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Time Frame: After The Mysterious Stranger, but before Much Ado About Nothing
As usual Sev awoke before the dawn. ‘Too early’ she told herself, but bad habits are hard to break. Knowing full well that it was useless for her to try to return to sleep, she slipped from the bed as quietly as possible so not to awaken the other occupants of the room. Twitching the bed coverings straight, she pulled on a loose shirt and trousers. Unbraiding her dark hair, she brushed and re-braided it rapidly. A quick glance at the huddled forms of Nellas and Deby confirmed that they were still asleep.  ‘As all truly sensible beings are,’ she thought ruefully. Picking up her tunic and half boots, Sev slipped out the door and pulled it shut with a quiet snap.

Padding down the stairs at the far end of the hall, Sev paused to pull on her tunic; then pushed open the door to the kitchen. Moving quietly, she stirred up the embers of the fire and settled the kettle Meri had left filled for her the night before. Sev’s early rising was as well known as Celebsul and Warg’s morning walks for the sound of the pump in the kitchen had served to awaken Meri and Erin in their nearby room until Meri hit upon the idea of filling the kettle the night before. Unbarring the back door, Sev sat on the doorstep to pull on her boots. 

Facing west, this side of the inn was still in darkness though the tops of the trees were beginning to show the first tinges of sunlight. Stamping her heels into her boots, Sev rose and, resisting the urge to go walk among the trees, returned to the kitchen to stand guard over the kettle. At the first wisp of steam she pulled the kettle from the coals and poured the warm water into the mug she had prepared with a tiny portion of dried mint. Mint was a nice wake up tea, and she had found a fair amount growing along the nearby streams. Idly, she wondered if she could convince one of the hobbits to assist in the harvesting in a few weeks. A large supply of the oil or the dried leaves would come in handy during the winter months. 

Returning the kettle to its proper place, Sev studied the kitchen to assure herself everything was in its proper place. The wrath of hobbits whose kitchen has been disturbed was something to be avoided, especially since the punishment was usually kitchen duty. Sev had never realized how much she disliked kitchen chores until she had the chance to avoid them. For years they had simply been something she had to do or at least supervise. Now, whenever possible she avoided the kitchen, choosing instead to earn her room and board by hauling supplies from Henneth Annun, keeping the ledgers straight and attending to the horses. 

Now there was a matter that would need some discussion. With the arrival of three more Rangers, it was time to consider fencing in a meadow and setting some of the horses to pasture. That is, of course, if these Rangers were staying. 

Another thought occurred to her. Anoriath’s riding ability. Or rather, complete lack of ability. Sev shook her head and considered. Anoriath was a warrior trained, how had she never learned to ride? True she sat atop a horse, but even a hobbit could do that. Either she had suffered several severe falls and now spent her time afraid of repeating them, or she could not bring herself to let the horse have some say in the ride. Given Anoriath’s temperament, the latter was the more likely.

A glimmer of an idea began to form. She knew the perfect horse to teach Anoriath how to truly ride. The problem was that horse was several hundred miles away. Ah well, the sooner asked, the sooner answered. She would send the request the next time she went to Henneth Annun. 

With a frown, Sev thought about her last journey there. The trip itself had been fine; it was the departure from the Troll that had created the difficulty. Directing a glare upward at the ceiling toward the room now occupied by Halbarad and Elros, the Rangers who had appeared shortly before the mysterious stranger called Tempus Thales, she recalled the directives a certain Ranger captain had attempted to issue concerning her ability to travel alone. Directives that had reminded her only too much of similar ones in Rohan. 

Admittedly, there was reason to be cautious. No one knew whether Deuce had other men still in the area. But Halbarad’s calm assumption that she would just obey his orders caused her to rebel against his decisions. No matter how sensible they truly were. 

Placing the bar back across the kitchen door, Sev headed through the common room and out the front, which could be locked behind her. Standing a moment on the step, she watched the sun climb above the tumbled heights of the Ephel Duath. In the distance, the tall conical form of Mount Doom could be seen through the gap created when the land shattered at Sauron’s defeat. 

Gubbitch and his boys lived in those broken hills. Exactly where she was uncertain; for exercising the sense she did possess, despite Halbarad’s feeling to the contrary, she had selected a clearing about five miles north of the Troll as the site for her dealings with them. Orcs, to her wonder, suffered many the same ailments as other beings. And then there were the injuries they inflicted upon each other; not a one she knew did not carry scars from “friend” as well as foe. 

Crossing the courtyard, she shook her head. Who ever would have believed that without the evil of Sauron behind them orcs would become friends? At least some. There were still occasional reports of bands of orcs ravaging the countryside. Such groups must be hunted down; but others, like Gubbitch and his lads, just wanted to be left alone. To live their lives without a master ruling their thoughts and actions. 

Stopping mid-stride, Sev stared up at the hills. ‘How long did an orc live?’ According to legend, they were originally bred from elves. ‘Were they immortal?’ There were some ancient looking orcs in Gubbitch’s band, but who could tell how old they really were? A few appeared much younger and were treated as such by the others; but again, who could tell?

Deciding to approach Celebsul, certainly the closest person they had to a lore master, about the problem, Sev continued across the courtyard. Since the lady Ranger Anoriath had established herself in the barn, Sev hated to start the chores there at the break of dawn. But as she could not remain idle, she had taken to first cleaning out the corral and checking the horses there. Opening the gate, she spoke quietly to each of the horses as they came to greet her. Running a light hand over their shoulders, Sev settled into tasks she had performed since childhood. 

Pulling a hoof pick from its loop on her belt, she stroked the near foreleg of Aerio’s horse; then tapping behind his knee she said in Rohirric, “Tfil.”  Obligingly the horse lifted his hoof to be checked.  These animals were well trained and accustomed to daily attentions, so the examinations for pebbles or other problems that could lead to lameness went swiftly. Within the hour, Sev had reached the last of the animals housed in the corral, a light sorrel pony with a flaxen mane that Meri had christened Sunny because of her disposition. 

Sunny, however, chose today to be in a highly playful mood, prancing about the corral and shaking her head at Sev’s efforts to corner her. “Fine, be that way,” Sev called to the pony and, crossing her arms, turned her back. Sunny whickered inquiringly at Sev’s decision not to play. Ignoring the pony, Sev remained motionless by the gate. She looked down as Sunny’s shadow appeared on her left. Step by step the pony moved closer while Sev continued to ignore her. Sev felt a gentle pull on her sleeve as Sunny took the cloth between her teeth and tugged. Turning slowly, she patted the pony’s neck and said, “Are you ready to behave?” 

Sunny nodded and Sev laughed, “Yllis.” 

Focusing on Sunny, Sev was startled by the grumbling voice of the Balrog. “Good morning, Sev.”

Whirling about, she smiled, but motioned the Balrog back. “Now don’t get too close, you know how they react to you.”

Sadly, the Balrog backed away from the corral. “I know, but I wouldn’t hurt them”

“I know that. You know that. But these sillies don’t.” Sev waved an arm at the horses which had drawn together in a tight knot on the far side of the corral. The smell of smoke and flame clung to the Balrog no matter how careful he was, and the horses reacted to the danger such signaled whether it was real or imagined. Responding to the droop of his folded wings and knowing that he only wanted to help, Sev said, “Would you get the wheelbarrow from behind the barn? I need to rake out the corral and move on to the barn.” 

Balrog nodded and slumped away to collect the wheelbarrow. Sev hurried to the front of the barn and collected a rake and shovel. With the Balrog wheeling the loads to the compost piles well back of the barn, the chore went quickly. Seeing that a pale trail of smoke was now rising from the kitchen chimneys, Sev moved into the barn to finish the chores there. The Balrog knowing the barn was completely off limits for him gave Sev a woeful look before heading toward the kitchen where he might find someone else to help.

Anoriath peered bleary eyed down the ladder as Sev entered the barn. “Must you do this every morning?” 

“It was hard enough convincing Meri to let you sleep in the barn as it is. Can you imagine if the barn was dirty? Though if you wish, we can find out.” Sev bit her lip to keep a grin from breaking out as Anoriath’s eyes widened with the thought of renewing Meri’s mission to get Anoriath out of her place in the loft. 

Eyes narrowing, Anoriath said, “You would never leave these horses uncared for, so I have nothing to fear.”

“True,” Sev responded with a laugh. “I couldn’t let the horses suffer. So the answer to your question is, ‘Yes, I must do this every morning.’”

Anoriath snorted and drew her head back from the edge. Moving into the first stall and murmuring greetings to Dream, Sev smiled at the sound of objects being moved about overhead. Soon enough, she knew, Anoriath would be down the ladder helping her to finish the chores. 

In a companionable silence, the two women went about their work with a minimum of fuss. Anoriath rolled her eyes when she drew the short straw and had to clean out Mithraug’s stall. When Sev refused her offer to do all the other stalls on the morrow, Anoriath reluctantly entered the stall to replace the straw and fill the manger and water bucket. Mithraug snorted and backed to the rear of the stall but did nothing until Anoriath turned her back to leave. In a flash, Mithraug snaked out his neck and nipped the back of her arm. Anoriath shouted and whirled on the horse, which had adopted an innocent air and was now drinking from his water bucket. 

Sev laughed. “He’s a rascal that one. Why does Halbarad allow him to do such things?”

Anoriath rubbed her arm and cursed softly. “Hal claims that the horse behaves perfectly.”

Sev shook her head and took up the handles of the wheelbarrow. “Perfectly for what rider?”

With a snort Anoriath answered, “For Hal alone, as far as anyone can tell.”

Finishing the chores was just a matter of putting equipment away and sweeping out the center aisle of the barn. All of which was completed just as the sound of the breakfast gong was heard. After washing at the pump by the trough, the two made their way to the common room, where Camellia was just coming through from the kitchen laden with a large platter of plates piled with breakfast as only a hobbit cook could make it. Settling at the table nearest the door, Sev and Anoriath smiled their thanks when Camellia placed two plates before them. 

“The Balrog’s coming with the tea,” the hobbit lass said, then hurried off to distribute the rest of the plates to hungry patrons.

Biting into her toast, Sev tallied up the customers. Besides the residents, there was a trio of Gubbitch’s orcs who she knew would have paid for their meal with a rabbit or brace of quail. Near the hearth, the pair of elves staring at the orcs in disbelief was new and would probably have coins or precious stones to exchange. The two merchants emerging from the hallway at the end of the bar were regulars and usually settled their account in trade goods. Nodding as the older of the two waved a hand, Sev thought, ‘Not bad for a morning in the middle of the week.’

The end of the week would see the common room filled with Gubbitch’s lads and elves from the nearby reforestation camps. A dwarvish crew on its way to newly opened mines in the Ash Mountains was due in a day or two. Rumors from Henneth Annun spoke of Prince Legolas visiting Northern Ithilien in the coming months, but Sev had little expectation that the Troll would see such a visitor. The Troll’s reputation as a magnet for trouble and a home for the exotic had been cemented with the recent attack by Deuce, so royalty was unlikely to be stopping here any time soon. 

Twisting her head, Sev studied the large windows at her back. It had only been a few days since Celebsul, Aerio and Gambesul had removed the final boards and replaced the sheet of glass. Glass was dear and had to be sent from Minas Tirith as no one in Henneth Annun was capable of providing the size they wanted. Hopefully, they would not need replacement for a long time.

Turning back to the table, she found Anoriath watching her carefully. Sev gave a shrug and said, “What are your plans for the day?”

Anoriath sighed. “Kitchen duty this morning, but nothing this afternoon. Why? Got something in mind?”

“Just the usual, ledgers and inventory this morning. Got to make a list for Henneth Annun.” Sev paused and directed a glare toward the table by the kitchen where Halbarad sat with Bob and Elros. Anoriath followed her look and grinned as Sev said with a frown, “That is if I’m allowed to make the trip.”

Anoriath was torn between her loyalty as a Ranger and her understanding of just how overbearing Hal could be. “He did not stop you two weeks ago.”

“No. But not for want of trying and he hasn’t let me forget it for a moment since.” Sevilodorf shot Anoriath a hard look. “And don’t tell me I’m overreacting. I already know that. Believe it or not, I am usually very sensible, but for some reason, all I have to hear is Hal’s calm, reasonable voice saying ‘No,’ and instantly I am determined to do it.”

Anoriath laughed loudly causing the object of their discussion to turn his head and give both of them a faint look of censure. “I know exactly what you mean,” Anoriath said returning her brother’s stare.

“Any way, that is tomorrow’s battle. This afternoon I’m going to head north a few miles and meet with Gubbitch’s lads in the trading glade. In deference to Hal’s concern about my safety, I am asking for a Ranger escort.” 

“As it is escort duty, I would be delighted to go along.” Anoriath glanced at the trio of orcs who had just received their third platefuls from Camellia. “Is there any chance they aren’t related to elves at all, but to hobbits?”

 “There are times you have to wonder.” Sev said, stacking their plates neatly and rising to her feet. “I’ll see you after lunch?”

Anoriath nodded, and added another spoonful of sugar to her tea as Sevilodorf carried their plates toward the kitchen. She watched with amusement as Sev pointedly ignored the trio of Rangers as she passed by their table into the kitchen. 

*************

After a morning spent attempting to sort out the disparate styles of accounting used by Meri, Erin and Celebsul and taking inventory of the cellar with the assistance of an over helpful Balrog, Sev looked forward to an afternoon away from the Troll. The only trouble was Anoriath was no-where to be found. After waiting impatiently before her harnessed cart for a good half hour, Sev whispered to Dream, “Well, I tried to follow his orders, didn’t I?”

Dream rolled her eyes at this, and Sev retorted, “Keep your opinions to yourself.”

Patting the mare’s neck, Sev took her seat and lifted the lines. Dream stepped out smoothly and moved into a trot as they passed through the north gate. 

A few minutes north, at the turnoff to a faint trail leading west, they found Anoriath leaning against a tree. Rising gracefully to her feet as the cart came to a stop, she said, “I was beginning to believe you weren’t coming.”

“And how was I to know I was supposed to pick you up on the road?” Sev grumbled as Anoriath stepped up on the wheel to climb to a seat beside her. 

“You wouldn’t want Hal to know you were actually following one of his orders, would you?” Anoriath said adjusting the sword she wore to fit in the narrow space more comfortably.

Dream’s ears tilted back as Sev laughed. “No, I don’t suppose so.”

“Didn’t think so,” Anoriath replied, pushing the long braided section of her hair back behind her ear. “How far is this trading glade of yours? And what exactly do you trade with them?”

“Less than an hour, and mostly basic herbal potions. Stomachache is the number two complaint.”

“Oh? And what’s number one? Toothache?” Anoriath said, with a shudder as she envisioned the crooked teeth of Gubbitch’s lads.

“No. Festering wounds,” Sev replied with a grimace. “If you have a really weak stomach for such, you might want to stay by the cart. There’s usually one or two that show up with really putrid wounds. But if it’s lanced and cleaned and poulticed, the orc always recovers.”

“I think I can handle it,” Anoriath said dryly.

“Didn’t mean anything by that, Anoriath,” Sev said carefully. “It’s just that some people can’t. Even among the warrior types. Really good at creating the cuts and slashes but when it comes time to sew them up and clean them out… well, I’ve seen a few that just keeled over.” 

“I won’t keel over.”  Anoriath said firmly, and Sev shrugged. 

The two went along for a while in silence, Anoriath leaning back and closing her eyes. The afternoon sun was warm and when Sev turned to point out a hawk perched on a high branch, she found Anoriath asleep. ‘Some protection you’d be.’ 

Using the opportunity to study the Ranger, Sev noted the faint circles under her eyes. Taking them as confirmation of one reason for Anoriath choosing to inhabit the barn rather than a more comfortable room inside the Troll, Sev let her sleep. Sleeplessness was a condition she was only too familiar with herself. 

Dream knew the road well from their weekly journeys to the glade, so Sev had ample time to study the surrounding forest. There were patches here and there where trees had been felled and left to rot. Shaking her head at the wanton destruction, Sev remembered how much effort it had taken in Rohan to transport the wood necessary for the building of houses, barns and corrals and how carefully the timberlands in the White Mountains had been tended. Lifting her eyes, she studied instead the blue sky and the white lacy clouds streaming away to the east. A hawk circled overhead and she wondered if it were the same one she had noticed earlier. 

Forgetting Anoriath’s presence, Sev began to sing quietly to herself as she often did while on the road alone. Dream whickered and Sev smiled. ‘Critics everywhere.’  As she finished the song, a low voice said, “It seems to fit. Whatever it said.”

Turning her head sharply, Sev exclaimed, “I forgot all about you. Sorry, I don’t usually inflict my singing upon anyone except Dream. She’s use to it.”

Anoriath sat up twisting her head back and forth. “Don’t apologize. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep. Any way, it fit with the rhythm of the horse. What did it say?”

“I’d have to think on it. I’ve never translated it into the Common Tongue before, but it is a song about riding and coming home.”  

“And do the Rohirrim sing of anything else?” Anoriath said stretching upward. 

“Of course.” Sev said with a wicked gleam in her blue eyes. “We sing of battle and death.”

Anoriath paused in mid stretch. “Yes, I believe I’ve heard a few of those.”

Sobering, Sev said, “You probably have.”

Dream gave a welcoming snort and Sev looked forward to see a small orc jumping up and down waving his arms wildly. “Titch,” Sev said wryly pointing to the orc. “He gets a bit excited.”

“Only a bit?” Anoriath repeated watching the orc cavort in the road. “He must be glad to see you. Think he’s got a stomachache?”

Sev shook her head. “It’s not me. He likes the horse. And what’s more, she likes him. Watch.” Sev released the lines and let Dream have her head. Giving a shake as if to test her freedom, Dream whinnied and increased her pace to a fast trot. Drawing up before the orc, Dream began a series of head tossings that set Titch to shaking his head as well.

“Now I’ve seen everything. An orc and a horse speaking to each other.” Anoriath shook her head and struggled to control her laughter.

“You should see him ride. Like a clinging vine. No saddle, no bridle. Elf style. And she loves it, the traitor.”  Sev laughed openly and climbed down to greet Titch. 

“Tha’s late,” Titch said accusingly with an arm draped around Dream’s neck.

“Sorry, blame the lady Ranger. Anoriath, this is Titch. Gubbitch’s left hand man so to say. Titch, this is Anoriath.”

The Ranger and the orc eyed one another for a moment then Titch wiped his dirty hand on his equally dirty rag of a shirt and held it out to Anoriath. Sev gave Anoriath full credit for aplomb as she shook the long nailed hand with neither a shudder nor a flinch of the eye. Titch stood slightly smaller than Sev’s medium height, which put him well below Anoriath’s shoulders and with the orc’s tendency to shamble along with his shoulders hunched and head down, the two made an incongruous pair as they walked into the glade with Sev trailing behind leading Dream.

Within the shadows of the glade, a group of orcs awaited them. Sev saw Anoriath’s hand go to her sword hilt as a towering figure emerged from beneath the trees. Setting a hand on Anoriath’s arm, Sevilodorf said slowly, “Now, Lugbac, you know better than that. Where’s your manners?”

Titch slapped at the midsection of the taller orc, for that was as high as he could reach. “Don’t mind 'im. Lugbac, ain’t too smart, but ‘e won’t hurt thee.”

Lugbac grinned, and though Sev knew it was an attempt at friendliness, the sight of all those sharply filed teeth caused a brief shiver to run down her spine. From the small fire where two rabbits were roasting came a cackle of laughter that died when Titch aimed a long nailed finger at the pair sitting there. In the center of the glade a trio of orcs had drawn a circle and was rolling small pebbles. Titch slanted his head and looked up at Sev. “Tha willin’ to test tha luck today, missus. Tha might win.”

With a shake of her head, Sev held her hands palm up. “Not me, I’ve got nothing to lose. You know I can’t win anyway. Maybe Anoriath will try her skill while we settle to business. As you said, I’m late and I’d like to get home before dinner.”

Sev walked to the back of her cart and began to pull out small bags of powders and potions as orcs by the fire gathered up the bundles of furs, plants and the carcasses of animals they had brought to trade.

Anoriath cocked her head at Titch and said, “And what would I be wagering on?”

Titch led Anoriath to the trio with a wide smile. “Tha's jus’ gotta knock pebbles outta circle. That's all.”

Anoriath squatted down beside the orcs and tried to keep her hand from reaching for her sword. By strength of will she kept a blank expression on her face as one of the orcs used a long bone handled knife to dig a stringy piece of meat from between his teeth, then minutely inspect it and pop it back into his mouth. “And what do I wager?”

“Well, Gubbitch wouldna’ like it if’n we took thee for all tha's got. Wha’ tha got?” the orc opposite her said in a whispery voice. His eyes were decidedly crossed and Anoriath felt her own eyes beginning to cross in sympathy. 

Opening a small pouch on her belt, Anoriath pulled out several of the copper coins used by traders in the larger cities. Titch picked one up and said, “It don't look like much. Would Sev take it in trade for ‘er powders an' such?’

“She would, and Meri would accept it for a meal at the Burping Troll.” Anoriath said nodding toward the third orc in the circle. He was one who had dined at the Troll that morning. 

“Dint think tha recognized me, missus,” the orc responded in a grumble.

“Well, we both seem to have the same barber,” Anoriath said with a small grin. Then as the orc merely looked at her with a puzzled expression, she reached up and ran her hand through her spiky black hair.

The orc ran his hand through the dark hair sticking up in all directions on his own head and laughed heartily. “That we does, missus. Ah'm Jabat.”

“And I am Anoriath.” Anoriath considered what her mother would have to say concerning the social niceties when introducing one’s self to a trio of orcs. Who was considered the social superior here?

“'e’s Rackler,” Jabat indicated the toothdigging orc. “And t'other un is Martoc.”

Anoriath nodded to the other two orcs who merely grunted in return. Jabat cuffed Rackler’s ear and said, “Tha's got no manners.”

Rackler waved his knife beneath Jabat’s extremely pointy nose and growled, “We playin’ or talkin’.”

Titch shambled away as Jabat began to explain the rules of the game to Anoriath. It seemed simple enough. Each would place three round pebbles in the circle, then in turns would try to knock the pebbles out of the ring using a slightly larger pebble called a shooter. A turn lasted as long as the player knocked a pebble out of the ring, but his own shooter remained inside the ring. The winner was the one to knock the most pebbles out. 

“Tha got all tha’?” asked Jabat. At Anoriath’s nod, he said, “Since tha's no pebbles of thee own, tha can borrow sum o’mine.”  He reached into a small pouch at his waist and held out a hand filled with small rounded pebbles of various colors. “Red uns are luckiest.”

Anoriath selected four pebbles and watched as Rackler smoothed the dirt and drew a new circle. Each of the orcs carefully placed their three pebbles in the circle, then waited as Anoriath did the same. 

“Martoc gets t'go first in this game,” Jabat said with a wave. “Tha watch how ‘e does it. Tha gets t'go next.”

Anoriath watched as Martoc all but lay on the ground lining up his shooter with one of the pebbles. Resting the shooter on his index finger, he gave it a flick with his thumb. As the pebble he had aimed at rolled outside the ring, Martoc gave a triumphant smile. But on his next attempt he missed. Hunching down, he stared at Anoriath with his bloodshot, crossed eyes and said, “Tha turn.”

Anoriath quickly lined up her shooter and flicked it toward another pebble. She hadn’t quite gauged the strength necessary and her shooter rolled out of the ring as well. Rackler gave a hoot of laughter that was quickly silenced at Jabat’s glare. 

“Not bad fer a first try. But tha gotta leave tha shooter in ring.” Jabat said leaning down to take his shot. He knocked two pebbles out before missing. 

Rackler grinned toothily and leaned over to shoot. Lining up his shooter, he flicked his thumb and smiled as the shooter knocked one pebble out, then ricocheted and knocked out a second. With slumping shoulders, Martoc and Jabat watched as Rackler cleared the ring, then held out a large grimy hand and said, “Pay up.”

Anoriath dropped a copper coin into his hand as Martoc and Jabat each handed over a rabbit skin. Rackler laughed and heaved himself to his feet. “Got sum trading t'do. Ah’ll be back in a bit, if’n tha wants ta play agin.”

Jabat said sullenly, “We’ll be ‘ere.” Turning to Anoriath, the spiky haired orc asked, “Tha wanna play agin?”

Anoriath agreed to another game which Martoc, to his great delight, won. Then excusing herself, she walked to the rear of Sev’s cart where Rackler was standing with his rabbit skins and copper coin arguing. Sev shook her head slightly at Anoriath’s raised eyebrow. Rackler just liked to be loud. He would settle down to bargain as long as he had no audience and Sev refused to get upset. 

After blustering for several minutes, Rackler concluded his trade and gathered up his purchases. Tucking the small bags of dried herbs and a small brown bottle into a pouch on his belt, Rackler hurried back to where Jabat and Martoc waited to begin another game.

“I see you lost,” Sev said flipping the copper coin into the air.

Anoriath shrugged, “Strategically it was for the best.”

Sev snorted. “Sure it was. If Rackler got his turn before you, you were doomed from the start. He never fails to clear the circle on his turn. The only time anyone every beats him is by clearing it first.”

“Speaking from experience?” 

“Yes. Now I stick to knife throwing. He can’t beat me there.” Sev looked thoughtful. “To be honest, I don’t think he sees things from a distance very well, but real close up he’s fine.”

“Orcs with vision problems. One never considers the possibility.” Anoriath studied the lounging bodies in the glade. It seemed much as any Ranger encampment might, if one could ignore the filthy bodies and clothing. 

“An eye-opening experience let me tell you.” Sev said glancing at the sky. “We were late getting here and I don’t think any more are coming, so I’m going to pack up. I’ll be ready to leave in a few minutes. Though if you want another game with Rackler, I’m willing to wait.”

Anoriath shook her head. “No, I’ll save that pleasure for the next visit.”  

Anoriath wandered around to the front of the cart to find Titch sharing an apple with Dream. He pulled another from inside his shirt and offered it to Anoriath. Accepting it with grave courtesy, she polished the apple on her sleeve and bit into it. Tart and juicy. The perfect sort for baking pies and tarts. Eyes gleaming, Anoriath asked Titch where he got the apple.

Titch grinned. “Good, ain’t they. Likes an apple wi’ sum bite to it, ah does. Found a whole bunch o' trees away south o’ Burpin’ Troll. Ah could show thee where day after next, if tha'd like.”

Figuring an apple orchard would be a definite asset to an inn filled with hobbit bakers, Anoriath agreed to go with Titch. Sev appeared as they were concluding their arrangements and waved off Titch’s offer of an apple for herself. 

“I’ll see you again next week, Titch,” she said untying the lines and climbing to her seat.  

“Nah, sooner than that. Gonna be by day after next t'meet with Anori. Gots summat to show 'er.” Titch patted Dream farewell and stepped back as Anoriath jumped up to the other side.

“Oh?” Sev raised an eyebrow at Anoriath. “Then I’ll see you then.” 

With a snap of the lines, Sev turned Dream in a tight circle and headed south on the road. The hour home went rapidly with Anoriath’s questions about orc ailments and social organization. Sev shrugged her ignorance to some of the questions and suggested Anoriath consult Celebsul as he knew more of Gubbitch and his boys than anyone else.

“An elf friends with an orc. Who would ever believe it?” Anoriath said in a low voice as they rolling through the north gate. 

“Considering it happens at the Burping Troll, lots of folks would. Gubbitch saved us in Angband and none will forget that. But that tale will have to wait, as I am going to unhitch Dream, do the evening chores in the barn and get a bath before dinner. Meri allows horsy clothing for breakfast but gets indignant when I don’t show up clean for dinner.”

Anoriath nodded, she had been the target of few of Meri and Erin’s pointed comments about dress, but so far had managed to avoid responding to them. “Do you make the same trip every week?”

“To the trading glade? Usually. Why? Planning to give Rackler another turn at your money?”

Anoriath nodded. “Perhaps and also I would enjoy meeting more of Gubbitch’s boys. Always good to know your neighbors.”

Stepping lightly down, Sev said, “Anytime, Anoriath. I’m pretty predictable. Baring attacks by ruffians, orcs, trolls or other assorted disasters, I’m off to Henneth Annun every other week and in the trading glade once a week. The rest of the time,” Sev waved an arm toward the woods surrounded the Troll, “I’m gathering. There’s a lot to be found here in Ithilien. Join me any time you wish. Of course, we won’t tell Hal, that way he can keep his opinion of me unchanged.” 

Anoriath snorted as she jumped down. She could see that there would soon be a confrontation between Sevilodorf and Halbarad. The only hope was that she would get to be present for Hal was certain to lose this one.  

“When you go in, would you send Milo over? He’s supposed to help with evening chores, but sometimes he’s late.” Sev asked, beginning to unbuckle the harness from Dream.

Anoriath agreed and headed for the front door of the Troll, to be almost knocked down the steps as Milo flew out the door followed by the Balrog and Warg. Opening her mouth, she began to tell Milo that Sev was looking for him, when Milo shouted, “Pardon me, Anoriath. Got to run. Sev’s waiting for us to help her.”

Anoriath stepped out of their way and watched as the trio headed toward the barn. Exactly what help a Balrog and a Warg would be, Anoriath had no idea, but Sev would be up to handling it and after all this was the Burping Troll, Wargs as stable hands was probably the norm around here.

