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The Seekers stared at the fiery rock pillar, impressed by its vista. Suddenly, without warning, the entire immense cavern turned ebony dark. Vision became useless. The towering fire pillar appeared as a tiny match inside an infinite blackness; then followed the unmistakeable deafening sounds of powerful water vortexes. They were assailed by a downpour of driving rain. Fang screeched!

“Can anyone see what is happening? Gideon’s shouted, barely audible, over the vortex noise. “My light spells are useless in this darkness. Kilzadi? Neon? Anyone? 

“I have no powerful light spells ready” screamed Kilzadi.

“It’s impossible to light torches or lanterns” Neon yelled out.

“I cannot see” added Okul, “darkvision is useless”.

“Nor I” was Risca’s contribution.

Fang kept on screeching.

When the darkness first descended, the punitor remembered back when she was still a weak woman: “…all done my little Sparrow bird; some enchantments for your armor; rust proof and acid resistant and just for you I added a little bonus.” He held up her chain shirt.

“Oh Noristuor, you know it is Swan. I remind you and I remind you. At times I think you miscall my name intentionally. What bonus?”

“Quite right. Quite right my little Sunbird. Tee he he… Sunbird, ‘…how appropriate.” Then his eyes had focussed -“Listen closely to these words little avian; when all is black; then to fight the Darkness and its creatures, shout out in command, the elf word for sun.”
She remembered and so, as the rain filled wind lashed the blinded Seekers, she lifted her face to the elements and cried ‘Soliste!’

She blazed like a nova! Brilliant daylight streamed from all around her. They could now see, but what they saw was terrifying. Two large water vortexes, near the shoreline suddenly erupted into two 75 foot humanoid shaped water elementals, whose long reach, extended water-made arms, hard as steel, began to slam at them.

“By all that is holy” exclaimed Gideon, “those are Elders!”
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Enthranos, called Bluetooth, Lord of the Galena Mountains awoke. Stretching and yawning atop of the Pillar of Fire, the mature adult blue dragon blinked as the cavern suddenly went dark and the rain-wind howled.

Lord No’s Note-About Blue Dragons- as evil, rapacious and avaricious as their chromatic cousins, blues are more cunning, more vain and prideful. They are extremely territorial and take delight in lording over humanoids. They excel at aerial combat and rarely fight while on the ground.

“Well, well   Intruders, as were predicted to arrive….intruders soon to be destroyed by the water elementals or even better to destroy the elementals…”

In such a case, as planned, he and the two assassin brothers would eradicate the intruders and take the tiles. Then he would allow the brothers onto the altar on the plateau of the Pillar. This was the bargain alliance he had made with Shar’s envoy; 

“What was her name…Tandi, Zandi, Randi or some such… not important; Humans had such moronic names. But I swore my oath on Tiamat’s vengeance.”

In return he was promised, besides many riches, total dominion over the entire Galena mountain range all the way north to the Great Glacier including all of Vassa with its soil rich in precious metals and gems. Also promised was Thar, the Great Gray Land with all its wild humanoid tribes, all the way south to the Moonsea, as his personal fiefdom. Of course he had to allow the assassins access to his gate in order to hide from intruders which meant giving them each a small piece of his scale. But he had been adamant to the envoy;

“…should even one green oxidized copper penny be stolen from my treasure, I will be aware and the alliance will end and you will suffer my wrath.”

Now, he would wait and see how all this played out.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
“Seekers, engage stretch!” commanded Gideon. 

Lord No’s Note-as is well known; the Seekers were disciplined combatants, with strategies suitable for different situations. The ‘engage stretch’ was to negate an opponent’s long reach by using adjacent ‘face-to-face’ melee attacks combined with ‘out of their reach’ range attacks.

To place themselves inside the melee range of the elementals they would have to wade waist high into the water. This would diminish their defense while improving the elementals’ offense but that was their only course. The alternative was to retreat.

Risca and Neon advanced at the left elemental while Okul charged at the right. Fang, not to be exceeded by Gold, flew up to also attack the right. The range attackers separated; Swan ran left; Kilzadi to the right while Gideon remained at the center.

Okul’s Great Spear kept stabbing and stabbing into the elemental. It felt like knifing into thick hide. Fang’s claws and teeth kept ripping and tearing while the scythe-tail kept slashing, again and again. Both Seekers were being pummeled by the large, solid watery fists. Despite being knocked down, they would arise and continue the fight.

The rogue and the dwarf had team-uped many times. Each knew each other’s moves well enough that they used tactics that complimented and reinforced the other. In-between Risca’s axe chops, Neon would distract by spring attacking in and out. But again, both Seekers were being pummeled by the large, solid watery fists. And again, despite being knocked down, they would arise and continue the fight.

All during this, Swan’s deadly arrows were whistling overhead, penetrating deep into the elementals. Gideon alternated between scorching rays and psionic force blasts. Kilzadi kept conjuring and hurling mighty orbs of fire.

There would be no retreat. Even as the front-liners were being bashed over and over; even as the range attacks were slow in weakening the Elder elementals, the Seekers would not retreat. Knowing that their world would be lost without all the tiles, they kept battling. It was not just their lives at stake, but the lives of everyone and all they held dear.

Surprisingly, when all knew that the elementals would outlast the Seekers to victory, both retreated back into the deeper water and seemingly merged with the lake water. The wind and rain storm ceased and the cavern reverted to its original lighting.

Bruised and battered, the Seekers could only look around in bewilderment.

“What? Why would they withdraw? Swan, Gideon, you both comprehend the elementals. Why?” asked a very puzzled Okul.

The punitor in Swan just shrugged. To a watcher, it seemed she did not care. The reality was she was continuously attempting to shrug off the punitor state and failing. She was also wondering why there was a crying young woman inside her. She could not understand the reason for this. Okul only saw her indifference and became seriously concerned.

“Not only that” added Neon. He bent over to retrieve a pale blue-green coral tile. “I think this is what we wanted.” He waded out and handed it to Gideon.

“Yes, this is the symbol of Istishia, the King of Water; the last tile we needed. As to why they left, I can only surmise we passed a test. In truth, now I think they were all tests; the earth to test our quickness in battle; the air to test our ingenuity in battle; the fire to test our power in battle and the water to test our determination in battle. Now we have one last test. We must bring these tiles to the top of the Pillar of Fire. First, we will rest awhile and heal ourselves.”

“I suppose this is when those two assassins were to ambush us and take the tiles” enjoined Kilzadi. “What still puzzles me is how just only two of them were to accomplish that.”
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
The wind and rain storm ceased and the cavern reverted to its original lighting. All was quiet. Bluetooth became alert.

“It is over. Now I am to wait for the Sharrans’ attack signal.” A small time passed. Bluetooth chewed on a claw as he thought. Well, no signal or sign. Uhmmm, that would signify that the Sharrans have been successful without my help…highly unlikely…or they have failed…highly likely. Regardless, I will fly up to the mouth of the volcano. The mist and clouds will hide me. Then I will slowly spiral back down to see who is on their way up. If it be the Sharrans, then, as agreed, I will allow them onto the summit. If it be the intruders, then I shall destroy them. Afterwards I will take the tiles for my personal use or renegotiate with the Sharrans for much more and no one can argue I broke my oath.

Bluetooth extended his wings and began to fly up.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
“I have a theory about the pieces of blue dragon scale that we found on those brothers” Kilzadi was explaining to Neon.

The Seekers had already crossed to the Pillar and were making their way up the spiral stone stairway to the summit.

Swan led, working slowly as she ensured each step was safe to tread on. Viewing her, one would surmise that here was a scout focused on duty. This was far from the truth. Inside the punitor was a sobbing, grieving woman, striving to be released, upon which the punitor was determined to resist. Try as she might, Swan could not free herself from the punitor state. To an outsider, she now appeared cold, emotionless and calloused, with no sign of this inner turmoil.

Close behind followed Gideon. His thoughts were on getting the tiles to the top of the Pillar as soon as possible to end this quest. As far as he knew, Swan was fulfilling her role.

Two steps below, it was the opposite. Okul knew there was something amiss with his amorata. Tiny clues, discernable only by those who knew her thoroughly and intimately, indicated there was a problem. His helplessness caused both frustration and anxiety. He was determined to watch over her and not hesitate to do what was needed to get back the true Swan that held his heart.

Risca was close behind. He was as anxious as the priest to end this tile quest and return to Ashabedford. His thoughts were on his cousin, Rosco, and how Gideon had promised that the Seekers would track him down. Oh yes, he was very anxious to meet up with his cousin.

Kilzadi and Neon were last as Fang circled above their heads. Neon continued the discussion.

“And this fabulous theory of yours is…?”

“Do not mock your betters, roguish one. But seriously, those scales must somehow be linked to the portal we found in the large room. I think they are keys. It would explain how the assassins were able to hide from us and how they would have had help in overcoming us. It is the only explanation that makes any sense. Of course, the presence of a blue dragon nearby would be verification.”
“You mean like that one” Neon shouted, pointing up. “Seekers beware!”
………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Bluetooth, having reached the top of the Pillar, began his spiral down descent. Emerging from the cloud and mist cover, he spotted the figures on the stairs. It was obvious that they were not the Sharrans.

“Good. The tiles will soon be mine. Let them view my magnificence and my power to put terror in their souls. Let them dread their impending doom.”

Roaring, the dragon swooped over their heads; the wind of his passage slamming into the Seekers. The dragon-fear came upon them. Bluetooth climbed in order to gain height for his diving attack.
…………………………………………………………………………………………….
But the Seekers had already faced dragons and their ilk. The dragon-fear was shrugged off; not one became shaken and trembling. Instead they prepared for battle.

“We must get to the plateau” shouted Gideon. “These stairs make us easy targets.”

Kilzadi was the first to act by incanting a spell of haste. The Seekers could now move much faster. Fang conjured a shield of force about himself and flew after the much larger, more powerful blue dragon. If nothing else, he would annoy and harass it to give his weyr more time.

Combat! The weeping woman stopped resisting the cold warrior. The punitor now commanded the body.

Swan traced back the few steps. “Gideon, bring the tiles to the plateau. Fly there!”  She handed him the potion that Noristuor had insisted she buy…birds should take to the air…had been his words. There had been no reason to use it and so it had rested in her potion belt for a long time.

Gideon never doubted the Seeker’s scout. He drank and the potion worked its magic. He flew up!

Okul realized that the priest would need help on the plateau. His speed magically quickened, he bounded up the stairs in great leaps.

Risca was about to follow, when Kilzadi called him back. “To me! I will get you there faster.” 

The dwarf stopped and turned to descend. At this point Bluetooth struck.
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
The big blue maneuvered a steeply banked turn into an accelerated dive fly-by attack. Noting the small cluster of intruders upon the stairs, he breathed. Thunder echoed as, out of the dragon’s mouth, a hundred foot bolt of pure lightning emerged. He was gratified to see it strike one of the intruders. He continued to dive for a quick claw snatch only to be interrupted as Fang landed on his back, biting and clawing.

Roaring in pain, Bluetooth pulled up sharply. A tail sweep punched the smaller dragon off the back to tumble through the air. Intending to shred his harasser, the blue noticed an intruder flying onto the plateau. No, the tiles! With a shriek of exasperation, he kept on flying up. Though hurt, Fang recovered and pursued. Master and the weyr were still in danger.
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Neon could spot the dragon about to breathe. “Watch out” he warned, pushing Kilzadi out of danger; then reflexively attempted to evade. As quick as the rogue was, the lightning was faster.

Lord No’s Note-druids and weather priests have told me that bolts of lightning can travel 100 feet in slightly less than one-five hundredths of a second which is why they love to call it down. Their gods told them.

Saving Kilzadi meant that he took the near full force of the bolt. Slumping into unconsciousness, Neon sizzled and burned.

“Quick! He needs healing-Quick!” Kilzadi shouted. Risca and Swan hurried to the fallen warrior. Being emotionless, does not detract from being  well-versed in battlefield injuries. As Risca, noting the seriousness of Neon’s condition, shouted, “gurl do something”, she was already kneeling, placed her hands on his chest and spoke ‘Curare’. With that one word, her belt’s total storage of positive energy flared. Her signature healing, the odour of pine and mint was thick in the air. Neon was healed both inside and outside.

The rogue opened his eyes. Seeing Swan staring, a fading green odor still sharp, he realized what had occurred. “Cygni, grati.” The punitor did not respond.

 Risca shouted, “Elfie, you all right?”

“More, can you fight?” Kilzadi contributed.

“Yes and certainly yes.” He kipped up, indicating his wellness. “Okul is correct. Something is off with Cygni.

The mage marked them both and dimensioned doored them onto the plateau. He faced his ‘sister’. Her empathy’s lack with Neon’s cure increased his suspicion to a suspected problem. But this was not the time to investigate.

“Brace yourself” he explained. “I will trade you for Fang. Be prepared to break a short fall.” He cast a benign transposition.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Gideon, about to land, had noticed the altar at the center of the plateau. It was easy to note the four rectangular vertical rock slabs, on top, one each with the same colour and material as one of the tiles; each with a slit into which a tile could be inserted.

Before his feet touched the ground, the blue dragon, roaring, emerged. Opening its mouth it belched a cone blast of electrified wind. Luckily Gideon had fortified himself with a protection from electric energy spell. Regardless, so powerful a blast still shocked his body as its force hurled him against the ground. He lay, momentarily helpless, immobile and hurt. Bluetooth circled to pounce. Then almost simultaneously, Okul bounded over the plateau, trumpeting the gold dragon battle challenge just as Risca and Neon emerged from the dimensional door. 

Okul leaped. His great spear pierced deep into Bluetooth’s underbelly. Blood spewed. The dragon bellowed in pain. It purposely fell to the ground attempting to crush Okul who managed to roll away and avoid contact. Risca and Neon both charged; the dwarf to hack away at the dragon’s heels while the rogue to keep spring attacking, all the while sinking Fleeting Rapier hilt deep between scales.

Fang, about rip his claws along Bluetooth’s back, squawked as he was abruptly translocated. Swan was revealed in his place. As she landed on the dragon, she released her dragon-bane arrow into the back of its neck. Warned by Kilzadi, she immediately somersaulted off its back, cat-like, bracing herself to land on her feet. In mid-air, she fired and hit with her second dragon-bane arrow.

The dragon Enthranos, called Bluetooth, went insane with pain. Never before had he felt such agony. The tiles were not important now. He just wanted the satisfaction of tearing apart his tormentors. Screaming, in frenzy, he tail-swiped back and forth; he wing-buffeted all within reach. One wing managed to strike Okul who had again stabbed deep. The gold half-dragon was hurled away to smash temporarily senseless upon the ground. Both Neon and Swan managed to tumble out of the way. This left only Risca as target for the dragon’s fury.

Gideon, hurting and shock burned, managed to reach the altar undetected. Weak and on his knees he placed the first tile into its slot. There was nothing more important the the tile placements. What happened after was insignificant. He just needed more time. He prayed the Seekers could give it to him.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
Fang reappeared close to Master. 

“Fly with me” ordered Kilzadi. Draconic tattoos flared as he cast to transform. Fang watched as Master converted into an adult red dragon. The two dragons, the master and the cohort-minion, lifted off for the plateau. Both arrived in time to view Risca’s death.
………………………………………………………………………………………………….
The sturdy dwarf had been attacking continuously. Guifoon kept slicing into the dragon’s heel tendons; cutting deep; causing the dragon to spasm with every hit. Raging, the dragon breathed. Risca took the full brunt of the exhaled lightning bolt. Its potent energy knocked him flat; charred, blackened and cauterized, unable to move. Looming over him, the dragon’s jaws descended. Risca died, laughing and spitting into the dragon’s face as those jaws bit through him.

Kilzadi, swooping in, cast two large orbs of fire which emerged from his dragon-form’s mouth. They struck the blue dragon, sizzling and burning into its flesh. Bluetooth blared in agony.
Fang ploughed onto its back, relishing in gouging and shredding blue scales and skin below.

Neon had charged in and jumped, stabbing his rapier through the dragon’s jaws, temporarily pinning them shut, with a shout of “for Risca, DIE!”

Okul recovering enough to leap attack, his desire for vengeance for Risca adding strength, had driven his spear near full length into the blue’s side. He roared, echoing Neon’s cry; “for Risca, DIE!”

The punitor nearly faltered as the young woman inside screamed in her head “NO, NO, not Risca! RISCA! FATHER!” Ruthlessly, she submerged the other deep into the tiniest, lowest, darkest level of her mind to still that familiar voice. Now able to concentrate, she fired her last dragon-bane arrow. It tunneled deep into the blue’s neck.

For Enthranos, this was the tipping point. Convulsing in anguish, he ignored the on-rushing red dragon. Kilzadi’s potent jaws snapped onto the blue’s neck tearing out a huge chunk. A blood fountain erupted. Again the red dragon ripped out another chunk, practically severing the blue’s neck. And so, did the blue dragon Enthranos, called Bluetooth, lord of the Galena Mountains, collapse onto death.

There was a pause as the blue convulsed and died. The red dragon stared down at the fallen dwarf and spoke first. “Ah Risca, your taunts were a sign of friendship. I will recall and yearn for them. Farewell my comrade.”

Neon and Okul knelt by Risca’s body. The rogue, eyes blurry with tears, enjoined “My friend, my good, good friend. As long as I have life, you will be missed and remembered. May you find peace and harmony in the halls of Marthammor Duin.”

Okul responded, voice cracking but with conviction. “Valiant warrior, stalwart companion, for what I owe you, I promise you this. As I rescue my brother, I shall slay your cousin.”

They looked towards Swan who had joined Fang in assuring the blue was definitely dead. The scout just stared back as if to say “is there a problem?” The other was desperately trying to surface and was furiously being pushed down. The three then looked at each other, each with the proof that there was something terribly untoward with Swan.
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Gideon inserted the last tile just as the dragon died. The four tiles glowed and vanished. The glow imbibed Gideon with knowledge of their purpose and the power of an immediate wish. The Elemental Powers had provided him with the ability to summon two Elder Elementals of the tile types but only once; elders that would do his bidding. The wish he would use now. He stood and staggered to approach the Seekers gathered around the fallen dwarf.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
Risca laughed and spit in the dragon’s face as it bit through him. There was a sense of disconnection. He found himself, refreshed and pain-free, at a table in what was, unmistakeably, a dwarven drinking hall. In front of him was a large cold frothy draught of dark brown ale; its aroma enticing and appealing. Sitting across from him, with a similar mug, sat a handsome, male dwarf of an indeterminate age. His hair was long; his beard knee-length and both were coal-black.

The dwarf lifted his ale in a toast. “Well met and well done.”

Risca had encountered this dwarf before. “You’re…” he began to stammer.

The other interrupted with a hand wave. “No need for that. We both know who we are. Drink with me.”

“So… I am dead and in your halls.”

“Uhmmm…your true death has not changed. Only the Fates control that and those ladies are very jealous and protective of their business. Think of this as a chance to visit a friend and share most excellent ale. Besides you still have to be the example and proclaim my three tenets to dwarfkind. Speaking of the tenets, which do you think is the most important?”

Risca thought as he gulped down a large swig. “In Peace-Vigilance”

“Why that one?”

“With sufficient vigilance the other two, In War-Victory and In Death-Sacrifice do not need to come into effect. War can be avoided and so no sacrifice needed in death.”

“I knew I made a good choice with you, Risca Foraker” replied the deity known as the Watchful Eye, lifting his mug in salute.

“Something puzzles me though.”

“Ask.”

“Shar has planned to take over the world. She seems to be succeeding with dire consequences for all. Yet the other gods do not seem to be concerned nor doing something to stop her. Should they not be?”

This enticed a belly laugh from the dark-haired dwarf. “Think you that Dwarf-Father Moradin would allow his children to be easily subsumed by the darkness?”
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..
Lord No’s Note-for my readers who have only a cursory knowledge of the dwarven deities, this little information:

Dwarf-Father Moradin heads the dwarf pantheon. He is a harsh but fair judge. He is strength and force of will embodied. Moradin inspires dwarven inventions and constantly seeks to improve that race, encouraging their good nature, intelligence, their expansion and harmonious existence with other good races while battling dwarven pride and isolationist tendencies.

He has a strategic but friendly alliance with Gond, Kossuth, Helm, Torm, Tyr, and the heads of the elven, gnome, and halfling pantheons, Corellon Larethian, Garl Glittergold and Yondalla respectively. He is the dreadful enemy of all and any who would limit, endanger or contain the dwarf race.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
The Watchful Eye continued to explain. “A direct confrontation, an all-out war in the heavens, would eventually…ah…become too…well…the best description  is… too complicated, too complex and too devastating. Good combats evil, even evil combats evil and neutral at times combats both. So instead, deities select agents and with small inducements and effects, advance their cause. Effects and inducements, which on their own are not significant, but when taken together are of momentous purpose. I tell you this now because when you return you will not remember except for a feeling and memory that indeed the gods are not idle. Much is happening throughout Faerun though your little group is most pivotal; what with all those Chosens; all clustered together.”

“Waukeen was the latest to enter the fray, especially after what happened to her priests and church. She blessed Solonar’s Chosen as her punitor with total poison immunity and you know how important that became recently. Mystra, as always Shar’s eternal nemesis, has instructed that reality-hopping tiefling mage of hers, to make certain that your half-dragon friend receives dark weave magic negation; in the form of an inconspicuous cupcake. Kossuth will ensure the developing Red Wizard schism leads to the reclamation of his Chosen’s true love.”

Lord No’s Note-this reclamation is related and described in the next chapter, Chapter 29 of the Chronicles of the Seekers of Faerun.

“Did not Eilistraee enable your sorcerer to become a drow Ruathar, while unknownst; Bahamut aided his Draconic Ritual. Do you imagine that without my own guidance, good egg-farmer Barundar could have survived escaping from town Glen all the way to Ashabedford to bring the dragon egg to the sorcerer? All that way injured and by himself? This is just a small sample of what I and they have done, and only for your small band. I shall not even mention the workings of the Seldarine, Chauntea and others.”

“Now your time here is almost done. Finish the ale. Live by and spread my three tenets. Oh, by the way, Solonar’s Chosen will again be your, as you say,‘gurl’, well almost as she was, once she holds her god in her hand.”

The deity’s words became fainter and fainter. Risca’s eyes closed.
……………………………………………………………………………………………..
And opened to see Gideon’s dirtied and bloodied face staring down at him. 

“You just cost me a wish” grinned the priest. “So you better be Risca the Now Alive.”

Risca raised his head to view along his body. All wounds had vanished. His armor and shield were as new. His skin was clean and unblemished; not a hair out of place. He felt at full strength and in prime health. He saw Neon and Okul; battle-sweated, hurt and grimed; looking at him; as well as the imposing head of a red dragon…red dragon? Oh, of course, Kilzadi.

He remembered the blue dragon biting down; a vague recall of drinking ale and now here he was all healthy and hale. The Seekers were alive and accounted for…except…where was she?

“Swan”? Her name was a question.

“There. She is over there” replied Okul nodding towards the scout. “Physically she is fine but something is wrong. She is behaving so different; so cold, no feeling, and no concern.”

Risca turned to view her. She was sitting, with draped arm over Fang’s neck, atop of the dead blue staring down at the group as if waiting patiently for them to finish. Okul was correct. Normally she would have been the first to fuss and fuss all over him. She was always fussing over him.

“Punitor”, he inquired?

“Yes. But there must be something else going on. I feel so helpless. I can’t seem to reach her.”

Neon added. “We are all worried. She is so out of character. It could be some kind of possession.”

The red dragon spoke. “No not possession. I would have detected that; at least no possession agent.”

Risca had a recollection. “Worry not. All will be well. She will return once she holds her god in her hand.”

“What? That makes no sense.”

“Not now, perhaps. It is just a certainty that I feel. Just as I feel that the gods are not idle and are aiding us. Now let us finish here.”

Not visible and appearing calm from the outside, internally, the punitor was at war. The other inside, the one whose foolish emotions, if brought to the surface would lead to incapacitation, was launching an all-out assault. She was desperate to hold and hug the dwarf. She wanted to attend to him; to ensure his well-being; to welcome him back with sobs of joy. This could not be allowed to happen. In her state, the freeing of emotions would render her useless; unable to defend herself or her group. Before that could happen there needed to be a cleansing of the other’s pain of heartbreak and grief and a quenching of her rage and fury, all caused by the recent deaths of the loved ones. And so the punitor managed to roll up the other, a little ball screaming for release, into a dark small corner cell of the mind, shackle her there and lock the door. Finally, some quiet. Now I can speak.

“The dwarf is correct” the others heard Swan say dispassionately “Let us finish here.”
………………………………………………………………………………………………
In the moment, not knowing what else to do and trusting in the resurrected Risca, the Seekers cleaned up. Their quest was complete; they had won and secured the tiles. It was time to go home except…

“There is still unfinished business here” declared Kilzadi, now in human form, …aside from my sister… We have an adult dragon whose parts we can use, as we did with Despayr back in the Shadow Plane. Then I want each of us to take a piece of its scale. A dragon of this age must have a horde nearby and I think I know where it us and how to get there.”
Following the sorcerer’s instructions, the Seekers managed to extract enough dragon material to manufacture a hide shield, one hide armor, a composite bow enhancement, two blood elixirs and a total of four dragon fang weapons. What they would not personally use, they would donate to the war effort.

As they were finishing the extractions, Neon reminded the mage, “so Kilzadi, there was a blue dragon nearby…and your theory says?”

“I was just waiting to finish up here first. Everyone take a piece of scale. We will return to that large empty room; the one with the locked portal. I am more than sure that the scales are the keys and the dragon’s treasure is through the portal. It fits all the circumstantial evidence. Let us test it.”

And so the Seekers retraced their path back and soon enough found themselves in the large empty chamber.

“My theory, my test” spoke Kilzadi as he walked to where he had determined the portal to be…and instantly disappeared from sight.

Enough time passed to worry the Seekers when Kilzadi reappeared with each hand holding a pile of jewels. A giant grin smeared his face. “Naturally my theory was correct. Prepare to be amazed. Come and see.

One by one they entered and yes, they were amazed. The room was the same but not empty. It was filled with an adult dragon’s treasure trove. Coins of all ages and denominations lay scattered in heaps. Gems of all colors, shapes and sizes scintillated the space with rainbows. Radiating magic were flasks, vials and jars. Wands and rings lay about. A strange red-hued dark scimitar with abyssal markings was uncovered. Kilzadi tried to explain that the area they were in was a pocket dimension but no one paid much attention as they wandered about, searching and selecting.

Fang was ecstatic. It is the nature of dragons to collect treasure; as much as possible during their live span; by whatever means. It was time to start. When no one noticed, he would swallow a few gems and coins to be stored in his gut and could be passed out at will.

Lord No’s Note-Fang the dragon, who was to become the powerful Great Wyrm Minionkilzadius, self-styled, The Seeker Still Standing, would go on to amass one of the largest hoards on Faerun. My gentle readers should realize that even to this day, there is academic controversy regarding whether or not Minionkilzadius was the last living Seeker of Faerun. While true that his dragon life span would enable him to outlive the others, their final fates and his are still swirled in mystery, myth and legend. 

As anxious as Gideon was to return and report their success to the Council, he too was taken by the amount of riches. Searching, two objects caught his eye which he claimed as his own. The first was a palm sized golden idol sculpted to depict two twin flame columns, the holy symbol of Kossuth. The second item was a gold ring with a small ruby attached. The ring also had two more settings but they were empty. Picking up the ring, the gold idol holy symbol throbbed as if to indicate that this ring was important. He pocketed the One Ring (of One Wish).

The punitor was searching for useful items to help her in combat. The other inside was still quietly smothered but she could sense its misery and hope to escape. But she could not allow it. Should the other resume control, the emotional tsunami would render her useless and inept for combat, perhaps even for a normal life, for a long time. But the Darkness had to be opposed now! So she would stay in control, cold and determined to keep that the emotional eruption from happening. Then she heard “Cygni, comay te senti?”

She turned to face Neon replying puzzled “Sta bene. Et te?”

Her reply again confirmed to the half-elf that there as a problem that he did not know what to do about. The Swan he was so fond of and cared for deeply would have bantered and joked about with such a question as ‘how do you feel’, especially after a hard fought battle. The Swan he knew would have responded with something like, “mostly with my hands, or if you’re lucky, with my tongue, but you’re not lucky are you?” She would have so answered with a twinkle in her eye and a grin on her face, waiting for his response to continue the repartee. There was an issue here. It distressed him that he was helpless to determine the cause and the cure.

He sighed as he replied. “I have a request.” He held out the assassin’s rapier. “I already have a fine rapier. Besides, this is the weapon which almost ended Jhaer’s life. For that reason, I do not want it and would see it destroyed. But it is a magnificent weapon, too well-crafted and useful. So instead I will pass it on. Are you willing to take it?”

She did not balk. “Certe. I have too many short swords. Coldkiss and Gutripper are enough for me. Will you accept this one in return?” She held out the short sword she had used to execute Heldo Ubler.

Lord No’s Note-the rapier has obtained the historic name of ‘Jolt’. It is of darksteel material with shock attributes. The short sword goes by the name of ‘Fireburst’. It is of fever iron metal with flame attributes. They were both manufactured in the forges of the dwarf Master Smith Thorik of Glen. Stolen by the Miller’s assassin sons, they were recovered and claimed by Neon and Swan after they slew the two brothers. Their present location and owners are not known, although several tales abound.

“Yes, of course. This weapon will constantly remind me of the sacrifice that your uncle, my friend, Holfast made for Jhaer. I will treasure it. But you are willing to part with it? It has no meaning for you?”

“Why should it? It is just a short sword.”

He groaned inwardly. ”this is not my Cygni. Something is wrong and I don’t know how to bring her back. But I know you Cygni. I have faith in you. The Cygni I know will find her way back to us. The Cygni I know is the avatar of Determination. She rules herself! Then let us trade. I will do it honor for my friend Holfast Harpenshield.” They exchanged the weapons.

Okul waded through a coin pile on his way to Swan. He had found an item to present her with. The beloved he knew would find it both useful and beautiful and would appreciate his gifting of it. He arrived just as she and Neon exchanged weapons.

“Swan. I thought you, of all of us, would find this most useful”, he addressed as he handed over a lady’s hair comb. It was composed of brilliant, unblemished silver with a series of five shimmering moonstones along the handle.

Her reaction was not want he hoped for; it was what he feared. 

“Oh, well thank you then” she replied, placing the comb in her pouch.

The half-dragon looked appealingly at Neon who could only shake his head, also at a loss.

By now, Kilzadi and Gideon joined them.

“We have gathered all we can take now. The rest can be done later. This is good for us and our war cause. Are we ready to depart” the mage inquired?

All agreed, except for Risca who had just arrived at the group, who declared, “Just a moment. I have something for Swan. You must recognize it.” He held out a gold idol on a fine-wrought gold chain. The idol was a palm sized figure of a paragon elf archer holding a loaded bow. The only non-gold was the arrow. It was of silver metal with bits of green emerald stone fletching. They all recognized it; the symbol of Solonar Thelandria.

“Thank you Risca”. Swan grasped the idol. An astonishing frightful thing happened.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Her eyes rolled up white. She collapsed, gave a loud groan and began to speak, her voice indicating desperation as it began a conversation; her body flailing as if muscles were being given contradicting orders. The others became bewildered, concerned, and anxious.

“Gideon, Kilzadi, someone help her” pleaded Okul as he knelt, holding her to keep from harming herself as she smashed around the ground.

“My magic indicates nothing amiss”, screamed out a puzzled and worried Kilzadi, “even as it’s obvious something is.”

Gideon took a step back in total astonishment. “Godwork! Godwork is being done here. We can do nothing except wait for the finish.”

“Did I not say that me gurl would return once she held her god in her hand? All will be well”, pipped in Risca in a surprising confident tone. He had a vague memory of being told this.

“Who is she talking with?” was Neon’s only contribution.

“Thank you Risca”. Swan grasped the idol. 

[Interior-what the Seekers cannot hear]
[Exterior-what the Seekers can hear]

The weeping woman held a silver arrow with green fletching, filling her with light and power enough to break her psychic prison. Rising up, mental shackles falling aside, she faced her jailor. Her will was now equal to the other’s. To her astonishment, it was like looking into a shadowy mirror; an umbral reflection of herself; where she was white, the other was black; where she was pale, the other was dusky; where she had colour, the other was gray.
They faced each other with Solonar’s arrow floating between them.

“Why are you doing this to me, repressing me? Who are you?”

“I do this to keep us and our friends safe. Your present emotions are a weakness. They present a danger to us and our companions, especially in combat. They make you slow and hesitant. So I have taken over to overrule you. You know who I am since it was you that brought me forth, as a safeguard. I am your shadow side; that which you could have been. I am Dark Swan.”

“What do you mean…brought you forth…as a safeguard. I did no such thing.”
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
“What is going on?” demanded Okul, still holding on to her. “What is she talking about? Who is repressing her? Gideon, Kilzadi, use magic. Help us!”

“I have tried “cried out the mage, his voice indicating frustration at his futility. His sister was in danger and he seemed to be of no help. “But all I receive from her mind is a vision of the silver arrow with the green fletching.” There was something else, which he did not expose; someone also present; a presence of shadow.

“Godwork!” emphasized Gideon. “We cannot do anything. Hold on to her, Okul. Just keep her from harming herself.”

“Yes”, Risca reminded them. “She is holding her god in her hand.” They all then stared at the gold idol holy symbol clenched in her fist. He thought that somehow he knew about this, but the details were fuzzy and fleeting.

Neon shouted in command. “Be still! All of you remember! This is our Swan, the most resolute and resilient of us all; believe in her She will pass through this and return to us. Believe!”

His words calmed them. Okul tightened his grip and placed his cheek against hers, breathing into her ear, “come back to me amorata, come back to me.”
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
“Oh but you did call me. Deep inside you knew your emotions were a hindrance. Your grief and rage were too overwhelming; you fooled yourself that there was a problem with me in control and so you fought me.”

“You are wrong! I grieved! I grieved for them all! I grieved until there was nothing left in me to grieve with”

“Ah, you grieved for the future you will have without them, but you did not celebrate the past you had with them. You rage at yourself; your survivor guilt; your shame and disgrace for being alive without them; the remorse of your failure to save them. So many all leaving you at the same time; it is so much worse than just Aleena alone. You knew that all this would overwhelm you, but you had a duty here and no time for easement. No time for a catharsis.  So deep inside, you willed me forth and I arose.”

“And suppressed me; caged me! I am weak no longer. My god has given me strength.”

“You mean our god has given strength to us both. We reach a stalemate. Our physical body will not function.”

The two Swans faced each, each unwilling to bend. The arrow flashed; her wisdom rose. She knew the most sensible course; the best compromise.

“It is agreed then. In times of combat we will revert to the Dark Swan, she of the non-distracting emotions, efficient and decisive.”

“Agreed. At other times, we will be as we were before your rising. We will adjust and remove any debilitating emotions. I know how to do this now.”

“Agreed. And we will make use of the gloom, the shadows and the grey as well as the green and the light to overcome the Darkness, other evils and injustices.”

“Agreed. We are now one mind.”

The arrow flashed one last time. Swan’s convulsions ceased. Her eyes rolled down to show their natural pale blueness. She smiled up at Okul’s concerned and worried face.

“Dear heart, as much as I want to rest in your arms, I need to get up.”

The half-dragon let out a sob of relief. He pressed her tight to his chest before easing his grip, helping her to stand.

Leaning against him, his strength supporting her, she viewed her companions, one at a time. Returning her look and not knowing what to expect; each waited silently.

With a deep breath, she addressed them all. 

“I am healed. I am myself; no longer the punitor.” Neon noticed Kilzadi’s frown at these words.

She continued. “But as punitor I heard all, I remember all and so I want to thank you.

“Thank you for bringing back our Risca. Thank you for your faith in me and especially thank you for your concern and attempts to help my condition.” At this point she pressed hard against Okul. “Especially you my amorata.”

Gideon answered for them.

“All is well now Swan. No need for thanks. We did what we had to do; what we would do for any of us; what any of us would do for each other.”

“Who were you speaking to while in your seizure?” question Kilzadi.

“What? Oh brother mine, no one really. I seemed to be hallucinating and so spoke out loud.”

Kilzadi’s frown deepened.

Again Gideon spoke out. “Alright then. We are all together and we won the tiles. We all need some rest now. Since we have done what we set out to do, it is time to return. Let’s do it Seekers!”

As they began to move out, Neon whispered to Kilzadi. “You still think something is amiss. Why?”

He whispered back. “Something I sensed inside her. It was no hallucination. She is not quite truthful there. That worries me. In the past she easily could move in and out of punitor mode. This is something else. Do you recall those times I mentioned that she had proved herself to be the most bloodthirsty of us all?”

Lord No’s Note-this happened on several occasions as detailed in previous Chapters    

“Yes, go on.”

“Well that bloodthirstiness must have had a source; a darker side to our Swannie girl. I fear that that source is not as deeply buried as before. I fear that we will be seeing more of her that way; a more ‘cold ruthlessness’ more often.”

“Good for us, bad for our enemies, no?”

“Bad for our enemies, yes, good for us, maybe. We should still be watching out.”

“I have faith in Cygni. As before, she will continue do the right thing.”

“I love my new now-sister as well but I still have concerns, especially when deities feel the need to intervene.”

“What do you mean’ as well’?”

“Oh please Neon. The rest of us are not blind. Your deep feelings for each other are obvious and at times pitiful. She would be in your bed as soon as you dropped the ‘we cannot as long as we share danger’ routine.”

“I do not like where this conversation is going and besides Okul…”

“Okul is no rival. He is content with whatever Swan decides to do. He is willing to be the icing on the cake or the cake for the icing. He told you as much back in the Shadow Plane. Besides, we both know that my sister can, at the same time, enamor equally, more than one without conflict. But you are correct. There are more pressing issues at hand. Let us keep watch on her.”

Fang trailed behind, sneakily swallowing more coins. In close proximity to Master, he had also sensed the two Shes quarrelling but it did not matter to him who won. The weyr would be protected by either. Of course no one asked for his opinion so he did not offer it.

……………………………………………………………………..to be continued
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