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We continue northward but the large passage just bends east and back around into what is a large space. We find nothing of interest. I am at the back as the others round the corner. Suddenly there is a commotion. Warnings are shouted. I race around. Boiling out of dark crevasses in the ground are centipedes, thousands of them, at least two swarms worth. MooGoo and Vlad the two closest are being overrun as the tiny insects climb upon them, on exposed flesh, under what scanty clothes they wear, their little pincers pinching. I know how dangerous swarms of tiny insects can be. They are in risk of ‘death by a thousand baby bites.’
I am the first to act. The Green surges in me. A ball of flame manifests in my hand. The chamber illuminates as I throw it. My aim is accurate. It strikes in the center of the centipede flood. Hundreds are destroyed, crisped, but still, hundreds keep emerging. Across the way, Bruenor launches his own firebolt. Again, hundreds perish, but the swarms are still active. MooGoo and Vlad are shouting as they stomp and use their weapons to crush and cut the tiny bodies of the horde. Korit runs in and then out doing what hindrance to the swarms that he can.
Faeril is beside me. The eldritch energy beginning to surround her make my tattoos itch. She unleashes it. The energy disintegrates even more, but not enough. There is a chittering at our feet. Two centipedes had managed to approach us undetected. Unlike their mini swarm cousins, these were giant; a full two feet long! Instinctively my mind fills with animal lore. This knowledge forces a decision. I know the extreme danger of these so-called “giant” centipedes. It is their potent poison! Venom that is second only to that of the horse-sized scorpions. But whereas the scorpion will inject you with nearly a quart, the centipede needs only a dozen drops. A successful bite could kill all but those of the strongest constitution.
They lunge, mandibles ready. We are lucky. Our armor protects us-this time. They ready another strike. They must be eliminated quickly. I have the means to destroy both simultaneously, except that Faeril is too close. She too will suffer injury, perhaps even become incapacitated. And I have no desire to harm her, even inadvertently, even if it means removing any danger to myself. For her, I feel the most empathy. But saving her means only removing one attacker and then trusting in fate. A decision needs to be made. I make it.
Serene in my choice, I back away from the insects. As I do so, my not-perfect fit, absconded from the gnolls, hide armor leaves a gap. I feel the pincers like a needle. Then I feel the venom. But I am a Child of the Green. Animal poison is subdued. I distance myself from Faeril and unleash the Green! The thunderclap resounds as the roar of an enraged storm deity!
The blast flings the centipede hard to smear against the wall, The disturbance causes the rocky outgrowths to tremble. It echoes inside the cave structures. Age old, settled dust becomes airborne. I see reproach in the glances of Brue
nor and possibly Korit. The noise has indicated our presence. I do not care! Let all come to investigate! I will blast all! My serenity belies my anger and frustration. I am tired of this. I want to feel the wind, hear the rain, see the sky! My attention returns to Faeril. I am not needed.
Vlad had managed to disengage himself from the swarms and had rushed to her side. His sword cleaves the insect. Faeril’s eldritch energy blasts apart a major part of the swarm. MooGoo and Korit are still stomping and hacking. Bruenor sends more magic missiles into the swarms, exploding parts everywhere. Then dwarf’s firebolt sizzles them. The swarm loses cohesion. Now there are only individual tiny centipedes running for cover. MooGoo slap squashes those too slow to escape off his body.
No one is seriously injured. No one is poisoned. No one mentions the clap of thunder. We search but there is nothing here. Off to the north-west there is a long narrow passage, too troublesome to navigate even for my favorite spider form. “It should be checked out, just in case it becomes passable farther on” commented Korbit. I silently agree as this passage seems to slope in an upward direction. Hopefully it leads to the surface. I become a creature that can easily pass through, ironically a giant centipede. Disappointed I return. It is a dead end.
We decide to rest. I persuade MooGoo to use my anti-itch salve on his numerous bites. He grunts his thanks. Then I quietly restore some of the Green. Korbit seems to be in deep thought. Vlad practices swordplay against his shadow. His new short sword gleams. Bruenor examines his newly acquired magic ring. He gives a cry of glee. This draws our attention. We watch the childlike joy as he jumps into the air and proceeds to fall at the speed of a feather. Delighted, he repeats this action over and over. Do all dwarf wizards behave so? So contrary to the staid, serious, stony stereotype I expected.
Suddenly, Faeril’s cry gathers our attention. She had been examining the tablet, I assumed attempting to decipher the script. I see her convulsing. I rush over with the others. My knowledge of natural medicines realizes this fit does not have a physical cause. Still, she can hurt herself as she trashes amongst the stones and rocks. “Turn her on her side. Hold her there” I order filling her mouth with a soft leather piece. It will protect her tongue from her teeth. Her trembling and shaking ends a minute later.
Her eyes open, stare up at me. I sense a change. After assuring us she was well she states, “I have translated the tablet”. She reads to us the words. They mean nothing to me. Who, what is Warlord Oblok?” questions Vlad. “Open your heart and soul to him and great will be your reward” is her reply. “I can guide you in that”. I recoil! She now sounds like a deity devotee; those who call themselves priests and clerics. I tend to avoid them and hope they avoid me. I have no desire to become involved in disputes between deities and their followers. I leave while others still question her. I hear her excited voice explain the benefits of this ‘Oblok’. The others are not excited and begin to leave. MooGoo is the first, muttering “Hair-woman too much hair. No room for brain.” Faeril realizes no one wants to hear about ‘Oblok’ and so ends the subject.
We finish our rest and make our way back to the main cavern and from there take another tunnel. Korit appears to now be our little group’s scout. He takes point. We continue, wordlessly, hour after hour. Then Bruenor breaks the silence. “I know where we are” he utters. We all stop. He continues: “I should have realized sooner. The signs were all there, the cave fisher, the magma, the cave structures and so on. We are in the Underdark and centipede swarms are never found lower than three to five miles in the Underdark, so this is the Near Underdark.”
To me this is both helpful and non-helpful; helpful in the sense that now I have an idea the distance to the surface; non-helpful because I do not know, having passed through a portal, if it is my world that awaits on the surface. We continue, each of us mulling this new information in our own way.
Enough time passes that we must have a long rest. Korbit has found a suitable area. We divide up the watches. I am on second watch with Faeril, much to MooGoo’s displeasure- “better bug-woman, hair woman and MooGoo pair with turnip sacks. All safer.”
Bruenor and Vlad take the first watch. I enter my trance. It is the same as it has always been lately. My lost love and I are together,,,. (if you have forgotten, see chapter 3 for details of Nera’s trance)
Vlad shakes me. I awake again with the overwhelming pain in my heart. “Your watch” he whispers. My punishment continues. I wait until the pain vanishes and my serenity returns. The Green fills me completely. Bruenor has awoken Faeril. We begin the watch. She sits beside me. I feel more linked to her in this short time than I do for the others. This “Oblok” thing worries me. As if reading my mind, she smiles and flicks her braided hair piece in my direction. “Worry not, no conversion for you.” I smile back feeling relief. I feel comfortable beside her, the most I have felt in decades.
I notice that Korit is also awake and aware. Of course, he too is an elf. He too has finished his trance. I wave him over. Without disturbing the others, he joins and sits with us. I notice now that I was mistaken. He is not a high elf, but rather a moon. Moons are treated as a lower caste class by the Highs. Many Moons have left, escaped, fled, your choice of words, into the untamed forests and lands. The lucky ones being accepted and adopted into the wood elf tribes. Now nearly every wood elf tribe, except for the more remote wild elf tribes, have moon elf blood intermingled.
A curiosity comes upon me. “I will tell you about me, how I happened to arrive here, should you promise the same.” They both regard me and ponder and finally agree. So, I begin. I relate my youth, my desire to be a Child, my lost love, the consequences, my wanderings, my quest, and my first awareness in the gnoll mines. Korit was next. At the end. I easily understood his desire for vengeance. Finally, Faeril. To not remember more than five years into your past? What horror! What of your family? Do you have children? Who were the companions that did not survive with you? Their stories stir my emotions, yet I cannot help. To help means to take away from my own quest. So I can only respond “To continue, each of us must reach the surface. Let us aid each other in that resolve.” They agree.
The shift is over. “Finish your rest, I advise Faeril.” She nods and retreats to her sleeping bag as Korit awakes MooGoo. The half-orc yawns and stretches. Each powerful muscles become outlined along his strapping body. He rises and then spots me. He looks to Korit and then back to me. He shrugs. “Elves” he murmurs and then takes his watch place. I regard him. Our time in the mines and since then was not enough to make a good appraisal. I behold a magnificent specimen of power and strength. Again, I am curious. His mother was human, so how was he raised? In a human settlement or in an orc tribe? How did he happen to be in the mines? I know the rapacious nature of the orcs. Yet my nakedness and Faeril’s nakedness seemly had no effect on him. Was it our physical appearance not sufficient? Yet I know that elf and half-elf females regardless are irresistible to the male orc blooded. Yet he differs. So, I begin. “MooGoo, if I tell you…” “No, keep watch!” he interrupted. So, I kept quiet, as did Korit.
The rest is over. We all gather our equipment. I see Bruenor leafing through his spell book. I see him closing it with a look of satisfaction. While he did this, I called upon the Green. Why? At first it was ‘strength in numbers’ but now I am growing increasingly fond of these people. We have suffered together. Besides, I need their help to reach the surface. Ten goodberries, red skinned with a green dot, manifest in my hands. I give two to everyone. They will be our substance for the day. “Save them until they are needed” is Bruenor’s advice. They all seem to nod in agreement. Why I wonder? Carry one for those in need, yes. But there are ten berries.  I take one now and so not worry about survival danger-I hope no one loses both their berries.
We pack up and begin our march. After several hours we cross into a junction and hear a voice-“Halt! Do you have a permit to allow travel through these cave complexes?” If so, show it to us, now.” There in front is a drow patrol. We are in trouble. My dark elf cousins will not hesitate to kill or take us prisoner to be used as a slave. Faeril and I will most likely be used to breed half-demonic children. I note Vlad moving himself to be in front of Korit. I note this as I myself stealthy move to hide my thin self behind MooGoog’s broad shoulders. I call upon the green and wait. To my surprise, it is Faeril who answers the drow: “Excuse us , but we are lost and would appreciate any help to leave.” Now we all await the drow’s response.
