Chapter 6

Kallik certainly moved fast.

Fox paused along with a large group of mercenaries as a team of draft horses pulled a tree trunk across the road and into the encampment, into the makeshift gate between two palisades.  They’d arrived at Dragonspear just yesterday, and the old dwarf had moved with confident precision in his construction of the camp since the minute his wagon stopped.  All the temporary fortifications were in place, and the timber skeleton of the first permanent construction was already up, as a large gang of builders worked with one of Kallik’s apprentices to build a wall frame, the first of the four.  Those frames would hold the wooden boards and timbers that would form the walls and foundation for the roof, which would be thatched temporarily until Kallik could have his apprentices make shingles for a more permanent roof.  Thatch didn’t hold out well in the northern winters due to the weight of the snow that piled atop it and a lack of easy means to clear that snow.  A shingled roof could be cleared of snow much more easily, and its roof profile could be made much more steep, which was also critical for snow removal.


That trunk was the first of the trees cut down to build the road.  Kallik had a team on that project, fifty men with axes guarded by fifty more, and they already had the road built out to the edge of the forest some three leagues to the west, about half a day’s walk for a man.  It was only a few hours by horse, however, and Kallik had selected burly draft horses for pulling the logs from the forest to the camp.  That wood was not going to go to waste, that was for sure.  Given how much they needed to build, they’d need stacks and stacks of timbers and boards, and Kallik was going to make the roof shingles out of wood as well.  Kallik kept a staff of highly skilled carpenters in his work gang at all times for these things.


Most people didn’t understand that a stonemason needed carpenters to do his job, and he needed good ones.


The log they pulled in was a massive beast, an old growth hardwood that had to be fifty feet long and nearly eight feet thick at the base, a tree that had probably been standing for centuries until it ran into the bad luck of being in the wrong place.  They needed that road to the coast, and it had to be both wide and well cleared on both sides to prevent bandits or monsters from ambushing the wagons that would be going back and forth to the harbor.  But that log would make a whole lot of boards and timbers for their town, so it wouldn’t go to waste.


After the log passed, however, the men settled back down, standing in a circle around a map Fox had unfurled on the ground and held down with stones, a map Fox had made himself.  It was the High Moor, and it showed the location of every known monster, goblinoid, bandit, raider, and natural hazard that he’d scouted last year.  Sanver was kneeling beside him, and Selena stood behind Fox leaning over his shoulder to look.  “Alright, this is the first of the major objectives we have to achieve, gentlemen,” Fox stated as he put his finger on a point on the map, a point about five leagues into the moor.  “This is a quarry of granite, part of the quarry they used to build the original castle, and Kallik needs this quarry.  The problem is that there’s a fairly large band of about two hundred hobgoblins that have taken up residence in the quarry, because it’s a very defensible position.  After we clear them out, this is our next objective, and the more difficult one,” he continued, tracing his finger a goodly ways into the moor.  “This is the marble quarry.  It’s currently being held by a large orc tribe that has a baby red dragon among them.  It may be an infant, but any dragon is dangerous,” he said strongly.  “I’m going to try to avoid fighting with them if at all possible by negotiating with the dragon, who rules the orcs.  I’m not entirely hopeful, but that’s the one fight that I’d like to avoid.


“In the meantime, we’re going to begin our operation to clear the moor closer to home.  Sanver, I want you to organize six units of forty men each to patrol the road five leagues in both directions, staggered so a mounted patrol passes any location in that ten league length of road within fifteen minutes.  But, don’t create a set schedule that bandits can predict.  We have to establish control of the road to start pushing the bandits and raiders out.  If you see any activity, do not engage unless it’s on the road itself or your men are attacked.  Your men aren’t there to fight anything unless that anything attacks you or is attacking a traveler on the road, you’re there to establish a presence and deter any raiders or bandits we miss from trying to attack caravans.  Hold the road, help any caravan you come across that comes under attack, spread the word that this area is now under our control, but don’t chase anything off the road.  Once it leaves the road, it is no longer your responsibility.”

“Easily done, Master Fox,” he nodded.


“When you do see something, you send five men back here to tell us what you saw and where it was.  Always at least five, Sanver.  A lone messenger is a target, but four additional men will dissuade an attack.  We’ll send out a sortie to deal with it from here, which is Selena’s responsibility.  Remember, if the bandits see that you’ll chase them into the moor, they’ll use it against you, so don’t let them draw you into a trap.  The road’s safety is your responsibility, Sanver, and only the road.”


“I’ll make it so safe a baby could crawl from one end of our territory to the other and not get a scratch,” he promised.


“I have every confidence in you,” he nodded.  “Karra promised she’d make us some magical charms you’ll be able to use in place of runners, when she has the chance.  She said that if you activate the charm, Selena will have a device that will know exactly where you are when you activated it, and she’ll send a response sortie to that location.”


“Aye, that sounds useful.  When will those flying beasts come into play?” the gold half-elf asked


“We have two hippogryphs up right now, being ridden by the handlers we hired, they’re scouting the moor for us.  As soon as our handlers teach some people how to ride them, we’ll have many more up in the air,” he replied.  “The hippogryph riders will be scouting the road, forest, and moor from the air, and they’ll make sure nothing sneaks up on anyone in our territory.”


“I’m hoping I can get in on those lessons,” Sanver said hopefully.  “I’ve always wondered what it’s like to be a griffon rider in Waterdeep.  This is a close second.”


“If you want to learn, sure, I’m sure the handlers can teach you,” Fox shrugged.  “Just attend some lessons on your down time.”

“Sharla’s not wasting any time,” Selena chuckled, glancing over.  Across the way, twenty men and women, Sharla and Lili among them, were taking lessons from some of the handlers Karra had hired in how to ride a hippogryph.  Sharla might be a bit too big, but Lili was perfect for riding a hippogryph because she was small, she was a good rider when it came to horses, and she wasn’t afraid of heights.  Lili also had keen eyes, and would be able to scout out any potential threats that might try to hide from her once the nasties on the moor realized that they were using aerial mounts to scout.


“Those hippogryphs are going to be critical to us once we get them in the air,” Fox said, looking back to the map.  “The big things you need to know about, Sanver, are here, here, and here,” he said, stabbing the map with his finger at each point, all three south of Dragonspear.  “These locations are bandit camps, and they’re in good places.  Each is only about a mile from the road, hard to approach unless you know how to get up there, and they give the bandits visibility on anyone that tries to approach their camp.  When your men ride close to these locations on the road, they have to exercise extreme caution.”


“Those are the first locations we’re taking out, then,” he reasoned.


Fox nodded.  “We’ll take those camps out when we’re ready, but I want the road patrolled starting today.  In two days, we’re going to start clearing out those camps, as well as all the hostiles in the moor behind us, pushing our control into the moor.  I’m giving the bandits two days to get the hint and leave. If they’re still here in two days, then they suffer the consequences of their lack of wisdom.  As far as the moor goes, the terrain isn’t too dangerous within three leagues of the castle.  But once you get out past the badlands, you start running into the bogs and swamps.  Those are marked on the map,” he told them, tapping a shaded area on his map that denoted a bog.  “Most of the swamp near the castle is to the southeast, in this shallow valley.  The terrain north and east of us is more of the same as around here, low rocky hills with little vegetation.  This is the kind of terrain that gets distracted men killed, gentlemen,” he said firmly, looking around.  “If you’re in a patrol of the moor, you stay together and you stay alert.  Our advantage is numbers, so don’t ever give any potential enemy a chance to take that advantage away from you.”

“Easy enough,” Sanver declared.


“Alright then.  Selena, Sanver, get it organized.  I want the first patrol to be on the road in twenty minutes.”


“Not a problem, Master Fox,” Sanver said confidently.


After breaking up, the mercenaries got to work.  Sanver organized the patrols as Selena returned to overseeing the guards around the encampment, and Fox wandered over to where Kallik was raising the warehouse.  They had the first wall frame up, and were nailing it to the posts that the builders had sunk into the earth with Karra’s help that morning.  Karra had used her earth magic to level and fortify the foundation and set the four squared timbers that would serve as the anchors for the rest of the construction.  Most of yesterday, as the camp was put together, Kallik’s carpenters had built the four wall frames.  They were very simple frames, little more than long rectangles with a few reinforcing braces, hastily built because the warehouse had to be up as quickly as possible.  While they were built quickly, however, they were still very solidly built.  A gang of human and dwarven laborers pulled on ropes to raise the first frame up, then it was held securely against the support beams and braces were wedged against it to hold it up.  Fox leaned over and looked at the plans in Kallik’s gnarled hands.  “You’re further along than I expected,” he said.


“Oh sure, pretend that I’d be sittin’ on me duff, Fox,” he replied acidly, which made Fox laugh.  “First message from the road team came in with the log.  They be startin’ to clear trees along the planned route.  Me men be clearin’ the branches and settin’ ‘em to be pulled back here.  We need that wood.”


“If only we had a river nearby for a sawmill,” Fox grunted.


“Phaugh, we got lots of men here that can cut boards faster than a mill,” he replied with a crooked smile. “Now ye better be findin’ somethin’ constructive to do, so ye don’t get under me feet.  Shoo,” he called, making a waving motion with a hand

Fox laughed again.  “Blunt as ever, old friend,” he grinned.


Fox wandered around the camp, talking to this wife or that youngster, checking in with the sentries walking along the edges of the temporary fortifications, at least until Akena gracefully jogged back into camp, coming down the ridge from the ruins of the castle.  “Akena,” he said as he stepped up to her.  “What did you find?” he asked, speaking the Eastern language.

“The camps you described have not moved, Master Fox,” she replied in kind, reaching into her dark clothing and producing a rolled piece of parchment.  She unfurled it and held it out so they could both look at it.  “The bandit camps have not moved, nor have the hobgoblin, orc, goblin, and kobold encampments.  I did find something new, however.  There’s a nest of some very large beast right here,” she said, taking one hand off the map.  Fox took hold of it, and she pointed to a mark she’d placed on it about three leagues due east of the ruins.  “It’s built on that small but steep hill not far from the ravine.  I didn’t see what manner of creature it was, but the nest showed signs of recent activity.”


“We’ll find out when it comes back.  Did you look around the marble quarry?”


She nodded.  “The dragon is still there.  It still lairs in the cave you described,” she told him.  “There are fewer orcs there than the number you gave me, by nearly fifty.  Perhaps winter was hard on them.”


“Or perhaps the dragon has been eating them faster than they can reproduce,” Fox said with a low grunt.  “Defenses?”


“Numerous and well designed,” she answered.  “Any attack on the quarry will be risky.”


“We’re not going to attack it in a frontal assault,” he answered.  “I’ll be trying to negotiate with the dragon to avoid a fight.  If that fails, when the time comes, we’re going to be watching the quarry and killing any orc that leaves the defenses.”


“A siege without a siege,” she noted, and he nodded.  “Clever.”


“I’m not throwing men away assaulting a fortified position,” he replied.  “We’ll simply trap them behind their defenses and starve them into submission.  If anything, the dragon will kill most of the orcs because they’re not feeding it anymore.”


“Clever, Master Fox.”


“Well done, Akena-chan,” he told her.  “Feel up for another quick scouting mission?”


“Hai, Master Fox,” she replied, rolling up the map and handing it to him.  “Where?”


“The bandit camps along the road to the south, all of them,” he replied.  “You and me are going to be paying them a visit tonight.  Get me an accurate count of how many men they have at each camp, and if they have any hidden defenses the hippogryph rider couldn’t see.”


“Hai.  We’ll be attacking tonight?”


“We’ll be paying them a visit, not exactly attacking,” Fox smiled in a slightly ominous manner.  “Sometimes scaring men is more effective than fighting them.  We’ll show them how helpless they are, and hopefully they’ll take the hint and pull out for better territory.”


Akena returned his smile, for she understood his intent.  Ninja were often hired to deliver such messages without killing, to show someone how vulnerable they really were.  “I will return with what you need, Master Fox,” she declared, pulling up her mask.  She then hurried off to the south, to scout the three bandit camps to the south he’d warned Sanver were there.  He wandered around a bit more, at least until he saw Karra standing with three of the wizards that Fox had hired in Waterdeep to serve as magical assistance for the host, adding to the magical might that Karra, Mayajanni, and Lili brought to the expedition.  Fox had been around long enough to understand that any serious expedition should have both clerics and wizards in their number, to support the expedition with they highly useful magic.  The three wizards were two men and a half-elven woman that Saja had recommended, wizards of ability and good reputation who had been more than happy to hire on with the expedition for the spring and summer.  All three would return to Waterdeep in the fall, but by then, Karra would have some of her apprentices up here to take their places.  Naturally, all three of them almost fawned when they were around Karra.  She was a mage of almost legendary ability even if they’d never heard of her, because even the mages of Waterdeep knew what the title of Halruuan Earth Mistress meant.  It meant that she was an archmage, a wizard who could cast the most difficult and demanding spells known to wizard-dom.  Those three magicians all but treated Karra like a queen, listening intently to every word she spoke as they discussed wizard magic, because they could learn more from listening than they could from talking.  She stopped discussing magic, however, when Fox approached.  She smiled that radiant smile of hers and held her hands out, and he kissed her wrists in the typical Halruuan greeting.  “How goes the military matters, dear heart?” she asked.


“I’ve got everything on the move,” he replied.  “The Rangers are out scouting the moor, and Akena is going to scout out those bandit camps close to the road.”


“When will we move against them, Master Fox?” the half-elven woman asked, who was quite a very beautiful lady, regal and well-matured.  Half-elves aged very well.


“We start tonight,” he replied.  “Me and Akena are going to visit those bandit camps and suggest they go somewhere else.”


“You’re not fighting them?” one of the men asked, a very tall, strapping man with a square-cut brown beard and fierce eyes.  He was very burly for a magician, with some breadth in his chest and arms that filled the sleeves of his dark red robe.  This was a wizard who could pack quite a lot behind a punch, Fox noted.


“I prefer to avoid fighting whenever possible,” he answered.  “I’m sure that with a little encouragement, we can get those bandits to pull up stakes and go somewhere else without having to kill them.  Once they leave my territory, they’re no longer my problem.”


The three of them gave him a curious look, then the shorter of the two men laughed.  He was well into middle age, nearing old age, and his head was nothing but a bald pate ringed by graying hair cut short, but he had spry blue eyes and stood tall and straight.  “That’s an interesting point of view to take.”

“Killing is something I only do when I must,” he answered evenly and seriously.  “If I can clear the moor and make the road safe without killing a single man, orc, goblin, or whatever, that would be fine with me.  I know I’m not going to get that lucky, but I’d prefer to avoid bloodshed, either blood shed by my own people or the other guys.”

“You would even spare the orcs and other goblinoids?” the half-elf woman asked in surprise.


“Orcs are people too, madam,” he answered simply.  “I’ve met any number of orcs that I could respect over the years.  Sure, most of them are sadistic jackasses, but you can’t judge an entire race by stereotypes.  If I killed every orc I came across, I’d have killed several orcs that don’t deserve to die.”  He grunted.  “I wish a few of them were here now.  Aggvar could help us with the moor.”


“Who is Aggvar?”


“Leader of the Blood Fang tribe of orcs, who live on the edge of the Great Desert,” he answered.  “His tribe specializes in riding dire wolves, and they put conventional cavalry to utter shame.  In the kind of terrain we’ll be dealing with on the moor, having a few dozen of Aggvar’s wolf riders would be useful.”


“You would trust an orc?” the woman asked in surprise.


“Aggvar?  You bet,” he replied with a confident nod.  “He’s no sweet angel, but unlike most orcs, he and his tribe don’t really hold a grudge against most humans.  His tribe lives so far from civilization that he rarely sees anything but other goblinoids.  I spent nearly a week with his tribe, oh, about four years ago I think.  We’d spend hours sitting around the camp’s main fire and tell stories.  Did you know that some orc tribes have detailed histories going back hundreds of years?  And they keep their history with stories rather than writing it down,” he told them conversationally.  “The tribe’s shaman tells the stories to teach the tribe about their history.”


“Why would I want to learn about how orcs behave?” the woman asked.


“Because you might learn something,” he replied immediately.  One of the handlers landed nearby, which caught his attention.  “If you’ll excuse me,” he told them, then rushed over to the short but stocky man, with black hair and a beard, wearing riding leathers.  “What did you see up there, Avill?” he asked as the man dismounted.

“Plenty,” he replied as he put his feet on the ground. “I saw what looked like a war party of hobgoblins leaving the granite quarry, on their way to the marble quarry.  It seems that they’re fighting with the orcs.”


“What happened?”


“I’m not sure, because something I’ve never seen before tried to kill us,” he replied.  “It was some kind of winged lion.  It dove on us, and Skywing here saw it at the last second and avoided it.  It almost crashed into the ground trying to pull out of the dive, and we ran like hell to get back here before it sorted itself out.  I thought it was a griffon at first, but it’s much bigger, like a lion with bat-like wings.”


“A dragonne,” Fox replied.  “That’s really strange, they prefer warm, dry climates.  What’s a dragonne doing up here?”


“What’s a dragonne?”


“They’re distantly related to dragons, and since they can fly, they’re much more dangerous,” he replied.  “They’re big, tough, mean, and stupid.  I hate to say it, but we’ll have to either drive it off or kill it.  It’ll attack any hippogryph it sees.”  He absently took hold of his chain as he thought.  “Get another hippogryph and rider and go back up and find the other scout and tell him to come back to town, and both of you make sure to take a crossbow with you, one with good range that you can reload while mounted.  I don’t want any hippogryphs in the air by themselves until we deal with that dragonne.  Be very, very careful, Avill.  Dragonnes aren’t very good fliers, they don’t turn very well, and prefer to hunt on the ground. But if it attacked you from the air, that means it’s desperate, and desperate animals do desperate things.  Stay very high, dragonnes like to dive to attack if they have to attack from the air, and if it does come after you, don’t let it get close to you.  They can produce an ear-splitting roar at close range that deafens and can even disorient and paralyze if you take the full brunt of it, and it’ll terrify your mount.  The hippogryph should be faster than it is so long as it’s not diving on you, so just escape.  No heroics.  Nobody dies today, Avill.”


“Aye, Master Fox,” he nodded, then hurried into the hippogryph pen, his mount trotting after him.

Fox waited for the riders to return as he held a few spontaneous lessons with the young boys and girls who had followed him to learn from him, sitting in a loose circle in a corner of the encampment as he explained the basic tenets of the Five Star style of Kung Fu.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw three hippogryphs land near the pen, and cut the lesson short to go find out what happened.  “We didn’t see it, Master Fox,” Avill told him.  “Hevrace never saw it at all.”

“Nope,” the taller man agreed.


“Alright, keep everything on the ground for now,” he said.  “We’ll have to find the dragonne and deal with it…and I think I know where to start.  Akena found a nest not on my maps when she scouted.  There’s an outside chance it belongs to that dragonne.  Excuse me, gentlemen.”


He tracked down Selena, then unfurled his map.  “Alright, we have a little problem,” he told her.  “There’s a dragonne in the moor, it took a shot at one of our hippogryphs.  We can’t do any real aerial scouting until we get rid of it.  Akena might have found its nest, but I’m not entirely sure.  From what I remember, dragonnes prefer to lair in caves, not in nests.  So, track down Invia and have her dispatch two of her more seasoned Rangers here, to this nest.  They need to find out what built it, and do it without getting themselves killed.  Have them find the nest and figure out what built it, then report back.”


“Aye, Father,” she nodded.  “If it’s not the dragonne?”

“Then we’ll have to find its lair, because trying to kill it out in the open will be very, very hard,” he answered.  “Warn all the men to keep one eye up, even the ones on the road patrols.  The dragonne attacked a flying hippogryph, so that means it’s starving.  If it’s desperate enough, it’ll attack a patrol despite how big it is and try to snatch a horse and rider.”


“I’ll have Sanver ask all the caravans he passes if they’ve seen it.  That way we can get an idea of how much territory it patrols.”


“Good thinking,” he nodded.


Just before the cooks finished dinner for the host, Akena returned.  Fox was sitting on another log the road builders had dragged in with most of the Vixens, listening to one of Kallik’s dwarves play the lute.  The willowy Eastern woman knelt in front of him and pulled a roll of parchment from her jerkin.  “What did you find?” he asked in the Western common language.


“They know we’re here,” she replied, unrolling the parchment.  “This camp here, these men have already packed up and left.  I heard their leader say that with us here, any raids on the road will be suicide.”


“Then he’s a smart man.  Did you overhear where they intend to go?”


“North, at the edge of your claimed territory, Master Fox.  So they’ll still be our problem.”


“What about the other two?”


“They’re both discussing what to do,” she answered, pointing to the middle camp.  “They nearly came to blows in this camp arguing over what to do.  Some of the bandits don’t believe we’ll be here long, and this stretch of the road is the best place to ambush caravans all the way to Waterdeep.  This camp is the most dangerous,” she finished, pointing at the most southern.  “They have 45 men, and the leader of them considers unifying all the bandit groups along the road to attack our encampment and drive us out.  He believes we have far fewer people here than we do, he hasn’t seen the camp.”

“Very good, Akena.  Get some rest, we’ll be going out an hour before midnight.”


“Hai,” she nodded, rolling up the map and sliding it back in her jerkin.


“What have you got up your sleeve, Father?” Luka asked.


“We’re going to pay those camps a little visit and persuade them to go somewhere else,” he replied as Akena padded towards her tent.


“Want some help?” she asked hopefully.


“Not for this, Luka.  They’re going to need you closer to the camp.  You know most everything around here is going to send out scouts after dark to get a look at us.  You, Lili, Merri, and the scouts and mercenaries we have that are well-versed in working at night are going to make sure they don’t report back to their camps.”


She gave him a slow, almost eager smile.  “So, our conquering of this territory is gonna start with daggers in the dark,” she proclaimed.


“What expedition like this hasn’t?” he replied with a shrug, which made her chuckle.

After a brief rest, Fox was up and about in the tent he was now sharing with Karra…which she found entirely too small.  It was too expensive to cast her mansion spell over and over for months at a time due to the material components, and they didn’t have anything solid and permanent to use to anchor the door to her extra-dimensional palace.  Karra was already considering a magical solution to their housing problem…but he’d let her deal with that.  If she didn’t like the tent, she was more than welcome to come up with a solution to it.  She continued to sleep as he dressed in his black gi, a copy of the outfit he was given by Akena’s clan when he finished his training with them.  He made sure to tuck his braid into the jerkin and wrap black cloth around his blond hair, then buckled on his sword harness without his chain.  Since his chain wasn’t silenced, it was not something he wanted to carry around while sneaking about.


He needed to do something about that, he supposed.


He met Akena near the main campfire, where ten sentries were drinking ale and eating a midnight meal as others patrolled the camp.  She was also dressed in her black clothing, her mask hanging loosely around her throat.  The hilt of her ninja-to rested over her left shoulder—Akena was left-handed, which was an advantage when fighting most right-handed opponents—but it was nowhere near the only weapon she had on her person.  The handle of her most dangerous weapon jutted out slightly from her waist on her left side, the haft of a weapon called a kusarigama.  It was a sickle-like hooked blade sharpened only along its inside edge attached to a short handle, with a length of chain attached to the end of the haft.  A weight was attached to the end of that chain.  The weapon was extremely hard to use and was far more dangerous to the wielder than his opponent if he had no idea how to use it, but in the hands of a person well trained in it, it was one of the most lethal weapons in a warrior’s arsenal.  It was extremely versatile, allowed Akena to fight people in melee range but also use the chain to strike at people outside of the reach of a conventional weapon, gave her the option to wrap up, snare, and entangle foes rather than kill them, and her clan trained all its genin and chunin to the weapon because it had many uses beyond simply being a weapon.  Akena’s weapon had its chain silenced with black silk wrapped around each link, and the chain itself was wrapped around her waist almost like a belt.  But it was set so she could draw the weapon immediately if she had need of it.

“Ready?” he asked her as he slid his finger along his bandolier, each handle of a throwing spike registering to him as he took inventory.


“Hai, Master Fox,” she answered as she raised her mask to cover the lower half of her face, then tucked one of the gunsen he made for her into the sash around her waist, over which the chain of her kusarigama rested.


“That reminds me, we need to get the forge up and running,” he noted as he lowered the Mask of Truth over his eyes.  “I need to make myself a new naginata.”


“A little large for my taste, but an effective weapon,” Akena stated.


“Remind me to talk to Invia.  The one thing I need but can’t really make for myself is a new bow.  I get the feeling I’m going to need one very soon.”


“Why not make your own?”


“Because my skills as a bowyer are most likely paltry compared to hers,” he admitted.  “I could make a decent bow, but I’ll bet Invia could make an excellent one with outstanding accuracy that will last me many years.  I’ll take that quality any day.  I’m not so proud that I can’t admit someone else is better at something than me,” he told her with a slight smile. 


They left the camp and headed south along the road, running at a brisk pace but not making a whisper of sound, as the mission before them made Fox alert and a little excited.  The idea of sneaking into bandit camps and scaring the leader of each appealed to a basic core of his personality, the challenge of it appealing to him.  It was almost like a game, trying to sneak past sentries and scare the leader without waking up anyone else.  The night was brisk, maybe even chilly, the air dry and with a strong breeze from the northwest, the kind of breeze that usually warned of rain in the future.  The breeze didn’t have the smell of rain in it, but that kind of wind was usually at the forefront of a storm blowing in from the sea to the west.  Fox guessed that by noon tomorrow, they’d get rain.  They ran several miles down the road, passing a caravan camped for the night a good hundred paces on the west side of the road, its fires a beacon in the night but with nearly a dozen sentries standing watch to deter any ideas.  They slowed to a stop on the road near the first and smallest of the bandit camps, as Fox’s magically augmented sight scanned the ridgeline to the east, searching for sentries that might be on the lookout.  When he saw none, he raised the mask, else the faint amber glow from his eyes give him away in the darkness.  It was the only weakness of the mask, the glow over his eyes that made him very apparent in the dark, but the usefulness of the item more than made up for that one deficiency.  Besides, he had excellent night vision without the mask, well practiced in operating in near-darkness and doing so in complete silence.

A critical skill not taught to him by the monks, but taught to him by Akena’s clan.


“Alright, let’s do this,” Fox whispered as he pulled the cowl hiding his blond hair a little lower over his forehead.  “No deaths, Akena-chan.  We sneak in, deliver our message, then sneak out.”


She nodded silently.


It was almost child’s play to avoid the guards and sentries posted around the camp.  It had about thirty men in it, each man in a small tent that were arrayed in three circles around two different campfires, a fairly orderly camp layout.  The largest of the tents was the one to which Akena pointed as the slipped past a slightly drowsy human sentry, peering out over the road, his body all but glowing in the light of Selune and her tears.  The moon was waxing gibbous, painting the moor and the rocks and the land beyond the light of the campfires in ghostly, steely light, more than enough for Fox and Akena to see with perfect acuity.  Fox and Akena slipped into the camp and up to the back of the tent, and after a brief pause behind it to ensure the two sentries in sight of the tent weren’t paying much attention, they ghosted around it and to the front.  A spike sliced the ties holding the flap together with silent speed, and the two of them melted into the murky darkness of the tent, its side shivering and undulating with ruddy light cast upon it from the nearest campfire.  Sleeping in a bedroll in the tent was a portly man with a wiry black beard, greasy, tangled black hair, and his open mouth revealed the fact that he’d lost one of his front teeth.  His mail shirt was hanging on a stand at the back of the tent, his sword was within reach, and packs and two chests were stacked on each side of the tent walls.  Akena nodded to him knowingly to confirm that he was the bandit leader, and she slowly and quietly drew her ninja-to, a short single-edged straight sword which was longer than a Western shortsword but shorter than a longsword, a highly durable and versatile object that served as more than just a weapon to a resourceful chunin.  Even the scabbard of the weapon had multiple uses.

--You have any paralytic agent?—he signaled to her.


--Very little.  I’d rather not use it unless I have to.  I can’t make any more here,-- she replied.


He nodded in understanding, then knelt quietly by the sleeping man.  He jerked and screamed into Fox’s palm when he slapped it down over his mouth, but went deathly still when the chisel point of Akena’s ninja-to came to rest over and between his eyes, visible to the man in the wavering light cast onto the side of the tent by the campfire.  Those eyes widened, then looked at the two of them with something approaching horror.


“Good evening, my good man,” Fox whispered in a conversational voice.  “Relax, we’re not here to hurt you, but to deliver a message.  My name is Fox.  Fox the Wanderer, which I think is a name you might know,” he said modestly, and the glimmer in the man’s eyes told him that the man did indeed know that name.  “See, I’ve claimed the ruins of Dragonspear as my new home, and I really can’t allow any bandits to operate so close to my new holding.  It’s a risk to my laborers, and it makes me look bad if caravans are attacked all but within sight of my new home.  So, here is your message, good fellow; leave.  Pack up your camp and find somewhere else to lurk, which had better be at least five day’s ride away from Dragonspear.  I’ll be back in two days, and if you’re still here, then my next visit won’t be quite so friendly,” he warned in a dangerous whisper as Akena pressed the chisel tip of her weapon more forcefully against the man’s lower forehead, enough to make the razor-sharp edge slice into his skin and cause a thin rivulet of blood to seep down the side of the bridge of his nose, around the bottom edge of his eye, and almost make him look like  he was weeping blood.  “Understand?”


He blinked his eyes rapidly, afraid to move his head..


“Good.  The clock on your two days starts now.”

Akena cast a handful of fine powder into his face, which made him flinch and close his eyes…and that was all they needed.  Fox pulled his hand from the man’s mouth, Akena darted to the back of the tent and slashed it from top to bottom, and the two of them were out of that hole and gone from the camp before the man could sit up and scream in alarm.  The slashed tent was a visible warning to the rest of the camp that the leader’s claims that he’d been accosted in his own tent weren’t just a nightmare or ale dreams.


 Well away from the camp, Fox and Akena slowed to a stop. Fox knelt down as Akena pulled the map from her jerkin, then she knelt beside him and spread it out on the ground.  The light of Selune and her tears was more than enough to see the map.  “This camp has fortifications,” she told him.  “A palisade and ditch along three sides with boulders hemming it in facing the road.  It has a space between two boulders large enough to pull a wagon through.  It has 45 men, and their leader is good.  The camp is organized and the men seem competent.  The camp has a permanent wooden building where they hold their spoils and a couple of decoy wagons.  Their horse corral is here, and their tents are here.  They also have a ballista, Master Fox, on a crude tower and set so it can fire in any direction.  That tower gives the man atop it complete visibility in every direction.”

“Better defense than the first one,” Fox hummed.  “Guards?”


“Not very attentive, at least when I scouted it earlier.  They may be more alert now that it’s dark.  I would guess that the ballista tower is manned, however.  If they’re wise, they’ll have someone who can see in the dark up there, it has good visibility.”


“Alright.  Let’s approach from the ridgeline, their sentries won’t expect that and the boulders will give us some cover from that tower.  That’s rougher terrain than most can handle.”

“Hai.”


It took them nearly an hour to reach the second camp, passing by the empty middle camp whose men had packed up and left earlier that day.  Fox and Akena ran the distance, ran it far faster than most men could run, thanks to their training.  It was actually one of the hidden aspects of his training as a monk that most never saw and most would underestimate,  the fact that his training as a monk allowed him to run far faster than most men and demihumans.  Coupled to his endurance, it allowed him to cover more ground than horse over the course of a day.  In a sprint, he could outpace a galloping horse, but not a horse at a dead run.  The boots on his feet that allowed him to run with blazing speed were only used for emergencies when he had to run faster than a running horse, because their magic augmented his own running ability.  Fox had brought that training and philosophy to Akena’s clan over a century ago, trained them how to run faster than most humans could manage and hold that pace for long periods of time, and they had passed it down to each new generation since Fox left.  For the monks, it was a defensive skill, used to escape harm and avoid fighting, but the ninja had learned how to use the skill offensively, covering ground faster than people would believe and use it in a fight to close distances before most combatants would expect.

They veered up onto the ridgeline as they approached the bandit camp, moving quietly and stealthily along the strewn boulders along the top of the ridge, staying down off the top of them as much as possible once the light of the camp’s fire became visible some distance off.  They crept up onto the camp as they kept close watch for patrolling sentries, and a quick glance using the Mask of Truth between two boulders to reduce the visibility of his glowing eyes showed him that they had an elven man up on the tower holding the ballista…that was clever.  Elves could see heat like light in the darkness, and his visual range would let him see just beyond the wooden palisades.  But, he didn’t look all that attentive, and his ability to see heat would be hindered on the side of the camp where the campfires were burning, which was on the far side.


--An elf on the tower,-- he signaled.  –We circle around and approach from the other side.—

She nodded to him, and they ghosted back down the ridge.


It took them nearly half an hour to circle around the camp and get back up on the ridge.  They stopped about a hundred paces from the palisade to get a look at the place, watching the patrolling sentries for a few moments to see their patterns and see how alert they were.  They actually weren’t paying much attention, Fox observed, walking the interior perimeter of their breastwork of logs and branches, which had a ditch excavated in front of it filled with sharpened stakes.  Those stakes weren’t there to injure invaders, not really, their function was to slow people down, force them to waste time picking their way through them.  But for a ninja and a well-traveled man like Fox, neither the ditch nor the palisade were much of an obstacle.  When a pair of sentries walked past, neither of them saw two shadowy figures vault over their wooden fence, and the elf on the ballista tower was blinded to their heat by the heat and light of the campfires burning between him and them.  The two of them slipped between two tents, and Akena pointed at the wooden building near the center of the camp; that was where the bandit leader slept.  They paused to allow another pair of sentries to wander by, then they padded on silent feet among the tents.  Fox knelt by a tent and held Akena back with a hand signal as he watched the elf on the tower, and when he turned to look out over the moor, the two of them darted silently through the open space between the tents and the building.  They ducked behind it and crept along the wall, and after Akena glanced around the corner, they slipped around to the large double doors, which seemed to be the only way in.  Fox waited while Akena used her ninja-to to pull the bar up off the door, sliding the narrow-bladed weapon between the doors and using it to lift the bar, then had him pull the other door open just enough to get them inside.  She reset the bar just in case a sentry checked it, then took stock of the interior of the building.  It had two wagons parked in it, and along the walls were stacked boxes and crates, the cargo of caravans they’d raided that they’d yet to sell off.  A small loft in the back was where the bandit leader was sleeping.

This man was crafty and clever.  Akena stopped them three times to disarm little tripwires, which were set to cause hanging iron tools to clang and rattle together.  Each tripwire was set along one of the approaches to the loft, and each approach had at least three tripwires protecting it.  But they didn’t stop Fox and Akena, who reached the ladder up to the loft without alerting the man above.  The ladder was also trapped, set with wire between the rungs, so the two of them simply didn’t use it.  Fox vaulted Akena up without using the ladder, heaving her up as she jumped off his clasped hands, then he centered himself and adjusted his weight using his psionic ability, and then leaped up to the top without using the ladder himself.  Within the loft there was a writing desk, upon which was an eerie little lantern that glowed with a very faint bluish radiance, creating just enough light to see by in the loft, several chests, and a fairly nice poster bed with a feather mattress in the far corner, in which a man was slumbering.  He had a thin, drawn face with a scar along his chin, and his head was shaved with a tattoo of some sort on his scalp, some kind of swirling design.


He jerked awake when Fox clamped his hand over his mouth, and grimaced in pain when the hand holding a dagger that tried to stab Fox in the side of the neck was intercepted by Akena.  His eyes widened and he went still when she then repeated what she did earlier, pressed the chisel point of her ninja-to against his lower forehead.


“Good morning,” Fox said in a low, calm voice.  “As I’m sure you’ve figured out already, we’re here to talk, not fight.  If we wanted to kill you, you would have never woke up.  Now, friend, let me introduce myself.  My name is Fox.  Fox the Wanderer, some people call me.”  His eyes jerked in recognition at that name.  “I’m the man who moved that large army to Dragonspear a couple of days ago, and I’m here to deliver a message.


“That message is simple, friend.  Leave.  Pack up your bandits and your camp and go somewhere else, and that somewhere else had better be more than five days’ ride from Dragonspear.  That’s the edge of my claimed territory, and you’re not going to just relocate somewhere else inside my claimed lands.  I’ll give you two days to get your things packed and clear out.  Two,” he repeated, holding up two fingers.  “If you’re still here after two days, I’ll be marching a thousand men down here, and we won’t be giving you the chance to leave on your own.  But as for you, you won’t be alive to see those men arrive,” he warned.  “Me and my stealthy friend will pay you a personal visit in the dead of night, and I guarantee you, the next time we come to visit, you’ll never know we were here.  And you’ll never wake up.

“That’s the deal, friend.  I’ll give you and your men two days to leave, because in my heart I’m not a violent man.  Leave my territory, and you have nothing to fear from me.  But, if you don’t leave my territory,” he said in an ominous whisper, which caused Akena to apply sufficient pressure for the edge of the chisel point of her weapon to break the skin and cause blood to seem down the side of the man’s nose.  “And your men will be repelling my thousand men without you there to guide them.  As a show that I mean business, tomorrow in the afternoon, five hundred men are going to ride up and back along the road below your camp to show you I have the men to back up my promise.  As long as you don’t attack those men, they won’t attack you.


“So don’t be foolish, my friend.  Take what you have and seek out somewhere else to set up shop, and you’d better be packed and on the road by the day after tomorrow.  If you’re not, then any man still in this camp when the sun sets the day after tomorrow won’t live to see the sun rise,” he threatened.  He glanced towards Akena, and she tossed a handful of fine powder in the man’s face, making his wheeze and cough.  That was all they needed to escape without the man noticing.  By the time the man got the powder out of his eyes, Fox and Akena were already out of the building.  By the time he managed to get down and start shouting, the two of them were already out of the camp, darting on silent feet down the ridge and towards the road.  Once their feet were on the road, they opened their gaits and ran far faster than most humans could possibly run, the result of dedicated training in fleet of foot, racing off to the north and well away from the bandit camp.


They slowed down after about a half a league, then Fox lowered the Mask of Truth as Akena lowered the mask from her face, glancing over at him with a slight smile.  “You are formidable, Master Fox,” she complemented.  “Many years since you trained with my clan, and you work like a chunin.”


“I’ve had any number of opportunities to practice the skills your clan taught me when I came to the West, Akena,” he chuckled.  “Being sneaky is half the reason I’m still alive.”


Akena gave him a slight, amused smile.


They returned to Dragonspear just as the sun came up, walking easily as they discussed ways Akena  could pass the Trial of Black Wool without hindering her current training in how to operate without her eyes.  Karra greeted him at the entrance to the camp, giving him a warm embrace and long kiss.  “Did things go well, dear heart?” she asked.


“I think we scared both bandit leaders into pulling up roots,” he answered, putting his arm around her and walking with her into the camp.  “Nothing scares a man like being shocked awake by a sword being pressed against his forehead.”

Karra chuckled softly.  “I would dare say,” she agreed.


“Anything exciting happen while we were gone?”


She shook her head.  “Invia did say she had a report for you.  Something about the dragonne.”


“Good, I was hoping she’d have something for me,” he replied as Akena left them for her own tent.  Sanver was approaching him, the handsome gold half-elf wearing only a pair of breeches in the brisk spring morning.  It showed off a lithe yet muscular torso that had several scars on it, marks that warriors and mercenaries often collected over their careers.  Not even the greatest warrior in the world had a body that didn’t have scars on it.  “Sanver,” he called.


“Morning, Master Fox,” he replied.


“Just after lunch today, I want you to form up a column of five hundred men and have them ride to the south and back.  Time it so they get back right around sunset,” he ordered.  “I want those bandit camps to see what they’ll be dealing with if they don’t leave.  Don’t attack anyone with the men, Sanver, they’re there just to be seen.”


Sanver grinned.  “Aye, Master Fox,” he replied.  “Think that’ll convince them to leave?”


“It better,” he replied.  “If it doesn’t, then they’re crazy.”


Sanver laughed.  “I’ll take care of it.”


Fox left Sanver to organize the day’s patrols as he tracked down Invia, leaving Karra to return to their tent.  He found her in the breakfast line, looking a bit weary after a night out on the moor.  “Karra said you had a report for me?”


She nodded as she advanced towards the serving cooks, holding her wooden platter.  “We found the nest, but it’s not the dragonne’s.  It was made by harpies,” she said.


“That’s not good.”


“Not a problem, the dragonne killed them,” she told him.  “We found their remains by the dragonne’s lair.  It’s a small cave about a league north of the granite quarry.  The dragonne did us a favor and killed them for us.  The dragonne looks like it’s been attacking the goblinoid bands deeper in the moor, as well as hunting the deer and antelope on the moor.”


“If it’s attacking goblinoids, it means there’s not much out there for it to hunt,” Fox noted.  “Dragonnes don’t like attacking things that can fight back unless they’re desperate.”


“You know your beasts,” Invia said with an approving nod.


“Live as long as I have, Invia, and you’ll have tangled with just about everything out there that wants to eat you,” he answered, which made her chuckle.  “How does it look to drive it out?”

“You don’t have to worry about that, Master Fox,” she told him with a slight smile.  “We killed it.”


“Well done, Invia!” he told her.  “Any trouble?”


“Not much, we managed to ambush it just as it came out of its lair,” she answered.  “After the initial arrow volley it took off, and we had to track it to where it landed and finish it.  By then it was weak from blood loss and put up almost no fight.  We managed to kill it without a single injury to my Rangers.”


“Good,” he nodded.  “Not that I enjoy killing things, but it had to go.  I just wonder what it was doing up here.  This isn’t the usual range for a dragonne.”


“Who knows?” she shrugged in reply.  “Maybe some fool merchant bought it and was taking it to Waterdeep or bought it there and was moving it, and it escaped.”


“That’s entirely possible,” he told her.  “For today, pull your Rangers in close and hunt out any scouts other groups send to check us out.”


“Sure thing, Master Fox,” she replied.


After breakfast with his wife and the Vixens, Fox caught up on the day’s tasks with Kallik.  The camp was still top priority, where Kallik would continue building the warehouse, solidify some of the camp fortifications, and start planning out the other permanent buildings they’d start building once the warehouse was complete.  Kallik, some of his senior apprentices, and Karra would also be going up to Dragonspear so Kallik could get a personal look at the ruins and the topography   Though he wasn’t going to start any real work in the ruins until he got the camp where he wanted it, he did need to get a personal look at things to make sure his plans for the construction were going work out.


“What word have you from the road builders?” he asked the gnarled old dwarf as they walked through the camp.


“They be movin’ at a decent clip,” he replied.  “They may make the first league today.  They be bringin’ the wood back here, but they also be stackin’ logs along the roadside as they build it.  They be cuttin’ down trees faster than the teams can drag the logs back here.”


“Any trouble so far?”


He shook his head.  “No monsters, no beasties caused trouble yet,” he answered.  “A few of me men think they be some woodland folk in the forest, though.  I asked Invia to send a Ranger in to check it out, them Rangers be friendly with some of the woodland kin.”


“If your men get accosted, make sure to have them tell them that we’re only building a road out to the cove where we’re building a harbor, and that we’re going to stop the Orlumbor men from chopping down the forest,” he replied.  “No doubt they’re very nervous about that.”


“Aye,” Kallik nodded.  “Speakin’ of the Orlumbor men, we should send a force out from the garrison at the cove to issue the warnin’, ye know.  Tell them that the forest be ours, and they gotta stop choppin’ down trees.”


“I want to delay that as long as possible, until we get the road built well into the forest,” he replied.  “If the Orlumbor men decide to challenge my claim over the forest, I want that road so my men can get to the coast quickly.  Besides, when we stop them from cutting down the trees, the people they’re building those boats for aren’t going to be all that happy.  So, I want to dig in a little more before we start getting confrontational.”


“Thinkin’ ahead, are we?” Kallik said with a craggy grin.


“I’m not that flighty, thank you very much,” he replied tartly.


“Ye surely try to be.”


“It keeps me young,” he drawled, which made Kallik laugh.


Once everyone started their tasks for the day, Fox retrieved his chain and started the only task he had on his list, but a very dangerous one.  He left the camp and ventured into the moor alone, after sending Akena to keep an eye on the bandit camps to the south, because today he had a self-appointed meeting.  Today, he was going to take a measure of that infant dragon, and see if he could avoid having to fight it if at all possible.  That was going to require him to sneak into the quarry and get into the large cave the dragon was using as a lair, a cave the original quarry men had opened to the outside when they were quarrying the marble.  That was fairly rare, for there to be a cave in a marble quarry, but they’d hit a pocket of limestone in the marble that held that cave, which had been closed off from the outside until they’d broken into it.  Fox figured that it might have killed a few of the stonemasons when they did so, sometimes caves like that, which were sealed off from outside air, held toxic gases or other natural hazards.  Any man foolish enough to explore it before air had a chance to circulate could very well have died of suffocation, since the air in caves like that wasn’t breathable.

It took him nearly three hours to travel to the edge of the quarry.  It usually wasn’t prudent to set up a camp in a recessed area like a stone quarry, because it gave attackers the high ground, restricted the ways out, and caused water to pool in the quarry, which posed a threat to the camp.  But the orcs had actually set up their camp in a fairly clever way, using the quarry’s features to their advantage both for defense and for quality of life.  They’d cut a channel out that caused water to flow through their camp of rough huts, bringing water into the camp and also providing a means to flush out waste, the water pooling in an artificial lake on the south side of the quarry.  They’d also carved artificial caves into the west side of the quarry wall, which looked to be deeper than single rooms, forming an underground and highly defensible complex from which to operate.  They’d bored a hole in the side of the quarry that drained the lake into a nearby narrow ravine to prevent it from flooding the camp as well, showing some surprisingly advanced construction skills.  The quarry was where the men that originally built Dragonspear had quarried much of the stone, and over the decades, rain and runoff had filled the quarry with water to form a very deep artificial lake.  The orcs had built fortifications along the edges of the quarry, giving them defensive positions to fight off attackers, with ladders down into the quarry they could remove to take away an invaders’ easy means to get down onto the first level.  The camp was built in the center of the wide shallow area abutting the deeper tiers, just out of bow range on two sides, the deeper tiers behind it, and the fourth side where they had their heaviest defenses to prevent enemies from showering the camp with arrows.  The walls of the quarry formed a deterrent for anything trying to get in, unless they could easily handle a ten to fifteen foot fall, and then they’d have to cross a lot of open ground to reach the camp, time when the orcs would be able to loose arrows at them.  Once they were in, there was only one easy way out, and with the baby dragon here, that meant that it had them pinned in a bowl where it could fly over them and fry them, turning a liability into an advantage.  There were deeper tiers of the quarry at the edge of the camp that led both to the artificial lake and to the cave holding the infant dragon.

All in all, not a bad setup.  The orcs used the quarry’s defensive potential to the utmost, proving they weren’t stupid, making their quarry a surprisingly well-defended position that would be hard for most to take without suffering substantial casualties.

Fox resorted to his magical treasures to affect his entry into the camp.  He willed that the ring on his finger turn him invisible, and felt a cool sensation of magic wash over him as it responded.  Once he was comfortably invisible, he moved on silent feet past the orc sentries at the edge of the quarry, who defended the only easy way down onto the large and shallow first tier, descended the ramp, and then veered off their usual path to the camp to head straight for the edge of the tier.  He moved through the least traveled areas of the quarry as he worked his way down three tiers, having to sneak past five different roaming patrols of orcs armed with pikes and axes, then ghosted past the four orcs standing guard outside the gaping hole that angled sharply down into the ground, the cave the dragon was using as its abode.  The path down was wet, smooth, and slick, part of the defenses of the cave Fox reasoned, but he had little trouble navigating the treacherous passage to reach the bottom.  The natural cavern at the bottom was large and irregularly shaped, with several spurs off a main gallery, the border between the marble and the limestone apparent on the walls, which were illuminated by a large magical device sitting in the center of the cavern.  Boxes, trunks, bags, and other containers were stacked along the sides of the cavern, spoils from their raids on caravans, and the dragon itself was napping on a bed of loose coins in the back of the cavern, inside a large but shallow spur off the cavern, almost like a little nook that the dragon had converted into a den.

The dragon itself was diminutive but impressive.  It was just a baby as dragons reckoned age, but that did not mean that it was stupid, nor did it make it any less dangerous.  Dragons were born knowing how to speak their own language, and were also born with some instinctual knowledge far beyond the norm for most other sentient species.  Some were even born capable of using magic beyond their breath weapon, and that was what made dragons so dangerous.  They were born knowing far more than most others, making a dragon right out of the egg a potentially dangerous creature because it wasn’t dumb.  This one was only about four feet long or so from nose to hindquarters with an additional six feet of tail, and came up to Fox’s shoulders if it was standing.  Its scales were a shimmering ruby color, with light tan scales along its belly, with the typical backswept horns and strong muzzle filled with sharp teeth common in red dragons.


The dragon opened its amber eyes and lifted its head, sniffing cautiously at the air.  The magic hiding Fox did nothing to hide his scent, and the dragon was catching it in the air of the cave.  It stood up quickly and stepped down off its bed of loose coins, metallic jingling sounds echoing off the irregular walls of the cave, and Fox decided that there was no need for stealth at this point.  He canceled the magic of his ring and let the dragon see him, sitting cross-legged on a large trunk sitting with some other furniture not far from the dragon’s little den.  “And you must be the mysterious dragon of the moor,” he said in a conversational voice.


The dragon didn’t hesitate.  It skittered forward quickly, opened its maw and sucked in its breath, then unleashed a blast of fire right at him.  Fox just turned his head slightly as the raging inferno blasted over him, charring the wood of the furniture around him in the blink of an eye.  When the dragon finished, it blinked in surprise when the human wasn’t charred to a crisp, sitting completely unharmed on a burning trunk.


Fox brushed at some ash on his vest absently as he stood up.  “Come now, there’s no need to be uncivil,” he stated in a mellow voice, speaking the orcish language.  If the dragon was as intelligent as he suspected, it would have learned that language by now from its orcish servants.  “I’m here to talk, not to fight.”

The dragon narrowed its amber eyes, skittering several steps to the side, glancing at the angled tunnel that led outside…no doubt looking for its orc guardians.


“Oh, don’t blame the orcs, they couldn’t see me any more than you could,” Fox chuckled.  “My name is Fox.  Fox the Wanderer, some call me.  And you are?”


The dragon narrowed its eyes even more, its tail slashing back and forth behind it.  “The orcs named me Sirocco,” it replied, speaking orcish.  “I reason it’s as good a name as any.”


“Nice to meet you,” Fox said, sitting down on the floor in front of the burning furniture, a move that almost made the dragon lurch forward.  “I’m here to discuss the future of the moor, Sirocco, because things are going to change very soon.”


The dragon didn’t lunge for the attack, though the tip of its tail was twitching almost eagerly.  It instead stalked forward, keeping its eyes on him, and then sat down on the floor when it was about ten paces from him.  “You come from the human army that my orcs say has set up at the old ruins.”


“That’s right,” he nodded.  “It’s my army, truth be told.  I’ve decided to retire from my life of wandering, and I’ve chosen Dragonspear as the place where I’m settling down.  I intend to rebuild the keep and sweep the bandits and raiders out of the western side of the moor to make travel along the road safe.  Naturally, this does concern you, given I see some plunder from those very caravans in this cave,” he noted dryly, glancing around.  “But I’m not an unreasonable man, young dragon.  I avoid fights that don’t have to be fought, and in your rather special case, I’d much prefer to negotiate a peaceful settlement.  I’d lose many men trying to clear you out of this quarry.  I’d win the fight, but in the end, a lot of orcs and a lot of my men would get killed, you’d either be killed or lose your hoard escaping, and it would all be rather pointless.  So, I’m here to offer a mutually beneficial alternative to getting my men and your orcs killed.”

“You presume much to think you can kill me so easily,” it said arrogantly.


“Truth is never a presumption, dragon,” he replied calmly.  “I have a thousand fighting men, a Halruuan archmage leading a group of wizards and clerics, three stone golems, a cadre of Rangers, and I have aerial mounts that can see everything on the moor.  Between my men and that kind of magic, look me in the eye and deny that I can’t take this quarry.”


The dragon narrowed its eyes again, but said nothing.


“But I’d rather not fight you, Sirocco.  As far as I’m concerned, you being here is something of a boon to me, not a problem.”


“What do you mean?” it asked, hissing a bit.


“I’m going to need something powerful to hold the moor once I clear out most of the undesirables, one that would prefer living within the moor,” he replied.  “That something powerful could be you.  As I clear the moor, I’ll leave your orcs and you alone, and once we have it cleared of most groups that could oppose you, I’ll give the moor and all its territory to you.  All I want in return is access to two sites on the moor to quarry stone for my construction project.  It will require your orcs to stop raiding caravans along the road, of course,” he said easily.  “And one of the quarry sites is right here, so I’d have to ask you to move your lair.  But in exchange for your cooperation and your restraint, I’ll give you equipment for your orcs and supplies you’ll need to hold the moor against the goblinoids that will try to move in once the moor is clear, and I’ll also pay you in gold for your assistance in holding this territory against invasion.  I’ll handle keeping our enemies out of the territory to the west, south, and north, you handle keeping invaders out of the moor to the east.  As long as your orcs don’t attack caravans and try to raid villages, I’ll give them and you complete freedom within the moor to do as you will, weapons and equipment to hold your territory, and gold.  The alternative, I fear, is I march in here with my army and my magicians and wipe out your orcs and force you to abandon what you’ve managed to build here for yourself and start over,” he said soberly, staring the baby dragon in the eyes.  “That is my deal, Sirocco.  It’s mutually beneficial.  I gain a powerful ally to help me hold the moor against goblinoids that try to invade once the moor is clear, and you gain control of the entire moor, payments of gold for your assistance, as well as a trading partner to help you get what you need without having to resort to raiding and plundering.  Take your time and think about it.  I’m sure that after you do, you’ll find that my deal benefits you as much as it benefits me.”

“An interesting deal, but what’s to stop me from killing you here and now?  Without you, the humans at the ruins will have no reason to be here,” it said in a low hiss, standing up and crouching down a bit.


“You may certainly try, Sirocco,” he replied calmly, not even twitching.  “But I’d rather not fight a potential ally.  It tends to create bad blood that can fester later on.  But, if you really want to fight, I guess we’d have to observe the ancient forms of challenge.  I have no desire to kill you, even if you force me to fight.”


“You know much of my kind, human,” the infant dragon said in a low voice, stepping to the side slowly.  Fox heard the faint scraping of boots on rock, as the dragon’s orcs tried to sneak down the passageway and into the cave.

“I’ve had dealings with red dragons in the past, so yes, I do know of your traditions,” he replied, making no indication he was aware of the orcs trying to sneak into the cave behind him.  He heard four sets of boots advancing from the cave mouth, trying to move quietly.  The dragon did a good job of not glancing at the orcs, keeping his attention squarely on it, trying to give its orcs a chance to get close to him.  That was why it was moving, slowly stalking side to side, to keep his attention fixated on it.  This was a smart dragon, and was impressively experienced for its young age.  “If this becomes a challenge, Sirocco, then we must have terms.”

“Terms?  My terms are, you die,” it retorted with a narrow-eyed hiss.


“And mine are that you accept my deal,” he replied.  “But it doesn’t have to come to that.  I’m sure if you take a few days and consider my proposal, you’ll find it to be a good one.”


“Why should I put myself under the rule of another when I can rule it all myself?” it stated arrogantly.
Fox heard the sudden flurry of footsteps, but didn’t react until the absolute last possible second.  The orc that ran around the burning furniture behind him and tried to brain him with a mace was bringing its weapon down at his head with both hands before Fox moved, and when he did, he moved like a viper.  He slipped backwards, the mace head nearly hitting him on the rump as it slammed into the rock, then he put a hand down as he rolled over his shoulders and spun all the way around on his hand, his feet sweeping the ankles of the orc out from under him.  The orc squealed breathlessly when it landed on his back and the back of his head, the mace flying into the air.  Fox snapped back onto his feet and squared off against the other three orcs, shocking the orc that attacked him with an axe by using his bare hand to parry the heavy overhanded chop, smacking the single-headed axe to the side harmlessly.  That orc doubled over wheezing when Fox planted his boot in his belly after parrying the blow, then he crumpled to the floor when that same foot then kicked him in the temple after he doubled over.  He whirled on the other two orcs, who were charging him as the dragon maneuvered to get behind him.  He engaged both orcs without hesitation, and within two seconds, the orcs were in serious trouble.  They attacked him independently of each other, allowing him to deal with the first one by evading his heavy axe chop with ease, step around him, then evade the second orc’s attack, putting both of them out of position.  He pushed the orc he’d sidestepped forward, making it stagger and nearly fall, then struck the orc’s hand holding his axe with lightning-fast motion, causing the hand to flinch and go numb for a split second.  That was all it took for Fox to knock the axe out of his hand with another strike from his open hand, then his other hand struck him just under his raised arm, along the ribs, with enough force to make the orc stagger to the side.  That pulled him right into Fox’s booted foot when he kicked him dead in the face, the top arch of Fox’s foot and ankle smashing right into the bridge of the orc’s wide snout, snapping his head back.  As he fell, Fox put a hand to his chain, whipping it out to the side as he turned away from the sudden lunge from the baby dragon.  The dragon’s claws passed barely a whisker past Fox’s chin as he evaded the attack, leaning back and away and causing the pouncing dragon to completely miss him.  He snapped his chain out as he spun away, and the dragon squealed in surprise and pain when the weighted end wrapped around its back leg and pulled taut, yanking it out of its path.

Fox spun on a planted foot and pulled the dragon with him at the end of the chain, whipping it around in a wide circle, then released the tension on the chain.  That caused it to come free of the baby dragon’s leg, and it gave a keen of surprise as the orc he’d pushed gave a scream of fear just as the dragon collided with it, sending both of them crashing to the ground.  Fox took a step back and brought the chain into play as the orc he’d swept regained his feet, holding a rusty short sword, but the orc’s small eyes were on the two whirling ends of the chain as Fox spun them to each side of his body.  The orc had never seen a weapon like that before, but the business ends of the chain and their potential to deliver punishing blows were not lost to it.


The chain was the perfect weapon for Fox the Wanderer, and it was by far his most preferred one.  It was a weapon that only killed when Fox intended it, a weapon that could trip, entangle, foul, ensnare as well as deliver numbing, crushing blows, acting as a defensive weapon until Fox made the conscious choice to use it to its full lethal intent.  For a warrior who would fight but often preferred not to kill, for a man needing a weapon with multiple uses, it was perfect.  The orc saw one of those other uses as it nimbly evaded one of the lashing ends of the chain and tried to stab Fox in the chest, but the blade was turned aside by the chain-wrapped right hand of Fox the Wanderer, using the chain like a shield to protect his hand from injury as he parried the blow.  Fox slithered aside and whipped the other end down to wrap around the orc’s feet, then he yanked it off its feet once again with a solid jerk on the weapon even as he pivoted away.  The orc rolled away before the end of the chain could hit it in the head, proving that this orc had more fighting skill than his companions, regaining his feet.  Fox advanced on it confidently as the greenish-skinned goblinoid made a tentative thrust with his short sword, hitting nothing but empty air, then slashed its edge lightly towards Fox’s shoulder, proving that he understood the weapon could be used for more than just stabbing, as it was designed.  Fox parried the slice with the chain, pushed the arm more to put the orc off balance, then nearly pirouetted and lifted a knee into the orc’s side, right at the base of the ribs.  The orc wheezed and hunched over, staggering to the side, then his head snapped back when the warrior reversed his momentum and spun a full circle, and when he came back around, the sole of his boot was head-high and screaming around his body with tremendous force to collide with the orc’s head.  The blow would have knocked out most people, but the tough orc managed to hold his feet, staggering and swaying woozily, proving that though he was still standing, he was effectively defenseless.  Fox gave him an assessing look, then put a hand out and gently pushed, making the orc keel over and fall backwards, where he stayed.

Fox stalked towards the dragon calmly, not even breaking stride when he whipped the chain over his head and brought it straight down to his side.  The first orc he’d kicked in the head had managed to get to his hands and feet, but then the weighted end of the chain struck him right at the base of his skull, and he collapsed like a sack of meal.

Fox rotated on one foot and set them, one end of the chain spinning to his left as the dragon managed to get back on its feet, ignoring the still form of the orc into which he’d been thrown, who lay with one arm at an unnatural angle and with blood oozing out from around the jagged splintered end of a pinkish bone just under the elbow.  The dragon reared its head back, then blasted Fox with another hellish cone of intense flame.  Fox simply surged forward right through the fire, taking advantage of the dragon’s reflexive reaction to seeing a lone man take out its orc servants and surprise it by scoring the first blow against it, falling back on its instincts to use its most powerful weapon.  That showed that while the dragon was smart, it still had much to learn.  The dragon’s eyes widened as Fox came out of the fire with a resolute expression, then it staggered to the side woozily when the weighted end of the chain hit it right on the side of the head, just behind the eye and under its right horn, striking from far outside Fox’s reach as he played the chain out to the very end and used the entire ten feet of length to his advantage.  Fox did not hesitate, he dashed forward in that fleeting moment when the dragon was recovering from the blow, slithered aside as the dragon tried to rake him with its claws, then spun and elbowed the dragon in the upper neck, making it hiss in pain.  The dragon tried to bite him, but its jaws snapped on nothing but shifting air as the lithe human ghosted out of reach with a quick lean backwards, the jaws snapping shut barely a foot from Fox’s chin.  Fox simply leaned back to a vertical base and struck the dragon on the side of its jaw as it tried to retract its head and neck from reach, making it shudder and turn, and that turn told Fox what was coming.  He saw the tail whip around its body with blazing speed, and he ducked down so low that his chin nearly hit the floor and let the tail whiz by just over his back, nearly catching his braid.  The dragon skittered forward and managed to avoid a lash from Fox’s chain, spinning in a full circle, the jaws of the dragon lancing forward as it spun and trying to snap shut over his upper leg and hip.  Fox disabused it of that idea by snapping out his foot and meeting the dragon’s head halfway, the sole of his boot striking it just over its upper jaw, right on the nostrils, making its head jerk sideways.  The links of his chain then whipped around the dragon’s maw and pulled tight, clamping its jaws shut and giving him a hold on the beast.  It tried to rear back to yank Fox forward and off his feet, but the baby dragon was nearly shocked when it pulled the chain taut and found that its head rebounded a bit rather than Fox being pulled off his feet by the strong creature.  Fox yanked on the chain, knocking the dragon a little off balance, then he himself was staggered back when the dragon snapped open its wing, striking him in the arms and shoulder and pushing him back.  He hadn’t expected such a young dragon to think of a move like that, and he paid for it by losing his tension on the chain.  The dragon quickly wrestled it off its muzzle, then turned and lunged at him with its jaws open and leading, trying to bite his head off.


That was the worst mistake it could have made.  Fox’s feet slid to a stop even as he twisted aside and under that lunge, a lunge that tilted the dragon’s head enough to break its line of sight, and that meant it couldn’t react to what was coming.  Fox set his feet, found his foundation, then flowed upwards and away from that anchor with his entire body as the dragon’s body hurtled towards him.  It was a deceptively slow move as the Eastern-trained warrior seemed to flow from his set foot and forward with grace and elegance, extending his right hand palm out and hand open.  He then focused all his power in the heel of his right hand and pushed it forward and slightly upward, and struck the dragon right at the base of its neck, where its shoulder met its long neck.


The dragon’s body shuddered and rebounded away from that hand as its momentum was instantly reversed, then it was lifted up off the ground and was carried along by the deceivingly slow motion, its long body folding around the warrior’s hand even as the air was blasting out of its lungs.  Its heavy body found itself being struck by something utterly irresistible, with tremendous power despite the seeming slowness of the motion and execution.  It was a move called the Stone Hand Strike, one of the exclusive techniques used by the monks of the Five Stars, a move that relied not on speed, but on momentum and the will to not be deterred from one’s path to strike through the opponent and deliver all that force into a single point.  It was best used against a charging opponent, so the opponent’s own momentum became his enemy, allowing the monk to exert tremendous force without expending his own energy.  The dragon didn’t have the weight or the strength to resist the sheer power of the move, most of that power supplied by the dragon’s own charging lunge.  The dragon was driven up and backwards as Fox carried through as if pushing the dragon until his hand came to a stop fully extended and over his head.  The dragon kept going, crashing onto a group of crates behind it some ten paces away, rolling through them in a tangle of wings and tail as it wheezed desperately, trying to find its breath after feeling like the willowy human warrior had dropped a boulder on it.

By the time it got its breath back, it found its forelegs were entangled by the chain, and the tip of a black-bladed katana glowing with a faint, pale blue radiance and causing a chill of cold where it was pressing against its muzzle, right below and between its eyes.  “Do you yield?” he asked the dragon in a calm voice, his eyes steady.


The dragon tried to move but found its front legs snared by the chain, the chain held by its end in the human warrior’s other hand, then lowered its head as the chisel tip of that sword started applying pressure.  “I yield!” it nearly squealed.


The weapon was removed so quickly it nearly startled the dragon, and it looked at the human with shocked eyes.  It had never believed that a single man could take out four orcs and defeat it so…easily.  The fight had barely lasted a minute, and in that minute, he had felled four orcs and put the dragon in a helpless position.


“Excellent,” Fox said, snapping his chain and loosening it, then pulling it free.  He folded it in half and hooked it back onto his bandolier after sheathing his sword, allowing the dragon to pant and wheeze to try to get its breath back, and no doubt thinking that Fox had torn off its foreleg where it was struck on the shoulder by the Stone Hand Strike.  “I would have much preferred avoiding that kind of foolishness, Sirocco, but at least now I think you have an idea that you’re not dealing with some common sellsword,” he said with quiet calm.  “And I won’t force you to accept my offer despite defeating you in a challenge.  I want you to enter into agreement with me of your own free will, Sirocco.  I’ll give you ten days to think about it.  Accept my offer and I’ll help you claim the moor as your territory, supply your orcs with weapons and equipment, and pay you in gold for your cooperation, and all I ask in return is you don’t allow your orcs to attack the human caravans or villages.  Decline my offer, and I’ll come back with my army and rout you.  Those are your options, and I think you’re wise enough to know which decision is the best one.”


He turned his back to the dragon and started walking away, but Sirocco didn’t attack his back.  It simply panted to get its breath back, no doubt still feeling the effects of being the victim of the Stone Hand Strike.  Fox had been on the receiving end of that attack many times, and it still made his chest ache to think about it.  He enacted the magic of his ring to fade into invisibility, and just in time, too.  The ruckus of his brief fight with Sirocco and his orcs had attracted attention, and a large throng of orc warriors were boiling down the tunnel to the outside.  Fox had to wait for a good twenty of them to rush down, then he made his way up and outside.  Instead of trying to sneak back through the camp, he loped the other way, centering himself and enacting his psionic ability, adjusting his weight.  His feet hit the surface of the quarry lake and did not sink, allowing him to lope lightly across the surface of the water as if it were solid ground.  He ran across the lake and vaulted up, landing on the edge of a tier overlooking the lake, then vaulted up two more tiers to reach the undefended side of the quarry, where the orcs allowed the lake to serve as a natural barrier to invasion.  Fox cancelled the magic of the ring as he reached the top and turned to look, and saw Sirocco the baby red dragon limping a bit as it came out of the cave.  It was barking harsh orders to its orcs as it reared up on its back legs and rubbed its injured shoulder with its other paw.

Sirocco was smart, but if it was too deeply seated in the instincts of a red dragon, then it might try to fight just because of the indignity of losing a challenge to him.  Reds were very vain, very arrogant, and when they were slighted, they were very vindictive.  Fox would have much preferred not fighting Sirocco, but the dragon had made that choice for him.  Now the dragon knew that Fox had beaten it in a fight, and that fact would either drive it to seek revenge, or if the dragon was smarter than most reds, it would see it as an opportunity.

Would Sirocco try to betray him?  Eventually.  After all, it was a red.  Eventually, the dragon would feel that it was in a position where it could attack Dragonspear and take it over from Fox.  But in the short term, the dragon would be far more useful as an ally than an enemy.  Even as young as it was, that baby dragon could easily hold the entire High Moor as its territory if its orcs were suitably armed and equipped.  It certainly seemed smart enough.  Sirocco would defend Dragonspear’s eastern approach without Fox having to do it himself, and as long as he kept his eyes on the dragon, they should be safe enough.


For now.


Several days passed without much incident, as Kallik continued to get the camp set up, and the work groups got things done.  As Fox expected, the two bandit camps had pulled up stakes and left, the smaller group heading north and the larger group heading south, and they did so without so much as peep.  The five hundred men that had trotted their horses down the road and back had certainly helped them come to that decision, for that was a force so overwhelming that not even both bandit camps together could have stood up to it.  So, they’d packed up and sought greener pastures.

Fox made sure they left his territory, thanks to Avill and the hippogryphs.  With the threat of the dragonne neutralized, they were now flying constant patrols over the moor, the forest to the west, and the road to the north and the south, and every time a rider returned, he or she brought a clear idea of what was going on out there.  Fox knew where every caravan was on the road, knew where his patrols were, and thanks to the riders, knew where every potential hostile was.  With those hippogryphs putting eyes in the sky for his people, they could see everything, and that made everyone feel much safer.

Kallik had gotten the walls of the warehouse up, and today they were thatching the frame on the roof as other work gangs started on the other buildings that would become a little temporary village.  They were going to build more warehouses, barracks for the mercenaries, festhalls and taverns for recreation, and shops for the artisans to start doing their work.  After all, the journeyman tradeskill workers performed much better with a roof over their heads.  The first building of that ilk Kallik raised was the smithy, which was very easy to build.  They’d brought the parts for a forge along with them, and the masons just had to build a furnace and put a roof over the work area.  The smithy was the most important of all the tradeskill buildings that they intended to raise, because it had immediate use and need since they had horses to shoe, weapons to maintain, and metal tools and supplies to make for the upcoming construction project.  It had taken Kallik’s master smith and his apprentices a week to get the forge built, and just a few hours ago, they’d finished the rough roof over the work area.  Ablor the smith had proclaimed it viable, and so they now had a smithy that was already hard at work.

Progress was being made in other areas as well.  The road to the coast was halfway through the forest, and what was more important, they’d received permission to cut that road.  There were some forest folk in that wood, mainly a small group of dryads, and the dryads had given his men permission to cut the road and build the harbor, as well as the right to harvest some lumber from the forest, in exchange for stopping the Orlumbor men from chopping down the entire forest as they seemed intent to do.  Fox had gone over there two days ago, and they’d already cut down most every tree within a mile of the coast, all the way from one end of the forest to the other.  At the rate they were chopping down trees, they would denude the entire forest within twenty years.  Fox would be going over there again today, because his hippogryph riders had spied an Orlumbor cog approaching from their island, and Fox would have to be there to deliver the news to them that the forest was no longer theirs to chop down.  Fox would sell them lumber, and he would also ration it so what they took for lumber wasn’t more than the forest could give.  The forest wouldn’t be providing anyone with wood if the Orlumbor shipbuilders chopped the entire forest down.

That, naturally, had put Sanver and Selena on alert.  They were preparing the men for a possible confrontation with Orlumbor soldiers, should the island nation take issue with the fact that Fox had claimed the forest as his own.  But, Fox had a few ideas about how to dissuade those men from coming over without having to commit men to fending them off, ideas he’d be discussing with Avill tomorrow.


Ships didn’t sail very well when men on hippogryphs were dropping glass containers of burning oil on them from high above, well out of crossbow and magic spell range.  Any ship that came over and moored might not last long enough to get those men back to Orlumbor.


 After dealing with Orlumbor and hearing back from Sirocco, Fox would be taking a fairly long trip.  He would be going to the independent cities of Scornubel, Elturel, and Baldur’s Gate, all the way down to the merchant nation of Amn, and then back up to Waterdeep, and he would be officially notifying the leaders of the city-states and the merchant nation of his borders and warning them that starting in spring next year, he would be charging every caravan that passed Dragonspear one gold piece per wagon as a toll to help pay for the soldiers that were keeping the road safe.  That gave the merchants plenty of time to hear about it and be ready for it, even the ones traveling from Westgate via their stops in Scornubel and Elturel.  There was little they could do about it, and he was sure that the merchants would be screaming bloody murder about the toll, but the only way they could make him stop was to go to war with him.  And he rather doubted that any of them would be willing to go that far this soon.  The merchants might be all for it, at least until they calmed down and realized that one gold piece per wagon was a pittance when compared to the idea that the road past the High Moor would be safe.  That stretch of road was the most dangerous part of any caravan trip between Waterdeep and points south.  Fox intended to go south first, meet with the four Grand Dukes and Grand Duchesses of Baldur’s Gate, meet with the town leaders in the closest city in Amn that could get his declaration to the merchant lords that ran the kingdom, inform the leaders of Scornubel and Elturel on his way back north, then he would return to Dragonspear and allow his wife to enact her magic spell of teleportation to transport them to Waterdeep and present his claim to Piergeiron, then have Karra return them home.  He was using magic for that leg of the journey because he wasn’t sure what kind of a reception he would receive there, and he didn’t want to be a lone figure on the road on the return trip…which would be an inviting target to anyone in Waterdeep that he might be offending over his claim.  It would be a nice trip, and he was looking forward to a bit of travel after nearly a tenday of being in the same place.  Even though he was settling down, felt the wear of over a century of rarely sleeping in the same place two nights in a row, a part of Fox would always be the Wanderer.  He saw Dragonspear as merely a convenient place to call home when he wasn’t off exploring some newly discovered ruin or delving some long-lost dungeon.

News from Waterdeep had been mostly good.  Verex had said that the first supply caravan would arrive in three days after he reached Dragonspear, and they had arrived exactly on time.  There would be a resupply caravan arriving every five days filled mainly with foodstocks and additional supplies now that half of the wagons they’d used to bring their goods to Dragonspear had been emptied and returned to Waterdeep, leaving only the wagons they’d need to do their work.  Those wagons belonged to the Golden Hawk Trading Company, and Verex would be using them to resupply the expedition until they got the harbor built.  Every five days, new supplies of food and supplies, as well as the spell components Karra requested, would be arriving, along with the occasional new hireling that heard of the Dragonspear expedition and had come to find work.  Fox had hired an additional 57 fighting men, two clerics, and another wizard thanks to those caravans, and had also gotten quite a few more artisans and people looking to make money off those artisans.  A small cluster of tents of people looking to make money off the expedition had sprung up outside the camp, since Fox wouldn’t allow them into the encampment, men and women looking to sell ale, trinkets, and other things to the expedition

Karra had certainly solved her problem with the tent.  She had used magic to raise a small cottage of stone in their temporary city, what looked like a cozy little two room abode that was blatantly magical in construction since it was made of stone pulled up from the ground.  Once it was raised, she cast magical protections around it, then she moved the door to her permanent extradimensional palace into the cottage, removing it from Saja’s tower.  It gave them someplace nice to live as they built the citadel, and gave Karra that all-important place to take a bath without attracting an audience.

It also gave her access to her tower back in Halruua and allowed her apprentices to come to Dragonspear.  She had three of her Halruuan apprentices here now to help, one of her senior apprentices and two of her juniors, brought through the palace from Halruua to Dragonspear.  The senior apprentice was far more educated in magic than the wizards who were already here, Fox had come to learn.  She had also started drawing on the supplies and resources in her tower, and was also going back to Halruua to do some shopping.  It seemed that every evening, she was making traditional Halruuan dishes with food bought right from the markets from the town near her tower.  Though Karra was moving up here to be with her husband, she was making it clear that she was holding to her duties to her tower and her roots as a Halruuan.  She would be splitting her time between Dragonspear and her tower, living with her husband but “working” from her tower in Halruua, using her extradimensional palace as an easy and convenient means of moving back and forth between them.

Fox finished his morning lessons with his young acolytes, starting to teach them the basics of the Five Star style by starting them on the fundamentals of meditation, then met with Kallik and Selena for breakfast, where they gave him an idea of what would be happening that day.  Karra joined them more often than not, and had joined them that morning, listening in as they ate at the long tables under makeshift canvas roofs that served as the mess area for the expedition.


“I heard ye be sendin’ out the first major sortie out into the moor today,” Kallik grunted before taking a large bite out of a piece of bread.


Fox nodded as Sanver joined them, setting his tray down beside Selena.  Fox had noticed that Sanver had taken something of a liking to the gold elf woman, and Selena worked very hard to pretend that she didn’t like him in return.  “Yes, we’ll be starting our action against the hobgoblins at the granite quarry today, now that we’ve secured the route from here to there,” Selena replied.  “I’m sending four hundred men in, which is more than double the number of hobgoblins in the quarry.  But they’re not going to just charge in.  They’re going to set up along that northern ridge and hold it while Mistress Karra helps us out.”

“I’ll be sending Auron with my apprentice Evelara to use against the hobgoblins,” she told them.  “The hobgoblins have no means to do the golem any harm, so I will simply tell him to go with my apprentice and obey her.  Evelara has commanded my golems before, so she has the education to know how to command them properly.  Undoubtedly, she will order him to assume his full dragon size and attack the hobgoblins and demolish the camp.  Once the camp is completely destroyed and the hobgoblins demoralized and debilitated, then Selena’s men will advance to push the hobgoblins that refuse to flee out of the quarry.  Best the hobgoblins attack that which they cannot harm than put our own men in danger.”


“Well thought out,” Sanver nodded as he picked up his spoon, a bowl of porridge before him, something of a staple for expedition camps.  “Wait, full dragon size?”


“Auron is different from Maro and Karo,” she replied with a slight smile.  “He can enlarge to the size of an adult dragon on command, and can also breathe fire as a red dragon does.  Evelara can use Auron to flatten the hobgoblin encampment without putting a single one of our men in jeopardy.”


“Evelara…the tall, pretty Halruuan girl with the topaz gem in her forehead?”


Selena gave Sanver a slightly caustic, fleeting glance at hearing him call Evelara pretty.

“That is her,” Karra nodded.  “She earned her topaz just last year.  She’s still quite proud of it.”


“Someday you’ll have to explain to us non-Halruuans what that means,” Sanver smiled.


“I would be happy to do so, Sanver.  It’s not all that difficult.”


“The scouts say that that Orlumbor ship will reach the coast sometime this afternoon, Master Fox.  Didn’t you say you were going out there to meet it?”


“I am,” he replied.


“And not alone,” Karra added in her gentle voice.  “I’ve let him run around and get into trouble too long.  That is why I’m sending Evelara with Selena to command Auron.  I will be going with my husband to the coast.”


Selena laughed as Kallik and Sanver grinned.  “Still in the doghouse over confrontin’ that dragon alone, are ye?” Kallik asked with a sly look.


“She fully understood why I had to go alone,” he replied defensively.


“Yes, in that narrow case, he was in the right,” she agreed.  “But I know my husband well, good Kallik.  I must rein him in now before he gets too many wild notions.”


“So you think, dear heart,” Fox grinned at her.


After breakfast, the expedition to the coast assembled. Fox wasn’t going to be confronting the Orlumbor men alone.  He had 60 men at the coast, at the cove where they were going to build their harbor, the advance force awaiting the arrival of the road builders.  He, his wife, and her two golems would be joining them today, which was a significant show of force for the Orlumbor lumberjacks to impress upon them Fox’s seriousness.  It was about seven leagues to the coast from Dragonspear, a day’s journey for a wagon or a man on foot, but about half a day for a horse that could use a road for more than half of it.  That, however, wasn’t how they were going to travel.  Quite a few people were more than a little curious when Karra carried a rolled-up carpet out of their cottage and spread it over the ground, a fairly good-sized rug that had enough room for eight people to stand on it.  She then cast a spell on both her golems that made them shrink to a quarter of their size, and then she stepped gracefully onto the carpet and seated herself demurely as the two small stone dragons laid down behind her.  She patted the carpet with an imperious look at Fox, who laughed and stepped onto the Calishite carpet and seated himself.  “Anju abi!” Karra commanded, and the watching men and women gasped when the carpet lifted off the ground.


Karra owned quite a few magical treasures of her own, and few were more useful than her flying carpet, at least for what they were going to be doing.  The carpet was a gift from Zarra Khan, who had made it himself, so Karra rather treasured it as more than just a useful magical object.  The construction and enchantment of magical carpets was something of a tradition in his family of magicians, who had moved from Calimsham to Halruua when Zarra Khan was a young boy, after his family fell out of favor with the ruling Pasha of Calimsham 

Flying carpets were something of a status symbol in Halruua.  Most Halruuan magicians worked hard to either buy one or make one of their own, because a Halruuan mage with a magic carpet had made it, according to their own social status.  Making your own carpet was entirely acceptable, but most Halruuans preferred a Calimsham flying carpet because of their quality and beauty.  Those without carpets coveted and schemed and plotted to get one, those with carpets weren’t above showing off with them quite a little bit to advertise to all of Halruua that they had one.  That, in a way, was why Zarra Khan’s family had done so well in Halruua after fleeing there from Calimsham, because they knew the magical formulas and spells to make Calimsham flying carpets, which were among the most coveted by Halruuans for their beauty.  His family had made quite a tidy fortune for themselves making carpets in the traditional style, then enchanting them to fly.  Most didn’t know it, but Zarra Khan was among one of the most experienced weavers and carpet makers in Faerun on top of being an exceptionally learned wizard.  Zarra Khan had made Karra’s carpet for her from scratch, weaving the carpet by hand from only the finest materials, and then enchanting it with the magic to make it fly.

And…that was one reason why Zarra Khan was a lich.  The permanent enchantment of magical items took its toll on the magicians performing the enchantments, and he, as well as his parents and sister, had literally enchanted themselves to death making magic carpets and other magical objects.  After the toll of performing so many enchantments had started to ravage his body beyond the ability of restorative magic to repair, he had decided that he wasn’t ready to die, so he spent his remaining lifetime researching and performing the magicks that made him undead.  And as a lich, he had found that he could enchant objects without the magic permanently doing harm to his health...because he was undead and no longer had any.  In a weird way, Zarra Khan was happier as a lich than he had been in life, because it unshackled him from the weaknesses of his old living body and allowed him to pursue the study of magic without worry of what it would do to his health.

That was a fate that all magicians skilled in the arts of enchantment kept firmly in mind when they constructed magical objects, and Karra was no exception.  She had spent quite a few years and much effort researching magic and procuring magical potions, draughts, and items that retained her vigor and her health to offset the debilitating demands that performing permanent enchantment had placed on her body.  Without that magic, Karra would be a weak, feeble, aged woman, too weak to use her magic and most likely would be bedridden because of the number of powerful permanent magical objects she had created over her lifetime.  The more powerful the object enchanted, the more stress it placed on the body of the magician enchanting it, and the more permanent damage it did to the mage when it was complete.  In addition to seeking out magic to restore and retain her health and vigor, she had been seeking out magic to extend her lifespan…because of Fox.  She had devoted much of her magical studies after meeting him to extending her life so she could stay alive to wait Fox out and make him marry her.  In her case, she had found that magic and used it to retain her health and extend her life before the magic she performed permanently damaged her, where Zarra Khan had not been so lucky.  For Zarra Khan, lichdom was his only option to remain in the world and continue his studies. 


Any mage of Karra’s capability spent half his or her time studying magic, and the other half researching and pursuing the means to keep her body young, healthy, and strong to withstand the demands that using that magic put on the body, particularly for a magician so experienced in the skills of enchantment as Karra was.  It was why the Red Wizards of Thay had not given up on trying to capture him after over a century, because what had happened to Fox was close to their wildest dream and ambition. Fox’s extended lifespan and the youthful vigor it brought was the best case scenario for a magician seeking to prevent the ravages of time and magic on his body.

The carpet got them to the cove in less than an hour, when it would usually take most of the day to get there on foot or on horseback.  The cove garrison had made themselves a nice orderly camp with all the supplies they needed.  They’d built some formidable fortifications around their tents, and a rough pavilion-style thatched roof had been built under which were mess tables, where casks of ale were sitting on stands to provide more than just a place to eat off the ground for the men.


The men stared a bit as the carpet landed by their eating area, and Fox stood up and helped Karra back to her feet.  “Piklon,” he called, and almost immediately, an almost shockingly young Daleman, a native of Daggerdale, hurried forward.  He barely looked old enough to shave, but Piklon was a very good fighter, he was very smart, and he had earned the respect of the men under his command.  He was a baby-faced young man with pale blond hair, ice gray eyes, and a willowy build that made him look like he would struggle to wear his mail hauberk and carry his bastard sword.  But looks could be deceiving, because that whip-thin young man was strong as a bull ox, nimble on his feet, and what was most important, he made smart decisions when under pressure.  That was the best quality in a leader of men.

“That’s one way to show up, Master Fox,” Piklon called with a laugh as he approached.  “I got the message from Avill, that we’ll be seeing an Orlumbor ship sometime later today.  I’ve already got the scouts out watching the coastline.”


“Good man,” he nodded.  “When the time comes, I’ll be the one dealing with them.  I just want your men to be visible so the Orlumbor men see that we mean business.”


“So, you want us to look menacing?”


“Only a little,” he replied lightly.  “You’ll also be getting three hippogryphs of your own sometime today,” he added.  “Avill has trained riders for them that are at least good enough, so you’ll have aerial scouts of your own as well as someone that can get a message back to the main camp quickly.”


“That’s good to hear,” he said with a smile and a nod.  “So, any chance we’ll get to learn to ride them?”


Fox laughed.  “Everyone’s been asking me that.  The answer is yes.  You might have to wait a little while, but if you want to learn how to ride a hippogryph, just tell Avill.  He’ll put you on the schedule.  Just be warned, there’s already something of a waiting list for it.  Avill only has ten men that can train riders, and most of them have been the ones riding scout for us.  But now that we have enough of our own men trained enough not to kill themselves, they’ll be able to do what they were hired to do, train us in how to ride them.”


“We have all summer, Master Fox,” Piklon said easily as Karra rolled up her magical carpet, then put it in the stony paws of one of her golems, which had been restored to full size.  It would be the golem’s sole duty to guard that carpet while they were here.  “And that is quite an interesting magical item, Mistress Karra,” he told her.

“It was made by a dear friend of mine,” she replied with a smile.  “Maro, stay here, and guard the carpet I gave to you,” she ordered the golem.


Since they had little to do but to wait, Fox spent the time at the advance garrison listening to the dwarf architect that Kallik had dispatched to build the harbor show him their progress, a rather young dwarf woman named Grennit.  She was a dwarf with experience building docks and quays, having built docks on the rivers at Neverwinter and Silverymoon, and she and her work gang of 20 men and dwarves had already done some of the required work.  They’d made pilings from trees they’d cut down and had started setting them in the sand of the beach, starting to build the dock and boardwalk upon which the warehouse would set.  Grennit was a young woman with softer features than most dwarven women, a stout but curvy body, large brown eyes, and long dark brown hair she had tied into a tail behind her head.  She was so young she had yet to start growing a beard, which was normal for dwarven women, but Kallik spoke highly of her skill as an architect.  Though she was young as dwarves reckoned such things, she had been apprenticed to Kallik for twenty years, and had learned so much from him that Kallik felt comfortable sending her out here to build the harbor.

“Once we get the pilin’s planted in the water, we can start buildin’ the dock,” she explained as she showed him the plans for it.  “Them’ll be the hard ones.  We be waitin’ for the boat that Verex promised us holdin’ the equipment we’ll need to drive the pilin’s, it’s comin’ down the coast from Waterdeep.  Once that gets here, we’re in business.”


“When’s it supposed to be here?”


“Two days,” she replied.  “We can get everythin’ else planted but those pilin’s.  We might even get some of the boardwalk up and start on the warehouse frame.  Not like we got much else to do,” she said, then she turned her head and spat.  “I’ve been keepin’ myself busy cuttin’ piles and boards, and I think we’ll be buildin’ the wall frames for the warehouse too.”

Fox was about to say something, but a sudden gust of wind made him look up.  The wind converged into a miniature vortex, and he could only chuckle, because that meant that Aeyalla was about to appear.  She did so just a few seconds later, shimmering into view within the little mini-tornado, which then dissipated.  She was wearing a diaphanous pair of baggy pants that cinched at her ankles, which did nothing to hide the skimpy undergarment that defended her modesty, and in what was fairly normal for her, she wore nothing else.  Djinn women rarely if ever covered their breasts, and if they did so, what covered them was usually see-through.  Grennit gawked a bit at the nine foot tall young lady, obviously young despite her height, slender and graceful and beautiful with her dark blue skin and dark purple hair.


“Aeyalla, what brings you by?” Fox asked as the tall Djinni looked in his direction.  The tip of her dark purple topknot, which was longer than she was tall, settled onto the ground behind her floating feet.


“Just seeing how things are going, Fox,” she replied.  “I haven’t talked to you or Karra in a few days.  Last I heard, you guys were on the road to Dragonspear.  Is this it?” she asked, looking around.  “I didn’t think it was on the coast.”


“No, this is where we’re building a harbor to get supplies to the citadel,” he answered.  “I’m glad to see you.”


“You must want me to do something,” she said in a slightly accusatory manner, which made Grennit chuckle.


“Not today,” he replied.  “What, I can’t be happy to see a friend?”


“Your kind of happy usually ends up making me work.”


“So paranoid,” Fox clucked, which made Karra laugh.


Aeyalla certainly caused a bit of a row among the men, but not in a bad way.  They certainly appreciated looking at her, since she was showing them far more than most other women did, and since she was so beautiful and the objects of their attention were so perky and well-formed, there was quite a bit of staring going on.  Aeyalla lapped up that kind of attention like a puppy with warm milk, however, she found it flattering, and she wasn’t above waggling the objects of the men’s attention a little bit, making them stare at her even harder.  Aeyalla was not shy.  Fox and Karra told her how much they’d accomplished so far, told her about their first contacts with the bandits, and Fox’s confrontation with the baby dragon.

“That sounds like it was a bit hairy,” Aeyalla said as he finished describing his short fight with the dragon.


“It was too young to be much of a threat,” he replied.  “If it was ten years older, it would have been too big for me to feel comfortable fighting like that.  I don’t think it had ever fought anyone face to face before that could fight back, it made too many simple mistakes, and that let me defeat it.  So, I gave it my offer, and it has two more days to decide what to do.”


“I can’t believe ye be willin’ to trust that dragon,” Grennit declared.


“I don’t trust it, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t broker a deal,” he replied.  “With the dragon holding the moor as its territory, it’ll defend it.  That means anyone crazy enough to try to cross the moor to get at Dragonspear will have to do it with the dragon and its orcs harassing them every step of the way.  Reds defend their territory, it’s instinct for them.  I’m not giving up anything I really care about, since the only things out on the moor I need are the stone quarries.  Sirocco gets a large territory to rule over, far larger than a dragon even ten times its age can usually claim, and I get someone to watch the eastern approaches to Dragonspear for me.”

“Until it betrays ye.”


“That’s always a possibility,” he agreed with a nod.  “But this dragon is a baby, and it’ll take it quite a while to be big enough to threaten Dragonspear.  And I’ll be keeping a close eye on it.”


“I still say it’d be smarter to kill it.”


“Killing people tends to make them unavailable later on, if I decide that it might be best to go talk to them, Grennit,” Fox chuckled.  “Besides, I’m a firm believer in giving everyone a fair chance, even dragons.  If I attacked everyone that modern society told me was evil and untrustworthy, I’d have killed quite a few people that didn’t deserve it.  Some of them are even my friends.”


Aeyalla stayed for nearly the entire day, either talking with Fox or with Karra, and gaining quite a few not-so-subtle admirers…which was probably half the reason she stayed so long, Fox suspected.  She was a young lady among her people, and young ladies liked to be fawned over by men.  She was still there when one of the scouts rode back and declared that the Orlumbor ship was approaching the coast, heading for another cove about a league to the south.  Within ten minutes, Fox was leading most of Piklon’s men out of the garrison, Karra riding a bit uncomfortably on a borrowed horse, riding sidesaddle in a saddle not designed for it.  Fox trotted easily with the horses as Aeyalla floated beside him, quizzing him about the politics of what was going on.  Fox explained everything as they moved, which she took in with a maturity that didn’t often show.  Aeyalla was young and a bit impulsive, but she was also very smart, and she was well educated by her father.  She got a firm grasp of the politics very quickly, at least once he explained why the Orlumbor men were cutting down the trees.  “You’re going to get pushback from the people buying those ships,” she reasoned.  “And it might get ugly.”


“I know,” he nodded as they came around a hook in the coast.  The shoreline was too rocky in most places to travel along the coast, so they were riding in the newly formed grassland between the shore and the forest, created by the Orlumbor men chopping down all the trees.  Rotting stumps made the travel not entirely easy, so the horses were spread well out so each horse and rider had good visibility.  “But look, Aeyalla.  Five years ago, there were trees just a hundred paces from the shoreline.  They’ve cut down thousands of them, and if they keep going like this, they’ll cut down the entire forest.  We need that wood, and we own this land now.  If they want the wood, they’ll either buy it from us at a rate that won’t destroy the forest, or they fight us for it.  Besides, if they’re that desperate, there’s another unclaimed forest south of the Trollfang Hills.  They can go cut that forest down, that forest isn’t mine.  It’s outside of my claimed territory.”

“How much further do they have to go to get to that wood?”


“A couple of days by boat,” he answered.  “Which is what I think they’ll do.  I doubt they’ll decide to pay for wood they believe should be free.  They’ll go down to the woods south and get that lumber.”


“You overlook something, dear heart.  The trolls we will rout from the forest north of the hills and the hills themselves will invariably move to those woods.”


“I’m not overlooking a thing,” he replied lightly, which made Aeyalla and Piklon laugh.


“Such a meanie,” Aeyalla grinned at him.


They reached the cove just as the cog from Orlumbor set anchor, and the men on the boat were watching the 40 men, stone golem, and Djinn warily as they approached the sandy beach at the center of the narrow but deep cove, one of the few beaches along the northern coast.  Piklon had his men hold at the edge of the beach but not dismount as a longboat was lowered from the cog.  Fox and Karra walked out onto the sand, her golem just behind her, as the longboat approached.  It held six men, four at the oars, one at the tiller, and one in the bow, who had the looks of an officer on the boat.  Fox helped pull the boat in on the sand, then helped the officer out of the boat.  “My thanks, stranger.  Now, what reason be there armed men in this deserted area?”

“This area is no longer deserted, sir,” Fox replied.  “Allow me to introduce myself.  I’m Fox, Fox the Wanderer, and this is my wife, Earth Mistress Karra of Halruua.  I’m here to deliver to you an official declaration for you to take back to your leaders on Orlumbor.”  He withdrew a written declaration and map from his bandolier, then offered it to the man.  “This forest and all land twenty leagues to the south and thirty leagues to the north is now claimed territory, claimed by me and my wife under the flag of the new territory of Dragonspear,” he stated calmly.  “That means that this forest is no longer open for cutting timber.  This land is claimed, and any attempt to harvest lumber from this forest without compensation will be considered an act of theft.”


“What?  Now wait just a minute!  This is open territory, owned by no one!“


“It used to be.  Not anymore,” Fox answered.  “This is now our land, and we will defend it against incursion.  I’m telling you right now, sir, that there are men garrisoned on the coast, and they will move to intervene if any lumber party tries to cut down any more trees without my written permission.  I heavily suggest that you take that map back to Orlumbor and warn your people that any landing party that comes ashore in our claimed territory without an agreement in place will be considered hostile, and will be treated as such.  If the leaders of Orlumbor want to negotiate such an agreement, they can arrange a meeting.  You can tell your leaders that they can drop off any proposals or offers to meet they may have at the garrison north of us.  My men will make sure I get them within a day of being delivered to them.”

The officer gave him a stricken look.  “Surely we can discuss this.  We can’t go back without any lumber!“


“To be honest, sir, you don’t have the authority to make any deals,” he replied.   “And I’m not going to be allowing any timber to be harvested until there are agreements in place between Dragonspear and Orlumbor.  So, I’ll have to ask you to return to your ship and deliver my message back to your island.”


The officer gave him a hot look, then looked past him to the 40 men, no doubt weighing his military options.  But common sense won out in the man’s mind, Fox could see.  Fox’s men were mounted and held the beach, they were armed with very visible bows and crossbows, and that meant that any attempt to land soldiers on the beach would be very, very dicey…maybe even suicidal.  It would be just slightly difficult for men to row longboats to shore under a storm of arrow fire.  There was also the very obvious mage and exotic Djinn among them, as well as the stone golem, to further bolster the side of the defenders.  “It’s too late for us to start back,” he said sullenly.


“Then feel free to moor in the cove until morning, but my men will be camping close by to make sure you stay on your ship,” Fox warned.


“And to ensure that nothing within the forest endangers your ship or your men during the night, I will arrange for magical light to be cast over this beach and your ship at all times during the night, so that you may be comforted in your safety from things that might try to move about in the dark,” Karra added with a subtle smile.

The man gave her a dirty look, no doubt considering sending a landing party after dark, then turned without saying a word and stomping back to his longboat.  The startled sailors in the boat were about to climb out to push the boat off, but Karra stepped forward.  “Karo, push their boat back into the water for them,” she ordered her stone golem.  “Be gentle, the boat is made of wood.  It will be quite fragile to you.”


The stone dragon ambled down to the boat, and as the wide-eyed sailors gawked at it, it pushed the boat off the beach and into the water.  The oarsmen extended the oars and started turning the boat around, then it started rowing back to the anchored vessel.


“Piklon, let’s set up camp back a bit from the beach.  We’ll need some fortifications,” Fox ordered.  “We’ll need to stay alert to a possible raiding party in the dead of night.”


“Aye, Master Fox,” the young warrior nodded.  “You staying the night?”


“I think Karra sort of committed us,” he chuckled.


“I’ll conjure you up a nice big tent,” Aeyalla offered.


“I thought you didn’t want to do any work, friend,” he teased, and quite a few men laughed when Aeyalla slapped him on the shoulder, very nearly knocking him down.


Piklon sent men back to the garrison to fetch camping equipment while the rest of them dug in about a hundred paces back from the beach, erecting very visible fortifications to the men watching from the boat, four of them using spyglasses.  The men returned with tents and food for the night just as the palisade and shallow trench were finished, the trench dug by Karra’s magic, then she cast several protections over the camp.  She made quite a show out of it for the men watching from the boat, making it abundantly clear that any attack on the camp during the night would have to face not just the soldiers’ steel, but her spells.


It wasn’t all that bad.  The night was crisp, the wind coming off the Sea of Swords was barely a breeze, and the night was overcast without rain, which made it both very dark and warmer than it would have been were it clear.   As Karra promised, she used her magic to light up the entire beach and ship, sending a brilliant orb of blazing light high into the air over the camp, which hung about a hundred feet in the air over the camp and lit up the entire area.  It was one of Zarra Khan’s unique spells which he’d taught to Karra, an orb of light that would last until dawn that he called the Starglobe.  Aeyalla stayed for quite a while and chatted with them, only going home when Fox and Karra retired to the tent she conjured for them, which was as lavish inside as it was large.  Thick, soft pillows littered the floor of the tent, which was itself covered with exotic carpets of Djinn design, and the bed she created for them was soft and warm.  Karra had used her magic to create a large brazier, which had hot coals in it to provide heat in the tent.  Even though it was spring, the nights that far north were very brisk, bordering on outright cold. 

“Now this is how a Halruuan lady should camp,” Karra said with a relaxed sigh as she sank into the thick feather-filled mattress.  The bed was covered with silk sheets and a warm quilted cover.  Karra was wearing a sheer silk nightgown that Aeyalla had conjured for her.

“Too bad it’ll all disappear around noon tomorrow,” Fox chuckled as he sat on the edge of the bed and started taking off his boots.  “But I have to say, Aeyalla certainly invests some creativity into her conjurations,” he added, sliding his hand over the intricately quilted bedspread.  “She always makes things much more aesthetic than they need to be.”

“She has the eye of an artist, and she’s a bit of a perfectionist,” Karra told him.  “If she’s going to make something, she’s going to make the best she can.”

“A good habit,” Fox said as he dropped his other boot on the thick carpet under his now bare feet.  He hung his weapon harness on the post of the bed, then Karra grinned at him when he flopped back on the bed beside her.  She rolled on her side and cuddled up to him a little, looking down at him with a gentle smile.  “Someday I’m going to have to take you out on a trip with me and show you what real camping is like,” he told her.


“No thank you.  A Halruuan lady does not sleep on the ground like a common cur,” she replied regally.


“I think some Halruuan ladies around here are way too full of themselves,” he accused.  She was about to retort, but she burst out laughing when his hands started tickling her sides.  He didn’t relent even when she started struggling, torturing her and no doubt making half the camp wonder what in blazes was going on in the tent with all Karra’s boisterous laughing.  “Husband!  Stop!  Stop!” she wheezed, struggling to get his hands off her sides.  “You are…making me wroth!”


“Oh, stop being so Halruuan and live a little!” he challenged, at least until the pillow she managed to grab in her struggles hit him dead in the face.  “Oh ho, that’s how it’s going to be,” he declared as he rolled back to the edge of the bed and picked up another pillow.

“Husband!  Do not!” she threatened, brandishing her pillow.


“Oh no, you made the rules, now live with them,” he retorted.


Few Halruuan archmages alive could say that they had a pillow fight in the last hundred years.  Fox always smiled a little inside when he managed to break down his wife’s regal, perhaps a little stuffy façade and make her have a little pointless, silly, childish fun, the kind of fun that Halruuan ladies were not supposed to have.  Halruuans were trained from an early age that fun was a silly and pointless pursuit, and Halruuan nobles like Karra and her family had the extra burden of having to behave with perfect manners every moment of every day when they were kids, until those stuffy habits were ingrained into them.  Karra was quite a rogue among her fellow Halruuans because Fox could make her drop her august mannerisms and behave like a six year old, though it often took a bit of prodding.  It was good for her, it brought variety and a little unpredictability into her otherwise highly organized and regimented life, as much as her steady temperament was good for him by reeling him some of his wilder and more impulsive notions.


The fight was epic, lasting nearly ten minutes, but it ended with Karra covering her face with her arms as Fox held her down on the bed and smacked the tortured pillow in his hands against her defenses.  “Husband!” she wheezed.  “You’re on my ribs!”


Fox laughed and tossed the pillow aside, then rewarded her for her defeat with a deep, lingering kiss once she moved her arms.  “I wonder whatever I’m going to do with my new prize,” Fox told her, looking down into her dark eyes with a gentle smile.


“I am not some trinket to be won,” she retorted with a playful look.


“Who said anything about winning you?  I’m talking about doing something entirely different,” he said, sliding a hand meaningfully up the side of her nightgown.

She gave him a smoldering look.  “I will cast a spell of silence around the walls of the tent,” she said urgently, then gave him the strangest look when he burst into laughter.


“So Halruuan,” he teased.

The Orlumbor cog’s crew caused no trouble during the night, and as Fox exited their tent at dawn the next morning, he and Piklon watched the ship weigh anchor and turn its bow towards the open sea, taking advantage of the receding tide.  They stayed in their camp until the ship was out of sight, and after a hot breakfast of porridge and Halruuan spiced blackbread made by Karra’s own hands—in quite a large quantity to feed so many men—the camp was packed up and the men returned to their garrison.  Maro still stood exactly where he’d been when Karra handed him the flying carpet and ordered him to guard it, had not moved an inch for that matter, but then moved to offer it to the Halruuan archmage when she ordered her golem to relinquish it to her.


While Karra prepared the carpet and the golems for their departure, Fox and Piklon moved to greet three men riding hippogryphs who were landing outside their fortifications.  Fox saw that two of the men were Sanver’s Silver Shields, and the third was one of the handlers Fox had hired to train them to ride the animals, a young tomboyish woman named Olian.  She was cute in a way that made it hard to tell if she was a young man or a young woman, with short black hair and slightly small but piercing gray eyes to complete the illusion, and she wore a baggy long-sleeve shirt and breeches that did well to conceal her feminine attributes…which weren’t all that impressive.  She was a bit flat-chested and narrow-hipped, and that let her pass as a boy with fairly good imitation.  “Master Fox, sorry we’re late,” she said in a very soft and feminine voice, which ruined her disguise.  “By the time we got everything organized and picked the hippogryphs to dispatch to the garrison, it was too late to make the trip.”


“Not a problem, Oli,” he replied.  “You staying over here?”


She nodded.  “I’m going to train the garrison soldiers,” she affirmed.  “Have they picked which ones are going to train?”


“All of us,” Piklon answered.  “And I’m at the front of the list, because I’m the lieutenant around here.”


Several men booed him, and threw a few things in his general direction.  That made both Fox and Olian laugh.  “Seriously, though, I want every man in this garrison able to ride a hippogryph, just in case they have to.”

“Sound thinking,” Fox agreed.  “I see Selena wasn’t being an idiot when she assigned command of the harbor garrison to you, Piklon.”


“Sure she was, Master Fox,” Piklon replied with a bright smile.  “Only a maniac would give me any sort of responsibility whatsoever.”


“What word from the quarry raiding party, Van?” Fox asked more seriously, turning to one of Sanver’s men, a middle-aged but tough, grizzled veteran mercenary named Vangred.  Quite a few of his men thought it was almost astounding that Fox had gone out of his way to learn as many names as he could, but what amazed them was that he remembered all those names.  Fox had learned long ago that men responded much better to a commander who knew their name, because it meant that the commander recognized them as a living being.  For that reason, he had spent most of the time at camp not working or training walking around talking to soldiers, laborers, wives, and children, learning names, and learning a little bit about people.

“The attack was a success beyond any measure of success, Master Fox,” Vangred answered.  “I was there, and ain’t never seen anything like it.  That Halruuan mage just set that bloody big stone dragon loose on the hobgoblins, and it annihilated them.  It stomped their camp flat in less than three minutes and killed nearly half of them. When the dragon killed their chief, the rest scattered deeper into the moor.  We never had a single man in danger, the golem did all the fighting,” he proclaimed.  “We moved in and set fire to the remains after taking anything the dragon didn’t crush that we could use, to make it clear to the hobgoblins that there’s no reason to come back.  The granite quarry is ours, Master Fox.”


“Outstanding,” Fox said with a nod.  “That’ll make the trip back to Dragonspear a much happier one.”

The golems were shrunk down and waiting on the carpet when Fox rejoined his wife, and then he took his place sitting beside her and they started back for Dragonspear.  Karra detoured them out over the ocean to check quickly to make sure that the Orlumbor ship was indeed on its way back to its island, and once they were certain of it—and making it very clear to the ship that they were being watched from the sky—they returned to the camp at the base of the ruins.  Fox sought out Selena as soon as they were back on the ground, and got a more detailed report from her about the attack on the quarry.  “It was almost ridiculously easy,” she told him as he walked with her on a loop around the perimeter, part of her morning ritual of checking the fortifications.  “I had no idea that that golem could expand to the size of an adult dragon.  It just stomped into the quarry and laid waste to the hobgoblins.  It was over in a matter of minutes,” she said as she nodded to one of her sergeants, who was preparing to climb up a lookout platform built just the day before.  “The hobgoblins never had a chance, though they did try to fight the golem.  That lasted about a minute,” she said with a snorting chuckle.  “After the hobgoblin chief was killed, the rest of them fell apart and fled.  We cleaned out their camp, burned what was left of it, and I have a unit of thirty men on that ridge overlooking the quarry keeping an eye on it.  Kallik wants me to secure the quarry while he has his men repair the old wagon track the original builders used to bring that stone to the site.  Once he has a road, he said he’ll be quarrying stone.”

“Excellent.  Send a garrison out to the quarry to hold it, Sel.”


“I already have a garrison dispatched, fifty men with full field gear,” she replied.  “And Sanver set up a patrol schedule for the road out to the quarry.”


“Hmm, it might be best to leave the golem at the quarry to scare anything that might come around into thinking twice,” Fox mused.


“It’s huge when it’s at full size, Father,” she chuckled.  “Actually, you should have it be full size and stand guard here.  That will let us pull more soldiers out of the main camp and hold our external assets.”


“That’s an idea,” he nodded.


After consulting with Kallik about where Auron could stand and not be in anyone’s way, Fox did exactly that.  He had Auron follow him out to the edge of the camp, then had it assume its full size…and even Fox was a bit startled.  He’d never actually seen Auron at its full size before, and he was indeed truly gigantic.  He had to be sixty feet long from nose to tail, the size of an adult red dragon, so large that it stood with its head over the lookout towers even when it was standing on all fours.  Fox had him sit on his haunches and gave him orders to stand guard, keeping an eye on the camp, and to move to assist if anything attacked the fortifications of the encampment, but not to actively attack unless given explicit orders to do so.  The result was the gigantic stone golem sitting sedately outside the fortifications at the northeast corner of the camp, its wings folded behind it and its head scanning back and forth endlessly as it kept an eye on the camp, its slow movement and its glowing eyes making it very clear that it wasn’t just some large sculpture.

It was a simple but effective move to further secure the camp from attack, because anyone thinking of assaulting Dragonspear would have to deal with the very visible, very large, and very intimidating stone golem.


Later that day, Fox was pulled from helping to build another lookout tower by Invia, who pointed up into the sky.  He looked up and saw what was obviously a dragon flying high over the edge of the moor, and even from that distance he saw that it was Sirocco.  Fox was a bit surprised that such a young dragon had learned how to fly, and fly very well, but then again, flight was its primary means of defense if its quarry was attacked, so it behooved the dragon to learn as quickly as possible.  Fox gave orders for no one to attack the dragon unless it attacked Fox, left the camp and went up to the ruins, climbed up onto the highest wall, and stood waiting.  Fox knew that dragons had raptor vision, and the baby dragon would easily be able to recognize him on the wall.  It spiraled in a descent, then flared its wings and landed on a high point of the ruins of the wall about ten paces from Fox.  The baby dragon folded its wings and sat on its haunches on what was once a crenellated battlement, but was now a loose pile of stones slightly higher than the rest of the top of the ruined wall.  “Sirocco,” Fox greeted with a nod.  “I take it you’ve made your decision?”

The infant dragon looked down at the camp.  “I have now,” it answered, pointing down at the camp with a clawed finger.  “Once my orcs spying on the hobgoblins saw that destroy their camp in a matter of moments.”  It looked back to him.  “Let us discuss the terms of this…agreement.”


“Outstanding,” Fox said, seating himself on the stone wall, sitting sedately cross-legged.  Sirocco climbed down the rocky pile and sat on its haunches just before him.  “I’ll equip your orcs with armor and weapons, both hand weapons and bows, I’ll give you and your orcs access to trade in case you want something you don’t already have, and I’ll pay you a sum of one thousand gold coins every spring equinox, to offset the loss of treasure due to your orcs no longer raiding caravans, and for you to expand and enrich your hoard,” he began.  “I’ll tell you where your rivals are on the moor using my aerial scouts, so you always know what’s out there and what your orcs may be up against when they move against rival bands in the moor.  We’ll coordinate so my men attack and destroy the northern camps, your orcs destroy the southern ones, and we’ll move out in a combined, coordinated sweep and drive all the other goblinoids, bandits, and raiders out of the western side of the moor.  Once we have control of the western side, we’ll hold off over the winter and let what’s left in the eastern side fight it out with the groups we drive out of your territory, and come spring, we’ll continue the offensive.  Once the entire moor is cleared, it’s your territory to rule over as you see fit.  I’ll honor your claim to the moor and keep my men out of it, except for the two stone quarries and roads leading from them to Dragonspear.  Next spring, you’ll move your lair to a new and secure location and give us access to the marble quarry.”

“Entirely unacceptable,” the baby dragon declared.  “But it’s a good point to begin negotiations.”


What ensued was nearly five hours of haggling, as the baby dragon proved to Fox that it was far, far smarter than most red dragons.  It was only eleven years old, it had admitted, but it had a firm grasp on the local political and military situations, was able to haggle and bargain with Fox over every point of his plan, and showed intellect beyond its years as it analyzed Fox’s proposals, picked them apart, and offered counter-proposals that not only benefited the dragon in the short term, but also in the long term.  This infant dragon thought like its kind much earlier than its kind took up that mindset, thinking like a creature that could live a thousand years, making moves now that would not show fruit until years, even decades down the road.  Fox was impressed by the baby dragon for its composure, but also for its intelligence.  It had showed surprising courage to come to Dragonspear alone and negotiate, to leave the safety and protection of its lair and meet Fox on his ground.

At sunset, Fox stood up, Sirocco reared up, and he shook the baby dragon’s forepaw in official agreement.  Sirocco had bargained supplies and sundries in addition to weapons and armor, had managed to bring Fox up to 1,500 gold coins in addition to 1,000 coins of silver, electrum, and copper per year in tribute—to physically expand the dragon’s hoard and make it feel larger was its excuse, but it also raised the yearly tribute up to 2,210 gold coin equivalent worth.  The rest of the agreement was more or less untouched, though the dragon did try to barter Fox into having his men attack the largest and most dangerous rival camps on the moor.  Fox managed to divide up the most difficult camps to clear evenly between them. 

The one point where Fox wasn’t able to move the baby dragon was over the marble quarry.  It had no intention of moving its lair from the quarry, but it did give Fox the right to quarry stone from the northwest side of the site, away from the orc camp and its lair.  Sirocco offered building a wall splitting the quarry between its side and Fox’s side to keep its orcs physically separate from Fox’s people, which would only further entrench the orcs behind stronger defenses if the wall was built.  Fox decided to simply give over on the quarry completely and leave it in Sirocco’s control and look for quality marble elsewhere.  There were other potential quarry sites on the north and western regions of the moor, as well as the unexplored Trollfang Hills to the south.  Kallik would be able to safely prospect once they consolidated their hold on the territory, and besides, he’d need the granite immediately, where he’d need the marble later.


“I will expect the coins and first shipment of supplies, arms, and equipment within ten days,” Sirocco declared, a bit arrogantly.


“The gold you’ll get tomorrow.  I’ll have to arrange to get the equipment and other coins, I don’t have that on hand,” Fox answered.  “I should have everything by the end of the month, as soon as I contact my man in Waterdeep and have him arrange to have it shipped to us.”


“Tolerable,” it sniffed.  “When do we begin moving against our rivals?”

“That’s entirely your decision,” he replied.  “You clear your side of the moor as you see fit.  Just ask, and we’ll send scouts out to tell you everything about a location you want to know.”


“I can do that myself,” it replied haughtily.


“I must say, I’m rather impressed that such a young dragon learned to fly so well,” he said appreciatively.  “Most red dragons don’t start flying until they’re much older.”


“I had good reason to learn as quickly as possible,” it answered with a steady gaze.  “I spent nearly two years constantly exercising my wings until they were strong enough to carry me.”


“Wise.  You are a very formidable dragon, Sirocco, and not just because you’re a dragon.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that you’re a lot smarter than any other red dragon I’ve met, and I’ve met a good number of them,” he elaborated, which made the baby red preen a little bit.  “And now, I just have to ask you a personal question.”


It gave him a curious look.


“Are you a male or a female?  It’s impossible to tell in a dragon your age.”


Sirocco actually laughed.  “I’m a male,” he answered.  “And you do know much about my kind.”


“Like I said, I’ve met a fair number of red dragons,” he said mildly.  “And you should return to the quarry before it gets too dark to fly safely.  Expect a wagon to arrive sometime late tomorrow afternoon holding the gold portion of your payment and some supplies and sundries you asked for that I can spare.  You’ll get the rest of it once I have it shipped from Waterdeep.”


“Acceptable,” Sirocco declared.  It advanced to the edge of the wall and spread its wings, then looked over its shoulder at him.  “I trust that if I return to your camp to discuss matters with you, I can do so safely?”

“I wouldn’t suggest just landing in the middle of camp, but I’ll hand down some orders.  You are welcome in the camp, Sirocco.  Just land outside it, make yourself known, then come in.”


Sirocco nodded, then he lunged out into empty space and dropped out of sight.  It returned to sight with a single downstroke of its wings, then started ascending even as it turned, heading back into the High Moor.


All in all, that went better than Fox expected.  Sirocco proved that he was fairly smart, which would only behoove Fox as the dragon commanded his orcs against the southern bands, but he showed some real insight in how he bargained.  Sirocco wanted the High Moor as its territory, to rule over a vast expanse of land, far more land than any dragon its young age had ever controlled before, which would feed the dragon’s already towering ego…and power, prominence, and the fearful respect it garnered were a really big deal to a red dragon.  Sirocco could get that vast territory with Fox’s help, so it was willing to enter into an alliance of convenience with Fox to get what it desired.  And later, after it saw the advantages of having access to trade goods via Dragonspear and the comforts it could provide, it just might hold the agreement rather than betray him.  He might rather enjoy having a trading partner that continued to keep his orc army well supplied as well as bring Sirocco treasures and comforts usually unattainable for a dragon as young as him.  Sirocco was a highly intelligent dragon, smarter than any other red Fox had met and smarter than some other dragons besides, and that actually bolstered Fox’s hope that the dragon wouldn’t betray him anytime soon.  So long as Sirocco saw gain in it for him to have the agreement with Fox, he wouldn’t break it.  He might push the terms of it, try to get away with things like having his orcs raid and pillage out of Fox’s sight, but he wouldn’t outright break the agreement.  In this case, the smarter Sirocco was, the more favorable it would be for him to maintain his alliance to Dragonspear…at least in the short term.  Sirocco might change his mind when Dragonspear was nearly built, and the idea of trying to attack a large and heavily defended fortress started looming large in the dragon’s dreams of power and control over everything, not just the moor.

But that was a problem for a later time, and one Fox was fully aware existed.  Time would tell what Sirocco decided to do.

Though he’d be an ally of convenience, still, having the dragon on his side might come in handy later on down the road.  Fox too thought in the long term rather than the short term, at least about the important things, and in the long term, having Sirocco on the moor securing the eastern approach to Dragonspear was a benefit for Fox the Wanderer.

Why?  Because he knew that eventually, the Red Wizards would come for him.  He had no doubt about that.  When they heard about him claiming Dragonspear, they’d come after him.  First they’d use stealth, guile, and cunning, and once that failed, they’d use brute force.  They’d either march an army all the way from Thay, or they’d hire every unscrupulous mercenary in the North and ally to as many goblinoid tribes as they could to raise an army on this side of the continent to march on Dragonspear and capture Fox the Wanderer.  And that was when Sirocco was going to come in very, very handy.


 Dragons were dangerous, they were arrogant, they were volatile, and reds in particular were highly untrustworthy, but even red dragons could be powerful allies if one was very careful to set things up so it was in the dragon’s best interest to cooperate.  Fox was setting things up so it was in Sirocco’s best interest to maintain his alliance with Dragonspear and defend the moor against invasion, and that was nothing but benefit to Fox.


It was one of the simplest tenets of the monks…never waste your own energy when you could have your honorable opponent waste his energy for your own benefit.
