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Elanna carefully slipped out of Halbarad’s embrace. She smiled to herself, even after five months of marriage; she still woke to find herself nestled against him. She had become so accustomed to having him at her side that she did not sleep well when they were apart, whether she was out on the long perimeter run or he was. Once free of the arms that had been curled around her, Elanna was able to gingerly ease her way out from between the covers. Though it was high summer, her toes still shrank when they first touched the wooden surface that seemed cool after the warmth of the bed she shared with her husband.

In the dim light of pre-dawn, Elanna located her clothes and quickly, quietly dressed. She rested her hands on the bed and leaned over the sleeping form. The gentle kiss to his cheek caused a low ‘mm’ to rise from his throat. Elanna smiled, she could tell by his response he was in no danger of waking, though his mind might just have been nudged in the direction of a pleasant dream. 

Noiselessly she left their room, made her way down the stairs, through the empty common room and out the front door. Indigo night had just barely begun to give way to the lighter blue of the approaching dawn. Stars winked their good byes as one by one they faded from view. She stopped at the porch steps to stretch, there was no need to shake the last bit of sleep from her eyes, as she had been awake for quite awhile.

Elanna reflected on the reason for this as her steps took her across the grounds, over the road and just into the woods. It was July 6th, one of several dates from last year that she knew she would never forget. Indeed, the events of that day danced round and round in her head after waking her. She had finally admitted that sleep had deserted her for the night and that was when she left Halbarad sleeping in their room. 

She was almost to the place she had sought and her steps slowed involuntarily. The scorched ground had healed itself and rich grass grew where a flaming pyre had once stood. And that was not all, so silent and unmoving that she had not noticed him at first, Celebsul knelt with his legs tucked under him as he rested on his heels. Of course, of all people, she should have known the elf would be here.

Elanna halted and then began to step slowly backwards; it was not her wish to disturb Celebsul and whatever thoughts were running through his mind at this time. She stopped again when a soft, silvery voice spoke her name.

“Elanna.”

Chagrined that she had interrupted him, Elanna quickly apologized. “I cry your pardon. It was not my wish to intrude on you.”

The ancient elf turned his face to her. For a moment, it seemed that she could see the whole of Time reflected in his eyes. Then the corners of his mouth lifted in a gentle smile and the glimpse was gone. Celebsul knew her state of mind by the formality of her apology. She tended to lapse into the prescribed form of speech when she had something on her mind. Celebsul held out his hand to her. After a moment’s hesitation, she accepted the invitation; before sitting, she stood in wonder. 

The items in front of her had barely registered on her consciousness before she had discerned the elf that sat near. They had been temporarily relegated to the back of her mind until she took Celebsul’s hand and was able to give them her full attention.

Fixing her gaze on something just above her, Elanna asked, “Celly, what are these, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like them before?” 

“I know I haven’t,” Celebsul answered as he looked also. “I imagine they came from his world, though how I could not tell you.”

Elanna took her hand back from the elf so that she could try and reach the oversized blossom of one of the gigantic flowers that rested on a long green stem. The bottommost tips of the blazing yellow petals were just below the top of her head. The deep brown center was the size of a plate and she could see the beginnings of the flower’s seeds forming there. All in all, along with its fellows, the bloom stood a good six inches above her.

Mouth still gaping in awe, Elanna sank to the ground beside Celebsul. Eyes fixed on one nodding floral face, she murmured, “From his world.”

Yes, it somehow seemed proper. The man had been larger than life, a blonde giant from another time and place, as alien as these giant flowers were to the forest of Ithilien. Elven and half-elven spent time lost in thought as deep sky lightened under the caress of the first rosy blush of the rising sun.

Elanna broke the silence first. “Celly, he was really here, wasn’t he?” 

“Yes, he was.”

He had been amongst them barely a day and with the passing of time, those hours had begun to take on a dream-like quality. 

“I wish I had gotten the chance to know him,” Elanna said wistfully, picking at the grass she sat on. “He has played such an important part in my life.”

Celebsul arched a single brow. There had been very few words exchanged between the late Avatar of the Gods and the young woman as far as the elf knew. Yet her words stirred his heart for she spoke for many of them.

“How so?” he asked simply.

Furrows appeared in Elanna’s brow as she frowned in concentration her hands now still. Her words came slow and deliberately, as if she were beginning to understand them for the first time.

“He was the first link in a chain of events that brought me to where I am today.” She paused, glancing at Cel to see if he understood. Though his face remained composed, she could see a light beginning to glow in his eyes. “In a way, I became a Ranger because of him.”

Celebsul was not quite sure where she came up with this notion but was interested in finding out. “And you believe this because?” he prompted.

Elanna looked at him curiously and then realized, in a flash, that only she, Halbarad and Anoriath knew what had happened that night after the man who led them tried to prepare them for what evil they faced. She could still recall his words and their effect on her.

“You may see things in the dark, once battle is begun,” the blonde man had said. “Do not believe them. Kylie and Koral are capable of deception and fear, but you must not weaken. Your fear is your own enemy. Do not heed it. These are not your orcs or goblins. They do not count on brute force of numbers to crush an enemy. These are Men, clever and skilled in the business of killing. If there is any among you who has killed monsters, but never a Man - you'd better have a strong stomach, tonight.”


Elanna cleared her throat. “Do you remember the talk he gave us before the two of you went down into the camp?”

“Yes.”

“After that, Hal tried to convince me to stay behind, that I had never fought anything other than orcs and then only a few times at that,” Elanna explained. “I have not forgotten his words any more than I have forgotten . . . “ Elanna’s voice trailed off as the words began to stick in her throat. Why did it pain her so badly to try and say his name, today of all days? 

Elanna began to recite Halbarad’s warning. “You're right, we will all do what we have to in less than ten minutes and when the dust and the blood have settled, and the moans of the dying have ceased, what will you do then? Hold Celebsul's hand as he takes his last blood-choked breath? Count the arrows it took to bring down Elros? Or will you be the one broken and dying on the ground?”  She paused and her eyes held a faraway look in them as she gazed into the past. “You now have to make a decision. All Rangers or soldiers have to make this same decision. You fully understand now that our service is paid for in blood. It could be yours or mine. But sooner or later it will be paid. So now you must decide. You must both make your peace with this price and be ready to live with it every day or leave … now.”

Celebsul listened with avid interest. In his way he had sensed that something occurred with Elanna that night but was unsure just what. Now he wanted to see how this all tied together in her mind.

Elanna continued. “Suddenly I understood what it was that my brother, my father, Hal and all the others I knew lived with. I grew up a little bit then.” She smiled shyly at the ageless elf beside her; did she still seem a child to one such as him? “I made the decision to stay, fight and accept whatever consequences there might have been. Hal told me that my father would have been proud of me and then he kissed me.” Celebsul’s brows shot up to his hairline as Elanna laughed. “Not like that, you silly thing, like he had always done when I was a child; but this was different and we both knew it.”

Elanna stopped her narrative for a moment, thinking of all the ‘what ifs’. With a sigh she rolled down on her spine until she lay flat on the ground. Celebsul waited patiently; he was starting to have an idea of where she was heading.

“Had the need to rescue the hostages not existed, would I have made that same choice? If,” the girl forced the name from her lips with only a slight quiver in her voice. “If Tempus had not come to the Troll, would there have even been any hostages? Had those events not happened, would Halbarad and I ever have admitted our love to each other?”

Elanna again fell silent. Celebsul did not answer her questions for there were no answers. The man they had know as Tim, before he gave his true name of Tempus Thales, had come and rearranged the order of their lives in ways they had not dreamed possible. For Celebsul, he had found a friend in the most unlikely of places, in the most unlikely of people. A friendship that had been cut short by the great man’s death, an event that the elf had been led to believe was impossible. 

“Though I wish it could have been done another way, I don't regret that he came to us," Elanna blurted. “Not when I have gained so much from what has happened in the last year.” Seeing Celebsul’s surprise she sat up. “I have grown so much since that time and he was the catalyst that set my feet on that path. Would I repeat the experience? No! But I cannot rue it either.” 

'She's right,' Celebsul thought. 'She has grown; her actions as well as her words prove it.' The elf then reflected on her sentiment. It was true; Tempus was not of their world, something that he was the first to glimpse. The mysterious stranger came to them like lightning out of a clear blue sky, changing those it struck without warning, himself included. Else why the sudden urge to fulfill a hundreds of years old promise made to his mortal wife who would never know the difference. And did he not almost answer the call of the Sea in a place far from his home in an unconscious imitation? Perhaps, perhaps not.

“Have you ever thought about it, him, everything Celly?”

The elf was a long time in replying. “Yes, but not in the way you seem to have. For me, the difference between a breeze and a hurricane needed no pondering. I knew the moment I met Tempus that he would change everything. There have been few like him in my life, and it required no pause to recognize that he would leave a mark that would endure forever.” Celebsul thought for a moment. “It is enough to be able to call him friend.”

Elanna gave the elf a puzzled stare; he spoke almost as if Tempus were still alive. Unsure of his meaning, she went on to give voice to an earlier thought.

“If I were to regret anything, it would be that he had to die in a strange land far from his home."

The enigmatic smile on Celebsul’s face completely mystified her.

“There are other worlds than ours or his,” he said cryptically. 

Bewildered, Elanna shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

The elf reached into his pocket for something that he was rarely without. He retrieved a thick gold coin and held it out to the girl. Elanna cupped her palm, surprised by the weight when Celebsul dropped the object into her hand. It did not take her long to recognize the face that had been stamped into the surface. Perplexity gave way to wonder.

“Where did you get this?” she asked in a hushed voice. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

“He gave it to me and yes, it is him.”

“Oh, was it before we left the inn or before you two walked into Deuce’s camp?” Elanna wondered.

“Neither, it was after.”

Elanna’s gaze immediately left the circle of gold in her hand and fastened itself on Celebsul in disbelief. “B-but, he couldn’t have, he died in the fight. We all were there. He couldn’t have given you anything, we would have known it.”

“That is true, the only thing he left me at the time were his own words, that he chose to live.” Celebsul took back the coin from the girl’s hand and held it between his thumb and forefinger, looking at it. “Words I did not understand until the day he gave me this coin, the day after we sent him back to his gods.”

Comprehension had been slow in dawning but when it did, Elanna was dumbfounded. “You saw him, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Celebsul said simply. “He had to die in our world lest an even greater evil came to find him and slay all those who would help him. His gods were kind to him, he was given another chance.”

Elanna was awed by her friend’s knowledge and, truth be told, just a little envious. “So he lives, in a place where there is peace for him?”

“Yes.” Celebsul paused and took the half-elven girl’s hands in his. There was comfort for both of them in those precious minutes Tempus had been allowed. “We have both faced times when deep in our hearts we were forced to make a choice, much as he had. In a way that was different due to our circumstances but still like Tempus Thales, we chose life. Our remembrance is our testament in his honor.”

A tear spilled over and ran down Elanna’s cheek. She still didn’t quite understand how a man whose appearance in her life that had been little more than a brief flash of blinding light could have altered her world so quickly and completely. Yet maybe it wasn’t the understanding that was important as much as the acknowledgement that he had wrought such a change. An avalanche started by a single pebble.

“I will never forget him,” Elanna whispered, the tears now falling like rain.

“Nor I,” added Celebsul as the non-demonstrative elf pulled the girl to him in a rare embrace.

~ finis ~

