise that he’d passed by the old, bedraggled building before, decades ago.  He remembered those wooden pillars in front.  It had been standing the last time he’d been here, though it hadn’t been an inn back then that he could remember.  But then again, maybe it had been and he just didn’t notice.  The interior was definitely an inn, and it was rather busy despite it only being midday.  Men and women, some of them wearing armor and carrying weapons, sat at tables that were placed haphazardly around a large wellshaft sunk into the floor itself, nearly forty feet across, that had a lintel block attached to the low beam that hung over that shaft.  Fox could easily see that it was a block and tackle for lowering and raising a platform down into the hole, just as they’d described it down in The Way Inn.

This was indeed a way down into the mysterious Undermountain.

Fox hadn’t gotten in this way back then.  Back when he went in, the way in was through the city sewers, and he’d gone in with four others, fellow adventurers.  It was one of the rare times Fox had gone on an adventure with people he didn’t know very well, but the three men proved they were experienced, and Fox didn’t want to risk something that dangerous by himself.  Fox was the only one to survive that venture, going on despite his own misgivings after the other four had died.  But they were so close to the final level, to discovering the ultimate treasure that the mad mage Halaster had buried at the bottom of his deadly dungeon.  Fox had managed to squeak out of that alive, if badly wounded, after finding the final room, and the legendary Ultimate Treasure.


That treasure was a simple note of congratulations, and a small magical purse that always contained one silver and one gold coin.  If one took the coins out, new coins appeared inside it at sunrise the next morning.


Fox, being who he was, wrote his own note to Halaster, in his own blood, on the backside of the note parchment, thanking him for showing him the ultimate treasure, and then he left both the note and the little leather purse behind.  Fox had no need of them, and his curiosity was satisfied.


Despite the loss of four good men, Fox had fond memories of Undermountain.  They’d been down in there for over two months, and they’d all had an absolute blast, even after losing some of their own.  They saw horrors, they saw wonders, they got to see a troupe of naked dark elf women marching down one of the hallways, naked as the day they were born but carrying rusty old weapons that hinted that they had escaped from some kind of prison or slave pen and had taken the weapons of their captors, and that maniac Urisham got himself seduced by a female Rakshasa.  Those men had died, but they died doing what they loved to do, and they had no regrets…so Fox didn’t dishonor their memory by thinking of them in any way other than how much fun they had before they died.


Ah, fond memories.


Fox put his hands on the edge of the well and looked down inside it.  It had to open to one of the uppermost levels, levels they hadn’t explored when he’d been down there.  He had this wild impulse to see if it had changed, to go down there and explore around the entry, but it faded quickly.  He was getting too old for that nonsense.  Besides, he’d have a few rides in Waterdeep.  He could go look around later.  It wasn’t going anywhere.

“I’d be careful there,” a woman’s voice called.  He turned and saw a pretty little thing, a young blond wearing a simple dress, holding a platter of roasted boar and tankards of ale.  “If you fall in, it’ll cost you a gold crown for us to send down the rope,” she added with a wink.  She was grinning at him, but then she scurried off to deliver the food to a large group of boisterous men sitting at a table by the large fireplace.


She was a cutie.  And after one of the men tried to paw her bottom, the clang of her whacking him with the tray, not too hard to injure but hard enough to hurt, caused the entire common room to erupt into laughter, he saw that she could take care of herself too.  A good skill for a barmaid to know.


The tables were occupied, and Fox wasn’t about to sit with strangers, so he went up to stand by the bar with several others.  The man behind the bar was a very tall Northman, his dark hair and moustache streaked with gray, whose arms were corded in heavy muscle, who was talking with a balding, fat little fellow with a sunny disposition, with a fairly pretty dark-haired young woman sitting beside him, a young lady wearing a chain jack and carrying a sword at her belt that hung there like it was a part of her.  From the look of this barkeep and the way he moved, Fox saw that this man was a warrior, or at least had been.  He was retired now, and a warrior only retired if he was either good enough or lucky enough to survive what the world threw at him.  Going by the way this grim-looking man moved, Fox decided he survived because of skill.  You could take the warrior out of the field, but you couldn’t take the field out of the warrior.


“What’ll it be, stranger?” the man asked in a dour voice.


“Spiced wine and warm bread, if you have it,” Fox answered.  “And some information.”


“The wine and bread is a silver talent.  The information, that depends on you want.”


Fox pulled a single silver coin out of his bandolier and put it on the bar.  The man took it and, after nodding in inspection, called out.  “Spiced wine and bread, Mhaere,” he called out to the open window by the door leading to the back.  “Now what information do you need?”

“I have a friend who lives here in town,” he said, “but I don’t know exactly where. I do know, however, that she’s a mage of some ability.  Do you know who I could talk to that might know where she lives?”


“You might want to try the wizard’s guild,” the fat fellow remarked.  “They keep rolls of all the mages who live in town.  If you know her name, they could probably tell you where she lives.”


“That might just work.  Where is this place at?”  The fat fellow told Fox where to find the headquarters, which he memorized easily.  “Well, I guess I’ll wander down that way once I warm up a little.  Oh, thank you,” he said as a handsome if plump middle-aged woman came out from the back with a wooden platter holding warm dark bread, just out of the oven, and a battered goblet holding warm spiced wine.


“You’re welcome,” she said in a rich voice, then gave him a curious look.  “Have we met somewhere before?”


He glanced at her.  “Oh, I doubt that,” he chuckled.  “I haven’t been to Waterdeep in a very long time.”


She kept giving him a long, searching look, then she raised her hand and put it up before them.  From the angle, he saw that she was covering his eyes from her view.  Then she gasped, dropping the tray and putting her hands to her mouth.  “It’s you!” she exclaimed.  “You look just like you did thirty years ago!”


Fox laughed, a bit sheepishly.  “Well, time has been good to me,” he said.  “I still am at a little loss here, madam.”


“My name is Mhaere, and you saved me and my family from an orc ambush outside Westgate some thirty years ago!”


“Westgate, Westgate…I was there about that time.  Wait a minute.  Black hair?  Screaming like a banshee?”


Mhaere blushed furiously.


Fox laughed with delight.  “I don’t blame you for screaming at all,” he grinned.  “How did things go after I left?”


“Oh, we made it here just fine,” she told him with a light smile.  “But my parents never got to thank you!”


“Eh, I was in the neighborhood, and I like doing that kind of thing,” he said with a negligent wave of his hand.  “The thankful kisses I get from the girls more than make up for putting myself in danger.”


Mhaere laughed.  “I remember you were quite willing to be kissed,” she grinned.


“It’s one of the vices I enjoy in my old age,” he said blandly.


“You know this fellow, wife?” the barkeep asked curiously.


“I haven’t seen him for thirty years, but I know of him,” she said, giving Fox a sly smile.  “Durnan, Mirt, might I present Fox the Wanderer.  Fox, this is my husband Durnan, and Mirt the Moneychanger, a friend of ours.”


Almost every eye in the bar turned to look in his direction, and almost all noise stopped.


“So, there’s a face behind the legend!” the fat man said grandly, clapping Fox on the shoulder.  “It’s nice to know the bards didn’t make you up from fancy!”


“I’m sure what they sing is nothing but fancy,” Fox chuckled.  “I seriously doubt I did even a tenth of what they say I did.”


“But there’s enough truth behind it to give them reason to sing,” the barkeep, Durnan, noted.  “What are you doing in Waterdeep?”


“I’ve come to see an old friend of mine,” he said simply. “Just as I said.  I think I’ll stay over until spring, though.  Travelling in the winter was never very fun.”


“Indeed it’s not,” Mirt laughed, taking a draw from his tankard of ale.  “Well, I’m sure you’ll find plenty here in Waterdeep to keep you occupied before the spring thaw.  If that ever comes. Auril won’t give up her grip on us this year,” he complained.

“It will pass, as it always does,” Fox said sagely, taking a bite of bread.  “This is really good,” he complemented.  “Oh, while I’m thinking of it.  The men at the city gate said if I wanted a good blacksmith, then I need to look for a man named Brian the Swordmaster.  Is he who you’d recommend?”


“Brian does weapons and other exotic things,” Durnan told him evenly.  “If you just want a horse shoed, you’d best look for another man.”


“Brian made this for me,” Mirt said, taking a jeweled dagger from his belt and offering it to Fox.  “Nice, eh?”


Fox took it and realized it was very well balanced, and solidly made.  It may look pretty and ceremonial, but it was a dagger meant to be used.  And its craftsmanship showed Fox that the hand that made it was a master’s hand.  Fox had done his own share of smithing in the past, and was more than capable of making what needed to be made himself…but it would be cheaper to have it done by another than rent a foundry and smithy to do it himself.

“Then this is the smith I need to see,” Fox noted as he handed the dagger back.  “He’ll earn his pay, that’s for sure.”


“You may have to wait a while,” Mirt told him.  “Brian’s a very busy man.”


“Well, if he’s too busy, I’ll have to find someone that can do it, but he’ll have to be good.”


“There’s quite a few very good smiths in Waterdeep,” Durnan told him.  “Brian is just the best.”


Fox finished up his wine, then set the goblet down.  “Well, I guess I’d better go find my friend before it gets dark,” he reasoned.  “It was good to meet all of you.  And stay out of trouble, Mhaere,” he said with a wink, which made her blush.


Fox felt all the eyes on him as he crossed the common room and went back out into the cold, but he didn’t pay it much mind.  None of them were going to try to follow him, so at least there would be no foolishness.


Durnan and Mirt traded long looks as Mhaere went back into the kitchen, in quite a good mood, but Durnan and Mirt didn’t look like they shared Mhaere’s happiness at seeing a living legend.


“Asper, be a dear and go back to the changer and warn the staff I’ll be out longer than I expected,” he asked the young woman beside him.


“I can do that, but what’s got you so spooked?” she asked him boldly.


“Trouble has a way of following someone like him around,” Durnan told her as he took the goblet and plate that held Fox’s meal and put them behind the bar.  “The street sweepers may be cleaning up bodies along with the horse dung within a few days.”


“That, and I think I’d like to learn a little more about this mysterious living legend,” Mirt said, quite seriously.


Asper nodded and hurried off, leaving the two men alone.  They were silent for a long moment, until conversation returned to the common room, then Durnan leaned down closer and spoke softly.  “I’ll warn Piergieron and Khelben,” he said.


“I’ll put Kitten on him,” Mirt replied with a nod.  “Given what happened the last time that man walked the streets of Waterdeep, I think we need to keep a very close eye on him.”


Durnan nodded soberly.  “I’m just glad we weren’t here when that happened.”

“I guess he figures that after sixty years, everyone forgot about him,” Mirt chuckled, with a little sincere humor.  “Let me go get to work.  Keep your eyes open.”


“I will.”


Mirt’s directions were true, and his reasoning paid off.  The wizards that operated the guild for magic-users did indeed have a roll of mages living in the city, and Saja was listed on it.  She lived in a ratty little tower down in the dock ward, near the sea, a dangeorus place filled with narrow, crooked streets, drunken sailors, and the people who preyed upon them.  It was like any harbor he’d been at, however, and in a way, it was more alive than any other part of the city.  This, this was where people lived.  They lived hard, played hard, worked hard, and even died hard.  But this was where the life was, where one could walk down the narrow street and feel the danger, feel the excitement, feel like you were alive.

The nobles could keep their villas and their money.  This was where the life was, surrounded by drunken sailors and with lively music spilling out of the door of every tavern and festhall.


Saja’s tower was small, only two stories high, old, and a little timeworn.  It had a rusty old fence surrounding it, and nailed to the door, in magically glowing letters in four languages, were the words

VITZ GRUMBER!

VOUZ DOMBERE!

JI ZO Vo!

GO AWAY!

Below that was a picture of a man laying on the ground, on fire, etched into the door with a branding iron.


Oh yes, Saja lived here, all right.  He saw that she still had her sunny disposition.


Fox stepped over the broken gate on the fence and boldly knocked loudly on the door.  He waited a moment, then began pounding his fist on the door, and did not stop.  After nearly a minute of continous pounding, a rough feminine voice blasted at him from the door itself, “Did ye not read the sign on the door, ye bloody moron!  Go away means GO AWAY!”

Those last two words were delivered with such vehemence that a blast of wind issued from the door, almost pulling his cloak and braid straight out behind him and leaning him back.  Fox’s cloak and braid settled back behind him, and he just went right back to pounding his fist on the door.


“Och, ye bloody fool, ye just wait til I get down there!” her voice roared from a window above.  He heard her feet stamping on the stairs beyond, then the door shuddered and was yanked open violently, holding a wand whose tip was glowing with an ominous green light.  The woman on the other side of that door was not what one would expect to see from the greeting she provided.  Saja was a very, very handsome lady, tall as an oak sapling and very well endowed with the generous curves that men favored in women.  She was a northman, one of the hardy folk that was indiginous to the cold northen reaches, and they were all very tall, and their women rather buxom and hippy.  Saja was no different from her kin, but unlike her kin, she was a magician, a fact that got her thrown out of her tribe.  Her hair was even paler than his, a whitish blond, done up in two braids that hung behind her, all the way to her rather shapely backside.  She was wearing a simple black robe with a belt that held many pouches, for her material components.


She took in her breath, and literally dropped her wand.  “By the spirits!  Fox!”


She laughed when he reached out and grabbed her, then pulled her into a warm hug.  “How have you been, you surly wench?” Fox asked with a laugh.  “It’s good to see you!”


“When did you get to Waterdeep?” she demanded.  “If you’ve been here and only now just came to see me, I’ll turn you into a turnip!”


He laughed.  “I got in just a few hours ago,” he told her.  “How have you been?”


“How have I been? Where have you been, you rascal?  I haven’t heard a word about you for three years!  The Vixens have started looking for you, you great clod!  Lili and Sharla left out of here just before winter!”


“Well, can we go in, or do we stand out here and catch up in public?” he asked with a grin.


She flushed.  “Come in, come in!” she said, pulling him into her tower by his hand.  “I just opened a cask, we can share it!”


“You are not getting me drunk again, Saja,” he warned.  “I still haven’t recovered from that poison you poured in my last time.”


“That was drow brandy, and you’re a lightweight, letting a little slip of a girl like me drink you under the table,” she teased as she closed the door.


“The day you’re a slip of a girl is the day I marry the Emperor of Wa,” he answered blandly.  He looked down at her posterior boldly as she led him.  “I think there’s a little more than a slip in that robe.”


Saja looked back at him, saw where he was looking, then laughed.  “Hands off,” she warned.  “You only get to paw me when we’re drunk.  It’s tradition, you know.”


“Ah, so that’s why you want to empty a cask,” he teased.


“You old rascal,” she laughed.  “Have a seat anywhere, I’ll be right back.”


The first floor of Saja’s tower was split into two halves, and the first half was a sitting room of some kind, absolutely stuffed with books.  They were everywhere.  On shelves, on the tables, on the mantle, even stacked in rows on the floor.  She had only one chair clear, so Fox had to take some books off the other chair and set them on the floor, then sit down.  Saja came back from the other room carrying a small cask and two battered metal tankards.  She handed him one, then poured a potent-smelling, dark brown liquid into his tankard, then sat and filled her own.  “I hope you remember how to drink,” she taunted, then swilled down half her tankard in one draw.


“I was practicing just for you, Saja,” he said mildly, then took one drink, and almost choked.  Saja laughed as he coughed, trying to find feeling in his tongue and throat.  Tymora’s blood, what did she find this time?


“It’s called Earthblood, from the Goldenshire,” she winked.  “Those hobbits don’t play when they brew their liquor.”

“Ye gods, I think not!” he said.


“Come on, ye big baby, drink it!  Or are you gonna let a little girl show she’s a better man than you!” she taunted anew, draining her tankard and refilling it.


“You’ve been saving this for me,” he accused.


“It’s had years to ripen,” she grinned.


“I’m regretting coming to see you, Saja,” he said, then he laughed and managed to swallow some.


“Lies,” she snorted.  “But, that does make me wonder why you wandered by my door.”


“I need you to do me a favor,” he told her.  “Something only you can do.”

“Och, so that’s what you want,” she teased.  “Oh, no, it wasn’t to come see an old friend, you want me to do work for you!”


“Can it, you old fraud,” he taunted, taking another drink, and making a face that made her laugh.  “I’m getting old, Saja,” he admitted.  “It may not look it, but I’m feeling it in my bones every day.  I think it’s about time for me to hang up my swords.”


She almost dropped her tankard.  “You are kidding!” she gasped, but he shook his head.  “I didn’t think I’d live long enough to her you say that!”


“I know, I know, sometimes I can’t believe I’m doing it,” he admitted.  “But I’m tired, Saja.  Tired.  I want to find a place to call my own.”


He imagined many possible reactions his older friends might have to that news, but Saja’s was quite unusual.  She took one look at the tankard, tossed it over her shoulder, the raised the half-full cask to her mouth and started trying to empty it in one long draw.  Fox gave her a wild look, then exploded into laughter.


“Well, what do ye expect!” she demanded.  “You may as well have come in here and told me you gave birth to a dragon!”


He almost fell out of his chair laughing.


She drained the entire cask, then threw it aside and gave him a funny look.  “Och, I think I might be getting this work done for you tomorrow,” she admitted.  “What do you want me to do?”


He chuckled.  “I have a spell I was given on a scroll.  I need you to cast it.”


“That’s it?”  He nodded.  “Och, give it to me.  I can get that done right now, if that’s alright with you.”


“That’s fine, just so long as  you can finish it before you start slurring and pulling your clothes off.”


“I don’t slur,” she protested.


“You do.  And I’ve met many drunks, Saja,” he said as he reached under his bandolier and pulled out a folded piece of parchment.  “Mean drunks, funny drunks, silly drunks, and just downright strange drunks, but you’re the only one I’ve ever met that’s a naked drunk.”


“When I get drunk, I forget these southerner customs,” she snorted.  “I’m still not used to wearing clothes inside.  It seems…weird to me.  Now give me that,” she demanded, snatching it out of his hand and reading through it.  “This is a simple spell, Fox.  Bane’s boils, I think you could cast it, and you don’t bother with magic.”


“I know, but it’s the only copy I have, so it has to be done right the first time.”


She snorted.  “Then let’s cast it now.  Is that alright?”


“That’s fine.”


Saja took the parchment and began chanting the words written on it.  As with most scrolls, the words vanished off the paper as she recited them in the discordant language of magic, which only took her a very quick moment.  When she recited the last word, the scroll disintegrated into smoke, and then rose up into the air.  “Alright, old man, now what?”

Fox smiled.  “Now, Saja, you get to meet a real mage,” he said with a sly wink.


“Bastard.”


Within moments there came the reply.  The smoke created by the destroyed parchment expanded, began to swirl, and it turned blue.  The smoke lowered to Fox’s eye level, and then it solidified into a magical viewing window.  A face appeared in that blue, colored blue itself, and it was a face that made him immediately smile.


“Karra,” he said, a little longingly.


She was still lovely, after thirty years.  She didn’t look like she aged a day.  Her face was strong but beautiful, with pattern Halruuan sloped eyes that were a mysterious, glittering green, full lips, sharp chin, and that blue oval gem that was embedded in the forehead over and between her eyes.


“Fox,” she said in her gentle voice.  Everything about Karra was gentle, from her voice to her eyes to her demeanor…but she had an iron will.  She was very feminine, very demure, until you made her angry.  Then she was a rabid wolverine.  “What’s so important that you’d use up your last spell?”

“I need your help,” he told her.  “I know how much you hate the cold, dear heart, but could you come up and see me?  Your earth magic is exactly what I’m going to need.”


“My earth magic is always at your disposal, my old friend,” she told him lightly.  “But you should have something more than just that to get me to come up that far north.  You know how I feel about the cold.”  She winked at him.  “Convince me.”


“Karra, I’m thinking of settling down,” he said seriously.  “I need to talk to you about how much magic can help in the raising of a keep or castle.  When it comes to earth magic, you’re still the best in the business, so that you’re the person I’d need to talk to is only on top of the fact that I needed to tell you.”


She gave him a long, gentle smile.  “Fox,” she said, holding up her hand.  She was wearing a simple golden band.  “You remember when you gave this ring to me?  Do you remember what you said?”


“Of course I do, Karra,” he answered.


“Then I’ll be in Waterdeep by noon tomorrow,” she told him simply.  “Stay where you are now.  I’ll come to you.”


“I’m sure Saja won’t mind having me over tomorrow,” he said, grinning at her.


“Convince me,” she challenged.


“Who is that, Fox?” Karra asked.


“Remember when I told you about the Vixens?  Well, she’s one of them.  A mage of no small ability,” he said honestly.  “Karra, meet Saja.  Saja, this is Earth Mistress Karra of Halruua.”


Saja was pulled to where Karra could see her, and Saja gaped.  “Fox, you know a Halruuan Elemental master?” she said in shock.


“He’s known me for as long as you’ve been alive, duckling,” Karra told her in her mild manner, though she was smiling.  “And I’ll get a measure of you when I arrive.  We’ll see if you’re as good a mage as Fox boasts.”


“It’s, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady,” she said with a little bob.  “An archmage?  You know an archmage?” she demanded, elbowing Fox in the ribs.  “And you never told me!”


“Fox has many secrets, duckling,” Karra winked.  “I am just one of the lesser shocks you’re likely to receive.  You realize, dear heart, that I’ll have to tell Zarra Khan and Aeyalla.”


“Zarra Khan?  Zarrakan the lich?” Saja gasped.


“I didn’t kill him like the stories say,” Fox shrugged.  “Sure, we fought, but it was all a big misunderstanding.  Zarra’s actually not a bad person once you get to know him.  After we stopped trying to kill each other, we sat down and had a talk.  He’s a pretty interesting fellow.”


“I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” she protested.


“I told you, duckling,” Karra smiled.  “And if you think Zarra is interesting, wait until you meet Aeyalla.”


“She’s a Djinni,” Fox said as Saja looked at him.  “When me and Karra were in the plane of Air, we were performing some tasks for her father to gain his blessing.  Aeyalla got curious about us, and we’re still friends today.  She pops in from time to time to see me, and she relays messages between me and Karra so I don’t have to use up the scrolls she gave me.”  He chuckled.  “Aeyalla’s how I get the scrolls.  She brings them from Karra.”


“Did you tell her about Graal, Jinjen, and Ruuri?”


Fox gave Karra a mean look.  “Let’s not start going there,” he told her.  “Are you coming up to see me or not?”


She laughed.  “Let me get things settled here so I can leave, and I’ll come up tomorrow.  Remember, be where you are now at noon.  I’ll see you then, dear heart.”


The window vanished in a puff of smoke, leaving a stunned Saja staring at him.  “Who is Ruuri?” she asked.


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said dismissively.


“Try me.”


“Alright,” he said, taking another drink from the tankard and forcing himself to swallow.  “Jinjen is drow.  Graal is an ogre.  Ruuri is a doppleganger.”

Saja gave him a long look.  “How did you meet them?”


“I met Jinjen in Mulhorand about ten years ago.  She’s a mercenary and a thief, carving out a living for herself, working for the caliphs down there as someone who can get things done when no one else can, and from what she tells me, she’s still down there.  I met Graal out in the Dalelands.  He’s not too bright, but as far as ogres go, he’s a genius.  I had Karra come and get him because the locals wanted to kill him.  He’s actually a very gentle soul, and he works for Karra as a farmer. He’s very good at it,” he said proudly.  “I met Ruuri about twenty years ago down in Calimsham,” he explained.  “There was the usual foolishness when we realized we knew who each other was, but just like with Zarra, we ironed that out.  Ruuri’s set himself up as a merchant down there, and he actually does a pretty good business.  He’s quite content to just live the life he’s set up and be left alone.”


“Ah, I see.  What was that business with the ring?” she asked.


Fox winced.  “I was hoping you wouldn’t see that.”


“I heard it, not saw it,” she grinned.  “Did you lead this Karra on?”


“Hardly,” he snorted.  “I’ve known Karra a long time, girl.  You and me, we could have been what you’d call a match.  But she’s devoted to her magic, and well, you know me.  I couldn’t spend two days under the same roof.  It just wouldn’t have worked.  But when I left her, I gave her that ring and told her that one day, when I was ready to settle down, we might have a little talk about that.  I love her, Saja.  Even after thirty years, I still love her.  I can only hope that when she comes up to see us, she doesn’t take the ring off and ram it down my throat.”


“The way she was cooing at you?  Please,” Saja snorted.  “She’ll come up here and demand you marry her.  By the nine hells, boy, you’ve led her on for thirty years!  She’s not going to give over on you now, not when she almost has her hooks in you.”


“Saja, I’d be overjoyed if she does just that,” he admitted.


“Well, Bane’s hairy butt,” she growled, looking around and starting to fan herself with the top of her robe.  “I guess I’d better clean up.  I have company coming.”


Fox laughed.  “And I think I’d better get going before I end up putting your naked butt to bed,” he grinned.  “You’re already starting.”


She realized she had a hold of the neck of her robe, and laughed raucously.  “I guess I am.  Go ahead and run away, Fox, before the sight of a real woman makes you forget all about that Halruuan tramp.”


“Not in a thousand years,” he teased.  “I do have some other stops to make.  Can I sleep here tonight?”

“Yeah, sure, I’ll clear out a corner for you somewhere.  Still got that bedroll?”  He nodded.  “Alright then, I’ll set the door so you can come in without me opening it for you, alright?”


“Fine with me.”


“Where are you off to?”


“I have to go see a smith about making me something,” he answered, pulling out one of his throwing spikes. “I’m down to just nine.  I need more.”


“Ah, true, that’s not exactly something that smiths keep on a rack.”

He nodded.  “After that, I think I’ll roam around and see how Waterdeep has changed since I was here last time.  Just do me a favor.”


“What?”


“If you’re gonna wander around naked, warn me first.  I’m too young and impressionable to see a woman like you naked.  It might corrupt me.”


Saja gave him a look, then almost fell over laughing.


As wonderful as it was to see  Saja and know that his beloved Karra was going to come up from Halruua to see him—that she was going to cross Faerun in one day didn’t surprise him in the slightest—it did not in any way dull his senses or distract him when he was back out on the streets, on his way to see this Brian the Swordmaster.  As he walked along the docks ward of Waterdeep, surrounded by people not afraid of the cold, he became aware that he was being shadowed.


Whoever it was, or they were, they were good.  He couldn’t see them, couldn’t pick them out of the crowd, but he knew when he was being followed.  And they were back there.  He considered for a moment just who it was.  It could be someone from the Yawning Portal who was looking to make a name for himself by defeating the “legendary Fox the Wanderer” in combat, or it might be someone who knew who he was and was looking to steal some of the magical treasures that the bards always sang about, things that he actually didn’t own at all.  Those were just made-up stories.  And, as always, they could be agents of the Red Wizards, or the Zhentarim.  Fox had a long and ugly history with the Red Wizards, and even after a hundred years they still tried to find him and kill him.  The Zhentarim was a more recent complication, since he’d stuck his nose in their business when he was in the Dalelands ten years ago.  They’d kidnapped the daughter of a local Dale noble, and Fox had just been in the right place at the right time to do something about it.  The Zhentarim had taken exception to his intervention, and there were several fatalities in the skirmish that ensued.  Since then, the Zhentarim had a bounty on his head.  Their bounty was little more than a minor inconvenience for him, barely enough for a bounty hunter to bother to try to claim it from as far away as Waterdeep.  Since he only had to deal with a bounty hunter maybe once every few months, it didn’t bother him all that much, but it was still something he had to keep in mind.

Shaking this tail was a matter of child’s play for someone with his resources.  He put his hands in the pockets of his leather breeches and wandered about, looking as if he was in deep thought, and then wandered into a narrow alley between a festhall and a whorehouse.  He kept going down it, turned a corner between two buildings, and then his image wavered out of sight as he used the power of his ring to turn invisible.  He ghosted forward on utterly silent feet, and then reached up and pulled down his mask.  He felt it bond with this skin, turn into that tattoo, and then the murky alley shimmered and became bright, sharp, and clear to his eyes as the power of the magic enhanced his vision and showed him the world as it truly was.  He’d wandered into a dead end, but that was no trouble.  He tamped his feet near a wall and reached within, finding his center, than enacted his psionic ability to adjust his weight.  He made himself light as a feather, then bobbed down and jumped.   Since he was so light and his belt gave him such great strength, it allowed him to vault twenty feet into the air with ease, more than high enough to land on the roof above.  His feet landed lightly on the rooftop of the whorehouse, and he kept his power centered, kept his weight light so as not to dislodge and roof tiles to warn those below, and then he hunkered down and waited.


He didn’t have to wait more than five minutes.  Two people appeared at the end of that alley, a young, lithe male form wearing black leathers and with black hair, and a much older woman wearing a dress more suited for a whorehouse than a city street, cut so low that if she wasn’t wearing a fur stole that was tucked into the bodice, the majority of her ample bosom would be falling out of it.  Fox padded on utterly silent feet as he got directly over them, just in case one of them could see the invisible and thought to look up, then knelt just over and behind them as they peered into the gloomy alleyway.


“That’s a dead end both ways it goes,” the woman whispered to her young male companion.  “Back out and wait out on the street.”


Fox watched as they retreated out into the street, then took up a place just at the door of the whorehouse, as the man in black leathers bantered with a madam at the doorway, whose teeth was chattering from the cold, as the woman kept a sharp eye on the alleyway.  Fox pondered them from the roof as he observed them.  Clearly they didn’t mean to ambush him, for they’d had the perfect opportunity if he’d wandered into a dead end alley.  So, if they didn’t mean to ambush him, that meant that they were following him to keep an eye on him for some reason.  There was no telling just who put them on his tail, or if anyone even did.  There was a chance they just knew who he was and were watching to see where he went so they could tell someone that might care.


Such were often the prices of fame.


“He come out yet?” the man said to the woman, which he could barely hear over the noise in the street.


She shook her head.  “I think he might have tagged us, Danilo,” she told him.  “Remember, he’s no easy mark.  You don’t live that long by being sloppy.  Go on back, I’ll make sure he’s not in the alley.”


“I won’t let you go in there alone,” he said adamantly.


“Boy, I’m safer by myself than I am with you,” she told him with surprising bluntness.  “Now go on.  I’ll be along in a bit.”


The young man looked quite annoyed, but he did leave the woman, hurrying up the street, out towards the Trades ward.  Fox padded behind and above the redheaded woman as she walked boldly into the alley, then went down its length, checked the side alley, went down to the back to check for open doors, then went down the side alley, again checking for open doors.  After she completed her investigation, she sighed and hurried back out towards the street.


She never made it.  From above, a silent chain lashed out and whipped around her shoulder, twisting under her opposite arm and then snagging in the links over her shoulder, and then her breath whooshed out of her when she was yanked up into the air.  She looked up and saw Fox the Wanderer on the other end of that chain, pulling her up with ridiculous ease.  She could see that he was standing on the narrow sill of a second floor window that looked into the alley, the window boarded up, but the man stood on a few inches of narrow stone like it was as wide and sturdy as the street below, his feet not even shifting in the slightest as he pulled her up off the ground.  Coming down to the window was the only way he could get down low enough to grab her with his chain.  He held her with one arm over the alley below, her legs dangling, giving her a calm, almost casual smile.  “Well now, look at what I’ve caught.”  He looked her up and down.  “Looks a little scrawny though.  I might have to throw it back.”


“At least get me closer to the ground before you do that,” she said boldly, which made Fox chuckle.


“I think we’re both too old to play silly games, madam,” he told her.  “I’ll put you back down and let you go about your business as soon as you tell me who hired you.  I’m not the type that shoots the messenger.  If  I did that, then there’d be no messengers about when I need one.”


The woman gave him a cool smile.  “I don’t sell out my contracts, at least unless you outbid them,” she told him.


“Well, you’re a brave little thing, I’ll give you that,” he chuckled, reaching into his bandolier.  “And never let it be said I didn’t appreciate the bold.”  He held out a small ruby for her to see, then quite boldly reached over and pushed it into the fur where the stole was tucked into the bodice of her dress.  “There, your payment.”

“I was hired by the Eye to keep an eye on you,” she answered.  “He controls the city, both above and below.”


“Just watch me?”


“That’s what I was hired to do,” she told him.  “I can’t say the same for anyone else.”


Fox considered it.  Oh, she was lying, of course.  He wasn’t naïve enough to take her story at its face.  But this woman was obviously a professional, and it behooved him to allow her to wander off and tell her real employers that she was caught, and now Fox would be looking over his shoulder.


“Fair enough,” he said with a shrug.  “Mind the chain, dear, it might pinch a bit.”


And with that, he put her back down in the alley.  A deft flick of the wrist unhooked the chain, and he withdrew it.  By the time she looked up regard him, he was gone, chain and all.  She stayed there only a second, looked up one more time, then he watched her fish the ruby out of her bodice, go back out into the street, and quite surreptitiously plant that ruby on a passing sailor.


Oh, this woman was good.  She was very good.  Too bad for her it was not the magical tracking object she believed it to be, for it was nothing more than a common gem.  But the fact that she thought that that was indeed what it was told him that this was a woman well versed in the myriad means one could be tracked using magic, and she wasn’t about to lead Fox back to her real employers.

Boy, would that sailor be quite happy to find that.  It was worth a hundred gold crowns.


Eh, serendipity for the sailor.


After moving across several city blocks along the rooftops, staying invisible and using his psionic ability to jump over the streets, he returned to the ground, returned to visibility in a guarded nook, and went about his business without much more thought about the woman.  He was sure that whoever hired her would back off once she told them how quickly and easily he’d picked her up.


He reached the smithy of Brian the Swordmaster just before he was about to close for the day.  The apprentice that was just about to close the outer doors to the shop that acted as the front of his compound reopened the door and waved him in with a smile and a bow.  Racks of metal goods stood along the walls, examples of the man’s work, and behind the counter, locked in a glass case, were weapons, armor, and shields.  “Good day to you, sir,” the apprentice said.  “I’m sorry about that, Master Brian must close early today.  What may we do for you?”


“I need to talk to Brian, or the best of your apprentices,” he answered.  “I’d like to take out a commission.”


“Certainly.  Wait here while I get someone for you.”


Fox waited while the burly young man fetched someone, as he inspected the work they had on display.  The shop would have only the best examples of the smithy’s skilled workers, and he could see that Mirt was not lying.  The work of this Brian was outstanding.  It was so good, Fox realized that his commission would probably be done by one of Brian’s apprentices.  A man of this skill would have apprentices that were probably better than other master smiths.  They’d remain under his apprenticeship just to learn from him.


Not long after he was left alone in the shop—something of a surprise, given he could have grabbed their displays and bolted out the door—a short, heavily built man with a bald head and wearing a pitted leather apron came in.  “I’m Brian,” he said calmly, in a rough voice that had been damaged by the heat and smoke he’d inhaled over the years.  “What would you like to hire us to do?”


“I need you to make some of these,” he said, pulling out a throwing spike and handing it to the smith.  “These are throwing weapons that I use.  Please note the balance and design.  The ones you make must be exactly like this one.”


Brian took it, weighed it in his hands, turned it over, then balanced it on a finger.  “It’s small, but it’s rather delicate.  I’ll have to use high grade steel for it or it’s going to bend on you.”


Fox nodded.  “I expect you to.”


“Something like this won’t be that hard to make, but I will have to put one of my better men on it,” he explained.  “And right now we’ve got something of a backlog.  I’d charge you two taols a blade to make them.”


“If I offered four taols a spike, do you think I could get moved up in the order?  I have very few of these left, and I don’t like to be without them.”


He scratched his bald pate, then nodded.  “Four taols a piece, I’ll put someone on it tomorrow.  How many do you want?”


“Let’s start with a couple.  How fast will it be for your smith to make a few of them?”


“A few hours,” he shrugged.


“Alright, tomorrow afternoon I’ll come and inspect what he makes.  If I like what I get, I’ll have you make about two hundred of these.”

“Are these throwing weapons of some kind?” the apprentice asked, peering at the spike.


“They sure are.  Here,” he said, drawing another spike and handing it to the burly young man.  “They’re something like a throwing dagger, but with no handle.  They’re meant to drive into a target like a dagger, but as you can see, they do have edges,” he said, pointing at the sides.  “That helps them punch through armor better, and also always gives me a cutting edge when I need it.  The weight and balance is absolutely critical.  If they’re not exactly right, they’re literally worthless.  That’s why I need to check and see how well they’re made before I have you make them in any large amount.”


“How would you throw this?” the young man asked.


“I can show you if you’d like,” Fox smiled.


“Sure,” Brian shrugged.  “I’m not all that worried about that post over there.”  He pointed at a wooden support beam that was on the far side of the wall, in the corner.  Fox took the spike from the apprentice, shifted it into a throwing position, then turned and whipped it at the post in a backhanded motion.  The spike left his hand arrow straight, and did not tumble in the air.  It struck the post with a thok, driving nearly an inch into the aged wood.  “Just so,” he told the young man, going over and retrieving his spike.  “There’s several ways you can throw one, but that way is best.”


“Clever,” Brian noted.  “I’ve never seen the like of them.”


“They’re fairly common in Kara-Tur,” Fox noted.  “That’s where I learned to throw them.  People here don’t see them as particularly dangerous, so it gives me an edge.”


“Nice.  I close early tomorrow too, family business,” he warned.  “So you might want to come in the morning two days from now.”


“That’s just fine.  I’ll leave that one with you so your smith has an example to work from.”


“I’ll make sure they’re made exactly like this one,” he promised, hefting the spike in his large hand.


“Then I’ll see you in two days,” Fox told him.  “Oh, a favor.”


“Yes?”


“I have a friend that is quite fond of very rare and exotic spirits and liquors.  Where could I find something that would take her by surprise?”


“Hmm,” Brian said, scratching his chin.  “Try Emvar’s House of Spirits, just off the Street of Swords and the Lion Way in the Trades Ward.  I can’t attest to what kind of rare drink he has, but it’s a pretty big place.  If he doesn’t have it, he’ll know where to get it.”


“I’ll go see about it.  Thank you very much.  See you in two days.”


“Two days,” Brian nodded.


Saja was a little tipsy when he returned with a large meal and a cask of dwarven Deathwater, so he made sure she was well fed, threw the rare and expensive cask of dwarven liquor in her wine cellar for her to stumble over later, and went back out to explore the city and see how it changed.


And did it ever change.


None of the shops or festhalls he remembered were there anymore, but other shops and festhalls that sold or did the same things had taken their places.  He wandered in and out of inns and festhalls to get a feel for the night life of Waterdeep, which was just as raucous and bawdy as it had been sixty years ago, despite the biting cold.  In Waterdeep, a man could find almost any amusement or desire satisfied, if he had money and knew where to look.  That hadn’t changed since he’d been here last, but the city had changed so much, he no longer knew it as he had at one time.  Back then, he knew every street and alley, knew every rumor and whisper, as his curiosity went wild in this huge, interesting city. He’d spent nearly four years here sixty years ago, learning every nuance of this huge city and its myriad secrets, from the dark underside of Skullport to the war of whispers and innuendo waged by the nobility.  He had come to know every little piece of it, even going so far as to ferret out the identities of all the Lords, which had caused his hasty departure.


Still, though, it was quite nice to be back, even if it was like an entirely new city.


A few things were the same.  In a dark alley in the Docks Ward, not far from where he’d chased off his followers, there was a secret passage that had once been in an old fishmonger’s shop, and that passage led into the dark, dangerous maze of Undermountain.  That was where he’d come out, over sixty years ago.  And the tower of the first Lord of Waterdeep was still there, with its glowing nimbus of light, and the lone skeleton that drifted in lazy orbit around it, a very blunt warning to any that might try to invade the tower and steal what lay within.

Fox had been in there, naturally, and though it was quite nice and reverent inside, viewing the personal possessions and dead body of a long-dead mage could only hold one’s interest for so long when there was nothing inside he cared to own and much more out in the city to see.


He ended up back in the Yawning Portal after spending hours wandering the city in the savage cold of a northern late winter night, and found himself sitting at a table alone by the fire, a light smile on his face as he listened to the stories and bragging of those who had ventured into the Undermountain, many of them from a group of young men and women sitting together at the table next to his, boisterously regaling the common room with tales of their daring exploits in the dark halls below, of the monsters they’d faced, and the cunning traps they’d encountered.  Much of what he heard from the young puppies told him that they had been down there.  He hadn’t seen what they’d seen, but what he heard of them did sound familiar.  The Undermountain was anything but predictable, but there were certain things that when one heard about them that were similar to some of the traps he’d encountered.

When one of them, a blond girl, stated that it was almost too easy to survive a delve into Undermountain, Fox chuckled loudly, which made her entire table look at him darkly.  “And what would you know of Undermountain?” she demanded arrogantly.


“Oh, maybe just a little bit,” he said in a musing voice.  “And the first thing you should know, puppy, is that the instant you no longer respect your opponent, he’s going to kill you.”

“What opponent?” she sneered.


“Oh, there’s an opponent down there, little girl,” he said in that same distant, musing voice, as he walked the halls of his own memory.  “You may not see him or hear him or cross swords with him, but he’ there.  Oh, yes, he’s there.  He watches you all the time.  By Tymora, he might be watching you right now, and cackling in delight at the thought of the next time you walk inside the halls of his home.”


“Halaster the Mad?  He’s just a fairy tale,” she scoffed.


“He’s real enough, girl,” Fox told her.  “And he may be mad, but he’s still smart.  You have to respect him and his house every time you accept his invitation to play his game.  If you don’t, it’s going to kill you.”


“I’d think that I don’t have much reason to listen to someone my age, since you’re just as foolish as us,” she said, which made the people at her table laugh.


“Believe what you want, puppies,” Fox said, a little flippantly, leaning back in his chair and putting his feet on the table before him.  “You can listen to me or not listen to me.  But when you’re laying on the floor dying someday, you’ll think back to this moment and realize that I warned you.”


“I think you should shut up and let your betters talk, cur,” one of the young men declared in a flat tone.  He squeaked in surprise when the tankard in his hand suddenly spouted two holes, pouring his drink out onto the table.  Fox retracted his hand, but Durnan and quite a few others were staring in surprise at the slender black steel throwing spike that quivered in the lintle over the wellshaft.


“The first rule, children, is never take what you see at face value,” he told them with a mischievous grin.  “There are some people, and some things, that are much more than they appear.  Look around the room, kids.  Take a look at the people in here.  You never know who you might be sitting next to.  Why, there may be a doppleganger in here, hiding in the guise of a friend, just waiting to catch you alone.  Or there might be a vampire hiding in the shadows, hungering for your blood.  The man sitting next to you might be a Werewolf, fearing the coming of the next full moon.  Who knows, there might even be a Lord of Waterdeep sitting beside you,” he chuckled.  “Or maybe I’m drunk from something a friend of mine made me drink earlier today and I’m full of ale dreams,” he mused with a crooked little smile. “The point is, kids, you never know.  And since you don’t, you should always be ready, just in case.”  Another of the young adventurers raised his tankard, but he dropped it with a start and shout of surprise as it contents burst from its sides, and a second spike quivered in the lintle just above the first.  “Because, you never know,” he chuckled, putting his hands behind his head.

“You’re going to pay for those drinks!” one of them said angrily, standing up and putting his hand on the hilt of his dagger threateningly.


“Never threaten to use a weapon unless you’re ready to carry through with it,” Fox said softly, but there was a quiet, ominous threat behind his words, a threat so powerful and graphic that it made the young man waver, his eyes uncertain.  He looked down and realized where he had his hand, and jerked it away.  He might even have realized what he’d done.

“I’d rather not hurt you,” the man said.  “Not over something like spilled drinks.  For that much, I apologize.  But you will pay for those drinks and apologize!”


“Certainly.  Durnan, another round for my foolish young friends!” he said grandly.  “The drinks you’ll get.  The apology, ah, no.  I never apologize for telling the truth.”

They were about to all start yelling at him or something, when the air in the common room suddenly kicked up in a tiny whirlwind, pulling at hair and cloaks.  Fox instantly knew just what that was, but he was maybe a little tipsy off that damned halfling liquor to particularly care.


Maybe this would be a good lesson for the puppies.


The wind burst from the spot right by Fox, and then a figure appeared.  The figure was nine feet tall, bowed down to keep from banging against the ceiling, and it was blatantly female.  She had dark blue skin, nearly purple, with vibrant dark purple hair that was so long it dragged the ground, the entirety of it done up in a topknot.  She wore a diaphonous silk half-shirt that did absolutely nothing to hide her breasts, a shirt that had long sleeves that flared at her wrists, and a pair of baggy silk pants that were just as sheer and see-through as the shirt, but she also wore a very skimpy undergarment beneath it that defended her modesty…but not much else.

Her name was Aeyalla, and she was a Djinni.  He’d known her for about thirty years.  She was one of the Djinni noble’s clan, one of his children, and he and Karra had struck up a friendship with her and her youngest brother when they were in the plane of air, trying to win the blessing of her father.  But where Kriavos was too young to be able to enact the magic to breach the planar barriers and pass into the material plane, Aeyalla could, and she used that ability to visit with both him and Karra, and also carried packages back and forth between them as a favor.  Aeyalla was a little flighty sometimes, a bit silly and impetuous, but she’d been a solid friend over the years, and he rather liked her.  Fox himself was occasionally silly and impetuous, and they’d gotten into quite a bit of trouble together.


“Haven’t we talked about you popping in on me in public?” Fox asked conversationally.


“Is it true?” she gasped.  “Was Karra lying?”


“Would Karra lie to you, Aeyalla?” he asked.


Aeyalla tried to jump up and down, but slammed her head into the ceiling.  She dropped to her knees and put both hands on her head.  “Owww!” she hissed.  “I hate you short people!  Why can’t you make a room with a little space for people of a proper height!” she boomed accusingly through the room.  “I’m so happy!” she squealed to Fox, hugging him roughly.  “After all these years, you’re finally gonna marry that poor girl!”

Fox laughed.  “Well, we’ll talk about it,” he said mildly.  “I’m sure she’s gonna punish me for taking so long.”


“As if she’d ever do that to you!” Aeyalla said, almost scandalized.  “So, where are you going to settle?  I really doubt you’re gonna move in with her down in Halruua.”


Fox looked past her pointedly, and Aeyalla looked in that direction.  “Oops,” she said, putting her hand to her mouth.  “Sorry friend.”


“Let’s take a walk, old friend,” he said, standing up.  “You’d better conjure winter clothes, it’s very cold outside.”


“Will do,” she answered.  While she used her Djinni powers to conjure forth cloth goods, Fox paid for the round he promised to the kids and retrieved his two throwing spikes.  “What manner of creature is that?” Mhaere asked curiously when he put a taol down to cover the drinks and the two damaged tankards.


“She’s a Djinni, Mhaere,” Fox smiled.  “We’re old friends.”

“You reailize she’s going to cause chaos out on the streets!” she said seriously.


“Of course, that’s half the fun of her being my friend,” he said with a wink.


Mhaere exploded into helpless laughter.


“There, how do I look?” she asked, showing off her thick linen robe and heavy cloak thrown over it.


“It might be a little frosty, but you shouldn’t catch cold,” he told her.  He also just couldn’t resist.  He stopped by the table holding the puppies and held out his hand.  Aeyalla’s slender hand, still nearly twice as large as his own, swallowed it up and she floated over to him; Aeyalla had the innate power of flight, and she almost never walked.  When she was in motion, her feet almost never touched the ground.


“You see, puppies, you never know,” he said with a mischievous smile, winking in their direction.


They gawked after the pair as they left the inn.


Mhaere was right in that Aeyalla totally snarled all traffic out in the cold late evening, as the sun settled behind Mount Waterdeep.  She floated along beside him as they wandered the main streets of the city and caught up.  He hadn’t seen her for about six months, for she’d gotten in trouble back home and was restricted to her house as punishment.  “By the four winds, it was boring,” she complained as they turned out onto a wide avenue.  “Restriction to the compound for an entire year!  I don’t know how I survived it!”

“How did you get out of the full punishment?” Fox asked slyly.


She flushed.  “Well, it was supposed to be two years, but then Karra contacted me and told me you were going to settle down!  I begged father to let me come see you two, because I knew what that meant.  He’s still rather fond of you two, you know, so he agreed.  But I have to go home real soon to tell him what’s going on.  If you do get married, he’ll want to come to the ceremony.”


“I’m sure we can find somewhere big enough so he won’t have to kneel down to fit,” Fox said easily.  “I’d love to have him there.  Your father’s most of the reason we fell in love.  All his tasks to prove ourselves to him kept us together.”


“I’ll be sure to tell him that,” Aeyalla grinned.  “So, the mightiest of bachelors is about to fall,” she teased, slapping him playfully on the shoulder.  “I want details after your wedding night.”


“Why?  We certainly never waited until we got married,” Fox shrugged.


Aeyalla blushed a little, then laughed.  “Well, it’s supposed to be special on your wedding night,” she said with a naugty smile.


“Everything is supposed to be special after you get married.”

She laughed.  “Where are you going to settle?  I seriously doubt you’re going back to Halruua. Karra’s cousin still wants to kill you for what you did to his hair.”


Fox laughed.  “I wouldn’t fit in very well in Halruua anyway,” he admitted.  “They take themselves way too seriously down there.”


“That’s the Windfather’s own truth!” Aeyalla agreed with a laugh.


“I was planning on taking over a wild area south of here, called Dragonspear.  It’s an old ruin infested by bandits, on the edge of the High Moor.  All the bandits and monsters will give me something to do, and I think the place has some potential.”


As they wandered the streets, he fleshed out his idea to clear out the bandits, build a new keep, then keep the area clear of bandits to earn a little tax revenue from passing caravans—nothing outrageous—and establish his own little place that wasn’t under anyone else’s dominion.  “I’d never do well if I lived in a place where I didn’t set my own rules,” he admitted.  “I’ve never been quite firm about rules anyway.”

Aeyalla laughed brightly.  “That’s soooo true,” she teased.


“Living under my own rules will keep me out of trouble, and I think the area has some potential.  There’s some arable land just across the road from the ruins, and there’s a forest about half a day’s ride out to the west.  There’s plenty of rock out on the moor, so we should have plenty of building materials.  And there’s always the Trollfang mountains nearby and the moor for prospecting for ores.  I think the area could do very well.  We’ll have access to much of what we need, we’ll get some income by levying a very modest tax on the caravans that pass through our territory, and Graal could make roses grow out of bare stone, so I’m sure he’ll be able to work with the land we have there.  I’m just worried about Karra.”


“How do you mean?”


“She’s not used to roughing it, Aeyalla,” he admitted.  “She’s Halruuan.  She’s used to living in her tower, near the city, and always having whatever she needs just a short trip into town away.  It’s going to be much different there.  We’ll be isolated, cut off, for quite a while.  If she needs something, it’s a two day trip to the closest village to get it.”


“You’re thinking like a mundane, Fox,” Aeyalla grinned.  “Karra thinks like a mage.  Trust me, she’s already thought about those things, and has solutions for them.  I’m surprised she’s not here already.  I know she knows the spells for teleportation.”


“She said she had to arrange a few things before coming to see me,” he answered.  “She’ll be here noon tomorrow.”

“Ooh, I’ll have to be here,” she said.  “Do you mind?”


“I don’t, but Saja might,” he mused.  “She’s putting me up for now.”


“Does she still go around naked when she gets drunk?”


“I guess I’ll find out when I get back to her tower,” Fox chuckled.  “She empted a cask of halfling liquor when I told her I was settling down.”

“Let’s go see her,” Aeyalla said with an evil little smile.


The Vixens knew Aeyalla, but not very well.  Aeyalla only showed up about two or three times a year on the average, and he spent only about three years with the Vixens when he trained them.  Aeyalla had spent much of her time teasing the girls, and a couple of them weren’t too fond of the Djinni as a result.  Iyanne especially took offense to Aeyalla, but then again, that gold elf always was just a touch stiff.


“I should be getting back.  Saja might think I decided to wander off to Neverwinter or Silvermoon or something.”


Saja wasn’t just tipsy, she was drunk when Fox and Aeyalla returned to her tower, but she did remember to set her door to allow him to open it.  And in true Saja fashion, he found sitting in her chair, tankard in hand, and her robe opened in the front, revealing everything usually kept hidden beneath.  Fox could never pass up the opportunity to appreciate her, though.  Saja was an exhibitionist when she got drunk, and in her case, at least what she was showing off was definitely worth looking at.  “Foxsh!” she said in a slur, sitting up.  “Open a window, it’sh hot in here.”


Aeyalla erupted into gales of laughter.


“Och, ye brought that blue-skinned giant wench with ye!  Ye still go about showing off yer jugs?”


“At least I’m brave enough to do it sober,” she teased.  “Besides, it’s perfectly acceptable dress where I come from.  We aren’t so stuck up about showing our bodies like you short people.”


Saja pulled open her robe and thrust her chest out.  “Take a look at these, wench.  I’m half a rod shorter’n ye, and mine are just as big!  Chew—chew—chew on that!”


Aeyalla giggled uncontrollably, and Fox came over and collected Saja up in his arms.  “Come on, you, time to put bad little girls in bed,” he told her.  “You need to sleep it off.  You’re going to be very busy in the morning.”


Fox put Saja in bed upstairs, then came back down to a still giggling Aeyalla.  “She’s always so funny,” Aeyalla managed to wheeze.  “I missed her.”


“She has her moments.”


“Why does she drink all the time?”


“She’s a northman, Aeyalla.  Drinking is a national pasttime for them.  Sometimes I think Saja is a better mage when she’s drunk than when she’s sober,” Fox chuckled.


“I’m sure her little problem is something the boys around here adore,” she laughed.


“She’s always done that, but she’s a northman, Aeyalla.  You couldn’t embarrass her, no matter what.  You’ve never lived with a northman tribe, hon.  Trust me, there’s no place for modesty in that kind of environment.  Every one of her tribesman has seen her naked, almost every day.  She doesn’t get brave when she’s drunk, she just forgets to follow customs that aren’t natural to her.”

“Ohhhh,” she said, putting a finger on her cheek.  “I guess that explains it, some, anyway.  If it’s so cold up here, why do they go naked?”


“It’s custom to take off your furs inside a hut,” he explained.  “Inside a hut, trust me hon, it’s hot.  And the way they dress for the cold makes being inside wearing your furs almost unbearable.  They take off their furs just to avoid sweating to death before going back out in the cold.”


“Ah, okay, now I get it,” she nodded.


Aeyalla returned home to see her father that night, and Fox camped out down in Saja’s parlor.  He was used to sleeping on the ground, so the floor didn’t bother him in the slightest.  He treated Saja to a large breakfast at an inn the next morning, then they returned to her tower and spent the time waiting for Karra to arrive catching up.

He was so engaged with Saja that he literally lost track of time.  So when there was a knock on the door, both of them started.  Saja stood up and called out “Open!” and the door opened of its own volition.


Fox stood up, his heart soaring, when he saw Karra.


She was just as he remembered.  She was tall, lithe, and well curved, but Fox knew that there was some pretty solid muscle under that brown silk robe.  Karra worked out, believing that a strong body was the gateway to strong magic.  Her sloped eyes made her look very exotic, even more so than the blue jewel embedded in the flesh of her forehead.  She was very tall, almost as tall as Saja, unnaturally tall for a Halruuan, but her expression was gloriously happy, kind, and gentle.  In many ways, she was his opposite.  She was careful, methodical, deliberate, where he was capricious and occasionally whimsical.  She was cautious, where he was reckless.  She was quite calm and sedate, when he was very lively and energetic.  When they’d been together, she had been the anchor that had curtailed some of his wilder ideas, but she seemed to enjoy it when he got her into trouble.  But despite those differences, they shared a deep love that had, at least for him, held for thirty years


She stepped in, and Saja paled when two large stone statues filed in behind her.  Both of them looked like miniature dragons, living sculptures, but Fox knew that they were stone golems.  Karra was particularly adept at working with earth magic, and her specialty was the construction of golems of all kinds.  Karra’s stone golems were a very large step above the stone golems made by other mages, for she had mastered how to make them move like they were alive.  Other golems dragged about with grinding joints, moving slowly and jerkily, but the stone of her golems flowed, shifted,  allowing her golems to move with grace and agility, speed and quickness.  The two miniature dragons padded in on all fours, then rose up on their hind legs and took up flanking positions by the door, defending it.


She came right up to Fox, and held her hands out to him.  He took them and kissed her wrists in the Halruuan greeting, but she threw her arms around him and kissed him passionately.  Saja just looked on with a mysterious smile on her face, until Karra pushed back enough to look up into his eyes.  “I’m waiting,” she told him in her mild voice, but her eyes danced.


Fox laughed.  “I’m a man of my word, dear heart.  If you don’t think it’s been too long.”


“I was more than willing to wait for another thirty years,” she said with a light, loving smile.


“Well, we can arrange that,” he said lightly, but she slapped him on the shoulder.  And she was not gentle.  He laughed and squeezed her about the middle fondly.  “Alright, alright.  Karra, will you marry me?”


“Do you have anything planned for today?” she asked with a glorious smile.  “I’ve waited thirty years for you, beloved.  I’m not giving you a chance to back out of it now.”


“Oh, come now, this is an occasion that has to be celebrated!” Saja declared.  “You can’t go off and get married now!  The Vixens will kill you for not being invited!”


“We can have another ceremony for the benefit of the others later,” Karra said, looking up into his eyes.  “I’ve waited too long for him to let him run around without my ring on his finger.  I’m a practical girl, northwoman.  I know better than to leave a contract open for negotiation.”


“Well, we can go down to the Plinth, but you’d better tell Aeyalla.  She said her father wanted to know, and I’m not about to anger him.”


“No, that wouldn’t be wise,” she agreed.  “So, let us go down to this Plinth.  We will warn Aeyalla, and get this bit of outstanding business between us taken care of,” she said with a sly, loving smile, reaching up and stroking his face gently.

“I’d be ovejoyed.”
