His Mortal Wife

(The Meeting of Rowan and Celebsul)

An elf was leaning against a tree, contemplating his wild surroundings in the dappled, spring sunlight, when he heard footsteps in the undergrowth. A deer, he surmised. This island seemed deserted except for some small fishing villages around the coast. There were certainly no other elves here. Glancing in the direction of the sound, he saw that which he least expected, a human deer, a girl, or young woman, walking lightly through the grass. She was small and slender like a fawn, dressed boyishly in blouse and leggings, her dark hair lit with red and her large, golden eyes darting here and there, but never noticing him. He smiled at the sight, watching for a few long moments as he would watch badgers playing in the dark. Then he cautioned himself. This was no badger, nor deer, but a person, and he had no right to spy upon her. Yet he was wary of frightening her.  Stepping out from the shadow, he spoke softly, "My Lady."

Rowan froze. No one walked these hills but her. Yet here stood a warrior armed with blade and bow. The safety of her hills was breached. This man ... but it was not a man she beheld. Taller, and with long, silver hair, and fair beyond anything she had ever imagined. Peril. Be he good or evil, she was in peril, but would not, could not move. She searched her memory for the right word. Her thoughts betrayed her and escaped her lips, "Elf?"

"Yes, Lady, I am an elf. And I mean no harm. I am only here to walk these hills and take in their beauty, as you do."

That gave her pause. Someone, something, that shared the charm of her homeland; the spaces that only she really knew. And he called her Lady. No one had ever called her thus before. Here was reason for her to use the polite words, learnt at her grandmother's knee, words that were judged 'airs and graces' by those back in her village.

"Forgive me, Sir, I will leave the hills to you. Please find joy in them. There are many places that even one of your kind would think of exquisite beauty. At least I believe so. But I am not traveled ... " Her voice faltered and she turned to leave.

"Show me," he asked, knowing as soon as the words left his mouth that he should have let her go.

Frightened though she was, Rowan looked into those keen, grey eyes and hope stirred in her. Elves were spoken of in awe, not terror, and would there ever, in her life, be another chance to reveal that which she held most dear to someone who could understand?

She smiled shyly at him. "You do not mind, Sir? For not far from here is a brook that sings like a nightingale. I was planning to go there and cool my feet, and listen to see if it has learnt any words to its song."  

The elf could not stop himself from laughing softly at this whimsy. She tilted her head and smiled back at him, for there was music in his mirth. 

"Tell me your name, Lady," he asked. By now they should at least introduce themselves.

"Rowan, though my father says I might have been more dutiful had I been called Fishgutter." She grinned wickedly. "And yours, Sir?"

"Celebsul, and many other names that would have better pleased your father." He returned her joke. They both laughed.

The elf relaxed, dismissing his earlier concern. He had known many humans, though mostly men and their wives and children. He had never walked in the wilds alone with a young woman, but this one seemed, thus far, a delight. She had roused his curiosity; he wanted to know her better, and to see this singing brook she spoke of.

At his request, she led the way to a bright, fast water, which did indeed carry music of rare clarity. 

Rowan cocked her head, "No, it has no words as yet."

Celebsul did not disagree with her, though his ears told him otherwise.

Then they sat on the bank, trailing fingers and toes in the chilling brook, and they talked. Rowan described the nearby fishing village where she lived, and she interrogated the elf on matters in the wider world.

Time passed quickly and easily for both of them. The girl eventually looked at the dipping sun and realised the lateness. She sighed, "I must go, and there is so much more to show you, to ask you."

Celebsul shrugged and smiled, "I'll be here for a few days more. I've a camp set up over in that stand of trees." He nodded to the west. "Call me if you come by. I'll hear."

"Oh, tomorrow we can go to the old willow grove. The trees in there talk to each other, but they never let me listen. Goodbye, Sir, and thank you."

She was gone, swift as a deer. He wondered if some elf had been by here years before, for such a child to be born of fishermen. No, he thought wryly, not elven, just a very unusual human.

When Rowan returned home that night, she was happier than her mother could ever remember. The good food on her plate was almost untouched. Mother shook her head, the lass was skinny enough, but when Father began to admonish her, Mother raised her brows and glared a warning at him. And when Rowan went to bed, much earlier than usual, after washing the dishes meticulously, her parents talked. 

"What is it wrong with her? She grows stranger every day." Father complained. 

"Oh, Papa, " His wife answered, "Did you not see the glow of her? Say nothing to stop this. I think maybe she has finally caught herself a man."

But Papa grumbled to himself. The lads of the village had been well warned off by their mothers. 'Take a sensible, solid girl for a wife. Pretty will not put food on the table or untangle your nets or raise your babes to be sound, honest folks. That Rowan is wrong in the head.' Much as he loved his daughter, he could not understand her, and feared for her. None of the lads that he could think of would marry her, which left what, some man playing with her, taking advantage of her strangeness?

Celebsul came across her the next day. She was kneeling with something in her hand. He spoke her name softly to let her know that he was there. She beamed up at him with far too much trust. 

"What have you found?" he asked then crouched to take her hand and look. It was a thrush chick too young to be out of the nest. He gently removed it from her grasp.

"I'll put it back." The elf climbed into the tree, and settled the chick amongst three other nestlings. 

Meanwhile Rowan inspected her hand. When he had touched it, a shiver had rushed all the way up her arm, taking her breath. She had not known that such a thing was possible. Maybe this was some strange elven magic.

The elf called down to her, "Come and see. There are four of them." He reached down his hand to draw her up. She stood and simply stared at his outstretched fingers.

He misjudged her fear. "It's not high, and I won't let you fall." 

Biting her lip, Rowan offered her trembling hand to his grasp. He hauled her easily up beside him and kept her firmly in his grip while they inched along to where the nest was perched in a branch above. He lowered that branch so she could look inside the nest. She had to stand very close to him to see. Though she pretended to look, her senses were swimming in the warmth and scent of his body. She didn't know whether she liked these feelings or not.

They soon climbed back down. Rowan insisted that she could manage by herself. At the foot of the tree was a basket that the girl had brought with her. "Are you gathering herbs?" he asked.

It was only then she remembered what she had brought. "No," she smiled, less confused now he was at a safe distance. "I don't know what you eat, Celebsul, but it must be meager rations out here in spring. I've brought bread and cakes, and a skin of wine for you. Do elves drink wine?"

He grinned at that. "Indeed they do, and this one in particular does. I'll take it to my camp for this evening, unless you want to share it with me now."

"No, I rarely drink wine, and I've had lunch. Let's take the basket then I'll show you the willow grove." 

The grove was as ancient a place as he had found on the island. The trees, for all their grace, seemed to brood darkly over a shallow pond. Elf and woman whispered quietly as they wandered between the curtains of pale green leaves. 

Rowan touched a trunk. "Can you hear their sullen silence, as if they had been talking until the moment we arrived?"

The elf smiled down at her. "That is exactly how it feels." How did she pick up on these things that most mortals never noticed? 

On their way back, Celebsul asked frankly, as was his wont, "How old are you?"

"Too old," she laughed wryly.

"By Eru! How old is too old, and what are you too old for?"

"Twenty two is too old. I'm the eldest unmarried woman in the village."

"Are all the men in your village blind?"

"No," she giggled, "just stupid or ugly or both." Then she shook her head. "Actually, that's not true, though there's none of them that I'd have or would have me. A woman who is not content to gut fish and gossip all day is not considered suitable material for a wife. And now I've answered your questions, Sir, how old are you?"

He laughed inwardly. She met his every impertinence with one of her own. Despite this, he was not sure whether a straight answer would be wise. "How old do you think I am?"

She peered at him. He did not bear any sign of age, yet neither did he seem young. Elves were immortal, so he could be any age at all, maybe even ancient. "Many times older than me, I'd guess." She grinned.

He grinned back. "Yes. That is true and let it be sufficient, Child." He used the term as an endearment for he was already beginning to cherish her company.

The afternoon was dwindling and Rowan had to leave. She bid him farewell after asking if he would still be here the next day. He watched her run away down the hill then went back to camp to inspect the contents of the basket. Breaking the fresh bread, he found both butter and cheese to go with it. The elf managed well in most circumstances with just biscuits and the wild food of the land, knowing how to tickle trout inland and harvest the rock pools on the shore. He was not a hunter by nature, and only took mammals when he was in dire need. The food she had brought was a feast to him. He ate then drank deeply of the wine. As he lay down to rest, he wistfully thought of the girl wandering alone in these hills after he was gone. Maybe he might stay a little longer than he had planned.

At the harbour, next morning, an unusually large catch was landed. The women gathered amidst the raucous cries of gulls to begin work, each having a wide basket in which to place the gutted fish. Rowan sat alongside her mother and silently bent to her task. If she were to get away by afternoon, she needed to work swiftly. Indeed, she worked too quickly; the knife slipped and gashed her hand. No one noticed as they chatted idly about the minutia of village life, so she wadded her clean handkerchief against it and carried on. The morning passed. If she left to bathe now, she would not be more than an hour late at his camp. She looked at her mother, the question dancing in her eyes.

"Aye, go on with you," her mother granted with half a grin.

The narrow-nosed woman seated across protested. "Look at this heap of fish. You can't let her go galivanting in the countryside while we slave away here."

Rowan's mother signaled to her daughter to leave as she replied, "Marta, look at her basket. It is full, then look at your own and everyone else's. They are not even half full. I think she has done her share."

Marta snorted all the way down her long nose. "You do her no favours. Every other lass her age has a husband and at least two babes. What has your daughter but a head full of childish dreams and a mouth full of fancy words that she learnt from goodness-knows where. What is she hoping for, a prince?" 

All the other women guffawed. Rowan's mother knew they were not really being unkind. They just wanted her daughter to fit in with the rest of them and find contentment. She sighed deeply. That was also what she most wished. It was her own mother, a native of the mainland, who had filled Rowan's head with dreams. The malady must have skipped a generation.

Celebsul was beginning to worry until he finally heard her steps across the grass. She came into his camp and smiled happily to see him awaiting her. Today she had brought yet another skin of wine and a parcel of smoked fish. 

"More wine?" He winked at her. "I think you have the measure of me."

As she handed them over, he saw the fresh cut on her palm. "How did you do that?"

"How else?" she wrinkled her nose. "Gutting fish."

"It has not been properly tended." He put down the wine and fish. "Come with me."

She followed him to the nearby stream and sat on a log, as directed, while the elf sought out plants for healing. He was not gone long. He wetted leaves in the clear water then came to kneel before her.  Looking up, he raised an eyebrow, "Well?"

Timidly, she reached out her injured hand. He noticed how badly it was shaking. Is she still so afraid of me? He took her hand and began bathing the wound with the wet leaves. Finally, he crushed the last leaf and held it firmly against her palm.

"This will need a few minutes," he informed her, looking up again into her eyes. 

She quickly turned her face away and began studying some detail of the landscape. He took the hint and sat with his back to the log, still pressing the leaf into her palm. Thus the elf did not see her eyes return to look down at him, nor could he see how the silver of his hair reflected in her wide pupils; he only felt ... unsettled, as if there was suddenly something wrong between them. On his final inspection of the wound, he resolved to take her to one of his own favourite places, and make her laugh.

And that is what he did. They spent the afternoon walking and laughing in a lush, shallow vale, pausing to peer at the emerging wildflowers and intricate webs laden with fat, white spiders. By the time she took leave of him, promising to return the next day, he felt content again.

As she made her way home, Rowan could not decide if she was happy or miserable. It was the most wonderful thing in the world to be with him and, strangely, the most painful. She dreaded his casual touch, but also longed for it. This day, as he tended her wound, she had finally made sense of the growing turmoil inside her, and a small part of her, the part that might have made a fisherman's wife, wished that they had never met. There could be no love between them, an elf and a mortal woman. Maybe if she were a great beauty or of nobility, it would not be so foolish to hope that he might take a passing interest. She sighed heavily and resolved to have only that which he could give, his company and laughter, for as long as it lasted.

That night, Celebsul lay staring at the beloved stars and wondered whether Rowan had sight of them wherever she slept. As he pictured her face gazing at the sky, his pulse quickened and his thoughts took a direction that had him instantly on his feet, cursing.

“Fool,” he called himself aloud. How could this happen? She’s a human, a friend.

He paced, wondering what had kindled him, examining in detail the memories of their exchanges. Surely her responses had been of fear and nervousness? He was infinitely more foreign to her, than she to him, but he knew so little of the emotions of mortal women, especially one so young. Why had he left himself wide open? He recalled glancing at her face when he tended her hand; her eyes had not been their usual gold, but dark as the night, before she hid them. "No," he groaned. Let it not be so. He should have never have come to this place. 

He walked through most of the night, but eventually rest called him to lie down. As he closed his eyes, he tried not to think of Rowan, not in that way. He tried not to think of her at all. Tomorrow, he would discover what damage he had done.

When the sun rose, Celebsul broke camp, gathering his belongings together in his pack. As noon approached, he sat waiting sadly for Rowan to arrive.

The girl had escaped from another heavy harvest of mackerel, this time without injury, leaving the women complaining like seagulls at the dock. After bathing, she debated with herself about what to wear, the usual leggings, or something prettier? Laughing at her own stupidity, Rowan nevertheless chose her best blouse and skirt. Perhaps it was a coincidence, but Marta happened to be not far from Rowan's cottage as the girl emerged and headed up the hill.

An hour later, Rowan walked into the familiar stand of trees with a song and a smile on her lips; both died as she surveyed the cleared camp. Staring down at him in shock, she asked, "You are leaving?"

"Yes. I've stayed longer than I meant. I only wait now to bid you goodbye."

He saw that she had dressed for him, and watched the colour bleach slowly from her face; what he most feared was so. 

Rowan could not speak. The sun dimmed and all warmth drained from her. Tears threatened her eyes. She must go now, before he saw them. From somewhere she found the strength to say, "Goodbye then, Celebsul, and thank you for the time we have shared. I can't stay. Mother needs my help. Fish. You know ... " She forced a small smile, then turned and fled as fast as her feet could carry her.

He stood up, looking after her. "Fool," he called himself again. It was all too late.

As she ran, Rowan's throat ached with un-swallowed misery, her vision blurred with tears. Of course he must leave. Hadn't she reminded herself of that only yesterday? What was there to keep him? Her? She stumbled at that thought, cursing the skirt that slowed her, then ran the harder, trying to escape the loss of hopes that she had not known she possessed. 

A strong hand caught her shoulder and wheeled her around so quickly that her breath stopped. Then she was in the elf's arms and sobbing like a wounded child against his chest. Exquisite agony; she felt the steel of his embrace and the warmth of his breath in her hair. 

He pulled her gently to the ground and cradled her until she became quiet. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't know that I would hurt you so much." Then the question that he had to ask, "What is it you want from me?" 

Lifting her head to stare into his glowing eyes, she knew she would never speak words to try and bind him. Instead she just looked at his face for as long as he would allow, capturing that image to get her through the rest of her life.

Celebsul thumbed a tear from her cheek and studied her expression. Most of the answer was there. Only one more question remained. He threaded his fingers through her hair, then bent slowly to kiss her, watching her eyes to be sure that this was what she wanted. As their lips touched, she responded at first with timid gentleness, then with growing hunger. He tasted her alien sweetness and felt her whole body trembling in his arms. The girl's heart raced, it was like holding a small, wild creature. His own heart leapt in response. 

He laid her down in the grass, kissing her again deeply while her innocent hands struggled to fulfill what her instincts urged. Everything was dark with desire; he had not been so lost for longer than he cared to remember. Then her fingers found the smooth skin of his stomach, and she moaned softly. Celebsul closed his eyes and sighed with regret. He caught her hand with his own; Stop now, he told himself, while you can. He sat up, pulling her with him. 

For a moment, Rowan was confused; her heart beating so hard that she thought it would burst. Then she realised the bliss was over. This is it, she thought, he's leaving. This is all I will ever know of love. I'll die when he's gone, and this body will be naught but untouched dust.

"Please," she whispered, shyly touching his hand, "don't stop. Love me once before you go."

He gathered her up and crushed her against his chest. Aye, love is the word, but that's not what she's asking. The elf looked down into her begging eyes. "Rowan, if you think I could take you once, then leave, you have much still to learn about me. If I take you, it will be forever."

She didn't know what to make of that. Was it rejection? 

He stood and lifted her gently to her feet. "Come with me." 

"Where?" she asked, terrified of the answer.

"To your home. I need to ask your parents for your hand in marriage."

Around the dock, the women still worked at their gutting. Talk had turned again to the departure of the black sheep as described by Marta; Rowan was always a ripe source of gossip. Now they really had the bit between their teeth. 

"It's certain some man is sniffing round her," Marta sniggered. "Who'd have ever thought to see her in a skirt, except for party days? There's a lass who's heading for real trouble."

Everyone joined in with the speculation about who 'he' was; a younger lad, a married man, some reject from another village? Rowan's mother lowered her head in shame and anxiety. 

Then one of the younger woman called out, "Oh Eru, what is that?"

The crowd of women craned their necks to look. Down the hill strolled a tall, impossibly beautiful man, and on his arm, more radiant than any had ever seen her ... Rowan. 

They watched, gape mouthed like newly landed fish, as the stranger paused to speak to the girl. He brushed his fingers lightly across her lips, and the couple laughed softly before continuing to approach.

Rowan's mother looked on with sparkling eyes and a smile of quiet delight. She did not say anything. There was no need. The love between these two was evident to all. She guessed at the nature of the 'man' who walked alongside her daughter. Such a thing was unheard of, but it seemed Rowan had found even finer than a prince.
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