The Memoirs of Nera Aquilae --Child of the Green--Chapter 9
Contrary to my expectations, Bruenor did manage to get some trade with the drow. How he accomplished this, to this day, yet remains a mystery to me. Suffice to say, we obtained 2 weeks rations, a pair of oil flasks and a supply of arrows.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I was approached by Vlad. Due to his uncanny ability to blindly charge in without assessing the situation, which he had demonstrated on several occasions now, in my mind, he had become Vlad the Impetuous. Still, at times, like this occasion, he manages to make me blink in surprise.
“Nera. I know how you druids use quarterstaffs as a versatile weapon and tool. I also know that druids are weapon trained with various weapons, one of which is a spear. Please take this one and use it as you would a spear and a quarterstaff.” He held out one of his spears.
As stated, I blinked in surprise at his knowledge of us. Of course, he called us by what all non-wood elves call us; namely ‘druid’. We prefer the wood elf name; so formally I would be introduced as Nera Aquilae, Filia di Viridi, Circulo d’Praterie; Child of the Green, of the grasslands circle. Amongst colleagues and friends, just simply as Nera, fil’viridi, green child.
“Thank you, Vlad.” I accepted the spear.
We were ready to depart. Viliani addressed us. The haughty drowess looked smug and satisfied.
“The Favoured of Oblok”, she indicated Faeril, “has assured me that you will be diligent in this quest.” She eyed me and Korit, and using the drow curse word for surface elves,  shrugged and stated “This is fortunate for you two Darthiir. Otherwise…” Then she gazed at MooGoo. “What a pity you are not embracing Anodresh. Else, you and I together, well,” licking her lips, “it would have been spicy while it lasted.”
She continued, indicating a group of drow soldiers, “This squad will accompany you for awhile to ensure you are maintaining the proper direction. Then keep always towards the ‘north-east’ as best you can. Should you enter a dim, grey area, you are in the right area. I expect the return of the tablet of Bheleu. Go now.”
And Bheleu makes four was my thought. And so, we headed out. The drow escorted us for about an hour before leaving. We continued alone; Korit scouting. The rest of the ‘morning’ passed uneventfully. We stopped for a ration snack and then resumed our trek. After a bit of time, the cave passage widened and went around a corner. We lost sight of Korit but could still hear him. Then we overheard him. 
“Well met, fellow traveler.” Then a response in a low guttural voice. “And to you as well.”
In my decades of travel, I knew of only one species that could sound like that. The rest of us rounded the corner to enter a wide cavern with three passageways leading out. My assumption was correct. There standing at an easterly passage junction was a dragonborn, a male. Its metallic armor contrasted its dark blue-purple scales. Easily seven feet tall, a large oval shield displacing the clan allegiance rested effortlessly on a muscular arm. A long sword was held in the ease position. Our sudden appearance had not surprised him.
Our moon elf resumed. “My name is Korit. My friends and I are, ah, looking for a way to the surface. We were to follow the passage you just emerged from. Can you help us. Are there any dangers there we should be aware of? Drow are patrolling the areas behind us.”
“I am out-of-the-egg designate Cyanwrath of Clan Jalt. Drow patrols are of no concern to me. There is nothing dangerous behind me. A day’s travel along this passage is a rest stop, Angela’s Inn. There you may find knowledge about directions to the surface. Now hand over what rightfully belongs to me!” The last was said with a touch of emphasis.
“What do you mean? We have nothing that belongs to you.”
“Do not take me for a simpleton. I sense its presence nearby; the tablet of Anodresh, The Judge Eternal. One of you carries it. Surrender it to me or prove your worthiness. Otherwise, I will be forced into more extreme measures.”
No one knows how any further conversation or events would have unfolded. Why? Because it was at that moment that Vlad the Impetuous decided to live up to his name. Without any warning and for no reason that any rational mind could discern, he let out a holler and charged the dragonborn. The speed, surprise, and ferocity of his attack allowed him advantage. His first strike was successful. His short sword dug a deep groove into Cyanwrath’s scaly hide. Then others joined in. I can only assume that this was done in that we together had fought monsters, gnolls and drow these past days and so felt a need to work and defend ourselves as a group. Still, only Bruenor and Faeril reacted first. I was too stunned by Vlad’s action to respond. I do not know what MooGoo’s and Korit’s reasons to hesitate were.
Suffice to say that we could have saved a lot of time, energy and grief if we had simply given up the tablet. Bruenor’s firebolts, whenever he could aim properly with them, which was seldom, were somewhat effective in that they could singe a little. On the other hand, his magic missiles were a total loss as their energy seemed to be absorbed, dealing no damage. Bluntly put, his offensive magic was of no use. Also, whatever seemed to be affecting his aim must have been contagious as Faeril’s eldritch blasts kept missing their mark.
Naturally, the dragonborn fighter retaliated. A mighty sword swing easily cut through Vlad’s armor into the human’s chest. Blood squirted. The backswing produced a second wound. More blood erupted. Vlad fell bleeding out, unconscious. This seemed to bring MooGoo and Korit out of their lethargy. Korit began a series of hit and run tactics. He would rush in, stab Cyanwrath with his dagger and then doggedly retreat only to repeat the maneuver. The only problem was that his dagger was not capable of penetrating the dragonborn’s armor. Cyanwrath paid him no heed at all, treating him as an annoying insect. MooGoo’s strategy was different, and it did cause Cyanwrath to pay heed as the half-orc went ‘mano a mano’ with him.
By now I had overcome my surprise at Vlad’s actions. Realizing that offensive magic was of little gains, and that my escape, though easy enough to accomplish, would not benefit me as I would be alone in the Underdark, I instead flowed the Green into Vlad to heal and stabilize him. I should have saved it. In a blink he was up and being impetuous, instead of withdrawing to assess the situation, decided to immediately engage the blue-scaled fighter who then quickly proceeded to cut him down once again. Placing a foot on Vlad he exclaimed in a thunder voice “Now stay down, young human fool.” Then he turned his full attention to MooGoo, ignoring Korit the gnat and disregarding Bruenor’s firebolts and Faeril’s eldritch blasts, the majority of both just kept on missing.
At first MooGoo was holding his own, even inflicting damage; his rage giving him strength and endurance. But as they continued to trade blows, the dragonborn’s armor proved its worth, deflecting and stopping the half-orc’s great axe from penetrating. In contrast, Cyanwrath’s long sword kept slicing into MooGoo’s tough leathery skin. The outcome was inevitable. The barbarian finally fell, bleeding out near death.
“Give me what is rightfully mine or proof your worth to me!” he roared out. Well, I was not going to naysay him. Faeril, laud her secretive heart, realized the direness of the situation. Rushing over to the unconscious MooGoo, she pulled out the tablet. “Here! Take it!” A strong talon-like hand reached out to pluck. Immediately, she began to tend to and stabilize MooGoo and Vlad.
The dragonborn looked over at us and in his rumble-like speech exclaimed “all this could have been avoided.” Then he began to read the tablet. I do not know if I was the only one who noted that he had no problem reading and speaking the script on the tablet, unlike us as Bruenor had to find the key to translate.
“Judge Eternal” he began and read through the verse. As he spoke the last word there was an explosion of blinding light; a blue-purple light that filled the cavern. When the dancing dots in my eyes vanished and I could see once more, there was Cyanwrath now holding a blue glowing scythe where once he held the tablet.
Now I have no dealings with deities. As they leave me alone, I am content to leave them alone. The force, energy and power of the Green sates me. It even gives me some knowledge of each god. The ones I have more detailed information are the gods of my ancestors, them of all the elves, the Seldarine and two human ones; Mielikki, the goddess of my lost love as he would expound to me her virtues and Silvanus, the god whom many of my human fil’viridi colleagues call the Oak Father and claimed to worship. But even with my limited understanding and by remembering the words on the tablet, it was apparent that the scythe indicated this Anodresh was a death deity, a judge of souls.
Then surprisingly, he nodded to us. “It seems our encounter was fated to be this way, to our better understanding of each other. I know now we will meet again. Farewell travellers. The tablet of Bheleu lies that way.” He pointed to the passage he had came from and then exited through the north passage.
Faeril, Korbit, Bruenor and myself stared at each other as if to say ‘what…what just happened?’ Bruenor being the smartest one, despite his magic item addiction, spoke first.
“I think we should rest here, take care of our fallen companions and then continue once we are all capable.” Korit, the most pragmatic of us, enjoined “that seems the best course of action. Faeril, Nera, can you help them?” Of course I could, and did. I joined Faeril We did not speak as we worked. I sensed her anger at me concerning what was said last night. Our healing magic and medicines restored the human and the half-orc. Then we took a short rest, mainly to regroup. Bruenor suggested we seek out Angela’s Inn for two reasons; it was in the direction Viliani said we should take and may be possible to purchase some supplies there. Sounding reasonable, the rest of us agreed.
We headed out and walked until time to eat and sleep. As we ate our cold rations, I did some serious thinking about this tablet search and came to some decisions. It came time for the watches. As usual Bruenor and Vlad took first watch. I entered my trance and once again had the by now same visions of my lost love. I was awakened for second watch, as was Faeril, and as has been the case for many long decades now, shuddered my regret and joyless state until the pain-filled ache in my heart slowly dissipated. Korit, being elf, also finished his trance and joined the watch.
For a short time, there was silence. I knew I would have to be the one to set things right between Faeril and myself. In an undertone I addressed her. “I do not make or keep friends easily. I find it hard to maintain trust Also, I have been by myself for so long now, that I tend not to react well with emotions of any kind within my bubble of serenity. So, what I have to say may sound awkward to you.” She turned her head to face me, her eyes showing some interest. I knew that Korit’s keen hearing would also hear the words, but it was of no consequence. I had to say these words to her, to expose my thoughts and feelings. I continued.
“I wish for us to return to what we were before all this tablet business started, from the start of our escape from the gnoll mines when we shared common goals, when I found myself believing in your judgements and decisions, when I began to enjoy your camaraderie. It has been a long while since I have enjoyed anything. I find the present situation between us unpleasant. I apologize for my harsh words to you at the drow outpost. Know that I will now join you wholeheartedly in this tablet quest. I know that you must have good reasons for doing so and that I should respect them. It is your prerogative to share them or not and that too I should trust. I have said my thoughts.”
Her eyes grew softer. She responded, “its all right now Nera.” Then faced away. We were silent the rest of the watch, although I noted Korit staring hard at me from time to time.
Third watch. Faeril heads to her sleeping bag and is soon a slumber. That’s when Korit speaks.
“Reaching the surface is not a priority for you anymore?”
“Of course it is. But it can wait a bit longer. Faeril is not acting as one coerced and so must have good reasons for seeing this through even if she is not sharing. I decided to help her.”
“And if the tablet is found and she is to return it back to the drow. What then?”
“I do not know the route nor time to reach the surface, so I will go along if that really is her plan. There must be some rational motives for all this. After that, then we will see.”
He nods. “Fine then. I will copy you and as you say, then we will see. I’ll wake MooGoo now.”
Then we hear the half-orc’s voice from behind us. “No need. MooGoo is awake. Enough sleep Bug-woman and Sneaky and MooGoo keep watch.” I did not know how much he had overheard and with MooGoo it would be hard to tell as he seemed nonplussed at almost everything. Earlier, Korit had asked him about the loss of the Anodresh tablet and his reply was “MooGoo is what MooGoo is. Tablet not needed.” At times I believe the half-orc has sage-like qualities. The last watch passed peacefully.
The ’next morning’ we carried on. Hours passed. I noted signs that this passageway was heavily used, as if it was a caravan route. Near ‘supper time’ we arrive at a point where the passage branched out in multiple directions. Near the junction of these passageways was an immense cave=cavern like structure. Inside the cave were buildings which on the surface world would have been considered an inn and stables. Half a dozen rothé cattle milled about in a corral. All was quiet. We approached cautiously. There was a sign in undercommon- Angela’s Inn.
Entering we saw, a typical inn interior, a bar counter, some round tables, chairs. It seemed empty and no one answered our hails. Around the corner of the bar area was a noise of a crackling fireplace. Rounding the corner, there tending a bubbling pot of rothé stew, its back to us, was a strange creature. Its head and face were that of an old human except for the trollish nose. Human was the right arm and hand but gnoll was the left. Its torso was a scaly troglodyte. The right leg was human and was booted while the left I recognized as a satyr’s ending in a harry hoof. All the different parts appeared to be stitched together with thick leather thread.
“Hello” Faeril called out. The creature turned. “Arrrgh!” it squealed. Rising, it loped with a weird but quick gait out through a door by the fireplace. “Arrrgh!” we heard again, then the sound of someone walking with a cane; tap, step, tap, step, tap, step.
Emerging, while leaning on a cane, was an elderly, hunched, wrinkled, long-grey-haired human woman. Her eyes pierced each one of us, one at a time. The creature trailed her. I received the impression that it would not hesitate to destroy us should the old lady be threatened. Then her stares indicated that she would be more than capable of destroying us herself should the need arise.
“Welcome travellers. Welcome to my inn. For a shiny silver piece each, you will get drinks, a bowls of stew and a place to sleep. Add just one more silver to those six and get breakfast tomorrow. Do you wish that?”
Faeril answered for us. “Ah, yes that will be fine. Bruenor, pay the lady.”
“Thank you. Gregoire!! Pour out some mushroom wine, set the tables and fill up bowls of stew. We have paying quests. Get to it!”
“Arrrgh!”
“You must pardon our state of unreadiness, but we were not expecting customers tonight. Our services are usually called upon for a few days before, after and during the caravans’ arrivals at this nexus. Of course, there was that dragonborn last night.”
She indicated that we sit. The creature prepared and brought cups of wine. As a fil’viridi I was aware that certain fungal types could produce alcohol, but this was my first taste of it. I found it a pleasant distinctive taste.
“Your servant is unusual” began Faeril.
“You mean Gregoire?” She gave a cackle. “He is more than a servant. He is also my handyman, hostler, butcher, chef, mushroom gardener and milkmaid, cheesemaker and brewer, let alone maitre’d and steward. He has been my companion for many, many years now; from when I was a young lass, stitched him together, and before we …er… moved to the Underdark. Right Gregoire?”
“Argggh”
“A flesh golem?” interjected Bruenor.
“She cackled again. “Of a sort. But a new, improved model. Much, much more potent. Truly unique.”
Gregoire brought bowls of the rothé stew with varieties of sauted and fresh mushrooms, rothé cheese, and surprise, bread. Angela joined us. The conversation continued as we ate.
Korit, always the pragmatic, then asked “how do you survive here? How does this inn obtain its supplies?” And then- “since you arrived from the surface, could you tell us how to get back there?”
“Supplies? This nexus I turned into a neutral crossroads of trade. I have an …uhm…harmony with the local powers and so drow, duergar, svirfneblin, even illithid and surface merchants find it advantageous to use my inn as a rest stop and at times use it as a marketplace and me as an intermediary to trade and exchange goods. For this they pay well and I also take commissions in goods and coin. There is an understanding that whatever happens at Angela’s Inn, stays at Angela’s Inn. No questions asked. No reasons demanded. Thus, everyone is content. Right Gregoire?”
“Arrrgh”
“So yes, my little elf, I find myself safe and thriving and yes, the surface is only a two-to-three-week journey. It has been long years since I arrived here, so my memory is not clear, and the passages may have changed in that time, but I suppose I could draw you a map. It will be crude though. Do you wish it?”
“Oh, yes. That would be most helpful. And thank you.” Korit then gave me a significant quick glance.
“You will have it in the morning then, little elf. Now, this tired old body must take its rest. Gregoire will show you to the sleep area. The privy is out back. I bid you a good sleep.”
I had to ask. “Angela, just before you retire, a question.”  She surprised me. “Ah, the little fil’virdini is not mute. “Yes?”
“Does the word ‘Jocelyn’ mean anything to you?” I attempted to pronounce it the way I had heard Faeril say it. She frowned, looking puzzled. “No. What language is that?”
“I do not know.”
“In that case, little one, use a tongue spell and repeat the word. Then you will know.
And with that she tapped-stepped her way out. We were led to another area with another fireplace and unfolded our sleeping bags.
It was Bruenor who first expressed what we were all thinking. “There is more to this so-called Angela than is apparent. Just in case, I suggest we keep our watches tonight.” We did. Nothing untoward occurred. At third watch Korit revealed his idea. “Nera, we will have a map of getting to the surface. We have good reasons to get there and should take advantage and use it starting in the morning.”
“I gave my word to Faeril to find the tablet. I will keep it.”
A small groan escaped him. “And if and when we find it and she wants to return to Viliani, what then?”
“We will see when that time comes. Perhaps she will reveal her reasons and it will all make sense.”
“You are giving her a huge benefit of doubt but since I cannot do it alone, as I already said last night, I will wait on your actions. And you MooGoo?”
“What will be, will be” was the barbarian’s response. So wise.
Watch over. Time to leave. After a quick breakfast, we bid goodbye to our hostess.
“Our inn will always be here to welcome you. Right Gregoire?”
“Arrrgh”
We took the most north-east passage. Korit led; the newly acquired map safely stored in his belt pouch. We travelled most of the morning. There were no encounters. I noted the lack of caravan signs along this way. As we trekked the air and passage became dimmer and grayer until it was too obvious to ignore. It matched what Viliani had told us to find. I called for a halt.
“I will improve our chances of being unnoticed as we proceed but you must remain close to me, thirty feet at the most. First though, Korit, since you will be scouting…” I laid my hand on his shoulder. “Il viridi ti guida” I pronounced as I flowed some Green into him. It would help him use his skills. Then I lifter my arms as I would have if the sky was above me. “Passare senza traccia”. The power of the Green formed tendrils of shadow, wrapping themselves around us, shroud-like. We became dimmer, harder to see each other. Our footsteps were silenced as was any other normal sound we made. We continued arriving at an immense space with mounds reaching twenty to thirty feet higher. We could not see what was on the other side. We stayed as Korit went to investigate and scout the area. In time, he returned and reported.
“There is another large area over those mounds with what seems a marsh-type region and a stream. I spotted a group of lizardfolk, 4 adults and 2 young ones, but I am sure they heard me. They will be on guard.”
“We need information” was Faeril’s response. “Unless someone has a better idea, perhaps two of us can approach them directly offering to trade for any information. Bruenor, what do we have for trade? Anyone here speak draconic? Well?”
