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APPLES FOR THE RANGER

By Sevilodorf,

Deby, Erin and Celebsul

Being Part Three of the 'A Moment Apart' series set amidst the chaos of Obsidian.
March 21, 1422 SR - Before dawn

North Ithilien

The Inn of the Burping Troll

Giving a final poke to the coals, the balrog swung the small iron door of the oven shut with a solid clang. Rumbling like thunder high in the White Mountains, he said, “It’s ready.”

As she rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand in a vain attempt not to leave a trail of flour, Sevilodorf replied, “Good, so are these. Do you want to slide them in, or shall I?”

Without a word the creature swung open the wider top door, picked up a long handled bread peel, scooped up the pans from the counter and slid them into the depths of the baking oven. 

Stepping back from the heat and brushing at the flour sprinkled down the front of the long apron she wore over her loose fitting pants and tunic, the Rohirrim woman considered the strangeness of the company she now kept. From hobbits, Rangers and elves to the creatures of nightmares and legend: orcs, wargs and balrogs. The Burping Troll was an exceedingly unusual place. 

The balrog excused himself to check the progress of the pottery hardening overnight in Elanna’s kiln, and Sev busied herself with returning the kitchen to its original state of cleanliness. Out of practice with baking, she had made considerably more mess than planned.  Thankfully it was yet too early for the resident hobbit cooks to be awake to witness her untidiness.  In the silence of this wee hour she could work in undisturbed peace.

After sweeping the floor and wiping the table, she piled the dishes into the washtub. Shaving flakes off the bar of soap the hobbits kept handy she turned the taps and filled the tub half way. Plunging her hands into the warm soapy water, she began to sing softly: 

“Dump the crocks in a boiling bowl; 

Pound them up with a thumping pole; 

And when you’re finished, if any are whole; 

Send them down the hall to roll!”

“Not that anyone would dare do such a thing to the crockery belonging to the fearsome hobbits living here,” chuckled a voice from the doorway behind her.

Whirling about, Sev splattered a rainbow of water across the floor. “Nmad, Bob. Don’t do that.”

As the sturdy Rohirrim snatched up a cloth and wiped at the puddles, the lanky Ranger smirked from the doorway leading into the back hall. “’Twas your own fault, Sev. Making all that racket. You wouldn’t have heard an oliphaunt stomping down the stairs, much less a soft footed Ranger like myself."

Slapping her wet cloth at his knee high boots, Sev exclaimed, “Soft footed, indeed. What has you out of bed so early?”

“One could ask the same of you.” Bob peered pointedly towards the dark window above the sink. “Even for you this is early. Having headaches again?”

“For pity’s sake, don’t even suggest it!”

With a look of horror Sev scrambled to her feet to drag the much-taller man into the room and close the door firmly behind him. The hobbits’ bedrooms were just down the hall, and if they heard even a whisper of the word ‘headache’ she would spend the next week responding to detailed inquiries of her health.

Frowning, she added, “I’ve had all I can take of hobbit concern. I’ve half a mind to just saddle Biscuit and join you on a perimeter run to escape.”

As he adopted a comfortable slouch near the door, Bob laughed.  Taking note of the flour dusting her clothing, he sobered and sniffed the warm air suspiciously.

“Sev, I told you…”

With a sinking heart, the Ranger was certain that there was a cake of some sort baking in the oven. Since surviving an orc attack the first part of the month, the Rohirrim healer had been promising, or perhaps threatening was a better word, to bake him a treat in gratitude for the recent lessons he had given her in swordplay and knifework.

“Yes, yes, I know. You told me there was no need for thank you gifts.” She returned to the sink and began rattling the dishes in the tub. “As any cake I baked would pale in comparison to the magnificence of the one the hobbits made the other day for your birthday,” she paused and darted a look over her shoulder, “I decided to make you something else.”

Though a talented healer, the woman evidenced little in the way of culinary arts.  While having no desire to injure Sev’s feelings, Bob was hard pressed to keep a grimace from his face and respond with a bland, “Oh, really. What?”

Sev rinsed the last bowl and set it to dry upside down on the counter. She gave the Ranger an amused look. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.” 

Emptying the washtub, she watched as the water ran down the drain leading to a series of pipes that the dwarves had installed. Exactly how it worked or where it all went, she did not understand; but she certainly appreciated the convenience of water that came from a tap on the wall and drains that carried it away.

Setting the tub back in its place beneath the sink, she lifted two mugs from a shelf and said, “Tea? Or are you going to run off for fear I’m trying to poison you?”

Manfully, Bob accepted his fate. He had survived his sister, Elanna’s, first effort at a birthday cake for him, so whatever came out of that oven, he would eat with a smile on his face or die in the attempt.

With all the cheer a doomed man could muster he said, “Yes, thank you. And no, I’m not afraid of being poisoned.”

Handing him the mugs, she said, “I’ll get the kettle. The tea’s on the table. Is peppermint all right?”

“Fine.”

Bob tried to keep the resignation from his voice.  But as he took a seat at the kitchen table he cast a doubtful eye toward the oven and forced the memory of a badly spiced stew from his mind.

Sev smiled as she filled the mugs with hot water and set the kettle on a trivet between them. “I should be deeply insulted that you would think I value my life so little as to repay you with shoddy merchandise. I will admit to not enjoying the kitchen as much as I do the stillroom or even the marketplace; but I am not completely unschooled. My husband’s mother was of the opinion that the fastest way to convince a man to agree with you was to feed him well. And though she often despaired of my abilities, she made certain I learned one or two lessons well.”

As Sev settled in the opposite chair, Bob listened with carefully hidden amazement, for he had never before known Sevilodorf to offer any information about her life in Rohan. The residents knew that her husband had died in a raid several years ago and that her son had fallen at Helm’s Deep, but casual mentions of times before the War were unheard of. 

Stirring her tea, Sev smiled again and breathed a quiet laugh, “Lengada’s all-purpose cure for what ailed man, woman or beast was a loaf of apple bread with a crock of sweet butter.”

“Apple bread?” Bob asked.

“Aye,” Sev’s eyes gleamed as the Ranger sniffed the air again, though this time without the faintly disdainful wrinkling of his nose. “However, you are under no obligation to eat it, sir. I will have fulfilled my honor by offering the gift. What you do with it afterwards is your business. If you wish, you may feed it to the warg.” 

Bob tried to look as if the thought had never crossed his mind, but gave up under Sev’s steady scrutiny.

“I didn’t have a warg to feed Elanna’s concoctions to,” he muttered,” yours can’t be any worse.”  The Ranger took a large gulp at his tea, hoping he had not put his foot in his mouth. 

As the Ranger squirmed uncomfortably, Sev added, “It is a wonder that Warg’s not the size of an oliphaunt. What with Celebsul slipping her all the extra portions the hobbits force upon him.” 

The elf’s strategy for dealing with the hobbits’ belief that anyone who did not eat at least six meals a day teetered on the edge of starvation was a secret only from the hobbits. 

“Not to mention all the treats Anardil has been providing her,” Bob teased, unable to resist the opportunity.

The ex-Ranger’s attempt to secure an escort for Sevilodorf that she could not escape had been regarded as a rather ingenious use of available resources, though the Troll’s residents had been heartily grateful when the payments were changed from the foul-smelling haggis to the less odiferous pony biscuits. 

“Aye,” the Rohirrim woman managed to respond calmly enough, though Bob was delighted to see her blush rosily.

Seeking to change the subject, Sev asked, “When do you leave for your next perimeter run?”

“Day after tomorrow. Were you serious when you said you’d like to join me?”

“I’d love to,” Sev replied with a sigh. “Only can you imagine the uproar. Besides I’m known to attract trouble. Hal would never allow it.”

“You could always sneak off.”  The hope of mischief glinted in Bob's eyes.

“What? And have a search party sent after me? No, I fear that for a time I must be more circumspect in my journeying. More sensible.” The last word was spoken with a slight edge and a splashing stir of her tea. 

“I’ve always considered you sensible,” the Ranger said stoutly

Sev laughed and shook her head. “You certainly know the way to flatter a woman, Bob.”

“It’s not flattery, but the truth,” Bob insisted, determined to make her see the difference. “There’s nothing wrong with being sensible. Of course, it would help if perhaps you weren’t quite so obstinate, but then everyone has faults.”

Sev snorted as Bob began to stammer an apology. She waved a hand and interrupted. “No, no. Honesty is refreshing. I am obstinate. And outspoken and occasionally down right bad tempered. Well, perhaps more than occasionally.”

Before the Ranger could frame a reply that would not result in his instant and undoubtedly messy demise, Sev stood and hurried to the oven. Opening the door carefully she released a mouth-watering aroma of baking apples.

The answering growl of Bob's stomach went unheard as she said, “Ah, at least I haven’t forgotten that lesson.”

She pulled the pans one at a time from the oven, and upended them on the table until eight golden brown loaves steamed gently. Their rich scent spread to fill the room like a delicious fog and Bob forgot he had ever doubted Sev's baking abilities for an instant.  Taking up a shaker of cinnamon mixed with sugar she sprinkled the tops, slapping at Bob’s hand as he reached out to pinch one of the loaves. 

“Patience,” she said.

Shaking an admonishing finger at the Ranger, she hastened to the pantry for a small crock of butter.  He sat in a perfect agony of anticipation as she then gathered up a knife and plate to set before him.  

“Now, if you will make our excuses to the others, I believe I will take one loaf back for a simple breakfast for myself and Anardil, but the rest are yours to do with as you will. And though you wish no thanks, I give it anyway for without your teaching I would not be here today.” 

Bob watched her place plates, knife, butter and a loaf of the bread in a basket and cover it with a cloth. He didn’t ask her about something to drink with it. He knew that she kept the necessary supplies in the room she shared with Anardil, so they would not need to come to the kitchen at any hour they chose that simple pleasure.  Meanwhile he had just been gifted with seven fat, succulent loaves of sweet bread that the King himself would have envied.  There was more he wished to say, but he knew he did not have the gift with words that his friend and captain, Hal, possessed.  Thus he feared that the foot he had already firmly planted in his mouth would be shoved down his throat, leaving his knee dangling around his lips.

He had to hurry; Sev was about to go through the door.

Bob took a deep breath. “Sev?”

The Rohirrim woman paused to look back at him.

“Uh … I … well …” The Ranger stammered and ran his hand through his hair, tugging at a lock in the back nervously. “You’re welcome and you’re family. If you ever have need of me, for any reason, please ask. “

Sev did not need to see the warmth in Bob’s eyes; his sincerity rang in every word he uttered. She also knew that none of the Rangers made such claims or offers lightly, and that he would follow it to whatever end was required.

“I understand, and I will.”

Bob watched the door for a moment after Sev walked through it, until his rumbling stomach demanded his attention. To share or not to share; how to decide? A sly grin spread across his face. The only way to know how much to share was to see how much was left when his hunger had been appeased. He turned his attention to choosing one of the remaining loaves to start.  If one loaf of apple bread was considered a cure-all, surely several loaves could prevent almost anything.  With any luck, no one else in the inn would awaken for at least another half hour.

THE END


