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During the Seeker’s absence, the earthquake ravaged city was rebuilding. At the moment it more resembled a huge military tent encampment. The War Convocation had brought in parties and delegations from all around the Dalelands. As the city was in tatters, each had occupied tent structures. Now the city was awash with colours; banners and flags proclaiming the identity of the different nationalities and organizations.

Representing Sembia was Miklos Selkirk with his Silver Ravens. Jezz the Lame declared to be the spokesperson for the Vhaeraun Drow of the Cormanthar Forest.

Correspondingly, Gwenect Moondark spoke for the Eilistraee drow. The elves of Semberholme and Tangled Trees had each sent legations. The wood elf tribes had selected the revered Tree-Talker Har’ma Vulpae to represent them.

Then there were the Zhentarium, let alone the Cormyr kingdom whose embassy of Purple Dragon Knights was led by Brace Skatterhawk, rumored to be a bastard son of King Azoun IV.

The Red Wizards of Thay were commanded by a new Emissary, one Nylar Rin.

Finally the religious orders were in attendance. The Church of Bane being the largest, but more local churches were present; those of Chauntea, Tyr and Tempus. From the town of Hap, had arrived Dawnmaster Cathalandra Dovaer to give comfort and aid to the people of Ashabedford and to voice advice as the priestess of Lathander the Morninglord.

Naturally each independent Daleland was present. The Council of Six, now only five, presided over the agenda. Oakfather Gannon Durei chaired the Council of Mistledale, as well as heading the druid and fey deputations of Cormanthar Forest. The Mistledale member of the Dales Compact was Watchful Sister of the Earth Alena.

Wealthy Tassledale was represented by the famed and now aged warrior priestess of Tymora, Elizzaria Whitehand. With grey hair and a blunt, direct manner, she ensured that speeches were cut short and only matters pertaining to the war effort described. Her famous statement was always “At my age there is no time for this long-winded crap. Get on with it. What exactly is it your group wants to do?”

Military astute Archendale brought out of retirement, their once Black Sword, Jalia Morsgreen, deemed to be the wisest of all their living contemporary Swords. It was she would point out the flaws in battle plans and make improved recommendations.

The archwizard, Renoen the Fair, headed the High Dale troop. It was said of her beauty that her smile alone would make you speak the truth. She did a lot of smiling at the Convocation sessions, especially during the breaks as she socialized from group to group.

In charge of the Deepingdale contingent was Militia Commander-Captain Lilia Vulpae; respected in all the Dales as an expert in military logistics. There had been confusion when a squad of lizardfolk of the Sharptooths, Blackscales and other tribes from the Vast Swamp, led by a female shaman named Ashala, had arrived wishing to confer with the ‘Egg Protector’. Matters were resolved when it was determined they were referring to Swan Battlestar and were content to speak to the ‘Egg Mother of the Egg Protector’ and so Lilia Vulpae made them part of her responsibilities

Lord No’s Note- Swan Battlestar was deemed ‘Egg Protector’ by lizardfolk tribes of the Vast Swamp upon the Seekers return from the Shadow Plane as described in Chapter 

Harrowdale and the small Battledale had sent Chief Constable Ellarian Dawnhorn who was advised by the shrewd aged gnome Osier Manchineel. Her expertise lay in strategy and tactics. She would end up coordinating the various attack and defense plans.

And as the War Convocation consisted of the strangest would-be allies, progress had been slow to start. But while matters were being sorted out as to strategies and areas of concerns, one plan had been agreed upon; a plan involving the Seekers to infiltrate the drow city of Maerimydra. There they would find a way to convince the drow that they were being deceived by the Sharrans. But they also had personal reasons for volunteering.

Lord No’s Note-my readers know the personal reasons why Gideon and the Seekers quickly volunteered. Okul’s priority was to rescue his brother, Kurud. Risca was determined to destroy his cousin, Rosco and rescue the captured dwarfs of Glen; Kilzadi, the recovery of Crimdrac’s Claw. Neon, of course, would go where the Seekers went but he also realized that this would bring him closer to the vow he had made to avenge Aleena’s death ‘all the way to the top’. Dark Swan ruled in this matter, because the death of the Malorn sisters would bring equilibrium to Swan’s emotional pendulum. It was something she particularly wanted; both the equilibrium and the deaths.

But it was the presence of Storm Silverhand herself, as the head of the Shadowdale delegation, that illustrated the importance of the Convocation. If one of the Seven Sisters, a wielder of Silver Fire daughter of Mystra, deemed it imperative that she be there in person, it meant that the other Sisters were in contact as well. In turn this meant that the city-states of Waterdeep and Silverymoon, as well as the nations of Silver Marches and Aglarond were indirectly in attendance.

Lord No’s Note-valid historical sources note that it was Storm Silverhand, the aptly named Bard of Shadowdale, who organized the Dales Compact representatives to act as a single unit. In sub-committee, her first words to them are recorded.

“Once again, our beloved Dalelands is in crisis and once again shows astuteness in selecting only us females as its proxy. Males need not apply. The drow way can, at times, be the better way. Audience chuckling. Each of us has a skill that when worked together amplifies us all. We are all daughters of the Dales and so we are all sisters together, Alena, Elizzaria, Ellarian, Jalia, Renoen, and Lilia. In sorrow we will bury our dead, in anger we will rise, in cooperation we will conquer. With so many diverse interests of our supposed allies, we need to devise a plan to shorten the debates and discussions and reach a consensus. And with her son finger points to Ellarian and her daughter finger points to Lilia putting their lives on the line to shorten this war, we owe them and can do no less. Ladies, sisters, let us begin!
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

It was the third morning of the Seeker’s return to Ashabedford. Before dawn, Swan awoke. Still sleepy, she snuggled contently, even more tightly, into Okul’s golden warmth, savouring his smooth strength. Last night had been a prolonged sequence of slow, calm, and non-frenzied love-making. She felt the best since returning from the Pillar of Fire. So much had happened in the past days. Her parents and grandmother were here to meet her. They had taken her and the Seekers to attend a ‘ricordo’, a remembrance of those recently passed. Friends and family gather to drink-in-salute celebrate and exchange stories and tales of the departed. It was a time to expunge grief and relieve sorrow; a time to honour memories and make promises to the dead.

All people she considered friends and acquaintances were there. She had both cried and laughed at the accounts of Uncle Holfast as told by her parents and Nera Aquilae; at the recollections of paladina Nelyssa and Sister Jhanira as related by Watchful Sister of the Earth Alena and Jarrod Rold. Lathai Evioro and Inialos spoke of the dead twin Simimar; of his sense of humor, honor bravery and pranks. Near the end, encouraged by both Gwenect and Jhaer, she found herself standing and speaking, with a lighter heart and a clearer mind. That of course was the purpose of a ricordo; to ease and lighten the heart, to reduce the grief and honor the dead. Much beverage was consumed that night in salutations. That night her guilt so diminished; her supressed ardor exploded. She made love with an inexhaustible fervor. A totally drained Okul could only assume such passion meant her emotional problems were over.

Lord No’s Note- as we know now of course, Okul was both correct and incorrect in this assumption

The next morning Nera had taken them to the Soul Tree of Uncle Holfast. Her grief made even smaller as she conversed with him.

“Do not mourn, my Ugly Duckling. Be happy for me. I am in a good place” was the last thing he told her. “Make certain that you do not waste time, as I did, by not going after what you truly desire.”
He had also told her that she was the sole inheritor of all his wealth, property and land. She promised him that she would rebuild the tavern in his name and honor. It had been a catharsis.

Lord No’s Note-The now renowned ‘Holfast Hostel’ was built later on the same site that once held the White Hart Inn, but much larger and more elaborate. It has become ‘a place to have stayed at’ by non-locals whereas the locals treat it as an excellent place for dining, parties and entertainment .Famous dancing troupes, singers, bards and comedians began their reputation at the Holfast Hostel.
………………………………………………………………………………………….

Her thoughts were then interrupted.

Yes, these past few days have been good for us. We are now less emotionally distraught said her voice in her head.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

These happenings were more and more frequent since the return from the Pillar as her guilt, grief and rage lessened. Dark Swan surfaced and remained longer and longer, and always conscious. 
At the very first occurrence a surprised Swan had asked: Why are you here? According to our agreement it is not your time. Why are you not supressed as we were?

Oh please. We were a blubbering ball of helplessness and hopelessness with all that grief and remorse, useless for combat. We would have been dangerous for us and anyone around us. Total suppression was needed. That is why we brought us forth in the first place. We knew that otherwise we would have been a hindrance. Emotions lead to mistakes. Caring causes doubt and delay, both of which are fatal in combat situations. But now, with the ricordo and back home, we have at minimum stabilized. No need for total repression. So here we are together, at the same time. Dark Swan is us; we who could have been; perhaps should have been. No fear though. We will control our body only in times of combat as we agreed. In the meantime, we communicate as equals.

But I do not want to talk with you or listen to you.

The choice is not ours.

She had groaned in defeat then but had no choice but to accept the new reality inside her head.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Yes, these past few days have been good for us. We are now less emotionally distraught said the voice in her head as she snuggled closer to Okul.

“Stop please. I just want to peacefully be close to him, just for a short time at least.”

Why? We left us alone all last night. Now there is much to do. We must prepare for the Underdark. He has gratified us magnificently and will do so again. We admit that he does that expertly. But now is the time for other considerations.

What do you know of gratifications? Okul, is not just for gratification, he is our amorata.
And you are just an emotionless entity inside our mind. 

We still persist in lying to ourselves, even knowing it is a lie? Being emotionless does not preclude feeling sensations. We know sweet and sour, hot and cold, bland and spicy, smooth and rough. We feel pain and pleasure. Last night was pleasurable, extremely so. Increasing pleasure is simple; just increase the ones that we desire; say Ninniach and Okul together. Add Jhaer should we wish. As for amorata- was not Inialos once that? Where is he now? Admit the truth. We can change ‘amoratas’ as easily as a serpent sheds skin. How else can we yearn for so many at the same time? We delude ourselves that it is ‘love’; that we can love many equally; most humans call this, wantonness. And remember, we are no separate entity. We are us.

Stop! Stop! It cannot be. What am I thinking?

These are the dark thoughts that we have concealed from ourselves. We just surface and mirror them for examination. We just state them with no emotional or moral judgement.

Not now. I cannot do this now.

Yes. True. There is so much to prepare for.

A silence descended in her mind. She could not return to sleep. With a sigh, she began to extract herself. Okul began to stir but she quieted him. Washing up, tiding herself, and hurriedly dressing she exited their private tent into the dewy sunrise and headed for her mother’s eatery pavilion. As early as she was, two others were already at a table.

“Father, Risca. Good morning”

Lord No’s Note-as Risca had been accepted into the Battlestar family as related in previous accounts, it was natural that he had been given his own accommodations in the Deepingdale area.

“Morning daughter. Take a breakfast plate and come join us.”

“Hey, gurl” replied the dwarf holding up an empty flagon, “some more breakfast cider as well, please.”

Doing so and sitting with them, after giving each a buss on a cheek; which pleased Armando and chagrined Risca, she asked, “And so how are my two favourites this morning? And where is mother?”

Armando answered. “Your mother is off conferring with the other Daleland delegations. Apparently she and Ellarian Dawnhorn have devised a plan to reduce the bickering at the Convocation and hurry agreements along. They want to present it to Storm Silverhand to convince the Dalelands to present it as a united front at today’s meeting.”

Swan’s lack of response or excitement knowing that her mother was working closely with such a renowned personage as the Bard of Shadowdale worried Armando; so different from the bubbly, funny daughter he was used to.

“You sound worried, father.”

“I am but not about that. Tomorrow you descend into the Underdark. Naturally I am concerned.”

“I promise to be diligent and besides the Seekers will be with me. We are all meeting with Gideon later today concerning that.”

He breathed out a long sigh. “Yes. The Seekers with you comforts me a little.”

“So, is Okul on his way here?” interjected Risca , in an attempt to lighten the mood,
after washing down a mouthful of sausage.

“Yes shortly” she replied.

Conversation ceased as she hurriedly finished her plate.  “I am on my way. Nivea is waiting for her exercise. Then I will be helping the Watchful Sisters Till later.”

The two looked at each other when she exited the tent.

“She has no experience in the Underdark. Please keep an eye on her Risca.”

The dwarf snorted. “More likely she will keep an eye out for the rest of us. I shall of course but you should have confidence in her competence; after all she is her parents’ daughter.”

“More Lilia’s than mine in that regard.”

Don’t sell yourself short, Armando. You fought many battles in the Witch King War and you knew how to survive. You realized when your cause was lost and managed to scrap and scrape your way to the Dales. It is your lessons taught that she utilizes.”

“I suppose. But I also have another concern. She seems different; a bit more reserved, more serious, more restrained, less playful, at times more confused. She seems a bit out of character. Have you noticed?”

Risca had noticed. She fussed and fretted much less over him and the others. At times, she seemed to be lost in thought, as if she was in conversation with some silent, invisible entity. There was a diminished amount of repartee; a decreased amount of teasing; less of a joviality Noticeable, but to him, not yet severe; not yet anyway, and so replied. “These are serious times. We are all a bit more serious, are we not?”

At that point Okul arrived for breakfast. When asked, his opinion agreed with theirs. They were all somewhat concerned.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

In the Eilistraee drow compound, Kilzadi and Gwenect were enjoying breakfast-in-bed. Due to their recent intimacy the beautiful drow’s long silver-white locks were ruffled and sweat-stuck to her unblemished obsidian skin. Violet eyes regarded the mage.

“After considering, I have come to a decision”

“And what decision is that, my donor of delight?” he asked running a finger along her bright-crimson nipple.

“I shall accompany you and the Seekers into the Underdark.’

This declaration, so surprising, caused Kilzadi to cough out the clear elven moondew spirit that he had been sipping. He had expected something related to the Vhaeraun drow requests at council. “What? Why?”

Her eyes riveted on him. Her eyebrows rose. He knew that look. She was now very serious.

“I expect males not to question my decisions. But my fondness for you is my weakness, so I will indulge. These are drow being deceived. Regardless that they are Loth worshipers, they should still be made aware of their condition. It is something my goddess would want. Second, when we arrive at Maerimydra, it will be useful, for many reasons, to have a female drow in the group. Third, I have experience with the Underdark which is something no Seeker has and so can provide advice about many matters and finally, Cygni should have some help in controlling a gang of simple, unruly males, should she not?” Her eyebrows fell.

Lord No’s Note As a ranger/sword dancer of Elistraee, Gwenect operates in accordance with her deity’s teachings. Sword dancers have a duty to lead and be on the frontline in missions to find, encourage, assist, and protect any drow looking to return to the surface (or that could be persuaded to return) and join a different life, far from Lolth's evil schemes. Sword dancers put a great deal of effort into promoting harmony and cooperation between the drow and other races. Sword dancers are expected to lead the drow migration and work to promote harmony between drow and surface-dwelling races. They work to aid the local population by bringing food, cures, and protection in order to establish friendships and to offer the drow converts a place on the surface world.

Kilzadi astonished showed in his gaze. For him, she was putting herself in great danger; not only of the Underdark’s environment and denizens, but also because Loth drow treated non-Loth worshiping drow as heretics. Males were killed outright; hence the enmity between Vahaeraun and Loth drow. Females, if captured, would, by means of torture, demon-rape, mind alterations and other forms of abuse, be forced to recant their deity and accept Loth. Then their soul would belong to the Spider-Queen. Their final fate would be as a drider or as a breeder of half-demon warriors.

True that he and Gwenect amused and enjoyed each other, but this decision signified his worth to her and temporarily confused him in response.

“I…I don’t know what to say…I…”

“Then speak not. Accept my decision. Besides as my male, you have no choice. Your actions will speak for you.” Now grinning, she reached between his legs, starting to stroke. The well-knowledge caresses had an almost immediate effect.

“And now, pathetic male, your donor of delight has a frustrating day ahead, dealing with matters of war and state. She would like to arrive well contented. So you are ordered to provide deep gratification. Disobedience is forbidden!”

Lying outside the tent, where he had spent the night, Fang let out a low growl of exasperation. A dragon’s sharp ears could not help but hear every sound and word that was uttered inside. Master and the drow female had been making mating noises most of the night. This did not allow for a quiet, peaceful sleep. And they were doing it again! Did not Master realize he was hungry? It was Master’s duty to ensure that he was well fed and taken care of; especially as Master had forbidden him to hunt in the various camps. He would have interfered by now except that, he recognized Master’s Mate as formidable and powerful and had come to respect her. It was made easier because she cared for Master and he for her. Also Master’s Mate and She of the Weyr were good friends. So he would allow this one last time. Then he would make his hunger pangs well known, loudly and to the whole camp if need be.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

In the Harrowdale sector, Neon and Jhaer had joined Osier for breakfast. The gnome was explaining Ellarian’s table absence.

“Your mother has gone with the Deepingdale Commander…you know her…what is her name…?”

“You mean Lilia Vulpae?”

“Yes, yes, that one. Apparently they have some kind of plan concocted that they want to present to the other Dales…to help expediate matters along and so it is just I, my favourite once-student, and the beautiful bard to break our fast; speaking of which, how is your recovery this morning, my dear?”

In the short time she had become acquainted with Osier Manchineel, Jhaer could not help but come to like and appreciate him.

Three days earlier when Neon had left for the Pillars of Fire, she had convalesced enough to leave the medical tent. The wounds inflicted by the Miller’s sons had healed enough. She helped the authorities as best she could in her weakened condition. The Convocation delegations had begun arriving.

It was then that the gnome had sought her out. She knew who he was as soon as he had introduced himself. Neon had often talked about him. He had explained how his biological father, Racso Wilde, had abandoned the family soon after his birth. He related how his mother, Ellarian, had been too busy with her duties, especially in his younger years, and at odds with what he wanted for himself. His mother had entrusted him to Osier’s care. The result was that the old gnome not only taught and trained him in the skills and knowledge necessary to make his way in the world but also how the two had bonded as only a father and son could.

Since she had been staying at the, now destroyed White Hart Inn, Osier, on Ellarian’s suggestion, had invited her to take up private quarters in the area reserved for the Harrowdale delegation. Having agreed, she found herself spending time with the gnome, enjoying his humor and sharp wit; reveling in his adventure stories and in amusing tales of the young Neon. She learned of the causes of rift between Ninniach and his mother and how now the two were slowly mending their estrangement.

Her first meeting with Ellarian was cordial and formal. She wanted to determine her own impression regardless of how Ninniach had described her and Ellarian had wanted to meet this bard who was the latest and longest-lasting of her son’s amours. The two elf women, the sun mother and the moon lover, found common cause in Neon’s welfare and were gradually opening and warming up to each other.

Lord No’s Note-In case my readers have forgotten  the Seekers elf race connections; Neon Wilde is half human, half-sun elf, whereas Swan Battlestar is only one-quarter wood elf.

Now, the Book of Elves states one important trait of wood elves as: “Many (but not all) wood elves have romantic and sexual relationships that are often polyamorous in nature, members of the race freely engaging or ceasing relations with new partners.”

As my readers are well aware, this particular trait manifested itself fully in Swan Battlestar, despite her being almost all human and despite that her greater family were all monogamous. It was no secret. Her mother explained to Neon (campaign note 4) in discussing his and Swan’s relationship by stating: “Ah yes. She is not one to wait and mope. It is the elf in her.”

Dark Swan easily acknowledged this about herself but the human Swan deluded herself into believing that she was capable, as a wood elf could, of ‘loving and accepting’ more than one at the same time; that she “ruled herself’. Yet, at the same time, she felt the debilitating human emotions of disconnected jealousy and unreasonable resentment. This illustrated itself in her rancor with all of Neon’s ‘pet fems’ as well as her acrimony for Inialos’ flings. The paradox of her repressed envy of Neon’s relationships with Alena and Jhaer and Inialos’ with Vestele, while at the same time, bonding and reciprocating their loving and strong friendship, befuddled her. Her trauma, seeded by the death of her good friend Alena and her repressed jealousy of Alena’s relationship with Neon, reached maturity by the deaths of all in Ashabedford and the murder of her ‘uncle’. This forced her to liberate her shadow side. This was done in order to shed emotions in order to function rationally. It was then that her alter ego exposed the truth; ‘We can change ‘amoratas’ as easily as a serpent sheds skin.’ So should others not be allowed to do the same was the unasked question. The answer to this was the problem. Her human emotions warred with her wood elf trait.

Her grandmother had foretold that she would have to choose between her elf way and her human way; that her choice would have different repercussions. (as recounted in Swan’s Story).

As we all now know and is well-recorded, she resolved this dichotomy differently. It would be when she made her own different third choice that her human side would come to accept this as natural without reservation or need of explanation; without the emotional hindrance of jealousy, acrimony, shame, or stigma normally associated with it. This third choice also had its own consequences. (As told in upcoming chapters)
……………………………………………………………………………………………………

Jhaer smiled gently at the old gnome and answered, “I am just about perfectly healed. Thank you Osier.”

“I will vouch for that” added Neon, looking at the bard with affection. “She has been singing more easily, wonderfully and beautifully every morn now.” He had thanked Mystra every day.

“I am glad to hear this” replied the gnome. “I must finish here and join your mother for the morning session. You will be preparing for your journey into the Underdark I hope?”

“Yes. That is the plan. We are meeting with Gideon this afternoon concerning that.”

“Good. Good. Keep in mind my advice and suggestions regarding what to pack and bring. I must be off now. Remember that today is the last day you two will have to be together and the day is still very young. I suggest you have fun, children.” He winked at them and left.

The looked and smiled at each other; each having the same thoughts.

“Osier makes very astute suggestions” remarked Jhaer, her green eyes sparkling.

“Ah yes, he always has” agreed Neon, with a laugh, taking her hand. “We would be remiss if we did not follow them. Will you accompany me to our tent to help me …pack?

“Without a doubt. I enjoy helping you … pack…. Lead on.”

Arm in arm they exited.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“Officially, the Council is just sanctioning this dangerous Underdark endeavour that you and the other Seekers have volunteered for. But I am to tell you that they are relieved that someone is doing the task and they are most grateful that it is you. The Seekers have earned that trust many times over. I just want to express my own personal gratitude and appreciation.”

Oakfather Gannon Durei was addressing Gideon Fireforged over breakfast. Both were sitting at the now new High Councillor’s private dining area.

Gideon has been absently rubbing a small wooden box. He had been doing this absentmindedly whenever he was in deep thought since his return from the Pillar. It was the one he had rescued from the destroyed cottage containing the oak leaf which she had given him with the words “as long as the leaf stays green, know that my spirit and passion for you still survive.”

“No need Gannon. It is something that must be attempted and the Seekers have many reasons for volunteering. Your personal appreciation is welcomed. How is the Convocation Assembly coming along?”

The Oakfather sipped goodberry tea before answering.

“Slowly. There are too many disparate parties; each with their own agenda; each with a history of distrusting the others. One would think that a world-conquering common enemy would be enough for at least a temporary unification but that does not seem to be the case. The Dalelands are to bring forth a proposal today to hurry matters along. I hope it works. That is why your excursion is important. Any success in the drow city would speed up agreements up here. A major problem is the Thayans.”

[bookmark: local]This caught the priest’s attention. Gideon knew that his lack of memory of his life before the monastery and the on-off again interest of the Red Wizards were somehow linked. Only the priority of this war against the Darkness Rising was preventing him from entering Thay to retrieve Meliai’s acorn. The still-green oak leaf indicated her spirit still survived. He recalled when early in his settling down in his newly build cottage, Kulara Tolmen, the monk-priestess that travelled with Chathi, had said to him "Fear not Brother, the Red Wizards do not know what we know". The problem was that he did not know what he was supposed to know.
“Oh, how so?”

“They have not contributed much. They seem to be undecided; as if they are waiting for a sign. I had expected Chathi and her group to be their delegation as she knows most of the players here, but instead she was re-called and this Nylar Rin put in her place. Being a necromancer implies he is a Szass Tam lackey which implies Szass Tam is plotting and desires something from us.”

“Szass Tam is always plotting. Interestingly enough, Nylar Rin and I are meeting this afternoon. He asked for one and I agreed. Should I find out what they are up to, be assured, that should it help in any way with this Convocation, I will apprise you of it.”

“And I and the rest of us would be most obliged. Well I must leave you now and make my entrance to chair this morning’s session. We will see each other later. Have a productive day.”

Now alone, Gideon decided how to prepare himself for Nylar Rin and what to discuss later with the Seekers; all the while rubbing the small wooden box.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“And so what did you want to meet about?” Gideon asked of Nylar Rin.

They were off to the side of the building used for the Convocation. The session had adjourned for lunch. Delegates were mingling and conversing in little groups. Standing with the Red Wizard were a Thayan Knight and another wizard. Neither was introduced.

“It is quite simple, priest of Kossuth” replied the Red Wizard. “We wish to trade. We each have something the other wants.”

“Yes, you Thayans have something I want returned, because it was ripped away from me, but what do I have that you want?”

“Ah yes, regretful that, but we needed something to bargain with. Be assured it has been well cared for. Now we know what was taken from Enthranos’ horde. In return for the silver comb with the moonstones and the gold ring with the ruby setting, we will hand over intact and unharmed the… let us call it… the special acorn. It can be replanted and a new oak grown. We both know what that means do we not? She will then return.”

All this while, with no outward sign, Gideon was seething with fiery anger. The arrogance and the nonchalance of these people regarding his loss infuriated him; that could they be so callous, so smug, so disdaining, so assured in his reaction. He was restraining himself from taking action.

At the same time he was analysing their request. How did they know what was taken from the blue dragon’s horde? Somehow they were being spied upon? Or was that old rumor about there being a traitor amongst the Seekers true? That he found unfathomable, but still. What was so important about those items that they were willing to surrender the only object they had that could control him? The ring was a potent magical piece but the Firelord had indicated that it was important to use against the Darkness. As for the comb, as far as the Seekers were able to discern, it had no value other than the silver metal and the small moonstone gems.

Taking a deep breathe, he replied “I will need more time to consider this.”

“But of course” responded Nylar Rin with condescension in his voice. “Take until the supper hour today. Then meet me in the old graveyard with the items. Oh, should you fail to arrive, know that the acorn will be destroyed. Think carefully and wisely, priest of Kossuth.”

With that threat, the wizards left, while Gideon bristled with hot fury.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..
The Seekers had gathered at a public lunch tent. These tents had been set up to feed the influx of workers and tradespeople who had arrived from all around to help with the rebuilding of Ashabedford. The constant clatter and noise of a city being rebuilt died out during the lunch hour.

Once they were all settled in, Kilzadi was the first to speak, as he handed out a list to the others.

“I have important news. Here is a ‘must’ list of the items and equipment that Gwenect said we all should have in the Underdark.”

“Ah yes. Trail rations are most important news” replied Neon sarcastically as he examined the paper.

This got a snort from the mage. “No. She will be coming with us. She wishes to provide us with her Underdark experiences.”

“Oh. Well then. That is important and welcomed news.”

“Indeed” added Risca. “It enhances our chances of success.”

“An experienced guide and an extra sword is always acceptable, especially Gwenect’s. Do you not agree Swan?” Okul asked.

“Huh, what, oh sorry.” Swan looked what from where she had been studying the list. “Gwen’s coming with us? Yes, that is good news.” She returned to perusing the list.

Her reaction made the others take pause. They knew Swan, before the quest for the tiles, would have reacted enthusiastically. She would have joyed that her close friend would have been accompanying them. She would have been expounding on the benefits of such an addition.

Risca just sighed. Was this more serious than he had thought?

Neon stared at Okul with a look that said I thought you told us she was back to normal.

Okul shrunk into himself, shaking his head, looking at a loss.

Kilzadi blinked. This was not the reaction he had expected from his sister. He needed to discuss this with Gwenect, to apprise her of what was happening with Swan. Perhaps she could help.

He turned to Gideon. “Your thoughts?”

The priest, as well, had seemed to be adrift.  The mage had noticed this. Kilzadi’s call brought him back to the present situation.

“Oh, yes. Her skills and abilities will be a valued addition. I will have a briefing with her later. I gathered us here to say that we all should meet at the elven Standing Stone at sunrise tomorrow. We should say our good-byes before then as we do not want to be seen as a large party heading there. Swan’s friend, Lathai Evioro whom most of you are at least acquainted with, knows of the entrance there, the same entrance that the Malorns used into the Underdark, and has agreed to lead us to the elven outpost. Then we are on our own and on our way to the drow city.”

“What else? What else should we know?”

These are the Seekers. My friends. They trust me. We have been through so much together. I owe then the truth. “The Red Wizards want something from me…us.” He described his meeting with Nylar Rin.

“Why the old cemetery?” asked Neon. “A strange place for a meeting.”

“He is a necromancer. He most likely thinks he would have an advantage there.”

“The ring I can understand” was Kilzadi’s response, “but why the comb? Both Noristuor and I found nothing unusual about that comb. Regardless, having back the acorn and what it means, the ring and comb are easily exchanged.” He gave the priest a look of understanding. “Especially if they carry on with their threat to destroy it.”

Swan interjected. “The Thayans are not getting our comb. First, it was gifted to us by Okul. Second, we do not trust them; whatever they want should be held back and third, the ring is important to our cause, is it not?”

There was a short silent pause as the others mentally repeated what they had just heard and were left with the same confusion. Was she referring to herself in the plural or to the Seekers as a collective group? But more importantly, was she sounding unsympathetic?

“Swan speaks truth” Gideon spoke up. “Szass Tam needs those items for some reason and regardless of my feelings, of how much I want her to be returned, we need those items to overcome the Darkness. My personal desires should not and will not be a factor. I will meet with him at the old cemetery not for the exchange, but perhaps to gain information. She is also correct in that they cannot be trusted. For that reason I would like for us to be all there, just in case.” 

“We will be there” Dark Swan promised. The others nodded agreement.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

An evening breeze blew through the old cemetery. It was near supper hour and the shadows were long. Standing amongst the gravestones were Gideon, Risca and Kilzadi. Approaching them were Nylar Rin, his Thayan Knight and another Red Wizard. Stopping twenty paces away, he addressed Gideon.

“Well met priest” hailed the Emissary of Thay with a smirk as he saluted with a skull-topped knotted wood staff. “I see you brought protection.”

“As did you, Nylar. Shall we get on with it?”

“But of course. Of course. But first, you don’t mind if a zone of truth around is laid us, do you? Just to keep everyone honest.”

“Not at all. As long as we are allowed to do the same.”

Nylar gave out a huge gaff. “Not at all. Please do. It will make no difference in the end. So, did you bring the items for the trade?”

“They are nearby, close at hand” Gideon replied in pun-like fashion. He was wearing the ring. Swan had the comb as she, Okul and Neon were hiding nearby.

“He speaks truth” commented the other wizard.

“Did you bring the acorn?” demanded Gideon.

“Well actually no, I did not”

“He’s telling the truth” were Kilzadi’s words to Gideon.

“In that case, there cannot be a trade” declared the priest.

Nylar laughed loudly.

“Oh, well not quite a trade” he gleefully retorted showing a wicked grin. “She was correct when she told us how foolish and overrated you and your little group are. You see priest, by telling us the items are nearby, the plan now is to kill you and then command your corpse to reveal their locations. Clever no?” Smashing his staff into the ground, he shouted a word of power. Then he began to incant a spell.

The staff burst, sending out negative energy. The energy flowed along the ground. Graves heaved as animated skeletons and zombies dug themselves out from under the ground.

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Many things were happening by then.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Taut as her bow, Swan watched the interaction. Fang crouched beside her, sensing her anxiety. At the sound of the Red Wizard’s triumphant laughter, Swan became the Dark Swan, ready to slaughter.

Know our enemy-using true sight she saw what the others could not; twenty Thayan soldiers, divided into two bands of ten, led by three Thayan Knights, all invisible. Accompanying them, also invisible, were two more spellcasters, one of which was an undead human, along with them, a vampire-monk.

Spellcasters first- undead ones easiest-with a shout of Trap!! she raced out of hiding, her arrows already loaded. The undead spellcaster never stood a chance. Just as it became visible three arrows struck; one through its head, one through its neck and one through its heart. It achieved true death as it uttered its first syllable. Dispassionately, her bow already reloaded, Dark Swan surveyed the now field of battle.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Fang did not hesitate. With a thunderous roar, as She of the Weyr leaped into battle, he accompanied her. He spotted the two groups of Thayan soldiers attacking Master; attacking from two sides. He launched himself at the nearest group. A quick scythe-tail swipe beheaded a soldier. Two claws veered left to pierce through another’s head, while his jaws veered right to bite through yet a third’s skull. Landing to face the onrushing soldiers, he roared out defiance; ready to protect his Master and his weyr.
………………………………………………………………………………………………..

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Risca could now see all that was charging at them. The fastest and in the lead was a monk; a monk with red eyes and elongated incisors. Risca moved to intercept; to allow time for Gideon and Kilzadi to cast as needed. 

As fast as the dwarf was, the monk was faster. As Guifoon cut deep into the vampire, it had already hit him twice with a flurry of blows. He could feel his energy draining even as its cut began to heal. All it had to do was touch him. He enraged himself with holy fury. This restored some energy but it would only prolong his demise. Still he was Risca Foraker, and so kept swinging with his axe.
 The vampire-monk laughed and spoke as he easily avoided the swings, punched Risca on the arm and then swivelled and twisted to land a kick on his back. Each touch drained Risca.

“Chathi told us how overrated the Seekers were. Just sheer numbers would overcome you. She advised us to overwhelm you in one fell swoop, that your magic was weak, and your tactics poor. I see now that she was correct. Pray to your god, dwarf, because soon I will feast on your blood.”

Risca did not reply; saving his breath. He would keep this one occupied while his companions dealt with the rest. As he had faith in Marthammor Duin, so he had faith in them.
……………………………………………………………………………………………….

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Okul leaped out, gold dragon shriek, to distract the mass of charging Thayans. It worked, up to a point. The three Thayan knights broke off to confront him. He soon found himself surrounded by fighters equal to his own skill. They worked in coordination, slicing in moving out. Only his quickness with Great Spear avoided most of the attacks. Still, he was being slowly slashed to death.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Gideon and Kilzadi, were by now, experts in the collaboration of divine and arcane magic. As the undead began to rise; as the Thayans became visible; alerted by Swan’s shout and Fang’s roars, they immediately joined in.

“The undead are mine, take out the living” shouted Gideon, above the noise, shouts, screams and confusion of the melee. In unison, each did.

“Kossuth, let your cleansing fires restore these souls to their true rest” the priest implored.

His plea was answered. So powerful was the essence of divinity that emanated from Gideon that all felt it as a thickened wave of wind. Its effect was immediate. The uprising and attacking skeletons and zombies immediately turned to dust; blown away by the wind wave. The greater shadow that had had been summoned by Nylar’s second spell, shrieked in agony as it emerged from the Shadow plane just in time to dissipate. The Thayan Knight, standing beside the Red Wizard emissary crumbled.

At the same time, Kilzadi cast two spells in quick succession. An empowered fireball exploded amongst the first group of Thayan warriors. All were incinerated. His second spell formed acidic black tentacles to spring from the ground, each one entangling and immobilizing a warrior in the second group. Each died screaming as they dangled, either eaten through by the acid, or ripped apart by Fang’s claws.

Nylar was in a shock. It was not supposed to be like this; this ease at which these Seekers dealt with his forces. He shouted out his frustration.

“NO! Chathi said it would be easy!” He began to cast but did not finish. A voice whispered in his ear just as a rapier pierced through his spine. Paralyzed, he fell and a second thrust through his heart finished him,
…………………………………………………………………………………………………

“My children! Kill them all!” commanded Nylar shouting. Then he began to incant a second spell. The invisible became visible. 

Neon hesitated just long enough to determine where he would be the most effective. He was his mother’s son and so had, unknowingly, inherited her expertise in strategy and tactics. Stealthy, he emerged from hiding, moved into the battlefield, and blinked to where he wanted to be. He felt the divine energy wave decimate the undead; felt the heat of the fireball; heard the screams of the entangled soldiers, Fang’s snarls, Swan’s arrows whistling. Standing behind Nylar Rin, he whispered into the necromancer’s ear as he drove his rapier through his spine. “She must have lied.”

A second trust through the heart and the necromancer lived no more.
…………………………………………………………………………………………..

Dark Swan surveyed the now field of battle. In the flash of a moment, all that was left standing was a vampire with Risca, three Thayan Knights with Okul, and a standing together, trembling Red Wizard and Knight, seemingly locked in indecision. There was no emotional involvement in her survey. She sensed Swan’s passionate desire to help her surrogate father and her lover. She concurred, as they were struggling with the most dangerous opponents. Strangely, this agreement seemed to meld them a bit more. There was less of two and more of one.

She raced towards Okul, shooting on the run. Passing Risca, her arrows struck the vampire as it was gloating over the dwarf, now on his knees. One arrow through its head, one through its neck and one through its heart (her favourite method of eliminating humanoid undead) caused it to collapse into dust. Already reloaded, and still running, she fired at the knights. 

Two died instantly as arrows pierced their brains. The third died as surprise lowed his guard allowing Okul’s Great Spear to thrust up his chin and out the top of his head.

Whoever the last remaining wizard was, he was no fool. Even as Dark Swan was releasing her arrows at the vampire, he was not waiting to observe the final outcome. With a quick cast contingency spell, he and the knight teleported out.
……………………………………………………………………………………..

All was now quiet; except for the sound of acid bubbling through skin and bones; Fang’s claw steps as he checked to make sure all were dead and his weyr was safe. The evening breeze now blew through the piles of dust which once were undead, allowing the smell of cooked fire-balled bodies to fill the air.

Two emotions competed for display in Gideon. One was grief. He had lost her. There was now no reason for the Thayans to keep her alive. The other was fury; that they would do this to her, to him. He would burn all of Thay; roast it to a crisp!!

But both would be for nought, his misery and his vengeance, should the Darkness succeed. And so; first the Darkness, then the Thayans.

“I will take care of Risca. Swan, you the others.”

“Wait” she replied. Her true sight, still active, had spotted more Thayans. “It’s Chathi.” At that point Chathi and her Company of Thayan Traders emerged from their magical hiding.

This did not put the Seekers at ease despite having dealt with Chathi and her crew in the past. They had just been attacked by Thayans and were unsure where her group stood. She eased the tension slightly by raising her hands and declaring “Well done Gideon. Well done Seekers.”

“What are you doing here Chathi? was Gideon’s response.

“Well originally, it was to help ensure your victory, should the Seekers have been floundering. Now, it is to clean up this mess to ensure no Thayan involvement.”

“Flounder? You insult us!” hissed Dark Swan, pulling tighter on the bow string. This caused the others in Chathi’s Company to stiffen and put hands to weapons. In turn, this made Fang crouch, growl and take steps towards them

“Stand down Swan!” ordered the priest. “Kilzadi, keep your dragon back!” He turned back to Chathi. “You wanted us to win?”

“Yes. You needed to. We would only interfere should you have been losing. There was a good chance that Szass Tam would be scrying. We could not show ourselves unless absolutely necessary. Since we knew you best, Nylar Rin asked for our input on how easiest to defeat you. “

Neon and Risca then understood from what was said to them. The half-elf spoke first. “I realized you lied to them. But I do not know why.”

Then Risca spoke up. ”You told them that sheer numbers would overwhelm us.”

“Yes. I downplayed your abilities and explained how your victories were exaggerated. I told them that all they had to do was swarm you; keep each of you occupied with several adversaries all at the same time. I made Nylar belief that a large batch of warriors with a few knights, some spellcasters, his undead and his pet vampire would be enough.”

“We would all like to know why?”

“Why? Because my zulkir, Loremaster Yaphyll Shantara, the Zulkir of Divination, has foreseen a prophecy. In short, I was ordered to present you with this.”

Gideon gasped to see the object that she pulled out of her belt pouch. It was a heart shaped acorn suspended on a necklace of knotted twine. He could sense the dryad Meliai’s presence inside it. “That’s the …”

“Yes, it is the Acorn. Yaphyll has determined you will need it to defeat the Darkness. Here. Take it.”

As desperate as he was to hold it, being wise, he still had suspicions. “Should I take this, you will no longer have a hold on me.”

“Not me. Not Us. Only the Szass Tam faction. Now there will be no temptation to hand over the One Ring and the Comb. By defeating the Darkness you will save Thay. By not having the One Ring and the Comb, Szass Tam will fail and so Thay will survive; be saved from total retributive destruction. I hold my patriotism to Thay before my personal ambition and so will obey my Zulkir. Take it. It is freely given.”

Lord No’s Note-as we know now Chathi was referring to the upcoming war known as the Undead Uprising. This was to occur many years later when Szass Tam would unleash his prepared numerous undead armies and allies against the neighbouring areas. But his efforts were severely weakened without the Ring and Comb. By the combined powers of the Simbul, Alassra Silverhand, queen of Aglarond, one of the Seven Sisters and arch-foe of Thay, along with the forces of Thesk under the leadership of the silver dragon, Prince Valindre of Telflamm and a group of heroes known as the Delzimmer Six, the undead invasion forces, were over time, defeated and routed. And as Yahyll had predicted, Thay was not overrun and eradicated after its surrender.
		The only Seeker to be associated with this would be Kilzadi Litecaster who at the time was a personal advisor to the Prince. But his largest influence in the war was his acquaintance and involvement with one of the Delzimmer Six, the goblin Noworg.
The Simbul later often remarked “not only did he have the manners of a courtier, in the war, that goblin had no lack of courage” Then with a fond laugh, “so much courage that, several times at war summits, he would attempt to peer under my dress or down my blouse.” Another laugh. “Such bravery should always be rewarded; I allowed him some free peeks.”
	The history of the Undead Uprising War and the part the goblin played can be found in my series “The Stories of Noworg the Civilized Goblin.”
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He remembered his last Dream of Darkness, wherein he had dreamed of Yaphyll Shantara’s words to Szass Tam:  “You are wrong Szass Tamm.  I have foreseen Gideon’s path. To succeed, he will need to have love in his heart and his beloved by his side to give him strength, not fear. Or the darkness will overwhelm everything, even us, the mighty Zulkirs of Thay…”

Trembling, eyes moist with gratitude, Gideon reached out but suddenly stopped as Kilzadi shouted: Wait! Why is so important about the comb? We found nothing special about it.”

“I do not know. Should Yaphyll know, I was not told. Obviously Szass Tam knows. I only know that it should not fall into his hands. Again, I say, take it, freely given.”

This time, with no hesitation, Gideon took the acorn amulet. A telepathic voice, Meliai’s voice, then spoke as a feeling of devotion, love and happiness emanated from it to fill his body. “Beloved. Together again.”

“Yes, oh yes!” he thought back. “Thank you for this Chathi” he verbalized putting the knotted twine necklace around his neck and the amulet inside his shirt, to press against the flesh over his heart.

She shrugged back. “I am just the messenger, but you are welcome priest of Kossuth. Now be on your way so we can clear and clean up. I need to be ready tomorrow as the new Thayan Assembly delegate.”

“We shall as soon as we tend to our injured.” He began to restore Risca’s lost energy.

As he did so, Kulara Tolmen drew near. “Well done brother in Kossuth. You have saved my Thay from its potential future destruction and as a consequence also the temples of our Firelord.” She pointed to the acorn. “That is the first of his rewards. Keep on the path you are on.” She turned to leave.

“Kulara, wait! Tell me. What is it I am supposed to know, to do? What does the Firelord want from me? And how and why do you know these things?”

She turned back to him. Placing her hand on his cheek, she spoke. “Gideon, forged of the fire, you are His Chosen. Bear that in mind, always. All that is required of me is to remind you to keep and never question your faith. I only know that soon you will know and that your past will be revealed. I must help Chathi now. The Firelord watch over all of us.” She left him then.

“She never tells me anything concrete” he addressed Risca.

“She told you to always keep your faith” retorted the dwarf. “Seems pretty concrete to me.”

“Yes, I suppose you are correct. There are more immediate pressing matters than my past at the moment.”
………………………………………………………………………………………………
Swan was tending to Okul, filling the air with her mint and pine healing. Jandar Hahpet approached. Watching her, the roguish, wizardly ranger, tilted his head, as if puzzled.

“You were always deadly with that bow of yours. But now, as we all witnessed, you are ruthless and relentless with it. Also there is something changed about you. Toady senses it.” As if to confirm, from inside Jandar’s pocket the familiar toad let out a “churp.”

“We are busy here” the Dark Swan answered. “Are you not supposed to be clearing and cleaning up? Get to work!”

Okul just sighed at Swan’s acting out. Her new ‘polarity’ worried him. She seemed to oscillate between the amorata he knew and this insensitive stranger.

 Jandar’s head knocked back in surprise. Then he grinned. “Well, Swan, I admit that I always found you most becoming but this new version entices me even more. I wish and will pray for your success and a speedy return. Know that I will always be available for any of your, ah, needs or wants.” With a little head nod, he moved along.

“What a fool” the Dark Swan murmured.” There you go, our half-dragon. All healed up. We are done.”

Now we are needed no longer. We take our leave.

Swan gasped at the speed she gained control. Dark Swan’s absence was a empty space; the black mirror vacant.

“Oh Okul, love, I am so sorry” she sniffled, embracing him, burying her face into his chest. “When I treat you so badly or ignore you, know that it is not…” She stopped short of telling him about Dark Swan and finished by saying “I times I am not myself.”

He had never heard her call him half-dragon before. The shock lasted only an instant as she sobbed into him. He could only attempt to console her. Returning her embrace he whispered into her hair, “Its fine. Its fine. Worry not.” All the time he was wondering what suddenly had brought on this bipolarity and what could be done about it. In time she regained her composure.

Shortly they departed, leaving Chathi’s crew to clean up.


Chapter 28 –Part 2- Enter The Underdark 
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Seekers encountered Denizens  of the Underdark

Sailors call it the nautical twilight; the time before sunrise when the horizon finally becomes discernable and only the bright stars can be used to take readings. The last owl hooted and the first dog barked. Three figures walked the quiet and still ruined streets of Ashabedford. 

To Swan’s right walked Risca, muttering in a low voice to Guifoon; the battle axe strapped to his hip; “I think Jezz was correct, Guifoon. There are drow and then there are drow. I mean if we were attacked by humans and they killed Swan, would I then blame all humans? No. Gwenect’s drow-type seem to be friendly and helpful. Jezz’s drow-type, well what they do to me, I will do to them, but many times over and so they can be tolerated. As for these Underdark drow we will be encountering, to them as promised, we will be a scourge. Oh, you agree. Good.” 

Lord No’s Note- the conversation between Risca and Jezz the Lame detailing the various kinds of drow occurred in Chapter 26.

On her left strode Okul, strong and silent. His thoughts were solely on the previous night. She was desperate to couple, as if it might be their last. He had pretended not to hear as she had wept herself to sleep after their lovemaking. She had acted, as if they would be apart; as if she was leaving him behind. She had been so determined to ensure his pleasure as if it would be awhile, if ever, that he could experience it again. This was just one more added thing to worry about her lately, especially her words, “the times you recall this, remember my love for you, Remember how we were together.” How could she even suggest that? Forget? Impossible! What bothered him the most was that he could not determine the cause of her angst nor how to cure it. Without conscious effort, he put his free arm around her. The promise to protect was obvious.

Swan was stepping quietly, also in deep thoughts. Her thoughts were also focussed on the previous night. She knew that when they entered the Underdark, the other would assume control. She knew she could not prevent this. She had prayed to Solonar Thelandria for help and guidance. She then received the image of the glowing silver arrow with the green fletching floating pointing to the dark mirror. This was accompanied by a sense of well-being. She took this to mean that The Keen-Eye, for whatever reason, was satisfied with the situation. So she would condescend to his will. This meant this walk to the Standing Stone, might be the last time she would be herself with Okul until their return. The Underdark perils and their dangerous mission would not make their return a certainty.

So last night she ensured that she give Okul as much pleasure as she could, without regard to her own. Then she had wept and wept again after they arose to breakfast and bid farewell family Mother had hugged her hard and had whispered “Be strong in your faith. The Great Archer will guide your aim.” Father had just hugged her extremely hard and with voice cracking, whispered “Remember all I taught. Take no foolish chances. Come back to us, little Swan.” But it was Granmar who has the strangest farewell. “My foretelling of the future is cloudy granddaughter. What is certain is that you will finally choose, the human way or the elf way. Choose wisely.” It was all she could count on now; her faith that her god had a reason for all this.
		She felt Okul’s arm go around her and leaned into him. They continued this way in silence letting their closeness and contact speak for them.

Passed the outskirts of the town and halfway to the Stone, they heard the commotion. Someone was stumbling through the nearby bushes. Then they recognized the voice.

“I found it. I found it. Now must find him. I found it. I found it. Now must find him.”

Emerging from the undergrowth and stumbling towards them was Noristuor the Mage. Spotting them he began to leap up and down. “Found him! Found Him!”

“Risca spoke first. “It appears to be the start of one of his bad days.”

Then Swan, her voice sounding concern.” Noristuor, what are you doing here now?”

At the sound of her voice, he stopped leaping. He bent over to stare at her intently. “Just bird girls, bird girls; black and white to leave, grey to return.” 

Lord No’s Note-as my most faithful readers know, Swan’s concern was based on her emerged relationship with Noristuor. She had become quite fond of him, visiting him many times, using his magical skills to enchant various items and enjoying his company and his weird but wonderful tales of other worlds and their heroes. He had seemed to become more rational. She knew that since the devastation of his tower, he had been staying at the Abbey helping Chauntea’s clerics with his magic to repair, to aid and mend as well as tending to the orphans. He was always baking breads and sweets for the temple staff and the children. He was quickly becoming ‘Father Nori” to them.

“A really bad day” reiterated Risca.

The tiefling shifted attention. “ah, that is a mighty fine dwarf you have there, my good axe”, addressing Guifoon, “but not for you or either birds. I found him.”

Advancing towards Okul, he reached into his pouch and pulled out a cupcake.

“I found it! I found it! I found you!” He sounded extremely excited. “Now remember, as before.”

Lord No’s Note- here Noristuor is referring to the meeting with Okul as recounted in chapter 27.

Handing it to Okul, he continued, “remember, eat, not too early, not too late, save brother from his fate, not too early, not too late. Goodbye. Goodbye axe. Goodbye birds.” With that, he turned and ran off into the brush, flapping his arms as he went.

Risca turned to Swan. “You know him best, gurl. He seemed to be improving. But now…is he regressing?”

Swan shook her head. “I don’t know. I hope not. With him, it is difficult to say. I have come to believe that at times, it is all a grand façade; that he plays the harmless mad fool to accomplish his goals. But I don’t know.”

“What am I to do with this?” asked Okul, staring dumfounding at the cupcake.

She shrugged. “Do as he said, I suppose. He does do magic. He gave the impression that you would know when to use it. Just put it away for now. At best, if you need it, you have it. At worse, you will have a cupcake to eat. I always found them delicious.”

Okul shrugged in return and placed the cupcake in his holding bag. They moved on.

They were the last to arrive at the Standing Stone. The other Seekers, along with Gwenect and Swan’s twin friend from her teenage days, the elf Lathai Evioro, were waiting. He had not been seen since the ricordo.

Gideon spoke after the greetings. ”We are all here now. We know what must be done. Lathai will open the way for us. We will descend and Gwenect will guide us to the drow city. Do either of you have anything to add?”

Gwenect indicated Lathai to speak first.

“I will activate the opening. It leads to a now ruined sun elf outpost which in the elder days was used to give warning of encroaching drow. It was abandoned when the Standing Stone was erected. I will take you there. Then you will descend the Underdark proper.”

The drow ranger took her turn.

“Gideon and I have already agreed on the following. I will take the point. You will follow my commands and instructions without hesitation or question. Spaced behind me, leading will be Okul and Neon. Swan and Risca will be at the end; she to ensure to ensure we are not followed and to protect our rear and the dwarf to provide strength. Spaced between the front and back, will be our magic casters, Gideon and Kilzadi, with Fang. The dragon will be useful since it can always fly and so can cover both front and rear. These are Underdark drow we will be facing. They know how to use the environment to ambush and set traps for us. Expect that all the way to Maerimydra, never mind the native life that will want to kill and eat you. Do not pick, touch or smell anything; plant, animal, mineral, liquid without my agreement. So Seekers are you ready?”

“Question” interjected Neon. “How did the Malorns know how to open this access to the Underdark?”

Lathai replied. “We do not know. But at this point in time it does not matter. Perhaps when you meet up with them, you can ask them…not nicely.” The last was said with an evil grin.

“I will do my best” promised the rogue.

The Gideon spoke up. “All right then. We are the Seekers of Faerun and we will see this all the way through. This is the beginning of the end for the Darkness. No matter what it takes, we will ensure it rises no longer. Tremble in terror, Darkness, for the Seekers of Faerun are on their way. Let’s do it Seekers!?”
Risca whispered to Okul; “That has to be the worse inspiring speech of all time. Good thing we do not need one.” Fang’s reaction was to pass some gas.

Lathai put his back to the standing Stone and incanted a phrase in an ancient elven tongue. A fissure opened in the ground. Several Seekers recognized as the same fissure they saw in their Dreams of Darkness. 

It was at this point that Dark Swan began to wake. It is time, was the thought Swan heard. She barely had time to grasp and squeeze Okul’s hand when Dark Swan ascended in control.

The elf fighter led them down. The descent angled in such a way that soon the sunlight was lost and they walked in darkness except for a torch carried by Lathai. The descent leveled out and after a short time they came upon the ruins of the outpost. One could sense its abandoned age of millennium. Its large stone works covered in moss and algae; its silence broken only by the scurrying of insects. Still one could make out faces, distinctly sun elfish, proud and haughty, carved into the stones. They followed the moon elf to where a stone stairway led away further down as it disappeared into the darkness.

“This is the way” he told them. I will leave you now. The gods bring you success.” The group prepared themselves fully as he went to grip arms with each of them. He saved Swan for last as he had a request. This gave her time to fully prepare and so could only gape at her in amazement at the result. He had never before seen her in her new full battle regalia.

She had just finished armouring herself and applying her war paint, alternating black, red, white stripes, as he arrived. A headband composed of intertwined; overlapping black and white swan feathers encircled her forehead. Circling around it was a dusty rose prism-shaped ioun stone.

Pulled over a blood red silk undershirt was her mitral chain shirt. It had an oily blue-black sheen. The overlapping plates were shaped as swan feathers. Over her heart, they had a slight gold sheen imitating a sun image with a clear colourless crystal resting at the center.

Her eyes and eyebrows could not be seen as they were covered by goggles whose lenses faded back and forth between soot black and snow white. Tiny alternating black and white swan feathers adorned the trim and black leather straps.

The tough ankle-high leather boots on her feet were re-enforced with spider-silk. Again small black and white swan feathers covered the footwear, this time forming a spider web motif. 

Her legs were covered in supple studded black soft leather trousers. Her arms were encased by black tough, hard full-grained bull leather bracers each bearing three white agates. Strapped, criss-crossed on her back and riding high enough so that their hilts were easily reachable above her cloak, were two scabbarded short swords; one with a smooth black boned handle; the other with a white ivory pommel; over the scabbards hung her Handy Haversack.

Covering them all; coloured as darkness and writhing about her as if alive, her head buried inside its hood, was a cloak. Darker than a storm clouded midnight sky, it had five lighter small patches; one in each corner of the cloak and one in the center. Each patch carried one symbol of the five energy types.

One shoulder carried a Quiver of Ehlonna from which a mighty composite longbow peeked out. The bow was reinforced with bands of black iron and yellowed dragon bone. The hand grip was silvery-white with a decorated golden sun set with three diamonds.

Around her neck was a gold chain holding a hunk of amber to which was attached a pearl. Encased inside the amber was a tiny twitching scorpion. Her waist belt was red scaly leather bearing the silver arrow symbol of Solonar Thelandria as a buckle with three black agates on either side. Strapped on one hip was a rapier whose silver-purple handle was etched with stylized lightning bolts. The other hip carried a dagger with a silver handle shaped as a minnow.

She appeared to be all feathered black with white trims, except for the gloves and belt. The gloves were soft porous leather dyed red; the colour matching her belt, both resembling old, darkened blood.
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Dark Swan- Emerge From Shadows. Mercy Means Nothing.

“Swan…you look so …so…”

“Out with it Lathai. Otherwise you sound a stammering fool.”

Her statement, so unlike Swan rocked him. Recovering quickly, he went on. “I was going to say dark and dangerous.” He waved his hand to indicate it was not important. Lowering his voice so others could not overhear, he continued.

“I have something to ask you. For all the years you have known us, you treated Simimar and I as brothers. To us you were family, the sister we never had. At the ricordo, you spoke to ease your grief as a sister would. So I ask you, whenever you can, make them regret Simimar’s death. Make them pay a thousand fold!” The last was said with venom.

Dark Swan’s grinned like a devil at a blood contract signing. ”We were not at the ricordo, Lathai. But rest assured that our goals match. They will pay, oh yes. we will visit pain and destruction upon them, and not just for Simimar. Know that we will not return until the Malorns and their rulers have felt our punishment.”

Slightly puzzled by her remark of not speaking at the ricordo when he knew she had done so, he hugged her. “Gratias.” She stood there in his embrace, neither moving nor reacting. It was as if he embraced a column of steel; hard, solid strong, lacking warmth. Now totally bewildered at her un-Swan response he stood back. “The Seldarine watch over you Cygni.” Saying a final good-bye to the Seekers, he made his way back.

“Seekers.” Gideon’s voice sounded. “Time to go. Gwenect, lead us out.” They headed down the ancient staircase. Swan, last in line with Risca, placed her palm on the last carved face. Touching the cold stone made her shadow cloak darken, twist and turn, as if it could hide her better.
	As she was last to pass, no one noticed that the face now bore the start of a smile.

The stair case leveled and ended in a large passage way which continued a downward slope. They were alert. In a short time they realized there was no need for light. The passages, tunnels, and hollows were all covered in luminous algae and moss to which their eyes quickly adjusted. After a short time, the passage opened into a cave with numerous stalactites, stalagmites, and helictites. The passage continued on the other side.
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Gwenect signalled a stop. “This would be an excellent place for an amb…” Just then an arrow whistled out of the dimness striking her shoulder. At the same time, the entire area went black and all the Seekers were outlined in a pale violet glow. They stood as beacons in the darkness; easy targets.

“Faerie fire” shouted Kilzadi. I will try to dispel.”

But Dark Swan could think faster than his casting. They give us light. We will return light. 

“Solite!” she shouted. A nova of light burst! The entire cave brightened as high noon. Three drow archers cried out in shock and pain as they instinctively covered their eyes. Their cover was gone. It was their undoing. As the Seekers blinked, Okul was charging. Even as his spear thrust through the chest of one, Swan’s arrow took a second through its head. The third drow retreated into the opposite passage, out of sight.

Kilzadi and Gideon hurried to Gwenect as the other Seekers approached to where Okul was standing over the corpses. 

“Ah, Swan, please turn off the sun before it attracts unwelcomed guests” requested Neon.

“Finita” was the response. The daylight vanished to be replaced by the natural bioluminescence of the cavern. 

“She’s been hurt. Help her Gideon” Kilzadi called out to the priest.

“You show concern for me, my Desert Fox. I like that but the wound is slight. Besides, to Sword Dancers of Eilistraee, pain and injury are no strangers. Should I be insulted that my male mage thinks I cannot help myself? Think you the Lady of the Dance cares not for her own? Foolish males! Observe the power of my goddess.” So saying, with a painful grunt, she pulled out the arrow, causing the wound to bleed more profusely. Then she uttered a prayer in the drow dialect. “Eilistraee, Cura seu servo leal e fiel.” Her hand then glowed as swathed in moonlight.

Placing her hand over the wound, moonlight appeared to enter it. The bleeding stopped. Then the flesh began to close. The wound vanished and the shoulder became whole. She bowed her head. “Obrigada, Eilistraee. Now let us go join the others.”
…………………………………………………………………………………………..

She began to inspect the dead bodies. “What can you tell us Gwenect?” inquired Gideon.

“Loth drow; definitely expendable bottom level males, from their house insignias, they are from the city of Maerimydra. Expect more ambushes of this type all the way to the city.”

“These are well made arrows” remarked Dark Swan.” We should all take some.

“Even better, I detect arrows with three kinds of magic” added Kilzadi.

“One drow got away” remarked Neon. “Most likely he will warn we are on are way.”

“It matters not, Neon” answered Gwenect. They already knew we were coming and prepared long before. Let us take from here anything useful and continue on.”

And so they did, always in Gwenect’s marching order. Several hours passed. The passage opened into a large cavern with four passages leading out.
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She signaled a halt. There in the middle of the cavern was the drow warrior who had escaped them. He seemed to be torn apart, bones and guts strewed about, parts missing.

“What could do that?” asked Gideon with a bit of awe at the sight.

“In the Underdark? Many things” was her response. “Seekers we approach carefully. Be alert. Risca, which direction is true north?”

Dwarves always know the north direction, even when underground. He pointed.

“Then the way to the city is the second passage from the left. We cross the cavern as quickly and quietly as we can. Keep in order. Do not spread out too much.”

And so they set out. 

They were nearly across when the ground explosively erupted. Three monsters emerged along their column; one near the front, one near the middle and one near the end. The middle one was the tallest at 10 feet and black coloured, while the other two were slightly smaller at 8 feet and dark-brown. They appeared to be a cross between an ape and a beetle. Chitin full armor plates covered their muscular physique bodies. Large hands and feet ended in adamantine-hard claws that could easily dig through stone or rip apart steel armor. An undersized head extruded two insect-like antennae while huge mandibles extended from its mouth which in turn was filled with rows of triangular shearing teeth. They had four eyes, two bug compound eyes on the sides of the head and two gorilla eyes on their foreheads. Making guttural hoots they charged the Seekers.

“Umber hulks” yelled Gwenect in warning. “Do not look at their eyes!” The Seekers, by now so battle trained, reacted with no hesitation.
………………………………………………………………………………………….

Then averting her gaze she shouted “Danhsa.

At her command, her bastard sword flew out of its sheath, shiny in moonglow and struck at the monster slicing through its armored skin. The scream of the umber hulk was matched by the sound of heroic battle music now emanating from the sword as it danced around the monster; slicing away. It was as though the sword had a mind of its own. Staring only at the mid-body of the brown monster, she cast a spell. A beam of searing light emerged from her palm striking it in the chest. The sword struck at the same spot as if acting in unison. The monster screamed in pain even louder. The heroic battle music continued.

By this time Neon, being the closest, had moved. Heeding Gwenects’s warning he had sneaked around to its back, avoiding looking at its face. As the moonsword stabbed deeply into the monster’s chest, the rogue thrust Fleeting Rapier through its head. The umber hulk gave one last screech; then toppled lifeless.
……………………………………………………………………………………………
“Umber hulks” yelled Gwenect in warning. “Do not look at their eyes!” The Seekers, by now so battle trained, reacted with no hesitation

Okul was already charging, keeping his vision locked on the center of the big black hulking monster. And so he did see the clawed hand that knocked him to the ground even as Greatspear pierced it front through back.
As it lifted its clawed foot, all the while screeching, to rush the half-dragon, Kilzadi had already incanted a spell of magic missiles. Five fist-sized reddish balls of magical force energy struck the upraised leg, each sizzling into the flesh.

Even before the umber hulk could react, Fang crashed onto its back, his claws, teeth and especially his scythe-tail ripping through the chitin as if it was soft flesh.

By then Gideon had arrived; his crystal morningstar showing an interior red flame. He had induced its psionic power. “Kossuth smite!” There was a burst of red and a loud crack as he struck the monster’s knee, blowing it out. Unable to support itself, it gave out a shriek of pain. As it collapsed Fang bit through its neck, ending its misery.
……………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Umber hulks” yelled Gwenect in warning. “Do not look at their eyes!” The Seekers, by now so battle trained, reacted with no hesitation

At the rear, a brown umber hulk erupted. Risca shouted to Swan. “Gurl, I’ll attack from the…”. 

He did not get a chance to finish. His ‘gurl’ was now the Dark Swan; expeditious and relentless in combat. She had already tumbled through its legs to get behind the creature; almost instantly releasing three arrows in quick succession. Her skirmishing caused great damage. The creature screamed out in pain and surprise. It turned to attack its tormentor. Again, she tumbled through its legs, her mobility helping her dodge the clawed feet attempting to stomp her. And again Granpar’s Bow launched three arrows, each doing skirmish damage. Then, with six arrows sunk fletching deep into its back head, the monster toppled dead.

Risca had seen Swan in action many times before, but the deadliness, speed and efficiency of his ‘gurl’ surprised even him. By now all the umber hulks had been vanquished.

Gwenect ordered the Seekers. “Quickly follow me now!” She led them at double speed. They headed down the passageway indicated earlier.

“Your sword makes music,” inquired Neon running beside her, “would that not the sounds have attracted unwelcomed guests?”

“Music only at my will. It makes my sword, blessed by Eilistraee, strike faster, deeper and harder. And yes, it would attract ‘guests. But those umber hulks would have made noises anyway. Scavengers and predator-scavengers would have been attracted regardless and now with all that dead meat just lying there, even more so.”

The group moved with speed for several hours, eating trail ration bars as they travelled. Eventually they arrived at another large cavern. This one had three passageways leading out, two large ones and a smaller one. Strewn throughout the cavern, rising from the floor to the 30’ceilings were twisted, wide columns of coloured limestone.

“These large caverns are perfect for ambushes, especially if they know we are coming and are in a hurry” remarked the drowess. “Kilzadi, use your magic to make us move faster.” 

With no question or hesitation, he hastened them. She led them across. But again, predicable, they were assailed. 

Emerging from total cover were five male drow; four archers and one outfitted as a fighter wizard.

Each archer launched an arrow; two towards Okul near the front and two towards Risca at the rear. But the Seekers were now on razor-edge guard and hastened.

Even as the arrows flew towards them, Risca and Okul were already charging the drow. Kilzadi quickened the words to a spell.

With surprising speed, the dwarf moved his shield to block the arrows. Then he was within axe range. The archer never stood a chance. Even before he could drop his bow to pull out his short sword, Guifoon had decapitated him. 

Okul , with two great bounding leaps (he was a half-dragon after all and hastened) , landed in front of an astonished archer. It was the drow’s last living experience as Great Spear pierced through his face.

As this happened, the other two archers found themselves entangled by fiery tentacles. Kilzadi’s spell held them immobile as they burned and sizzled their way through their flesh.

Despite all this, they should have followed ‘Armando”s Rule- always the spell casters first.’

While the cannon fodder archers’ demises were occurring, the fighter-wizard had shouted to make the sounds of battle even louder and the ground shake a bit. Then while his fellows were being eliminated, he scampered into and down the smaller passage, racing as if Orcus himself was pursuing.

As he disappeared from view, there came the sound of rumbling followed by the sound of an enormous thunderclap. Bursting through the floors of the large tunnels were two most feared denizens of the Underdark. The Seekers had fought many kinds and types of creatures, both native and extra-planar but never anything like these two behemoths.

Their eighty foot long bodies were well armored worm-like segmentations. They were a deep purple in color with a yellow underbelly. Razor sharp crests ran along between the two colors. Their bodies measured five feet diameter, ending in a stinger-tail, pulsing with poison. Its head was an eight-foot diameter maw, large enough to swallow any Seeker whole, lined with row after row of large triangular teeth. Before the noise of their entrance died away, moving with blinding speed, they engaged the group; one had Okul encoiled and grappled, with its stinger poised to strike; the other had knocked over Risca and loomed over the dwarf, its mouth ready to chew and swallow.

But the Seekers were no longer monster gapers. They sprang into action even before Gwenect finished shouting out, in drow dialect, ‘verme rexe’!

Kilzadi was the first to take action. Almost immediately, two luminous rays emerged from his chest, each one ending at a purple worm, forming a kind of triangle. Dark Swan recognized the spell immediately.

Lord No’s Note-historical records and what has been gleaned from the annals of both Kilzadi Litecaster and Swan Battlestar indicate that the spell is termed ‘Targeting Ray’. Kilzadi learned this spell and then practised it with his ‘sister, during the times he was practising archery with her. A rendering of that instance is described below.

“Swannie girl, here is a coin. Now what would be the distance I could place it so that you would have difficulty, not impossible, but difficulty hitting it with an arrow?”

“For something that size…with Granpar’s bow…let us say 650 feet. I would most likely miss three times out of four. Why are you asking?”

I have a new spell I wish to try out; one, I hope, will allow us to stay out of dangerous close quarter melee while making our ranged attacks easier to strike our targets., So let us test it.”

They set up the coin at Swan’s distance. As foretold, all their attacks missed, although Swan almost nicked the coin once.

“Let me cast the spell and then you try again.” Chanting arcane words resulted in a luminous ray emerging from his chest to shine upon the coin. “Now try again.”

She sighted on the coin. “Strange, it appears to be much larger and much closer”
“It is not strange, Swannie girl, it is magic. Now fire your arrows.” 

She did and everyone struck the coin.

Dark Swan recognized the spell immediately. Swan would have hesitated slightly; torn between helping her lover or her surrogate father; a tiny hesitation that may have proved deadly for either Okul or Risca. But this was Dark Swan. There was no hesitation. She just attacked the purple worm she happened to be facing which was the one on Risca.

In her hastened condition, in the time it would have taken a normal archer to launch an arrow and reload, she fired off six. It was impossible to miss. The worm’s two slitted eyes were each penetrated by two arrows; the remaining two struck deep into its maw, all arrows doing deadly image. With a booming screech the worm reared up, away from the prone dwarf. At this point, Neon had blinked in and pulled Risca away from under the monster. Heroic battle music began to sound along with the worm cries as Gwenect’s bastard moonsword appeared above the worm’s head, stabbing into it, hilt-deep, again and again.
…………………………………………………………………………………………..

Kilzadi was the first to take action. Almost immediately, two luminous rays emerged from his chest, each one ending at a purple worm, forming a kind of triangle. “Use ranged attacks” he called out; then hurled a great orb of fire at the worm’s tail. The orb struck, bursting into a ball of hellfire, charring its way into the stinger, rendering it useless. The worm writhed, its coils tightening, but now Okul could not be poisoned.

Gideon heeded Kilzadi’s advice. Three psionic energy rays struck the worm, each one disintegrating and excavating armored flesh.

As the great worm shrieked out its pain in booms, to mingle with its partner’s screeches and the sword’s heroic battle music, Fang landed on its back and proceed to do what he did best; ripping, slashing, and tearing.
…………………………………………………………………………………………..

Risca was shouting loud enough to be heard above the now thundering din of battle, at Neon while Gwenects’s two searing rays burned holes into the worm’s side. Her sword kept playing music and stabbing deep.

“Help me up, elfie! There’s a worm to kill! Bugs! Bugs! Why do we always get bugs?”

Lord No’s Note-as my readers know, Risca was referring, much to his annoyance, to the abundant times, the Seekers had encountered, giant ants, huge fire beetles, various types of spiders and other insectoids, all of which has been chronicled in previous chapters. Risca was of the opinion that some trickster deity found great humor in always setting ‘bugs’ on the Seekers because of how much it irked him.

But Risca was too late. Dark Swan had already activated the magic of her brogans. Before the dwarf had finished his sentence, she had released eight serpent-tongued arrows, each one slicing through soft worm tissue as it pierced armored skin, striking true and doing immense damage.

Neon helped Risca regain his feet. They could only watch the great worm’s head crash lifeless onto the floor.
………………………………………………………………………………………………

Fang had been ripping through the worm. There were no interior bones or hard exoskeleton to hinder his progress. Unable to reach Fang on its back, as its stinger was useless, the worm had rolled over intending to crush the dragon. Fang had simply flown up and then landed on top of the softer underbelly, to continue his attacks. The worm kept turning and the dragon kept flying up and down upon it. The result was that the worm was being cut in half from top and bottom.

Kilzadi threw three more great orbs of fire; each one entering the maw of the worm to burn it from the inside out. Gideon had used searing rays to burn it from the outside in. Each had found their range attacks easier to hit with. 

One more turn and Fang’s scythe-tail cut enough to almost sever the worm’s head. Its struggles slowly ceased as it died. Okul, covered in worm ichor, freed himself and emerged from the coils.

Silence now reined where once there was world-awakening clamor.

Gideon was the first to speak. “Who is hurt? Who needs help?”

“Just my ego and Okul needs help to get rid of that stink” re-joined Risca as no one spoke up for aid.

“Should we not be hurrying out of this area, as we did before with those umber hulks?” queried Neon. “The noise must have carried for miles.”

“Yes, the noised carried for miles” agreed Gwenect, “and that is precisely why we are now safe here for a while. We can recover ourselves here and now. We have time for a repose.”

“I do not understand the difference.”

“Understandable since you lack of knowledge and experience in the Underdark.  The verme rexe are one of the top predators of the Underdark. The noise indicated that there were two of them here. Now the silence indicates that they are eating their prey. No creature will be anxious to come and investigate; especially when there are two worms together.”

“Eating their prey? But…?” He gestured at the dead bodies.

“Oh yes, I am barely recovering from the shock myself. We were set up. Those worms were lured here by drow. It is extremely rare, most extremely rare for a party to overcome a worm; two worms, in concert, impossible. They were to be our demise and would have been if we had not been extraordinary. What saved us were Kilzadi’s magic, Cygni’s bow abilities and the fact that the Seekers fight as a team. We did the impossible.”

“Well then, once this is all over I will help Jhaer compose an heroic ballad how the Seekers with the help of a most beautiful sword dancer accomplished the impossible. In the meantime I will check out the dead.”

This elicited a laugh. “A most beautiful sword dancer? Oh Ninniach, I already have one foolish male to oversee and train. Otherwise, perhaps. Know that I appreciate your lisserlig. But for now, yes, go check out the dead.” Another small chuckle.

Kilzadi was tending to Okul. “Are you sure you want all this gut material removed, son of the dragon? It makes it easy to locate you and besides, you have smelled worse. Also we can use you as bait. Oh wait, you want to be near my sister later, when we make camp. Afraid the odour will put Swan off?”

“Stop with this silliness Kilzadi. Either do it or don’t, but stop wasting my time.”

“Whoa, dragonson. Of course I will do it. Why are you so on edge now?” As he finished his question, he incanted a prestidigitation spell which immediately disappeared the offal and its odour. 

“As an added touch, I can make you smell like her favourite flower. If of course, you happen to know what it is.”

“I asked you nicely to stop. Next time I will not ask nicely.”

Kilzadi realized that Okul was in no mood to banter. “What’s troubling you? We have just bested two gigantic monsters. You should be relieved if not elated.”

“I was not involved in their besting. As a soldier of Tempus…”

Kilzadi could sense that this was not the true motive for Okul’s present words and actions. “You are not despondent because you were not able to help in the combat and had to be rescued. This has happened before and not just to you but to all of us at one time or another. You are deflecting. What is your real reason?”

Okul stared at the sorcerer. He sensed that Kilzadi would heed his concern. “It is Swan. I detect a change in her. There are intervals when she seems estranged and aloof; as if what used to matter to her before no longer does. At instances I catch her talking to herself, as if she was addressing another person; at times in the singular, at times in the plural. In matters of the heart, she runs hot with guilty apology, at times frigid with forceful refusal. Something is amiss and I do not know how to bring back my amorata. This showed its first signs when we went…”

Kilzadi had been listening with a vivid interest. He remembered He finished for Okul, “when we went to the Pillar of Fire, when she was punitor.”

“Yes! Yes! And I thought she was improving since our return but that has not been the case. Neon noticed as well and…”

“As did I. I know it is not possession, mind-control or some kind of charm or curse. So it is beyond the means of my magic. Have either Risca or Gideon mentioned anything?”

“Not to me; at least not yet.”

“At present then, since we have this mission, best we alert the others and just keep an eye on her. At least, her fighting skills have not suffered; if anything, they have improved slightly.” They both looked to where she and Risca stood together.

“Gurl, you would think by now you would no longer amaze us. But you keep doing it. Your father was worried about you in the Underdark but I did tell him that you would be taking care of us. You took out that big bug practically by yourself.”

Dark Swan could sense the other trying to ‘surface’ to speak to the dwarf. No! Not your time. Remember our pact! So it was Dark Swan who answered in an even unexcitable tone.

“It was necessary. It was in our way. Now we will check on Fang.”

This totally alien response left Risca dumfounded and blinking as she walked towards the dragon. He did not have time to ponder as Gideon called to them. “Everyone come see what we found.”

They gathered round. “Neon and I found there on the drow archers.” He indicated eight vials-some green, some brown, some white. “Any one recognize what they are?”

Gwenect picked some up for closer examination. “Drow vials? Oh, my-vlos d’Irahana =there is no mistaking these two - blood of The Queen. The rest I cannot identify at the moment.”

“Blood of the Queen?” interjected Gideon. “Why would drow name something ’Queen’?”

“There is only one meaning for Queen to drow and that is the Spider-Queen herself, Loth. So a better translation would be ‘Loth’s Blood. It is an oil used to coat weapons.”

“So most likely those arrows they fired at us were coated. What is the effect?” inquired Neon.

“The effects vary so I cannot be certain.”

Gideon took command. “We are done here. We will take these vials and this longbow as well, since it has a magical aura and continue on. Swan can you manage carrying the second bow?”

“It will not hinder us, so yes.”

What a strange thing to say, was his thought. Okul and Kilzadi gave each other knowing looks. Neon frowned. Risca narrowed his eyes. “All right Seekers back in order. Gwenect lead us out.”

They fell back in marching order and the ranger led them at double pace down the smaller passage. 

Again this continued for several hours when Gwenect halted them. “We need to find a good defensible location where we can eat, rest and sleep and prepare for another days travel.”

Gideon agreed. “We trust your judgement in these matters, Gwenect. Everyone look for something suitable.”

In another hour they came across a side passage which led into what could be termed a cave large enough for them. Deemed suitable, they settled in, preparing to spend what in the upper surface would now be night. The supper meal was food and drink prayed for by Gideon. Kossuth heard and answered with bowls of thick stew, loafs of bread and a mild lager.

“Kossuth can’t do hearty dwarf ale?” was Risca’s only complaint. And so the bantering began. All noticed that Swan did not partake. Gwenect answered all their questions about the day’s events and what to expect the next day. After rising they would proceed as they had today. Finally, all settled down.

Before first watch, Gwenect cast alarm spells around the entrances. “Between these spells and Fang’s dragon senses, we should be well warned if anything enters the passage” she commented. Then she went to sit beside Swan.

“Cygni, we have barely spoken since we entered the Underdark. I just wanted to tell you that you fought magnificently, meest ultmah.”

“There is no need for praise, Gwen. We did what we had to do. We will do the same to whatever comes between us and our goal.”

“Yes of course. Get some rest. Dorm ben.” She left to take her place by Kilzadi. “You are correct my Desert Fox. Cygni is not herself. There is nothing we can do about it now except hope that she will not become a hindrance.”
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Fang, lying by their feet, had detected long before that She of the Weyr had become less sensitive. It seemed that Master and Master’s Mate were fretful about this. He was not. For him, less sensitivity was a good thing. It made the rendering of one’s enemies easier. But as usual no one asked him for his opinion.
……………………………………………to be continued
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