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And so, we retraced our steps. No one spoke; each were in their own thoughts. Myself? I just thought about all the wasted time trusting Faeril who trusts this “Oblok’, whatever it is. At least Breunor got his own tablet; one that he is starting to call his ‘precious’. Ah, the “Mystery of the Tablets’. I almost laughed out loud.
Hours passed. We finally arrived at the area from which several passageways originate. Our journey here was uneventful. That should have made me suspicious. In the Underdark, nothing remains uneventful for long.
Korit studied the area’s passages. “I recommend we take this one.” It mattered not to me. Twice now we had failed so any path chosen did not concern me. We proceed. Another hour or so elapsed. The passage opened into an extra-large space. “Let me scout ahead but stay close” the rogue suggested. We did so. It was only a few dozen steps later, when the uneventful ended.
“Yes, it is them” shouted a voice in the drow dialect. Out of the shadows ahead emerged a group of drow warriors. We had forgotten about the drow, but they had not forgotten about us. The warrior who had escaped in our first drow encounter was with them.
I was the first to react. It is said that only fools do not learn from hindsight. This encounter was my lesson; to be more strategic in the future use of the Green. My first unwise decision was, while spiking the ground around the drow, to remain exposed. It would cost me. Then the others had their turn.
MooGoo launched a javelin. And missed. To make up for it, Korit’s little crossbow bolt struck well, staggering a drow. Bruenor cast spell of some kind but had no apparent effect. Not to the drow anyway. Faeril’s eldritch blast staggered another drow. Vlad started his charge at the drow.
Luckily for him, the drow had time to retaliate. Otherwise, he would have had thorns in his corns The dark elves fired their bolts, a swarm. My foolish judgement made me an easy target. Struck by a bolt, I felt pain. Worse I could feel the bolt’s poison coursing. My concentration faltered. In turn, the spike growth disappeared. Which for Vlad was a good thing.
The human’s charge had taken him into contact. His sword stabbed through a drow’s heart. Faeril’s second blast obliterated another. MooGoo had joined the fray. His axe did short work on yet another. Korit’s second bolt was a drow’s demise. Once again Bruenor’s cast and once again there was no apparent effect. Despite the dwarf’s lack of effects, the melee was in our favour. Of course, the Fates always have the last laugh.
I shook off the poison. I did not fall unconscious. Still injured, I could now again cast. I called upon the Green. But the fairy fire was extinguished even as it began to take form. It had been counterspelled. I knew then we were in trouble. Only higher-level magics could counterspell.
My fear was realized. Out of the shadows stepped a drow. His attire indicated a mage. A wave of his hand, the verbal component ‘scuro’ and I was in total, impossible to see, darkness. I was now useless to help. I was not the only one. Korit had been a short distance from me. Now I could only hear him cursing the sudden darkness. But that was not the only sound. From behind us came the noise of drow boots on stone, many boots. This was accompanied by the twangs of a hail of crossbows and a feminine voice ordering “prendi li tutti.”. Now the darkness was a friend. As I could not see them, they could not see me. I knew the mage would dispel the darkness, rendering Korit and myself visible. I had to hide, but how? The only safe direction was down. I became Giant Badger. Hoping the noise, yells, bursts of combat would muffle me, I burrowed under the floor. Just in time. I heard that female voice again, but in common:” Surrender dwarf. You are the only one left standing. You have no chance.” Then in drow; “Anche tu, druida piccolina.” They must have been watching from the start. The darkness vanished. I peeked out. My burrow was surrounded. Bruenor’s arms were being shackled. A leather strip covered his mouth. All the others were unconscious; hedgehoged with darts.
I really had no choice. My Green would be counterspelled. My wild shape could allow me to try a dash for freedom. Even if successful, then what? Alone in the Underdark with no knowledge of the route to the surface? At this point in time, the wisest decision was to be taken prisoner. Normally the drow did not dispose of prisoners immediately. Surrender would give me time.
So Giant Badger emerged and wild shaped back to Nera. As I was roughly trussed, shackled, and muted, I observed the voice’s owner. A typical haughty drowess. Tall for an elf and lithe, her long silver contrasting with her rich black skin, was adorned with spider-shaped pins. Her features were what humans would consider beautiful. Her red eyes gleamed as she tapped her spider whip against her thigh while issuing orders through dark currant-red lips. Her high rank was obvious as the soldiers hastened to her commands.
Their mage produced two enlarged floating disks. There they placed the dead and the unconscious. Our packs were rummaged; currency and items of interest were taken. Vlad was stripped of his shiny chain shirt. Luckily, my wood whistle with its hidden pearl of power did not interest them. The two tablets were brought to the drowess. I noted the smile of satisfaction. I knew then that this was not a random encounter with a drow patrol. If the abnormally large number of warriors was not convincing, that smile was. We had been hunted! And those damned tablets seemed to be the cause.
Bruenor and I were quick-marched. The others were chained and gagged, each as they regained consciousness. I noted her interest in MooGoo. Finally we arrived at what was obviously an outpost. Still bound and gagged, we were thrown into dark jail cells, and left alone. About an hour passed. The guards returned. Faeril was taken away. Roughly two hours later she returned free and unbound; along with several guards who unshackled us, lit sconces, and left roast lizard for our supper. Faeril was carrying slips of paper. “Let us eat and I will explain the situation” were her words before she was assailed with questions.
We ate as she talked. “The female drow is the commander of this outpost. Her name is Vilania Tle’Kear of the House Hunzrin.”
Well, that is what she told you was my thought. I was aware of the drow reputations. Why tell the truth when a lie would suffice or even more preferrable, a partial truth?
Faeril continued. “These papers are safety passes. They give us permission to travel freely in drow territory should we encounter their patrols.”
Only if the patrols respect the wishes of House Hunzrin, otherwise, we could go ‘missing in action’.
“How did you come by them?” was Korit’s question.
“We struck a deal. In return for our lives and freedom, we will seek out a fourth tablet.”
“A fourth tablet?” Bruenor sounded excited. 
“Yes. Vilania has one and ours make three. There is a fourth somewhere in the area.”
“Which you say we are to find. Oh, good. Good!” continued the wizard. I would easily have , traded ten Bruenors for just one grumpy dour dwarf.
How many drow will be accompanying us?” That was Vlad’s question.
“None. It will be just us.”
With this revelation more questions were asked. I attempted to make sense of what was happening. Apparently this Vilania had a similar tablet. There was another that we were to hunt out. Why? This is not typical drow behaviour. I cannot trust the drow. How can the others? All this began with Faeril and the Oblok tablet. Supposedly knowing a way out, we ended up with Bruenor’s infatuation with the Anodresh tablet which somehow settled with MooGoo. Then we become prisoners of a drow in possession of yet another tablet with whom two of us had agreed to recover still another one. Were the tablets using us to find each other? What was Vilania’s interest in the tablets, so much so that she was willing to spare us, give us safe travel passes? Of more concern, why were Faeril and Bruenor agreeable to retrieve yet another tablet? Well, I knew Bruenor’s reason. An additional magic item…but of course. More importantly, why retrieve it and then return here?
I raised my voice. “Question! Since we will be unaccompanied and we have the safe passes, what is to stop us from abandoning this tablet quest and continue to find a way to the surface?” The glances I received from Vlad and Korit indicated that they two had thought of this.
Surprisingly the dwarf responded first. “Oh, Nera, just think, another tablet. Who knows what secrets it may hold? It is nearby and we should seek it out. And there is no telling what else we may find long side of it?”
I turned my attention from Faeril to Bruenor. “All right then. Just suppose we are successful, find the tablet and return it here. Then what? You expect the drow to pat us on the head and say, ‘good job’, here is a reward. And now you are free to go? Are you that naïve?”
Faeril interjected. “Vilania will keep her word. The Chosen do not betray the Chosen.”
“The Chosen?”
“Yes. So far, myself, Vilania and MooGoo. Who knows for the fourth tablet is meant for?
The half-orc had been contently chewing on his roasted lizard all the while, not participating in the discussions. Upon hearing his name, he ceased his munching. Eyes narrowed as he stared at Faeril. “Hair-woman. MooGoo chooses what MooGoo chooses.” With that he went back to eating.
I stopped listening then. Faeril had shown herself to be unfoolish and practical. It was one reason I had begun to trust her. But this? Either her mind was overtaken, or she had her own reasons for doing the drow bidding. Ah, Faeril and her secrets. But it mattered not to me. Not now. If the drow were willing to let us leave unescorted, that was more than fine by me. I had my own personal quest and mystery to solve. Should an opportunity be presented to find a route to the surface I would take it. I was not planning to return here.
In time the comments and conversations ceased, and all settled down. Eventually I entered my trance.
The ‘morning’ arrived. We were allowed to do our ablutions and clean up. Then came a breakfast of deep rothé stew. It was my first taste, and I found it more favourable than the humans’ beef cattle.
We prepared our meager supplies. In the distance, Faeril and Vilania were having a conversation. About what, at this point I did not care. I shook my head watching Bruenor attempt to trade equipment and weapons we had taken from the gnolls and what we had come across for rations, oils some healing kits and a pole. Trade with the drow when all they had to do take want they wanted? Really? Well, at least it was entertaining. Shortly we will be off on this ‘find the tablet’ excursion. To paraphrase MooGoo, we will find what we will find.
