Anoriath's Room

by Meri
Mid to early October

Meri tapped her teeth on her thumbnail in rapid clicks as she paced the kitchen floor.  It had been a blessedly busy week or so with all her beloved friends returning to the Troll safely from Nurn.  Most of them needed only a good scrubbing, some rest and some proper food to set them to rights, but she remained concerned about Deby.  'No...Elenna, I'm never going to get that right!' she thought, nodding to remind herself once more.  Her half-elven friend had suffered wounds not only of the body but most deeply to the heart, during her captivity in the cruel hands of Parcus, the leader of the raiders they had vanquished from Nurn.  

But that wasn't what had her agitated now.  It was Anoriath.  Of course, Meri was overwhelmed with joy that the Ranger lady had returned safely, but confused when she wrapped her in a hug about the middle.  She was thicker around and no mistake!  No one had said anything, but Meri knew in an instant.  Anoriath was with child.  She had looked up questioningly at her friend, whose eyes had softened gravely before giving her a little, curt nod in response to the wide eyed hobbit.  After the initial hubbub of excitement of the group's return, Meri cornered Erin and verified her guess.

Meri now peered at the hearth plotting carefully.  'That woman should not be living in the barn any more!!  Not when she would be needing rest, and care.'  She had carried her own child before, and couldn't imagine it was much different for a woman than a hobbit.  She would need a nice, clean room, private and snug and not anywhere near horses and mice. Meri shuddered at the thought.  

Yes.  Something had to be done, and very soon.  Meri's time had been spent well in the absence of her friends.  No room was spared from her scrutiny, and one room in particular she had in mind for Anoriath long before she had found out this turn of events.  Number 6 upstairs in the corner.  It had a new bed, and new curtains.  It was sunny, even for a North side room, for it had the West window, and the afternoon sun.  The trick was, just how to convince the stubborn lady that she needed new quarters.  

A sudden noise startled her out of her plotting and she turned to see Erin bustle in with a basket of vegetables from the garden.  "I think we're having squash for dinner," she grinned.

"Oh, goodness!! That plant has gone and taken over the garden out there, hasn't it?"  Meri chuckled and helped sort the gourds from the other vegetables.  

"You look like you've been thinking again?" Erin said, peering at her friend across the table.

Meri scowled and huffed, "Yes I have! You know, that Anoriath cannot sleep in the barn any more.  I can't stand to see her out there like a sheep or pig! It's just...not civilized!"

"Indeed, but how to change her mind? She is sort of holed up over there."  

Meri pressed her lips to a determined line and was quiet as she picked dirt blobs off the squash.  "I think...I think..." Meri paused again and folded her arms across her chest. "I am going to have a talk with that woman, and she will not leave unscathed until she gives in." She grinned resolutely and nodded to herself.

Erin laughed and dusted off her aprons.  "You think you can simply corner her and talk her into it?"  She shook her head.  "I don't know if there is a more stubborn person for miles and miles than Anoriath!

Meri's face fell and she slumped down at the table.  "Hmmm, you're right."  She sat up suddenly and grinned again. "But, Erin my dear, you've overlooked one slight and rather significant detail.  She's pregnant. I have all logic on my side...and all the food on my side too.  Pregnant ladies like food.  Probably not as much as pregnant hobbits, but it has to be similar, eating for two like that!"

Erin sighed and nodded. "Well, you go ahead and try! I'd love to see her behave like a regular lady, sleep in a regular bed, that sort of thing.  But you have to promise me you'll tell me what happens."

Meri grinned and agreed.  But now it was time to get those buttery, flaky pastries out of the oven.

Later that day, Meri's curly head peered out the door of the Troll.  There was no one in sight, and the hobbit quietly emerged, her cloak shrouding her and the small basket she bore.  A brisk breeze sent ripples along the edge of her skirts and cloak, but soft hobbit feet padded across the cool grasses and paused at the barn door quietly.  There was no noise save the wind.  The well-oiled doors opened silently, and she slipped into the darkened shelter of the barn.  Meri climbed up the ladder and crept around the hay bales into Anoriath's private domain.  It was set up rather snug up here, she had to admit, but she was determined to see out her plan.  Snug hay walls or no, it would get much too cold in the winter for anyone out here that didn’t have fur!  She was careful not to disturb any of the few possessions, and simply left the little basket and its contents on the makeshift bed.  

Meri was thrilled.  She'd made the drop, and with plenty of time to spare.  She slithered down the ladder ever so quietly and tip-toed to the door and had her hand at the latchet when it suddenly opened before her.  

She couldn't help it. A yelp escaped her lips before she could clamp her hands over her mouth and scuttle backwards in time to see the gray-green of a ranger cloak flutter in the sudden afternoon light.

Halbarad was taken aback and had immediately drawn his dagger when he heard the unexpected sound.  He paused briefly, before entering the barn alert and poised for any possibility.  Meri was mortified.  She hung in the shadows for a moment, unsure how to approach this very aggressive looking man with a very sharp object in such a way as to not provoke something painful.  He took a step within, his eyes peering into the darkness, raking over every crevice as his vision adjusted to the abrupt change in light.

His eyes were headed her way, and she stood clutching her cloak and biting her lip before deciding to make another noise. "Mmfffllee...Hal?" she squeaked.

Dark eyes focused on the little form trembling in the corner, and he stepped closer before relaxing his stance.  "Meri?" he asked, letting out a poof of air in relief.

"Yes...it's me."

"Are you...all right?"

"Yes, you just...frightened me," she stammered as she nodded, her curls bouncing. "I should be going now..." Meri attempted to wiggle by the Ranger, but he shifted his weight; thick leather and thigh blocked her escape.  

"Wait, little one.  I haven't spoken with you much since we returned from Nurn." The light of the afternoon now poured into the barn, warming the soft ground and creating a bright aura behind the form before her.  "How did you fare in our absence?"  

Cringing at his obvious introduction of a conversation that could take some time, she decided there was no way out but to talk to him.   'Now if I can just move him away from the barn,' she thought.  Meri had moved into the warm square of light and smiled up at him.  Since her own troubles, not much longer than a month ago, she held a special spot in her heart for this man, he who had searched and tracked her; saved her and endured the cold and rain to carry her home.  But he did seem to always want to chit chat right when she was in the middle of a sneaky plan.  

Taking his hand, she tugged at it and spoke, "Halbarad, it was a very long time for all my friends to be gone.  I was beside myself with worry!  I....but... I just must take down the laundry.  I think there's a little blow over coming.  Can you join me? I must get it down before the breeze kicks up any further."  She smiled up at him and even batted her eyes in her most winningly convincing manner.  

He laughed and allowed himself to be tugged out of the barn, and followed her to the lines of laundry drying in the cool autumn breeze.  He looked up at the looming mountains that were an ever-present backdrop for the Troll.  She was right.  A mass of clouds was building behind the jaggy peaks.  He walked behind her little form and saw that the wind was creating little sails out of a row of sheets.  There were already a few that hung by only one pin and flapped erratically in the gusts.  

"I fear we had little time to dwell on missing this place while in Nurn, save for mealtimes," Halbarad teased, looking down at her.

Meri giggled. "Well I should hope so!  But if you must know, I kept very busy.  I think I cleaned every room at least twice, and the pantry and cellar are overstocked for the winter.  If there is any dust or dirt at the Troll, I can promise you it's all from someone who'd been to Nurn." 

He grinned and tousled her hair. "It is a hard thing to be left behind.  But I would not have had you there little one.  Even Erin was in great danger and she had not the need of healing as you had when we departed." 

Meri nodded.  Her nightmares had stopped and her wounds were healed.  She didn't like to reflect on the frightening battle she faced, even when it was clear that another faced a similar battle.  She absently gathered sheets and quickly rolled them into balls and set them in a little wicker basket.  

"Halbarad, I know...well there is so much...all this Nurn, these bad things. They make me sad inside, and I, well I can't explain it."  

The smile on Halbarad's face slipped away as he saw the concern in the hobbit's eyes.  She did not understand completely about Elenna's mental state, but no one really did.  And yet, she seemed to understand more than even he did.  The torments of past demons were not unfamiliar to the plucky lass before him.  

"I know," he said softly, "we are all hoping for Elenna to heal.  But, we can do aught more than to love her well."

Meri nodded and pulled down more laundry.  The lines were nearly emptied now.  Halbarad dropped a handful of clothespins into the basket and stood with his arms folded.  "Now, just what were you looking for in the barn Meri?"  He pinned her with a mock scowl.  

He had waited just long enough for her to forget that he'd found her there only a few minutes before and her face flushed a deep crimson.  It was a dead giveaway.  He knew she was up to something and he chuckled softly. 

"I...uh..." Meri fumbled as she looked anywhere but at the blue-green eyes that twinkled beneath his brows.  

He eyed her, patiently awaiting her response while the gusts of wind puffed her hair around in different directions.  

"Oh...Hal!" Meri exclaimed, "You're just taking advantage of the fact that I promised not to lie to you again!"

"Mmm hmmm, perhaps." He paused and eyed her as she hoisted a basket nearly as big as she was up against her small body. "I feel as Captain here, I need to know the folks I protect better.  It's one of my new goals in fact." 

He smirked and lifted the other basket smoothly and followed her into the back of the Troll.  The kitchen was clean, and quiet for the moment.  He continued, "I understand you gave Finred and Dunmegil a little bit of trouble while I was gone?"

Meri's face flushed again at mention of the Rangers stationed here whilst their own were gone to Nurn, and she blew up at a stray strand of hair with a huff. "You sent those two extra special to be a botheration to me didn't you?" she scowled at him. 

He let out a guffaw and set down the basket on the table. "I only suggested they keep an eye on a wandering hobbit lass.  Apparently you gave them the slip numerous times.  Wandering the wood?" 

"I did not....well...Wargie was always near...most of the time."  She stumbled on her words in an attempt to justify the long walks in the absence of her friends.  

"Most of the time?  Meri, you know..."

Meri held up her hand and gave him a chastising look. "Halbarad, if you aren't familiar with your own Ranger folk, you had better not start with me! That Finred needs some serious training in stealth, not to mention he can be smelled from miles away.  I don't think even Bob could possibly muster such foul smells after a battle, or even an engagement with a hefty pork bean soup!  And Dunmegil!  Good gracious, he was practically my shadow! He spilled on my counters and walked on wet floors with muddy boots; he even tromped after me through freshly aired rooms with his stinky self.  I am sorry Halbarad, but I made it a personal triumph to have a moment's peace from the terrible twosome."

She folded pillowcases, smoothing the fabric in precise and even folds as she continued enlightening him.  She had spent much of her time cleaning and cooking, but she would escape to walk or watch the Elves build their new haven.   Halbarad chuckled as he listened to the antics of the clearly uncivilized replacement Rangers.  

"And so...the reason for a sneaky visit to the barn?" he asked nonchalantly.  "You were planning an afternoon ride perhaps?  Or maybe there's a new beau I need to know about lurking amongst the tack."

"Oh poo!  Mister Captain Ranger, you are nothing if not persistent.  If you must know I was...well...setting up something." She suddenly grew quiet after her long tirade about the smelly Rangers.

"Setting up?  Perhaps I should be aware of this little plot?" 

Meri smiled innocently. "Plot?" 

Halbarad simply held her gaze with a half smirk on his face until she could stand it no longer and she blurted, "Oh fine! If you must be all nosy, I am trying to get your sister to move indoors."

This little revelation wasn't what he had expected, but it wasn't wholly unlooked for either. "Hmmm, now that would be an accomplishment indeed, my dear periannath.  And for once, your little plot is something I would agree with, and even encourage," he smiled.

"Really?" Meri's face lit up.  "I...you do know how hard it is to have babies...well of course, you wouldn't personally, but I mean, she can't be living out there like an animal!"

"Agreed."  Halbarad nodded sharply.  "She needs to face up to the fact that she will be caring for a child, not a wild beast.  So what were you...setting up?"

Meri shifted and tried without success to hide her smug smile, considering how best to involve the Captain Ranger in her plans.

***  

Anoriath and Bob returned from the pastures, shrugging into a fierce October wind that whistled around the corners of the Burping Troll.  Bob bore hammers on his belt and held a box.  The last of the fence that the rangers had spent the latter half of the summer building was mended.  The newly constructed fence surrounding the pasture fields had already fallen victim to a rather severe windstorm that whipped through the region while the Rangers were away in Nurn.  The two replacement Rangers had spent days rounding up the wandering horses that had taken advantage of the gap and then they had only slung rope from the still standing fences to contain the creatures.  It worked, but was not a permanent fix.  The day had been fine and they had spent the most of it making repairs, working quickly though it was just two of them.  Elros, after glancing at Anoriath and flushing awkwardly had begged off and spent the day weeding the Fall gardens and helping Celebsul and his apprentices construct a smokehouse. Bob disappeared into the workshop and Anoriath continued on to the barn, the cool breeze licking her face and hands.  

Within the quiet of the barn she climbed wearily up to her loft.  There was no time for a nap, but she admitted to herself, one sounded pretty good right about now.  Crawling over to her little domain something caught her eye and she glanced around instinctively.  'Someone has been up here.'  The little basket near her pillow had a clean linen covering a mound of something that smelled delightful.  Lifting the corner, she peeked gingerly inside and a waft of sweet warm air greeted her nostrils.  'Ah!  Pastries!'  

The basket contained three of Meri's sweet fruit pastries.  'This was a first.  Now, just what was that hobbit up to?'  Anoriath stared at the contents of the basket narrowly for a moment, but the sweet, rich smell was just too much to take.  Giving up, Anoriath shrugged and seized one with relish.  Licking her fingers of the sticky filling, she had polished off the first one before she noticed the little parchment uncovered by the pastry she had just consumed.

She pulled it out, noting that it had moist butter marks that allowed a view of hazy ink marks within.  Well, now she was really curious.  First of all that Meri—at least, she thought it was Meri—didn't dole out her pastries freely.  And to have them delivered to her specifically, that was definitely out of the ordinary.  She unfolded the letter and read from the mottled page.

Anoriath,

You have had a busy day,

All work and no play.

And although you need rest,

I thought it was best, 

to give you a challenge today.

So please indulge me,

and look by the fir tree,

The one that is tucked by,

the kitchens and cool pie,

for another such note to see.
Anoriath snorted at the little rhyme, amused.  And so the game was set.  It had to be Meri.  She had been eyeing the ranger intently ever since she'd returned from Nurn.  The little mothering hobbit had noticed her increasing condition right away, but, thus far, had said not a word.  'It wouldn't surprise me if I get an earful here very soon,' she thought wryly.  She tucked the note in the basket, and, snatching the nearest remaining pastry, made her way down the ladder.  

The next clue was easily found, for the little fir tree rested very near the kitchen window. And a little note was clamped tight in the window, wiggling with the strong breeze.  Anoriath snatched it up and read its contents quickly.  She snorted and a wryly amused smile crossed her face as she dropped it into the basket and headed to the privy.  Aye, as the note hinted, it was the one building besides the Troll and the barn whose door she darkened the most often lately.

Within the kitchen, Erin had just ducked out of sight as the lady Ranger approached the window, and now was whispering intently. "MERI!! She got the note...the second one!"

Meri dashed over to the window to see the back of Anoriath headed to the privy, a broad smile creeping over her face.  "Well that's it then!"  She scampered out the kitchen door in a burst of excited energy and bee lined to Halbarad.  The Ranger was sorting through administrative paperwork in the common room as he awaited his call to action.  

"Halbarad!! She's on the hunt, quick now!" Meri's face was flush with energy and the thrill of her 'sneaky plan' working.

Halbarad had expected such exuberance and played along royally. He stood abruptly clicking his heels together and gave her an official salute before striding quickly out the door.

Erin, watching from the kitchen, dissolved into giggles at the Ranger becoming so absorbed by his role as their co-conspirator.  It was good to see him not so caught up in angst and serious Ranger activity for once.  

Meri returned bright eyed and excited.  "Oh I'm glad I roped him into our little plan!"

After only a few minutes the kitchen opened and Halbarad entered carrying a small, flat cedar trunk that housed nearly all Anoriath's belongings.  Meri grinned and clapped her hands. The man actually had a mischievous look on his face.  

"Oohh thank you!!" she exclaimed and, nodding to Erin, she directed the Ranger up the stairs with the trunk.  "She'll solve all my easy riddles quickly, so c'mon then, let's get it ready quick."  

Erin followed her bustling friend and the Ranger up the stairs, a little plate in hand, and giggled at their conspiracy.  

Meri stifled a laugh and whispered behind her, "Shhh, Erin!!  It'll work I'm telling you!"

They made their way down the hallway and into the furthest corner room where Meri dashed to open the door.  "Set it down...over there," Meri huffed and fussed. 

The chest fit nicely at the foot of the bed, and Erin placed a plate, covered in linen, on the side table next to a note that sat at the ready.  The new soft green drapes hung slightly open, allowing in the afternoon sun from the West side, the warm rays giving the room a delightfully cheery feel.  The delicate embroidery that traced the border caught the light, the vines and flowers shimmering gently as Meri parted them further.  She peered down and a quick intake of breath indicated she had spied Anoriath just below. 

"She's already on note four.  It'll be soon now.  Let's go!  And Halbarad, try to look...well, all Rangery and things." 

Halbarad gave a soft snort of laughter and nodded, stealing down the stairs and reclaiming his spot amidst the papers and ink well, a perfect example of a dutiful Captain of Rangers busying himself.  He caught the dark green shadow of the Ranger cloak passing on the porch and seemingly kept his concentration on his letter as Anoriath entered the room with a strange smirk.  

She crossed and nodded at her brother and Captain, all appearances of her being on a hunt now vanished as they exchanged words about the fence and the wind.  She soon gave him a nod and passed beyond him, headed to the back stairwell.  Halbarad allowed himself a small smile as he listened to her ascent.

Meri and Erin had hurried to vacate the room, gently shutting the door and secreting themselves in the very next room over.  It seemed dark, with only a North-facing window cloaked in heavy drapes, but the two excited hobbits sat on the bed and listened in silence.  Minutes passed slowly, and with every little sound the tingles of anticipation surged through them.  Finally, they heard soft foot falls on the stairway, and at the tell tale creak of the third stair the two grew even more anxious and grabbed onto each other, tickling each other into silence.  

Anoriath had followed the little notes all around the Troll, and was glad this one led inside.  The wind was whipping up and the clouds had begun to pour from the East, bringing a damp chill with them.  Her nose was red at the tip and her fingers chilly, but, playing along gamely, the final note led her up the stairs.  Whatever Meri was up to, she had certainly gone all out to make it elaborate.  Anoriath sighed a little at the sudden thought that it might have something to do with Daisy Goodbody.  She certainly hoped not.  

At the corner door, a small number 6 sat alone, and she glanced up and down the hallway before trying the knob.  This was it, the only room it could possibly be.  Meri's clue had harkened back to the night the hobbit Nathaniel had been at the Troll, when he had upset her and she had fled up to this little room.   The door opened with a little squeak, and the Ranger, always on her guard, peered cautiously inside.  It was empty.  

She strode in and took in the room.  Pushing back the curtains fully, a spill of light poured in.  The room had been recently cleaned spotless, leaving no dust to dance in the sun.  A little note at the bedside table caught her eye and the sweet smell of warm bread rose from the plate next to it tickled her nose.  Soft butter rolls, fresh out of the oven waited tantalizingly before her as she peeked under the cloth.  Taking one and opening the folded paper, she sat on the bed softly and began to read the short note.   
Congratulations, oh clever Ranger. You've found the best prize of all.  Welcome to your new room.    M.B.

Anoriath looked up from the paper, alarmed.  'My new room?'  And for the first time she truly noticed it.  The room looked snug and comfortable, but not because of the new coverlet on the bed or the matching curtains, but because at the bedside were a few small personal effects.  A cream colored pitcher and a leather-bound traveling journal.  Hers.  At the foot of the bed, a little trunk sat.  It too was exceedingly familiar.  She rose and peered at it, having not even noticed it before.  It had her initials on it.  'Oohhh hobbits!'

At her exasperated cluck of her tongue, she looked up and noticed the door was ajar.  Two pairs of eyes watched her quietly from the shadow of the hallway.  She glared at them narrowly, taken aback, 'They certainly can be quiet when they want to be,' she thought.  

"Meri?" 

Meri gulped, knowing she was caught, and realizing now was the time for the confrontation.  She had wheedled every last bit of information out of Halbarad she could and had rehearsed her speech all afternoon, but now her throat was dry and her mind blank.  

Erin followed Meri into the room and hung back quietly.  Suddenly a great interest in the state of her toes compelled her to look down as Anoriath's steely stare seemed to burn through her skin.

"Uh...hello Anoriath," Meri chirped, suddenly grinning.

"Meri..." Anoriath began.

Meri interrupted her and immediately launched into rapid explanation, "Anoriath! Now you listen to me, young...er....well Ranger lady.  I know it is rather presumptuous of me to bring up your...well, scant supplies to this here room, but you must hear me out."  Meri paused only to catch her breath, giving Anoriath no chance. 

"First of all, lady Rangers who are carrying babies in their wombs should listen to those who've had some experience in the matter," Meri began, pacing back and forth as she rattled on.  "When a female is expecting, you cannot be too careful about catching colds and being tired and worn out.  And it's not nearly warm enough out there in that barn, not to mention it isn't clean enough.  You will need a private place, a warm and snug, CLEAN place to ready yourself for birth." 

Meri glanced up at Anoraith, who was listening with her arms folded, a bemused expression on her face.  She nodded resignedly, knowing that the hobbit was not done with her tirade and would not be quenched until she was. 

"And furthermore, I can tell you from personal experience, that once it is time, you will not want to be anywhere near animals and dirt.  You will need a comfortable setting, very near clean linens and warm water to endure a birthing.  It is no easy chore, even for a woman who is trained in battle and fit as a fiddle.  Bringing a child into this world hurts and there is no getting around it.  You won't want strangers bringing in animals or fetching tack for their ride, while you are thrashing around in spasms of pain every few minutes. Good heavens, even with the most tender and loving husband at your side, and you may still very well want to kill the man."  At this last thought she turned and softly spoke to Erin.  "Make a note that Hal needs to confiscate Anoriath's weapons once she heads into labor."

Erin nodded solemnly and tried not to giggle.  Anoriath had the most funny look on her face.  Her eyes seemed to blink of themselves and her brows were raised 'til they very nearly met her hairline.  Meri was in such a serious mode she had completely missed the fact that Anoriath hadn't drawn a dagger on her.  She did however, look at the Ranger as she paused, and the wry half smile caught her off guard. 

"You...you aren't arguing?" She abruptly stopped.

"No," Anoraith said as her smile grew.

"Does this mean...will you move?"

The lady Ranger snorted a laugh and nodded.  Though it had once served its purpose well, she really had no need for such isolation as the stable loft had provided any more, and had been wracking her brain for a graceful way to exit it before the winter hit.  A long pause of stunned silence filled the little room.  Finally Meri simply pounced and wrapped Anoriath in a hug, grateful that the battle was won and that now at least one thing would weigh less on her little mind.  

"Oh I'm so glad.  You don't know how much you worry me."

Anoriath returned the hug and bit her lip, fighting the little tears that pricked at her eyes.  'If these emotional swings didn't stop, her reputation as any sort of Ranger would be completely melted away,' she thought with frustration.

Meri beamed up at her happily and let out a little sigh. "Well, I hope you know that, now I know your condition and you've decided to move into a regular room, I will be setting aside a few extra things for you in the kitchen from now on.  You are eating for two and I won't have you or the babe going hungry.  My kitchen is open day and night, and be sure to tell me your cravings so I can help you out there."

Anoriath grinned. "I am happy to hear that, I've been dying for a really good haggis."  

Meri's eyes grew wide as she pondered haggis and pregnancy before Anoriath laughed and ruffled her hair.  

"I think butter rolls and fruit pastries will keep me content, though I will miss the horses waking me up."

Meri giggled and Erin laughed, and all was settled.  Anoriath had a new room. 
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