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Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn 

Chapter 1: Hal and Anoriath

August 2: Day of Deby’s Departure 


After Deby could no longer be seen on the road, Halbarad retreated to the room he shared with Elros, alone, now that that Elros was on his way to Henneth Annun. Alone, now that Deby had begun a journey, the end of which was uncertain.

Bob watched the embrace with mixed feelings. His first impulse was to grab Halbarad by the scruff of his neck and demand to know what did he think he was doing kissing Deby. Then heard Anoriath's words from the night before. An honorable man who would be tender in his love, what more could he want for his sister. 

"I am such an idiot," he thought as he watched Halbarad staring at the disappearing figures on the road. He tried to remember why he thought Halbarad and Deby as couple would complicate everything but his original reservations seemed to have vanished. 

"Now who's acting like a child who doesn't want to share his toys?" he asked himself. He couldn't help but grin as he thought of what Deby would say if she knew he had referred to her as a toy. He hoped he would have the chance to tell her that and to let her know it was all right. Halbarad was already a part of their family and this would only bind them all together even more. 

He may not be able to tell Deby right now, but the least he could do is tell Halbarad. When he walked past Bob and went inside his face was an expressionless mask. Bob knew that was his way of hiding how badly he hurt inside. Maybe this would help to ease his pain, if only a little. Bob knew that if Halbarad held his feelings in for too long they had a tendency to break through with devastating effects on those who happened to be near.

Bob started for the front door only to see Anoriath beat him to it. From the look on her face she had a similar idea to his. His mind went back to the tension that was obvious between the two last night. No, it wasn't the two of them; Anoriath was only reacting to Halbarad. It was he who had the burr under his saddle and was letting everyone know it. Bob just wasn't sure
why. He hoped this wasn't one of the rare times Halbarad totally lost his temper.

Anoriath had been through much more than he had ever realized. Shame and guilt still prodded him about the way he had treated her when she first showed up. She had been through her personal fires of Mordor and lived to tell the tale. He found himself feeling a mixture of pride and admiration for her, not that he thought badly of her before. He always thought she was a good Ranger but she was still Halbarad's younger sister. He knew her to be much more than that now.

'Please be kind to her now Hal," he said to himself. She still carried the weight of Lake Nurnen and the events of the past few days only added to that burden. He was afraid that she could not take much more hurt, especially if it came from Halbarad. He might have to have a little talk with Hal if that happened. He smiled ruefully as he realized he was ready to take Anoriath's part as if he were defending Deby. Maybe a real friendship between them was possible. 

Bob felt a little better and he wasn't sure why, but he was not about to question it. He headed inside to find one of the hobbits and see if there were some chores or something he could help with. Whistling he went in the front door.

Just as she had sought him out in the stables when he was distressed after encountering Deby on the porch, Anoriath sought out Halbarad again to give what comfort she could. This time, she was determined to not let him turn the discussion to her concerns. She had seen the kiss and gestures exchanged at Deby’s parting. They had been a small, secret satisfaction among days of tension and worry. Anoriath would not have chosen the song for Halbarad’s voice that she had if she had not carried the small hope that they could overcome what held them apart. 

Anoriath climbed the stairs up to the second story of the Troll, laboring up the flight after a day of hard riding and a night of sleeplessness. She paused at his door and could hear him within, pacing the floor. She wondered what emotions the scene outside had stirred up for Halbarad. There was only one way to find out and discover how best to respond. She knocked.

“Come in!”

His voice was harsh, alerting Anoriath to the temperature of his mood. She turned the knob and entered nonetheless.

Halbarad’s jaw tightened at the sight of her. “Please, sit! Just the person I wanted to see.”

He motioned toward the bed across the room from him. His voice was cold as he sat on the edge of his own bed. He knew that she had observed the kiss between himself and Deby and dared her to remark on it. “And what do you have to say to me on this fine morning.”

Anoriath remained standing and hesitated, “Halbarad, I…”

“Come, Anoriath, you were never the one to be at a loss for words. Speak your mind, for the day is free, we sit in relative comfort, and I am ready to hear it.”

After yesterday, Anoriath had little fight left in her. She sighed. “Halbarad, I just wanted to say that I hope that what happened out there just now wasn’t leaving you feeling helpless.”

Anoriath was not the only one in their family with a temper. Hal just had better control of his, limiting himself to an occasional outburst, like the one with Sevilodorf the other night. Typically, as with Sevilodorf, the person he yelled at was not the true source of his anger. 

This was not the only difference. Anoriath's temper was a bank of live coals needing only the slightest breeze to fan into flame. Add a little fuel and you soon had a wildfire blazing out of control, scorching anyone who came too close. Not that they were burned intentionally, but because that is the nature of fire. Like fire, it needed fuel to live, but once the fuel was consumed it burned itself out just as quickly as it had ignited. 

But, if Anoriath's temper could be likened to fire, then Halbarad's was as ice. 

Like a winter river that could not flow because it was jammed with broken ice, Halbarad's control caused his anger to build without release. When it finally broke loose it would surge over you cruelly and leave you chilled to the bone. 

Anoriath had seen the effect his anger had had on those unlucky enough to incur it. Yet despite all the times she had vented her temper on him and as often as he had fought back with vigor, he had never returned in kind . . . until now. 

The glare he turned on her froze her where she stood. It took her breath away and every word he said pierced her heart with blades of ice. 

"Don't you EVER presume to tell me anything about Deby, our feelings or what we should or should not have done," Halbarad said in a cold, deadly voice. 

It caused Anoriath to take an involuntary step backwards. Men had died after hearing that voice. 

"Not when it took this ASSIGNMENT to open our hearts to each other. Did you know that when she comes back, she has pledged to come back to me?”

She parted her lips to speak, but never got the chance.

“Of course not," he said disdainfully. 

Anoriath refused to look away from his wrath, as much as it hurt her, she knew him well enough to know that there was more to his tirade than anger. If she walked away now, she feared that the damage between them would be beyond repair. She was willing to bear the brunt of his unthinking, pain-impelled flailing about. But, she hoped he had enough control to not push her past her limit, to not use his privileged knowledge of her heart to wound her more than she could bear. 

Yet, she knew he was past hearing her. She had never spoken against the fact of his regard for Deby, nor hers for him. Her difficulty had centered on the confusion caused by their refusal to directly acknowledge it. Once acknowledged, it had lost its power to twist and distort the crucial decisions that both Deby and Halbarad had before them. Once acknowledged, she had hoped that they could find a way to make their regard grow into something deeper and steadier. Had he misunderstood her concerns and her intent?

Halbarad knew Anoriath did not deserve all of what he was saying, but enough of it was true to keep him going. In his anguish and fear he struck out at the only safe target available to him. He leapt to his feet and resumed pacing.

"WHEN! She left here with the assurance that I will be here when she gets back and I will. But I think we are both well aware of the fact that it is not a matter of when she comes back but IF! Unless Lord Faramir gave you any indication that would make you think otherwise," he said sarcastically. 

Anoriath could only shake her head no. Conditions were worse than even she had known. 

Halbarad snorted, "I thought as much. She just gave me a gift I never thought would be mine that I'm not even sure I deserve. And I stand to lose it all because I had to let her go. Not want, mind you, let. Make no mistake about that." 

Halbarad paused as the pain began to overtake the anger. His face twisted and contorted as the two emotions fought for control. The anger won, but only because some part of him wanted someone else to feel what he was feeling, for another to hold the bitter pain and fear that his flesh could barely contain. It won long enough for him to say one last thing. 

"I will say this one last time.” Halbarad spat the words out harshly. "Never again question my heart or my intentions when it comes to her. You have no grounds to do so, you with a heart so cold that no man would touch you willingly in love. Do I make myself clear?" 

Halbarad's speech left Anoriath in shock. She had lost so much of herself since Lake Nurnen; the one thing she had left that she prayed she would never lose was her brother. He was her anchor; his regard for her grounded her against all other storms. But, he couldn’t have found a deeper wound in her soul and he had unerringly thrust his words like a spear deep into the most bruised and torn flesh of her heart. 

Bereft, now that he had fallen silent, she could think of nothing to say. She looked down at her hands. She had unwittingly knotted them together at some point while he hurled his words at her. Her knuckles were white. She consciously unclenched her hands as she spoke formally to them.

“Do you have further need of me this morning, my Captain?”

“I cannot think of a single reason why I would.” Halbarad sat back down on his bed and turned his face from her.

She nodded, still not looking at him, “In that case, with your leave, I’ll go now.”

“I think you should.”

Anoriath shut the door quietly behind her and fairly stumbled her way out of the Troll and back up into the stable loft. Though she knew he had been lashing out blindly in his pain, she couldn’t stop Halbarad’s words from echoing in her head. She stood in the middle of the small area that she had marked out as her own, as unsure what to do next as when she had first stepped into the Burping Troll. She felt lost and cold. 

Now that she was still, with no task before her for the first time since the day she had sparred with Dimereg, the turmoil of the last several days slowly caught up with her. Anoriath wrapped her arms tightly around her stomach as she crumpled to her knees. Laying her face against her makeshift bed she sobbed, muffling her voice against the blankets. 
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Chapter 2: Sevilodorf and Anoriath Talk

August 2 Shortly After Deby’s Departure



Anoriath shut the door quietly behind her and fairly stumbled her way out of the Troll and back up into the stable loft. Though she knew he had been lashing out blindly in his pain, she couldn’t stop Halbarad’s words from echoing in her head. She stood in the middle of the small area that she had marked out as her own, as unsure what to do next as when she had first stepped into the Burping Troll. She felt lost and cold. 

Now that she was still, with no task before her for the first time since the day she had sparred with Dimereg, the turmoil of the last several days slowly caught up with her. Anoriath wrapped her arms tightly around her stomach as she crumpled to her knees. Laying her face against her makeshift bed she sobbed, muffling her voice against the blankets.

Listening to the sounds of muffled sobs, Sevilodorf stood frozen in the back doorway of the barn. She knew only too well the only possible source. Meri had tried to get her to convince Anoriath to leave the barn and choose a room inside. She had replied that Anoriath was a grown woman and knew her own mind and should be left alone to make her decisions. Meri hadn’t understood why anyone would prefer a barn to one of the nice clean rooms and Sev had not really tried to explain, just repeated that the best choice was to leave Anoriath alone.

Now, hearing the sobs from overhead, Sev was not so sure that was best.

Moving quietly, she set the pack she had retrieved from her cart on the workbench, then froze again with uncertainty. Would Anoriath allow her to give comfort? Should she perhaps go find Halbarad instead? Dismissing that option, and realizing that there was no way she could walk away from the sounds above, Sev patted the pack and quietly climbed to the loft.

It was a measure of Anoriath’s distress that she was not aware of Sevilodorf’s approach. Lost in the world of her misery, she heard neither the creaking of the ladder, nor the rustling of the straw. Sevilodorf stood looking down at Anoriath and the space she had established as her own, wondering how she had not realized before that this was a fortress. A walled encampment to which Anoriath fled. Images of walls filled her mind and she realized that perhaps there was a way to comfort Anoriath. But did she have the strength to do it.

Squatting down, Sev said quietly, “Anoriath. Is there anything I can do?”

Anoriath whirled and Sev fell back in the straw. The blade of a knife inches from her face.

“Well, that will teach me to get to close to Rangers,” Sev said with a shaky laugh, then immediately regretted the words as Anoriath reacted to them as if to a blow. 

Blinking, Anoriath turned away on one knee and placed a booted foot upon the straw covered floor. She slipped the thin blade back into its hiding place to give herself time to compose herself before standing. Both throat and heart were raw. 

Sev watched, waiting for an opening. But when she saw Anoriath’s back tense in anticipation of rising to her feet, she knew that must intervene now, or lose the chance. Sev quickly pulled herself to sitting and grabbed Anoriath’s arm. 

“Wait.”


Anoriath turned to her in surprise, her face mask-like. If it had been anyone else other than Sevilodorf, Anoriath reflected, she would have felt no compunction against ordering them out of her space, both the physical and emotional. But, the intimacy of a confidence flows both ways between the one who is revealed and the one who listens. When Sev had given her the gift of the pain of her memories of a lost son she had created a tie that bound Anoriath to her. 

Anoriath dropped her eyes and nodded, still unable to speak at the moment. She turned stiffly and rested her back against the pile of straw that made her bed, with an arm lying on a raised knee. Sev joined her. 

“Anoriath, let me tell you a story.” Sev began then stopped. Finding words to a tale she had never told would be difficult, but perhaps it was time to tell it. She began again. “From things you and Halbarad have said, your mother and father are alive in the North.” 

Anoriath shook her head and croaked out, “Our mother only.”

Sevilodorf inhaled slowly. “Mine died in one of the early raids on my country. Both my parents.” Waving aside the sentiments of sympathy Anoriath began to mouth, Sevilodorf went on. “It was years ago. My brother and I were out in the hills searching for a stray mare. So we were spared, I suppose you would say.”

“My brother was in the final stages of training as a Rider and lived more in the dormitories for the boys in training. I was taken into the house of my father’s brother.” 

With a trace of sarcasm, Sev indicated her hair. “As no doubt you’ve noticed, I am not your average Rohirrim. My mother was from Dunland and gave both her children brown hair. As the raids increased, our brown hair made us targets for disdain. My brother could fight them, but I never seemed to be able to control my temper enough to fight back. All I did was rage impotently.“

Steeling her voice and going on, Sev said, “At first it was name calling, and childish teasing. It escalated into rocks and mud. Then I … how shall I say it…” blossomed in a woman”, I believe my aunt called it.” Sevilodorf indicated her buxom figure, and her tone became derisive. “It seemed to happen overnight, and I’m not sure who was more confused, me or the boys who took to brushing up against me and trying to get me alone.”

Anoriath turned her face away, knowing now what Sevilodorf was about to say and struggling to still the emotions that her recital stirred within her. 

Sev continued resolutely, “My brother was busy with his first assignments and I had no one to turn to. I tried avoiding them, but it was impossible. I kept myself as invisible as possible, but they searched me out.”

Anoriath clenched her jaw and returned her face to Sev’s gaze. She steeled herself for what would come. It would not do to treat Sevilodorf in the very way that she had begged Bob to not be treated. 

“Finally one day, they caught me alone.” Her face, stonelike, Sevilodorf stared into Anoriath’s eyes. “When I was found, no one would believe me when I told them who it was. No one, except my brother. Nathirem believed me, and confronted them. One drew a blade. Nathirem fought back.” 

"They allowed that Nathirem was defending himself, but kinslaying is a serious offense and it was decided that he would be sent to serve in the East Mark." Sev paused and closed her eyes and made a conscious effort to unclench the fists she had formed. "As for me, what do you do with "damaged goods"? You find a buyer who isn't too picky. But that is another tale." 

“Anoriath, do you understand? There is nothing you have gone through, that others have not before. Building walls,” Sevilodorf indicated the enclosure Anoriath had created. “Is well and good. But there are times you must let others inside.”

Anoriath turned her head again, but this time pressed her open hand against her mouth. She bit the skin of her palm in attempt to still the sounds that she could not help but make as her body was gripped in shuddering inhalations and her tears streamed in an unimpeded flow.”

Anoriath’s other hand lay limp against her leg and occasionally twitched spasmodically in time with her convulsive breaths. Sev sighed and took that hand in hers. When Anoriath clutched at her, Sev held it tight and silently waited.

Finally, with one last shuddering breath, the tension ebbed from Anoriath, leaving her feeling empty and tired. She wiped at her face with the sleeve of her free arm. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath a few times and then let out a small bark of a laugh.

“So, do all at the Troll know?”

Sev shrugged. “I know.”

“Well, that I wouldn’t put past you to figure out.” Anoriath paused and rubbed her free palm against the thigh of her raised leg. “But the others?”

I imagine some will figure it out eventually. But some never will. Everyone is aware of something wrong. But… they will wait for you to tell or not tell."

Anoriath paused again and then murmured, “’Damaged goods.’” She shook her head, "And a kin, no less. You were far too young.”

"What age would you say was best? I will never forget, and many things in my life would have been very different if it had never happened. But... and I know it is difficult to believe, there will come a time when it is not the first thing you think of when you find someone looking at you."

"You are an adult, Anoriath. A trained warrior. You know you can not spend forever dwelling on what ifs, and if onlys. " Sevilodorf stated firmly, then in a softer tone. "And you have family who cares for you and.. if you wish, you have friends to talk to." 

Anoriath mustered a brief smile in appreciation.

“Your brother? Where is he now?”

“His patrol disappeared near the Falls of Rauros. They are assumed to be dead, but no one knows for certain.”

“I’m sorry, Sevilodorf. You’ve had far more than your share of loss.” Anoriath squeezed the hand that still held hers in its warm grip. 

Sevilodorf turned to Anoriath, her eyes solemn. “You do not know what tomorrow will bring, Anoriath. None of us do. For as much as you and Halbarad are at each other’s throats half the time, you would not fight so fiercely if you did not care for one another with the same ferocity.”

Sev unfurled one finger and poked at Anoriath’s leg. “When are you going to tell him?”

Anoriath looked away, Halbarad’s words from just minutes ago in her ears. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

With Sevilodorf watching her face, Anoriath turned back to her. “Your brother reacted much as I know Halbarad would. You had no choice, the telling was already mostly done for you and you were so young, you had no way to protect yourself from their questions or the consequences.” 

Anoriath paused and asked earnestly, “Sevilodorf, what burden would it have been for you if your brother had been overmatched, if you had lost him, as well, as a result? If you didn’t know that, somewhere out there, he lived?”

Sevilodorf shook her head. It did not bear reflection. Instead, she challenged Anoriath, “Have you considered that your silence may yet destroy the bond you have with Halbarad? You could lose him behind the walls that you have built, Anoriath. And, I think you do Halbarad an injustice out of concern for him. He is not a youth of only twenty years. He is an experienced and capable Captain of the Rangers. As your brother he has the right to know. As your Captain, he has the need to know.”

Anoriath dropped her eyes. 

Sevilodorf considered her face thoughtfully. “Aye. Well. You will do what you will and when you will.”

They paused for a moment before Sev spoke again. “I take it that he’s still alive, then, and in Nurn.”

Anoriath did not need to ask who she meant, but simply nodded.

Sevilodorf frowned, “And Deby is in Nurn. Will her assignment bring her in contact with him?”

Anoriath’s hand flew back to her mouth in a quick gesture and tears threatened to fall again. This possibility, among other things, had been a weighty burden on her mind. Sevilodorf drew a heavy breath and the two women sat in the silence of their dread.

Anoriath knew that she was likely to never have children of her own. As the years passed, she was more aware of the lack and how it impelled her to take on a caring role for others. She saw a reflection of her own youth in Deby’s enthusiasm, passion, and openness, and so, Deby had, in some ways, come to feel much like a daughter she had never had. 

After some time, the corner of Sevilodorf’s mouth twitched. “So, when are you going to Lake Nurnen?”

Anoriath snorted and shook her head in chagrin. “Nothing gets past you, does it?”

Sev smiled broadly back at her. 

Anoriath gave her a sardonic glance. “I haven’t quite decided how to get away. It will take some preparation or I’ll not end up getting very far before Halbarad pulls in the reins.” 

Sevilodorf withdrew her hand and slapped at Anoriath’s thigh before lifting herself to her feet. “Let me know if you need any help.”

“Sev?”

Sevilodorf looked back down at Anoriath, noting that this was the first time that Anoriath had addressed her with anything less than an exacting formality. 

Anoriath reached up her hand and touched Sevilodorf’s lightly. “Thank you.”

Sevilodorf nodded before proceeding down the ladder. 
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Chapter 3: A Meeting with Faramir

August 2


Two riders in Ranger uniforms and cloaks rode around the outskirts of Henneth Annun. They stayed in the trees avoiding homes and buildings as much as possible. They took great pains to try and keep out of sight, though, if anyone had seen them there, there would not be much they could say. Two Rangers, one quite a bit taller than the other, though height was difficult to judge when riding on horseback. One was clean-shaven. Both of them with dark hair. They looked like many of the Rangers that went in and out of town. 

The care Elros took in their approach to the Ranger headquarters was Deby's second hint that everything she did was about to become more serious. The first was just outside Henneth Annun when Elros asked her to tuck her hair into her tunic. She had worn it in one long braid for the ride; nothing was left of the honor braids of the night before. After she did that he asked her to fix it so that it covered the top half of her ears. 

Deby had teased him then, asking him if he was embarrassed to be seen in public with her. Elros did not return the jest. Instead, he replied gravely, that it was important that the Ranger who arrived today is not recognized as the Elf that leaves tomorrow. 

Deby's next joking comment died unspoken on her tongue. Elros was serious and he was right. She did as she was asked and made sure she had Elros' approval before they rode on.

They approached the Ranger headquarters from the backside, coming in from the woods. They passed the corrals and stables along one wing before reaching the arch that allowed them to enter the courtyard. The long structure was fashioned in a shape much reminiscent of a horseshoe. Narrow windows opened both onto an inner courtyard that faced the town and out onto the wooded land at its back. 

The two curving wings were joined at the center by a large rounded, arched passage. Elros nodded briefly at one of the two sentries stationed at either side of the opening through the structure and Elros led their horses into the cool darkness. It was tall enough for even the tallest Ranger to ride horseback and, reaching up a stretched hand, not graze the stone overhead. The air within felt cool, as if they had ridden into a cavern, and the footfalls echoed against the stone.

When they burst back out into sunlight, Deby was struck by the bustle of activity and sound that greeted them. Ranger everywhere the eye could see. Most took no notice of their arrival, they were just two more among a large active company. 

They had just dismounted when they noticed a young Ranger who alone of those who moved about the courtyard, made eye contact and came to meet them. He appeared to be about Deby's age or even a little younger, and had more than likely just taken his oath. He confirmed this thought with the barely suppressed excitement in his voice, "I will take your horses for you. The Prince has been expecting you and wishes for you to go right in."

The young Ranger took the reins from Deby and Elros and watched them as they went through the door he had indicated in the middle of the opposite wing. He did not move until after it shut behind them. With a sigh he led the horses to the stable, his mind full of questions as he went. Who were they? Why were they so important as to have the Prince hold lunch until they arrived? They actually get to sit and have lunch with Prince Faramir. "Some people have all the luck," he thought with more than a little envy.

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

Another Ranger who greeted them met Elros and Deby inside the door. "Welcome my fellow Rangers," he said with a smile. "My Lord Faramir awaits, will you please follow me." 

Elros and Deby followed the Ranger down the hall. Deby's stomach started jumping with every step she took. It had finally hit her that she was about to meet Prince Faramir of Ithilien. It was a privilege she never dreamed of having. They stopped at a door and the Ranger motioned them inside. By that time, she was no longer sure if she was more excited or nervous or both. She was sure that Elros could hear the pounding of her heart as they stepped into the room.

At the far end of the room was a table with covered dishes on it. There were two chairs in front of it and one behind. The man sitting in that chair rose and moved around the table. He was tall with dark hair and gray eyes. He too was dressed in the Ranger uniform, but this was no mere Ranger. 

Elros and Deby crossed the room until they were a few feet away. They dropped to one knee with their hand on their chest and heads bowed. Deby tried desperately to stop herself from shaking but couldn't. It was the voice that calmed her.

"Welcome Ranger Elros," Faramir said as he took Elros' hand and raised him. "And this must be the one who is new to our company, Ranger Deby." 

He took Deby's hand and she raised her eyes to his. She saw power and the ability to see through all pretenses. He would ask for nothing less than her best and she would give it. If he had asked her at that moment to walk through the fires of Mount Doom, she would have willingly. This was a man that all men would follow.

"I have taken the liberty of having a meal prepared for you," Faramir said as he took his chair and motioned for them to do the same. "A long ride is often met by hunger at the end. We will see that hunger appeased and the talk after."

While they ate Faramir asked them about the doings at the Troll, their families, and various other things. Deby and Elros took turns responding to his questions. At one point Deby asked the question that had been growing in her mind.

"Forgive me my lord, but you sound as if you knew my father personally, did you?"

"Yes, I knew your father though not as well as I would have wished to. He was one of our very best; it was a blow to lose him. The name of Mateon is an honored one to us all." Faramir smiled warmly at Deby, "I even had the privilege of meeting your mother, Elena. She was very beautiful though I believe her daughter may have surpassed her."

Elros tried hard to control his mirth as he watched Deby's face turn a brighter shade of red than he had ever seen before. He too was aware of how uncomfortable she was with compliments. 

At that moment, uncomfortable was not the word she would have chosen. She had left uncomfortable behind long ago. She was now at the 'please let the earth open up and swallow me' stage. As the earth chose to ignore her plea, her only choice was to do her best to stammer a strangled thank-you. She hoped Elros would not tell the others of this when he went back.

A knock at the door saved her from any further embarrassment. It was one of the kitchen lads come to collect the leftovers and the dishes. This gave her the opportunity to allow the blush to fade and her composure to return. When she thought the Prince wasn't looking she gave Elros a swift kick; she had not missed the laughter on his face at her expense.

Elros thought this as good as time as any to take his leave. "My lord, with your permission I would like to get back and report Deby's safe arrival."

"Aye," Faramir chuckled, "it might be safer for you to do so." He had not missed Deby's retaliation. 

Deby interrupted, "Just a moment Elros. Sir, will I be allowed to take my horse with me"

Faramir had seen them ride up and knew which animal she spoke of, it looked to be from Rohan. He paused before he answered her. He decided to answer her question with a question to see how her mind worked.

"Do you think you should take it?"

"Him," Deby corrected, "but why are you asking me what I think I should do?"

"Because it is but one decision that you will need to make on your own and now is the time to weigh each decision for its risk." Faramir answered. "Do you know where you are going and something of what you are to do there?"

"Yeeees," she said slowly.

"Then use that information to decide if you should take him and tell me why."

Deby looked at Elros for help, he shrugged his shoulder as if to say she was on her own on this one. Deby bit her lip and wrinkled her brow as she moved her gaze to a spot on the table and thought out loud.

"I'm going to Lake Nurnen and it is in Mordor on the Ash Plain. It's one of the resettlement villages. From what I've been told it is not a place where prosperity abounds. Life is still not easy for the settlers. Let's see, I'm supposed to go in as a common person and find a way to blend in and not attract undue attention."

She looked at Faramir for a sign to see how she was doing so far. He smiled encouragingly at her and nodded. Taking this as a sign she was on the right track at least, she went on.

"I doubt if there are many horses like my Dusul there. He is from Rohan and most definitely not a workhorse. He is also a black, the color Sauron used to steal and use for his own. Not a good association to have. He would stand out and attract attention. Any attention he attracts would be extended to me. I would be defeated before I even started. So therefore I won't take him with me," Deby finished triumphantly.

Faramir approved of the way she had thought the question out. "Your reasoning is sound and you are correct. To take him with you would surely compromise your position."

Deby smiled at Faramir and thanked him. She asked Elros, "Could you take Dusul back with you? It will help to know he is home with friends."

Elros nodded to Deby and answered, "Consider it done." 

As he pulled out a letter from a pocket he told Faramir, "I was asked to deliver this to you, my lord. If you are finished with me I really should be going. I'm sure her brother is anxious to find out she arrived here safely."

"You have my leave," granted Faramir.

"May I have a word with Elros before he leaves?" Deby asked Faramir.

"You may," he replied, "it will give me a chance to read this." He held up the letter.

Deby walked Elros to the door. Her eyes were wet as she hugged him good-bye.

"Keep an eye on Bob for me," she asked, forcing the words past the lump in her throat. " And everyone else at the Troll. And watch . . ." she bit her lip and lowered her eyes as she found she could not continue.

Elros raised her chin gently with his fingers. "I will keep an eye on the all. I will also do my best to watch over Halbarad until your return."

"Thank you," she whispered.

One more quick embrace and he was gone. And for the first time that she could remember, Deby was truly on her own. Her eyes downcast, Deby quietly returned to her seat.

Faramir took in her subdued manner, so different now from when she first came in. He had a pretty good idea at the cause. It was not a new one.

"The demands placed on us in the name of duty are hard. The first time is the most difficult," he told her.

Deby raised her eyes to Faramir's and found understanding there. Her earlier confidence in him and the willingness to do his bidding returned. She took a deep breath before she asked, "What would you have me do?"

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

Faramir had finished. Deby sat in her chair with her legs crossed. Her mind reeling from everything she had just heard. It had all sounded so different that morning at the Troll when Halbarad first told her. Granted, he had not been able to go into much detail, but still. The picture Faramir painted was far more grim than she had expected. To be fair to Faramir, it had not started out that grim with his first words. She replayed them in her mind.

"You will be part of trader's mule train bound for Lake Nurnen. It has been arranged he will take you as a favor to a friend. He does not know you are a Ranger. You are an Elf whose parents were captured during one of Sauron's slave raids to Mirkwood. You have reason to still believe they might be in Nurnen."

It sounded so simple, a straightforward plan with enough elements of the truth for her to make it believable. Not to mention easy to remember. No, it was after all this it became progressively worse, starting with what was expected of her.

"You must get to know as many people as possible as quickly as you can. Working for the traders will give you this kind of access. Your family search will explain your curiosity and numerous questions. Anoriath was to help with contacts for you, I assume she has done this?" Faramir continued after she nodded. "Use these contacts to help narrow down your possibilities of the identity of the traitor."

His next words gave her new insight into Anoriath's pain.

"These people came from bondage without hope. They had just started to find a life with hope. Anoriath played a large part in this. After she left the raids increased in severity. Their hope is being taken away piece by piece and replaced with despair and distrust. Unless we find who is betraying them to the raiders all will be lost."

The weight of her task abruptly settled on Deby's shoulders. The sheer enormity of what she was expected to accomplish started doubt whispering of failure in her mind. It must have shown on her face because she would never forget what Faramir said next.

"It is not my usual custom to send a new Ranger on an assignment under these circumstances. But I believe you are not a typical new Ranger. Your family history and Captain Halbarad's recommendation allow that you are well trained, highly capable, intelligent and have more experience than one would expect from a recruit your age."

Deby recalled the warm glow his words brought her. With the knowledge she now possessed, she knew that recommendation must have been difficult for Halbarad to write. He knew it would get her accepted and then possibly assigned elsewhere, yet he did it anyway. The glow faded as she remembered that Faramir had not finished, he had a little more to say.

"There is one more thing you must know and understand. The leader, Parcus, bears a strong grudge against Rangers in general and Anoriath in particular. He must never find out that you are a Ranger or have any connection to Anoriath. If he does, Anoriath's fate could also be yours. There are worse things than death."

His words were echoing over and over in her mind, when she realized he had said her name. . again.

"I'm sorry, I was just thinking about everything you said," she apologized.

Faramir could read her thoughts on her face as surely as if she had spoken them aloud. Her openness was a quality that at once endeared and dismayed him. It could be her greatest asset and her undoing.

This was not the first time he had sent someone into a dangerous volatile situation and, undoubtedly, it would not be the last. Such decisions had still not become any easier. There was only one thing left he needed to ask her.

"While you are thinking, think on this. If you have any doubts or fears, now is the time to speak of them." Faramir watched her closely as he said this. 

Deby closed her eyes and scrunched up her face in a way that had him smothering his laughter that threatened to break free.

Deby thought for a few minutes before her eyes opened and her face smoothed out. She met his eyes as she answered, "If I have anything its fear, not from myself you understand. My fear is that I will fail the very people I am there to help. I've watched Ani, I think the fear that she failed the settlers hurts her more than the wound in her side."

Faramir noted the use of the nickname as his eyes widened slightly and then narrowed. "She does not know. Anoriath must not have told her," he thought. Not that she had told Faramir either. But Faramir was a man of keen sight. He had read between the lines of the various reports, including Anoriath's. Her haunted eyes only confirmed his suspicions at the appeal.

Faramir did not want to cripple Deby with fear and his concern was that the truth of what happened to Anoriath would do exactly that. He chose to withhold that information from her. A decision the wisdom of which he hoped he would not later come to question.

"That is an understandable fear and one that could be made to work for you. I am confident that you will be able to do so," he said and rose from his chair.

Deby rose also as Faramir came around the table. He put a hand on her back while guiding her to the door.

"A room has been prepared for you. I believe you will find everything you need for tomorrow. Take nothing with you that could possibly compromise you," Faramir instructed. "The fewer who see you the better, so I am afraid I must ask you to remain in your room until you leave tomorrow. Tarannon will bring you your dinner and answer any questions you might have."

Deby listened to every word he said. The seriousness of the mission she was about to embark on impressed itself on her once again. She wondered how they expected her to eat or sleep tonight.

Before he turned her over to Tarannon waiting at the door, Faramir turned to her. He placed his hands on her shoulders saying, "May Eru watch over you and keep you safe."

Deby tried to blink back the tears as he gently kissed her forehead. "Thank you," she whispered as she hugged him impulsively.

Faramir shut the door after she left. He walked to the window and looked out at nothing. "What in Eru's name are we doing?" he said softly to no one. He stood there for a long time.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 4: Arrangements in Henneth Annun

August 2

At breakfast, after Deby’s departure, Sevilodorf announced she would be heading to Henneth Annun with the supply orders for the kitchen, bar and Celebsul’s workshop after lunch and would return the day after tomorrow. After going over the accounts with Erin and Meri and a hurried consultation with Halbarad, Sevilodorf climbed the stairs to her room to pack up the things she would need for the trip.

As she opened the door to her room, Lorellin came out of her room across the hall. “Sev, I was wondering if I could go with you. I need to be getting back to Henneth Annun and catching a ride with you would be much faster than walking.”

“Certainly, Lorellin. I’m packing up right now, if you could be ready in a few minutes we’ll put the stuff in my cart before we eat lunch.”

“Already packed. I was hoping you would say yes.” Lorellin flashed a smile and grabbed a pack from right inside her door.

Sevilodorf laughed and went in to do her own packing. Within a few minutes she was packed and rejoined Lorellin in the hallway. Together they went to Sev’s cart and stored their packs, then returned to the common room for lunch. “I’ll miss Meri’s cooking,” Sev said. “The Whistling Dog doesn’t serve food like hers and neither does the cook at Esiwmas’s delivery company.”

Lorellin agreed with a laugh as the two entered to find lunch already being served.

********

As the shadows began to lengthen, Sev and Lorellin arrived before The Whistling Dog in Henneth Annun. Leaving Lorellin at the inn to arrange lodgings and dinner, Sev drove on down the main road, then turned on the winding lane that led to the stables for Esiwmas’s delivery company. 

Pulling into the yard she saw that in the corrals were several sturdy mules of the kind used for packing goods through the mountains. Tossing the reins to the boy who came running from the barn, Sevilodorf climbed down from her cart. After telling the boy not to unload the cart but just to unhitch and stable the horse, she headed for the small building used as an office. 

Pushing open the door, Sevilodorf found three men. Alfgard, the manager of the Ithilien branch of the delivery company, was seated behind a cluttered desk facing the door and rose to greet Sevilodorf with a smile on his broad face. The two men before the desk rose as well and turned to face her. 

For a moment, Sevilodorf just stared at the two men. Her eyes drawn involuntarily to the long puckered scar running down the left side of the taller one’s face. Then the sardonic look in the pale blue eyes of the taller caused her heart to tighten and she moved forward with both hands outstretched to greet him. “Sewulf. It has been a long time. I am glad to see you.” Taking his hands and squeezing them she realized the glove he wore on his left hand hid the loss of several fingers. Then turning to the other man and nodding, she said, “And Beregrid. I have thought of both of you often. Sit down, please.”

Alfgard came from behind the desk and motioned to a third chair behind the door. “Sit down, Sev and talk for a while. I need to go check some details for Sewulf. I’ll be back shortly.” Then excusing himself, Alfgard walked out.

While he moved the chair into a position between the other two, Sevilodorf took the opportunity to study Sewulf. She noticed how he maneuvered the seating so that the scarred portion of his face was away from her. As she raised her eyes from his hand, she found that sardonic look aimed at her once again. “You two are just the people I hoped to find on this trip to Henneth Annun,” she said quickly and turned to pat Beregrid’s arm.  He smiled slightly and looked inquiringly at her, but did not speak. 

Sewulf’s voice came from her other side. “He won’t answer. Hasn’t spoken a word since the Battle of the Pelennor Field.”

“Oh?” said Sevilodorf, turning to meet the unblemished right side of his face. “Does anyone know why?”

“The healers,” The word was a sneer that tore at Sev’s heart. “Do not know. But he won’t talk.”

“That’s all right. He can still hear us. Can’t you Beregrid?” Sev turned to a nodding Beregrid, then back to Sewulf.

Moving his chair slightly to insure she could only see the right side of his face, he said, “You wanted us?”

“I’ve a young friend who must get to Lake Nurnen. I heard from Alfgard that you are starting up a route over the mountains south of Emyn Arnen.”

“And?”

“She’s looking for family that disappeared during the War and has discovered they might be found near Nurn. I thought you might be willing to let her travel with you.” Sev could see the muscles in Sewulf’s jaw tighten and rushed on. “She’s willing to work and would expect no special accommodations be made for her.”

“Don’t need anyone else. Beregrid and I can handle it,” Sewulf said shortly.

“I’m sure you could. Just as I’m sure she could make the trip on her own, but I was asked to arrange this by another.”

Sewulf tilted his head and stared down at Sev with the same expression she remembered from his youth whenever he had no intention of cooperating. Sev sighed. “All right. The whole story. She has a brother who asked if I could find a way to see that someone went with her, but he doesn’t want her to know he arranged it. Very independent-minded she is.”

Sewulf shook his head. “No.”

Hating to say it, but knowing it was one way to change his mind, Sevilodorf said, “What if it were your sister? What if is was Kathwyn? Wouldn’t you want to try to keep her safe?”

For an instant he turned and faced her fully, then turned away again and said harshly, “My sister would not be allowed to go without me.”

“Duty does not allow him that option, Sewulf.  He would go if he could.” Seeing the hardness in his face, she tried once more. “Do it as a favor for me.”

Beregrid tapped the arm of his chair. When Sewulf and Sev looked at him, Beregrid nodded solemnly at Sewulf. 

Sewulf stared at Beregrid, and Sev thought he would refuse even this plea, but he frowned and said, “For you, Sev.”

Heaving a sigh of relief and patting Beregrid’s knee in thanks, Sev said, “Thank you Sewulf. She should show up sometime tomorrow.” She rose to her feet and moved to stand facing him. Looking him full in the face, she reached out and hesitantly traced the scar with a finger. “Have you ever heard of Troll Oil?”

After convincing Sewulf to allow her to apply some Troll Oil on the scar and arranging with him to take some Troll Oil and Hangover Cure along in his packs, Sevilodorf excused herself from Alfgard’s invitation to dinner and walked down the lane toward the main road and The Whistling Dog.

“I just hope he and Deby never compare notes,” she thought with a grimace at the image of Deby and Sewulf’s combined anger directed at her, Bob and Halbarad. 

********

Next morning: 

Sevilodorf spent the early part of the morning in the Henneth Annun marketplace purchasing most of the items on the lists given her by Meri and Celebsul. Why Meri required such a wide variety of spices and seasonings, Sevilodorf had no idea and soon had to admit defeat on locating tarragon, chervil and coriander. Celebsul’s list was slightly easier through she found the supplier of stains and finishes to be an overbearing man who refused to let her finish a sentence. 

Next she turned her efforts to selling the potions and cures she produced using the leaves, twigs and roots of plants growing throughout Ithilien.  After visiting the healer and the midwife, she made a quick stop at the small office, which held The Burping Troll Publishing Company. Reassured that things there were in good hands and promising to send in more of Meri’s songs and riddles she hurried off to meet Lorellin at The Whistling Dog for the noon meal.

Searching the common room for Lorellin, Sev stood against the wall out of the way. Market days were always crowded with merchants from Osgiliath and Gondor and occasionally from as far south as Cair Andros. However, today the tavern was unusually crowded and every seat appeared filled. Sira, the barmaid, rushed back and forth filling requests for drinks and food, all the while managing to keep up a flirtation with every male in the room. Not seeing Lorellin in the crowd, Sev elbowed her way to the bar, and called out to Jareth, the bartender.

“Be with you in a moment, Sevilodorf,” he replied taking a heavy tray filled with bowls of stew and baskets of rolls from the pass through to the kitchen and setting it down on the bar. Grabbing two bottles from beneath the counter and two mugs by their handles, he handed them to Sevilodorf and said, “Your friend’s upstairs in your room.”

Grabbing Jasimir, the innkeeper’s son, by his sleeve as he raced passed, Jareth said, “Jas, grab a tray and get a meal for two and take it up to number 8.”

Raising the bottles and mugs in thanks, Sev headed toward the stairs. As Jasimir caught up to her, she took the tray from him and waved him off. Balancing the tray and pushing open the door, she found Lorellin at the small table sealing a message.

“Oh, Sev, I’m glad you got back in time. I got news I have to leave.”

“Good timing then.  Here…” Sev set the tray down on the table and handed Lorellin a bottle and a mug. Settling onto one of the narrow beds, she grabbed a bowl of stew. “Where you headed this time, Lorellin?”

“Somewhere south.” Lorellin took the other bowl and dunked a roll into the stew. Taking a bite she said, “Well, it sure isn’t Meri’s cooking.”

Sev grinned, then said, “I won’t bother asking why you are going, as I know you won’t tell. But take care.”

Lorellin nodded and grabbed another roll. “As much care as I can.”

*******

Sev made camp in a clearing about an hour north of Henneth Annun. Choosing the company of the stars and her horse over the smells of overcooked cabbage and the fleas certain to be in the unkept bedding, she had refused the offer of lodgings at the last house she had stopped at. Pulling some dried beef from a pouch and adding it to the simmering pot of water before her, Sev wondered why some people preferred to live in filth. “Thank Eru for Meri and Camellia,” she murmured leaning back to watch the darkening sky. 

A bright thread of light flashed across the sky. In her mind, she heard the deep voice of her father, “Make a wish, Sevilo.” A multitude of possibilities sped through her mind, then she focused on one and closing her eyes tightly, made a wish.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 5: On the Trail 

August 5


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

The end of the third day found the traders making camp on the east side of the Ephel Duath. They were in Mordor. Watching the plateau rise up to meet them as they descended from the mountains, she understood why Mordor was called the black land. Rivers of jagged rock that were the old lava flows ran in varying paths towards them. Even the very ground was black. She had never known black could come in so many shades. From the soft muted tones of the oldest lava to the glossy obsidian of the most recent. It was a sight she would not soon forget.

Her glance strayed towards the northeast, to the small conical peak just visible in the distance, still wearing its wreath of smoke. Mt. Doom was here before Sauron came and even with him gone, the fire in the mountain lived on.

Her tasks done, dinner eaten, Deby lay on her back watching the stars as she waited for the sleep that eluded her. What was keeping her from her much needed rest, she wasn’t sure. The ache in her legs from three consecutive days in the saddle was fading, with the help of the ointment Beregrid had given her. She smiled to herself. Beregrid had gone out of his way to be kind to her. He was able to express himself so well with his hands and his face that Deby almost forgot that he could not speak, unlike Sewulf.

Sewulf could speak but chose not to unless he absolutely had to. Even then he tried not to use more than three words at a time. In fact the only time she ever heard him say anything of length was the first day before they left Henneth Annun. 

He had looked her up and down derisively as if he found her wanting for something. What that might be she had no idea. She refused to let him make her uncomfortable, instead she looked him calmly in the eye. She saw walls there, and supposed the scar on his face had much to do with that. It was a handsome face and the disfigurement of it must have been a blow. As was her wont, her heart was touched by the pain she sensed lay behind the walls. 

Instead of dismaying her, his attitude only convinced her she was right. So she chose not to take offense when he spoke to her.

“You’re small for an Elf. I agreed to take you on as a favor but you won’t get any mollycoddling from me. I expect you to pull your weight and then some,” Sewulf said harshly. 

He glanced at Beregrid who was smiling shyly at Deby. “Just great.” He thought to himself, “I need to nip this one bud.’

Throwing a glare at Beregrid he continued, “if I feel your not doing your share or getting someone else to do it for you, I’ll leave you by the side of the road. I don’t care if we’re in the middle of the Gorgoroth plain. Do you understand?”

Deby nodded in answer to his question while wondering what had hurt him so badly. She recognized his lashing out as a way to keep her at a distance. She also recognized that he cared a great deal about Beregrid. She brought her attention back to what he was saying and hoped she hadn’t missed anything.

“You’ll have those three mules to tend to. You’ll load, unload, feed, water and whatever else they require, same with the horse you’ll be using. Beregrid and I each have our own to take care of so don’t be expecting any help. Now get your gear together and mount up, we’ve wasted enough time already,” he said shortly.

And he had little to say since then. After the hustle and bustle of the Troll, the silence of her travelling companions seemed odd. “This has got to be the quietest group of people I’ve ever known,” she thought. She rolled onto her stomach and propped her chin up on her arms. She couldn’t help but grin. Every time Beregrid did something kind for her, like bringing her tea to her in the morning or the time he found a few brave flowers growing in the mountains of Ephel Duath, Sewulf would snort and his manner would become surlier. For her part, Deby treated them both the same, as friends. She knew this only irritated Sewulf even more but that was just too bad. If he wanted to keep the world at bay with his brooding, ill-tempered personality that was his business. But she did not have to react in kind and she refused to let him bring her down.

She laid her head down and closed her eyes. She knew the cause of her sleeplessness now. “You can’t make him see that not everyone is afraid of him or pities him,” she admonished herself. Pity and empathy were closely related and she knew not how to convince him of the difference. “Tomorrow’s another day,” was her last waking thought as her breathing slowed and sleep finally overcame her.

In the dark, another pair of eyes closed once they were sure she was asleep.

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

Traders make camp 80 miles from Lake Nurnen
August 10

Deby sank to the ground after the meager dinner. To be fair it wasn’t that small, but after living with hobbits for cooks, this dinner was tiny in comparison. She held her mug of tea and sipped it slowly. Beregrid had added something to it, she wasn’t sure what it was but it was definitely alcoholic in nature. After fixing his, Beregrid joined her by the fire. For a time they watched the dancing flames together. 

She felt a gentle tapping on her arm and turned to Beregrid. The fire casting a rosy glow on his blonde hair and lighting his eyes. His hands moved gracefully in a series of motions that had become very familiar since they crossed into Mordor. She smiled at him and nodded. She was almost too tired but Beregrid had made this journey bearable. Tired or no, she could not deny his simple request. 

“I don’t suppose you want a different song this time,” she teased him gently.

He grinned happily, as he shook his head ‘no’. For reasons he did not know, she sang this one differently from the others. It lit up her eyes, her face and her heart was in every word.

“All right then, but no more than once tonight please,” she begged gently.

He arranged his face to look like he was thinking about it but couldn’t hold the expression. He laughed silently as nodded his agreement.

Deby closed her eyes a moment, an image of Halbarad and the last time she saw him. She smiled to herself at the memory of his kiss.

Beregrid sat quietly waiting. She always started this song, in this way. He often wondered what she was thinking of when she closed her eyes. Whatever it was, whoever it was the thought of it made her joyously happy.

Deby opened her eyes; her smile was for Beregrid this time. In a voice lower than one would expect, she started to sing.

Black is the color of my true love's hair
Her lips are like some rosy fair
The purest eyes and the neatest hands
I love the ground whereon she stands

I go to the shore for to mourn and weep
But satisfied I never can sleep
I'll write to you in a few short lines
I'll suffer death ten thousand times

I know my love and well she knows
I love the grass whereon she goes
If she on earth no more I see
My life will quickly fade away

A winter's past and the leaves are green
The time has past that we have seen
But still I hope the time will come
When you and I will be as one

Black is the color of my true love's hair
Her lips are like some rosy fair
The purest eyes and the neatest hands
I love the ground whereon she stands

Intent on her singing and Beregrid on his listening, they did not hear the approaching footsteps. But they heard the commentary that followed. “Are you done with that caterwauling?” Sewulf snorted scornfully. “At least we know we don’t need anyone to stand watch, that should have scared off every orc and warg within a hundred miles.”

Beregrid returned his gaze to the fire and kept it there while Deby rose to her feet. This was the second time he had said more than three words to her and these were no better than the first. She knew she was dangerously close to losing control with him but was tired enough not to care. Still, she tried to at least give the appearance of being calm while she spoke to him.

“I care not if you wish me to sing, ‘tis not you I do it for,” she said quietly looking him in the eye. “I do it for Beregrid at his request. If you choose to ignore even the simplest pleasures in life, that is your right. But do not take that same right away from Beregrid.”

Sewulf felt the storm of rage rising up inside him. Without even raising her voice she had touched him, as no other had been able to do in years. He could not allow that to happen, not now, not ever. He let the storm break.

“And what would you know of this Miss High and Mighty,” he sneered. “Little Miss Perfect Elf. You know nothing of the suffering I have endured or Beregrid for that matter.”

She held his eye as he raged, her own anger and irritation a fading memory. For a moment she thought she had finally got past his defenses, but if she did, that moment was gone. Still, there was something he needed to be reminded of whether he liked it or not.

She walked around the fire to him, never letting go of his gaze. She laid her hand on his arm lightly and carefully. She could feel the tremors of anger running through him. She spoke to him in a voice that mixed compassion with sorrow.

“Elves are only immortal, not perfect and even then we can be killed. You cannot pass your illnesses on to me. But cut open my veins with your knife and I will bleed to death as surely as you will or Beregrid would. Each race has its own burdens to bear, even as you and I. And none of us who live are guilty of perfection.”

The tremors slowly subsided, but what he was thinking she could not tell. She continued, “There is no one person that can lay claim to all the pain and suffering in Middle-earth, not even you Sewulf.”

She turned away then and walked back to Beregrid, who was still seated by the fire, his head bowed. Hearing her footsteps he raised his eyes to hers. He held his hand out to her and she gave him hers. He gently pressed his lips to the back of her hand and then squeezed gently. He smiled sadly as he let go; again he needed no words to say what he meant. 

“Take care of him,” she whispered.

Beregrid nodded. He understood what Sewulf was feeling at this moment all too well. He watched Deby walk back to her bedroll after she bid him goodnight. He turned his eyes back to Sewulf only to find that he too, had watched her go.

******************
Morning of August 11

The stars had just begun to fade from the night sky. The darkness had lifted but a little for dawn had not yet arrived.

A small form slipped silently from its bed and stepped quietly to the remains of last night’s fire. Using the small bits that had been left for that purpose, a small fire was soon crackling under a pot of water left to boil.

Beregrid woke to the popping sounds of the fire. He rolled over towards the source and saw a dark figure silhouetted by the light of the fire. With only two people to choose from it was hard to guess the identity. It was still early but the desire for sleep was fast becoming a memory. Since there was no point in staying in his bed, he decided to keep her company.

Deby heard the rustling made by somebody leaving the warmth of his bedroll. She poured out a second mug of tea along with her own. She felt rather than saw, Beregrid sit next to her. She held out the second mug of fragrant tea to Beregrid who accepted it with a nod and a smile. 

“You’re welcome,” she said wearily.

Beregrid became concerned by the fatigue in her voice. Looking closer he saw the faint smudge of shadows under her eyes. Setting his mug on the ground, he tapped her on the arm. When he was sure she was looking at him he started. He held his hands together close to the side of his face and laid his head down on them and closed his eyes. Then he raised his head and shook it from side to side while pointing at her.

Deby understood his question and answered. “No, I didn’t sleep well, does it show that much?”

He nodded solemnly and then his hands moved again.

Deby was touched by his concern. She had become fairly adept at understanding his hand language and it still amazed her how his emotions still came through. She tried to set his fears to rest.

“Aye, it was because of last night. Do not worry, I’ve never taken his comments to heart. I know it is not me he is truly angry with. I probably shouldn’t have said what I did.” She paused a moment to gather her thoughts before she continued. “I know nothing of what he or you have suffered.”

She gently set her small hand on his arm. Beregrid placed his large hand on hers, covering it completely. He held her eyes before smiling sorrowfully.

“Whatever sorrows I bear are my own Beregrid. Do not feel sorry for me. The pity of others is a pool of quicksand that will swallow you if you stay in it too long. I feel no pity for you or Sewulf. I know you understand this.”

She sighed. “I just wish there was a way to tell Sewulf that he is more than his scars, the inside ones as well as the outside. He is a good, honorable man. No matter how mean or grumpy he acts, he cannot hide what he truly is. At best, he can only chase others away before they find out.” Deby began to smile. “But he shan’t chase me away, I will not allow it,” she said defiantly.

Beregrid threw back his head in silent laughter as Deby tried to muffle hers with her hands. 

“That’s not fair,” she gasped. “You know he can’t hear you. I’m going to go take care of the animals, I think its your turn to do breakfast.”

She was still trying to stifle the last of her giggles as she went. Beregrid watched her go. Shaking his head he went to gather the supplies needed for the morning meal. 

The darkness had paled while they talked. Dawn was almost there. The light was just enough for Beregrid to see Sewulf sitting up in his bedroll. His face was a face of stone with no expression of any kind of emotion. He did not even blink as Beregrid walked past him. He sat that way until breakfast was ready.

************************
Evening August 11

The mules had been unloaded and taken care of as well as the horses. Dinner had been eaten and cleaned up after. Once again, the request for a song was not denied. The only difference is that there were no objections and everyone listened. 

Deby drifted off to sleep thinking of how well the evening had gone. He actually listened was her last thought before she gave herself up to her dreams. 

And in the dark, a pair of eyes kept watch until they were sure she would sleep well this night.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 6: Nurn
August 10

Celeranth was putting together a list of supplies when Brithlan strode swiftly in with a messenger pouch. 

"This just came by special messenger," he said breathlessly, thrusting the pouch into Celeranth's hand. He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his sleeve and stood in the center of the room. He must have run all the way from the stables.

Celeranth accepted the pouch from the younger Ranger's hand, watching him closely. He seemed to have no intention of giving Celeranth privacy to read the message. Celeranth picked up a piece of paper from the table and gave it to Brithlan.

"Could you verify this list against the supplies we have in the other room and see if I've missed anything?" he asked. 

Brithlan paused a beat, but then merely nodded and accepted the assignment willingly. Brithlan knew when he was being dismissed. He dutifully replied, "Aye sir." But, Celeranth caught a slight tensing about Brithlan's eyes that worried him. 

Celeranth watched him leave and gazed at the door as it shut behind the young man. He was younger than he liked them at such an isolated post. He had known the young man casually before his assignment to Nurn. Always a rather unassertive and anxious personality, Brithlan now had an edge to him that sapped his energy and enjoyment of life. Celeranth shook his head, wondering about the young Ranger's ability to tolerate the conditions in which they now found themselves. He snorted softly. Sometimes he wondered about his own abilities in that area as well. 

Celeranth made a mental note to spend more time with Brithlan in his duties. Perhaps the young Ranger merely needed a guiding hand, a mentor to assist him in developing the skills he would need to face the isolation head on. He certainly couldn't fault him for how seriously he took his duties. He had a conscientious eye for detail that relieved Celeranth of much of the burden of the paperwork associated with his command. He snorted again, "Government!" 

Celeranth picked up the pouch, untied the cord and lifted the flap. The envelope he withdrew was of rich vellum and the deep-red wax was stamped with Faramir's own seal. It was rare to receive such a direct communiqué from the Prince. Celeranth turned the envelope over in his hands a few times, pondering its possible contents. 

Celeranth had not known Anoriath prior to her assumption of command at Nurn. When he had heard of her placement, it had irritated him. He was sure that Halbarad had been blinded by his filial affections for the woman. She had a reputation as a hothead. How she would ever be able to manage such a touchy situation as the resettlement of former slaves he did not know. Her difficulties here seemed to only confirm his prejudices against her. Celeranth had been annoyed at the requirement that she brief him prior to taking over her command. He had listened and filed away the information, but privately considered it suspect given the source. But, now that he was here, Celeranth had gained a new appreciation for the difficulties she had faced. The raids had increased, people have died, the barn and granary were burned to the ground, and he was getting nowhere in developing alliances with the existing informal leadership of the loosely connected community. 

Anoriath had warned him against directly confronting the settlers about the man who led the raiding parties that had so decimated the morale of both the community and the Rangers who served it. Celeranth regretted not following her advice. He recalled the impenetrable silence that fell on each such conversation and the fear and distrust in the settler's eyes that greeted his questions. Since then, they avoided his gaze. They were polite, but coolly distant, hidden behind bowed heads and averted eyes. Whenever he visited, they nodded at everything he said, but he got the sense that they were just waiting for him to go. 

Parcus. That was the name that so terrified them. Celeranth could not account for their fear and the thought nagged at him. Some piece of the puzzle was missing. Anoriath was right in the suspicions that she had relayed to him. There was a force at work in this community that tore its people apart from one another and impeded the Rangers' best attempts to aid them. It kept the Rangers isolated from the community they served and unable to identify what the people needed from them. 

Anoriath had identified Parcus as the source of much of the community's difficulties. But just what he did and how his influence was felt was a mystery to anyone from the outside, and that included Celeranth. Well, he had done his best. 

"Which has been nothing to boast of," he thought sourly.

It frustrated and saddened him, for he truly wanted to help the people here. He liked and respected them but nothing he did seemed to work. He thought himself fortunate not to be ridden out of town on a rail. He dreaded the sense of failure, but would understand if he was removed from his post. Celeranth tapped the envelope against his fingertips as he reflected wryly. Not that a part of him wouldn't welcome the release from the worries that plagued him here. No use ruminating over something that might not be anyway. Best to open it and find out. 

He slid his finger under the edge of the envelope and broke the seal. Raising a quick, silent prayer, but for which outcome he knew not, he pulled the letter from inside. It was only one page and this he read quickly. He read it a second time, slower than the first as if memorizing the contents. When finished, he held the edge to the candle on the desk. He only let go when the flame threatened to burn his fingers and dropped it into the grate at the far end of the room.

Celeranth walked over to the window. He let his eyes roam over the scene before him, stopping when they reached the burned ruins of the granary and barn and the blackened stubble in the fields that had, even after all these weeks, yet to be turned under. This, more than anything, represented failure to him. But now, the chance had come to try anew. 

Faramir had outlined a daring plan to identify the connection between Parcus and the settlement at Lake Nurnen. They had sent a young elf-maid to Nurn, an unknown. The people here were a hardened race. He had heard some of their stories. They had been through much that he did not want to even know much less experience first hand. If they blanched at the sound of this man's name, surely there was much to fear. Celeranth leaned on the windowsill, gripping it until his knuckles whitened. And they had sent an innocent. It was his responsibility to watch her unobtrusively and intervene if she was in danger. He shook his head. It would be a challenge. The odds of whomever this traitor was discovering her connections to Anoriath were extremely good. 

The second directive from Faramir chilled Celeranth's heart. If she was taken, he was to try to track down how the information got to Parcus in the first place. "If she was taken," he repeated to himself. He pitied her, this young elf making her way slowly to Nurn. It was a brave, desperate and incredibly foolish path that she would tread. 

Celeranth's thoughts traveled back to the day Anoriath had been discovered. Badly injured and left to die alone. He shook his head grimly. What had happened? He had gotten no further in his inquiries into this matter than that into Parcus. He hit dead ends everywhere, even among his own. Brithlan had led members of the settlement into the hills, tracking her path when she had not returned. Yet, he would not speak of that day. Celeranth couldn't even get a straight answer for why he had taken the settlers and not the other Rangers stationed her. His discomfort was obvious and Celeranth put it down to a desire to protect Anoriath. Anoriath had been hurt badly, both body and soul, that much was obvious. That there was more to the tale was also obvious. And they had sent someone young and untried into Parcus' path. 

Without the knowledge of the people of the community and without their trust, Celeranth had no hope of protecting this one whose safety was his charge. 

"What's wrong sir?"

Celeranth swiftly turned at the sound of Brithlan's voice. He stood at the door with the list in hand, small and precise check marks trailed the margin of the page. Celeranth followed Brithlan's gaze to the charred remnants of the letter and made a quick decision. Despite his youth, Brithlan had been there the longest of all the Rangers. His naturally quiet nature and conscientiousness would make him a discrete ally. 

"Yes and no. Faramir has a plan to find the traitor here." Brithlan become instantly still and attentive. "Someone will be coming, I don't know who or when. I can't even tell you man or woman." On a need to know basis, there was only so much that Brithlan needed to know.”


Brithlan's eyes darkened and he cleared his throat. To Celeranth's surprise, a small muscle along the lower lid of Brithlan's eye began to jerk spasmodically. 

"This one who is coming, you are aware that they'll be in grave danger." 

Celeranth nodded slowly. "I am well aware of the risks. I will need your help Brithlan. You've been here much longer than I and know the people far better. I trust you with this information and no other. This is to be kept strictly confidential, no one must know. Are we clear with this?" 

"You can be assured that I'll tell no one, my captain." Brithlan gave him a curt nod and handed over the list of supplies. 

With Brithlan gone, Celeranth gazed at the list in his hand. No need to check it, he was sure it was quite accurate. He thought wryly, that was at least one small worry less. 

August 14th

Deby got a good look at the village of Lake Nurnen, for a very long time. Once through the hills, the land surrounding it was unremittingly flat, so that the peaked slated roofs were visible from a deceptively far distance. The plod of the mules across the gray landscape seemed to bring them no closer to their goal. A dry wind whistled occasionally across the plains, stirring ash and keening through an omnipresent low lying scrub-brush that was the only vegetation in sight, and it was a gray green to match the soil in which it grew. 

Looking closely at the brush in her boredom, Deby noted that the it bore a kind of plum-like fruit, dark blue-purple with, of course, a gray dusk on its skin. She idly wondered what color the flowers were from which the fruit was born. She grinned. Grey, most likely. 

The roofs of the settlement were of a dark gray slate that seemed to swallow the light of the sun. Once the supporting walls were visible to her eye through the wavering lines of heat distortion rising from the ground, Deby noted wryly that they were gray too, though lighter in color than the slate above them. Deby wondered if it ever rained here and, if not, would her skin begin to take on the gray hue around her.

The resettlement village of Lake Nurnen sat near the spot where the dark, sluggish River Nurn met the Sea of Nurnen. The homes of its settlers were scattered about the river, the village's only source of fresh water, but the greatest concentration of buildings were located in the crook where the river spread its arms and merged with the black sand beaches of the Sea of Nurnen. 

Once the team approached the river, Deby realized that the unremitting gray was broken here and there by patches of washed out green. Below her feet, she saw patches of a light green long, scrubby grass with tiny white flowers embedded in its heart. She gave a small gasp of surprise. Such an unexpectedly lovely sight amongst such unrelenting dreariness. 

Beregrid must have noticed them as well, for her rode up to her side quickly and placed one small multi-petal flower in her open hand. He smiled sweetly at her before dropping back. Deby returned his smile and examined the flower in her hand. It was no bigger than the nail on her smallest finger. The petals were pure white and of a fluff that stirred whenever she breathed. She chuckled. The flower's eye was gray. A gust of wind kicked across the plain and blew it unexpectedly from her hand and it was gone. 

Deby sighed and returned to watching the village open up before their slow approach. She could differentiate the clusters of homes one from the other now. Several of these homes had small structures near them where the owners must practice some kind of craft. No cattle or horses were to be seen. But small corrals here and there fenced in small herds of goats and the occasional pig. Deby reflected, that made sense, they'd eat almost anything and it was sure that there was not much pasture for grazing here.

On the other side of the river, Deby was surprised to see fields with long furrows that paralleled the course of the river and a fairly complex canal system leading from the river and snaking its way through the rows. Whatever had grown there was long gone. Dark, blackened stubble littered the rows. Deby frowned in surprise. What had happened to the crops and why hadn't they replaced them? This far South, they should have time for at least one quick growing crop of some grain or bean. Her answer came when she saw what remained of the community's only barn and granary at the edge of the fields. Only the foundation had remained standing, and its stones were flame-kissed a dusty black and beginning to crumble in places. 

Other than the sad remnants of the barn, the only large building to be found was that of the Rangers. Half of it was given over for use as an office of sorts, kitchen and sleeping quarters. The other half served two purposes. The large fireplace and a few scattered tables and chairs proclaimed it to be a common room, similar in function to that at the Burping Troll. Unfortunately, this common room did not see anywhere near the amount of activity that could be found at the Troll. The concept of gathering together in fellowship as community had yet to be accepted by the settlers. In this land, the simple freedoms enjoyed effortlessly by others, brought fear and suspicion to the settlers. Not even the ale kept there was able to entice more than one or two in at a time. 

Nor did the other half of the room fare any better. Shelves on the wall stocked some of the supplies that could not be made or grown by the people. But these items were supplied by order of the King. There was no marketplace in Lake Nurnen. What goods and services were exchanged between the inhabitants was done by barter. In its isolation, the coin of the realm was of little use here, hence the traders. 

They would bring with them goods for the village folk, some staples and a few simple luxuries. The only coin needed to purchase these was anything made or grown by them, though the King's coinage would be preferred if available. It did not stop there; the traders would take back with them consignment goods from the people. These would be sold and the profit returned to the settlers when the traders came back. 

Having the fruits of their forced labor go to Sauron, to be able to reap the benefits of what they have sown was unimaginable to them. Yet without the business of trade, the village would never be able to become self-supporting. They would always rely on the good graces of the King to supply their needs. They would exchange one form of bondage for another. 

All this was explained to Deby as they neared the village, amazingly enough by Sewulf. His excuse to her was so that she did not put her foot in her mouth with the villagers and ruin his business. He had been told that these settlers could be real touchy about things, so she had better watch her step with them. 

Deby hummed to herself as she waited for Sewulf to make a decision on where he wanted to camp for the night. It was she who noted the approach of the Rangers first. She recognized Celeranth as the slightly taller one with long dark hair. He had come to the Troll to take Deuce's men back to Henneth Annun. She did not recognize the other younger man who walked by his side. Deby knew that Celeranth had been informed of what she was to do, but was still a little nervous about meeting him as Elanna for the first time. 

Celeranth approached with his right hand raised in greeting, the younger Ranger mimicking him. "Greetings friends," he lowered his hand and continued, "I am Captain Celeranth and this is Ranger Brithlan. Welcome to Lake Nurnen. We have been anxiously awaiting your arrival." 

As much as it pained him to do it, Sewulf tried to adopt as pleasant a manner as was possible for him as he returned the greeting. "Thanks for the welcome. This is Beregrid and Elanna, my helpers. If you suggest a place where we could stake out the mules and spread out our bedrolls I'd be grateful." 

Deby and Beregrid looked at each other trying to keep their amusement from showing on their faces. Most people would still have considered Sewulf's manner on the gruff side, but for those who knew him, he had been unusually eloquent and polite. 

Celeranth was not in the least bit put off by Sewulf's manner having been forewarned in Faramir's letter. He smiled and nodded as if he had just been paid the most gracious of compliments. 

"I believe I can do you one better than that Sewulf. At present, Brithlan, three others, and I are the only Rangers stationed here. The sleeping quarters have room for eight. If you like, you may store your wares in the common room and sleep here during you stay. You are also welcome to put your animals in the corral, there is room for all of them." 

Celeranth turned and addressed Deby, "I know it is not the most appropriate arrangement for an elf-maid, but if you would consent to it tonight, then I believe we can find more suitable quarters for you on the morrow." 

Having spent the last eleven days alone with two men, she didn't see what difference four walls and five more men were going to make. His consideration for proprieties was touching. She knew Meri, Erin and Camellia would have heartily approved. They would have understood the necessity of her recent sleeping arrangements but would have still been slightly scandalized at them. 

Deby answered graciously, "Thank you kind sir. It will be most welcome to sleep in a bed again, regardless where it may be. But I believe the final decision on the matter belongs to Sewulf." 

Sewulf nodded at this, something felt odd and he wasn't sure what it was. For a split second he thought of declining the offer but could not think how to do so without seeming ill mannered. 

So he agreed to Celeranth's idea, "Thanks, your offer is kind. I will accept," yet could not help but add, "at least for tonight. We'll look at things again in the morning." 

"Fair enough," affirmed Celeranth, "for tonight. May we be of some help?" 

With the Rangers helping, the mules were soon unloaded; their cargo stowed in the common room. Horses and mules were fed and watered for the night. The three traders brought their own packs in and set them in the sleeping quarters. Dinner was ready just as quickly with extra hands to help. 

All were seated around a long table, the end of which was near the fireplace in the common room. At the end of the meal, all but Celeranth and Brithlan regretfully left for their evening duties. The post was a lonely one for men accustomed to the companionship of the community that they served and they were grateful for new faces and news of the outside world. It did not hurt that a fair face and feminine voice brought it. 

The men were enjoying their ale while Deby settled for tea. She was relaxed and leaning back in her chair. Celeranth was actually getting a conversation out of Sewulf; but then again the subject was business. One of the few things he would discuss at length with the right people. Apparently Celeranth had been deemed one of these. 

So when a question was directed at her, she did not pay attention at first. When Celeranth asked her again she was dumbstruck for a moment. It had been too easy to forget why she was here in the first place, something she realized she would have to guard against in the future. 

"Are you asleep Elanna?" Celeranth asked, chuckling a little. "I asked if business was the reason you were here also. I believe you are the first Elf to come to Lake Nurnen from the outside." 

Her heart started to pound as she recognized the significance of Celeranth's question. It was the one she had been told to listen for, it meant Celeranth was to be her only contact of the Rangers. Hoping her voice sounded steady she replied, "Nay, it is not the only reason I am here. I have come searching for my family. My parents were captured in Mirkwood on one of Sauron's raids. They are all I had. I have no other living relatives." 

As she said this, Sewulf's eyes narrowed recalling his conversation with Sevilodorf. "The whole story. She has a brother who asked if I could find a way to see that someone went with her, but he doesn't want her to know he arranged it. Very independent-minded she is." Why does Elanna not speak of this brother? The strange feeling he had earlier returned. He moved as if to interrupt her tale when he felt a kick under the table. He looked at Beregrid. He too noticed but shook his head slightly. He didn't want Sewulf to say anything yet, why, Sewulf had no clue. But for Beregrid's sake he would hold his tongue, for now. 

She was still telling her story to the Rangers. "I had heard that there was a Mirkwood Elf here who might be able to help me." 

"How did you find out about this Elf?" Brithlan wondered, speaking for the first time outside the shadow of his superior. 

"His name was given to my by another Elf. Actually I told Celebsul about my quest and he told a friend of his who knew of someone here, who I could talk to," she answered. Celebsul's name had been chosen as her main point of contact at the Troll. So that, if and when Anoriath's name came up, it would be as a secondary source. 

"Oh! Was it someone who used to live here or something?" Brithlan asked, appearing puzzled. 

"Of course it was," Deby laughed. "How else would she know about a Mirkwood Elf being here. I only spoke to her a couple of times. She usually kept to herself. What was her name?" 

Celeranth did not like the turn the conversation was taking, the less said about Anoriath the better. He had to redirect Brithlan's curiosity somehow. 

"Was it Anoriath?" Brithlan asked intently. "We've had little word of her since she left. I've always wondered what happened to her." Brithlan glanced at Celeranth, who was shifting in his chair.

Deby looked to be thinking about the name as she repeated it to herself. “Anoriath... Anoriath." She looked at Brithlan happily. "That's it! It was Anoriath. Did she really live here?" 

"She was a Ranger here," Celeranth answered for Brithlan. "She was wounded and relieved of duty until she was healed. It is nice to know she is still alive and well, which I won't be if I don't get some sleep." 

With this, Celeranth cut the conversation short. "I'm sure you three are looking forward to a comfortable night's rest also." 

The others agreed. The men allowed Deby the chance to change first and climb into bed before they came in. She grinned, wondering if they had according Anoriath the same niceties when she was here, or if she had even allowed them to. Deby was at the other end of the room from them but still turned her back to them to allow them their privacy. Candles ere extinguished and Deby listened as one by one the men fell asleep. 

As tired as she was, she still found it difficult to sleep. She wondered if Celeranth remembered her at all from the morning he had picked up the prisoners. If he did, he gave no sign, but then he wouldn't, would he. It had been a close call tonight; she could have very easily betrayed herself. And the curiosity of Brithlan was something that should not have been allowed to go as far as it did. Celeranth's timely intervention had saved the situation. 

"You fool," she berated herself, "do not forget where you are and why you are here again. Failure here does not mean going home in disgrace." 

She was just glad that it had happened in the presence of Sewulf, Beregrid and the Rangers, people she could trust. All in all it could have been a lot worse. She finally began to relax. Humming the song quietly to herself, she finally was able to drift off. She was not the last one asleep. 

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 7: Melin

August 15 Morning

“Hiyah!  The traders!  Ho!”

Deby turned to find the author of the voice to see a woman striding purposefully toward them.  The one word that came to mind was “square.”  She was square of shoulder and square of body from years of hauling, pounding and wedging clay.  Atop her thick neck was a square face.  The lack of eyebrows heightened the effect and short singed bangs that were half grown out and framed her forehead.   She was not a patient potter and had a bad habit of peeking in her white-hot kiln before the tip of the first cone had fallen.  Clay, water and fire are elementals that are not to be rushed, but she would if she could.

Thick, curly dark hair threaded with silver sprang from the sides of her face and was wound in a loose mass in the back that could barely meet the definition of a bun.  She wore a bibbed canvas apron of an indiscriminant color firmly tied about her solid waist.  It was encrusted with finger-streaks of dried mud.  The picture was completed with a light colored smudge of dirt along the side of her cheek.  

Deby smiled.  She certainly didn’t need help finding Melin now.  

“Well!”  The woman stopped before Sewulf and searched him up and down with a frank eye.  “You certainly fit your description; tall of frame, light of hair, fair of face but with a scar that takes up half the side of your head.”  

Sewulf took a half step backward in surprise.

Melin peered narrowly at the side of his face.  She tsked and shook her head.

“Those poisoned wounds are the worst.  Well!  Pleased to meet you Sewulf!  I look forward to doing business with you.”

She grabbed his gloved hand from his side in her square hand and pumped it.  Her eyes widened in surprise.

“Ah. Sewulf!  Why in Middle earth do you wear that glove?  Those empty fingers fool no one.  Doesn’t it get in your way?”

Sewulf’s brow furrowed darkly.  But, before he had even opened his mouth to growl a response, Melin had moved on to another topic, the one dearest to her heart at the moment.

“Oh well.  Your choice!  Well!  Trader?  Do you have the minerals and salts I requested?”

Sewulf growled out an “Aye.”  The closed bags of sand and ground stone and powders had mystified him and weighed down his team.

“Ah good!  I have more salt from the Sea here than I know what to do with, but without sand and minerals my hands are tied.  I have more pots ready for glazing than I have room to store.”

He stood there staring at her.

“Come, man!  Where are they?  I’ve got work to do if I’m going to send anything back with you.  Time’s wasting.”

Sewulf crossed his arms and settled on his heels.  “And have you ought to pay for them with?”

“Money?  Here?!  Nay.  We’re going to do business in trade.  You do know how to trade, Trader?”  She clouted him on the shoulder.  

At the mention of trade, Sewulf raised his eyebrows in skepticism.  

“Now, now, my good man.  What did you expect in such an isolated land?”

Sewulf growled back, “I expect to make a profit and will accept no less.”

Melin shook her head, smiling.  “Very well, trader Sewulf.  I expect you’ll want to take a close look at my work.”  She threw up her hands.  “Very well, come along after you’re finished unpacking.  Anyone here can tell you where I am.”

She turned her back and began the walk back to her dwelling.  She called back over her shoulder.  

“You’ll not be disappointed.  And bring that pretty little thing with you.”  She motioned vaguely in Deby’s direction.  “I’m sure she’ll have the refined eye you’re missing.”

Sewulf bristled, but Melin was now too far gone for his voice to reach.  He avoided raising it.  He had a long habit of not calling such attention to himself in any crowd that stilled his voice.  

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

The door of the structure at the back of the simple stone dwelling was open and Deby and Sewulf could hear a rough alto singing and the occasional heel scuff in time with the tune.

Belfalas was once my home,

From there alas, I did roam,

And nevermore to step the loam

of Belfalas my family’s home.

The end of the verse was punctuated by the long scrape of the bottom of Melin’s boot against the stone wheel beneath her feet.  Satisfied at the slowed speed of the clay at her hand, Melin tucked the heel of her boot back over a bar under her seat, joining its fellow there.  

Deby followed Sewulf as he ducked his head to enter the long, low-roofed workshop.  It took a few moments for their eyes to adjust to the dark of the room.  But, Melin’s attention was already fixed back on the clay that whirled just above her lap.  She belted out the beginning of the next verse and did not look up at their intrusion.

The sandy beaches of the Bay

Were I could linger night and day

I will return to if I may

to gather shells along the Bay.

A sweet simple song of a good folk, but which, when bellowed, lost some of its poignancy.  Melin braced her right elbow against her hip, overlapped her thumbs, curled in her middle fingers and reached down to the bottom of either side of the doughnut of clay turning on the wheel.  At this point, she was reduced to humming as she lifted the clay into a short cone, her finger-marks spiraling along its surface.  

Large buckets were stored along the wall with slip separating into gloppy clay and silty water.  The forms of half-finished and broken unfired pots lay partially embedded in the loose clay at the bottom, slowly dissolving into indiscriminant soup.  A long waist-high table lined another wall with a few small mounds of wedged clay ready for the throwing.  The room was lined with shallow shelves all the way around.  They held greenware that had already been turned, leather hard pots with heavy bottoms awaiting their turn for the trimming and much white bisqueware that had been fired but yet awaited the glaze.  But the wall that caught Deby’s attention was lined with shelves full of Melin’s finished wares.

The variety was overwhelming.  Some pitchers had long thin necks as graceful as swans that would add beauty to any Elven prince’s home.  Some pots were fat-bellied and comical with their four short little legs, looking ready to waddle away if left to their own devices.  Some were beautiful in their simplicity of glowing colors; deep reds, midnight blues, and forest greens that gleamed as if lights were contained inside their ceramic shells.  Some glowed with a dizzying array of iridescent color.  Mingled throughout were simple bowls and mugs of goodly browns and speckled yellows.  

Melin picked up a thin, rounded rectangle of metal and held its long edge against the side of the cone, scraping off the slip.  She scraped her palms against the lip of her water bucket, reached in and pulled out the small sponge drifting inside.  She was about to squeeze fresh water onto the growing pot when Deby’s movement toward the wall caught her attention.

“Aye!  There you are!”  She scraped her heel against the lower stone wheel until it came to a halt.  She leapt off the seat as if dismounting from a horse and took the few steps toward them.  

Deby’s fingers barely grazed the belly of a small delicate bowl that glowed with pearly iridescent creams, pinks and blues.  

Melin smiled broadly.  “Do you like that one?”

Deby turned her eyes to Melin; they were wide with joyful wonder.  “It looks like the inside of a seashell.”

Melin’s smile turned softly nostalgic.  “So it does.”

“It’s beautiful!”

Sewulf scowled darkly at Deby.

Melin laughed.  “Well!  You’ve not been a trader long, that’s for sure.”

Deby glanced at Sewulf.  

Melin laughed again.  “My dear girl, you’re supposed to act as if you expect that they will burden your pack without burdening your purse.”  

She patted Deby’s arm reassuringly and turned to Sewulf.  “Now, now, my good man.  I know full well the value of my wares and am not likely to fall victim to the tricks of the trade with the likes of you.”

Deby grinned.  “Could I hold it?”

Melin turned back to her and smiled broadly.  “Of course!  For it is yours to do with as you please.”

Deby startled while picking up the bowl and nearly dropped it.  “Oh no!  I couldn’t take this, it’s far too valuable and I’m sure you’ve put a great amount of time and effort into it.”

Melin laughed again while Sewulf swallowed a sour look.  His face would never show it, but he was well pleased with the finished pots and knew that he could sell them easily anywhere along the road.  They would either sell steadily to the simple folk along the way or fetch a high price in many a royal home.  Indeed, good many were fair enough to grace any prince’s table or even that of the King.  If they made it that far.

He scowled.  “And how am I to get these across the mountains?”

Melin barked, “Well now, my good man, that’s up to you, now isn’t it?”

Sewulf’s scowl deepened.  “They are worthless to me if they break along the road.”

“Never fear, my good Trader, I’ll pack them well.  The rest will be up to you.”

Melin and Sewulf settled to dickering for the price of the supplies Sewulf had hauled all the long road to Mordor, as he put it.  Once that was settled, they moved on to negotiating Sewulf’s acquisition of the rest of Melin’s work.  

While they talked briskly, Deby moved to the doorway to examine her new bowl in a better light.  It was even more beautiful in the sunlight.  The glaze was a matte finish, so that, even though it wasn’t a slick hard shine, it glowed with pleasing warmth.  On impulse, Deby held it to her ear to see if it contained the sound of the sea as she had been told shells would.  She smiled sheepishly at the child-like act.  The voices of the other two intruded on her reverie as they walked together closer to the door.  It sounded like they were wrapping up their negotiations.

Melin shrugged.  “Get more of you traders out here on a regular basis and I’ll consider accepting the King’s coin.  But, until then, trade in kind is all I’ll accept.”

Sewulf acquiesced grudgingly, “All right, I’ll take half the shipment in trade for goods I have now and half for those we get while here.”  

“Sounds like a plan, Trader.  We’ll get to the details later, then.”  Melin shook his hand briskly on it.  She shook her head.  “Get rid of that silly glove, would you?”

Sewulf barked, “Woman, ‘tis none of your business.”

Melin’s hands were propped immediately on her solid hips.  “Open your eyes, Trader.  You’ll find many here with such marks on them and none feel the need to hide behind such a useless artifice.  And quit turning your head to hide your scar from my view!  All I can see is your one eye.  I’m beginning to think you’re not the son of a good man of Rohan, but the son of a bottom-feeding fish.”

Sewulf went red and, turning on his heel, marched past Deby and out the door.  Melin caught her eye and smiled.  

“He must have been a rare treat of a companion along that long road that one.”

Deby smiled back.  “He’s not known to say much, but I warrant there’s a good heart underneath.”

“Aye, well buried it seems, but there nonetheless.  Too bad his burden weighs on his mind.  He’s got a fine form.  Nice chest and good solid thighs.  Any woman here would be well pleased with his company in her bed.  All here have their own scars, whether you can see them or no.”  She shrugged.  “It makes no difference to us.”

Deby grinned.  Melin was nothing if not frank.  

“Melin?”

“Aye, young one.”

“Could you?”  Deby hesitated.  She wasn’t sure how her request would be received.  Deby tapped the rim of her new bowl lightly.  “Could you teach me how to make something like this?”  

“Well, my young girl, the could would be up to you.  But would I?  Certainly.  I could use some company in my workshop now that our Lady Ranger is gone.”

Deby stopped and stared.  Did she mean Anoriath?  “LADY Ranger?” 

“Yes, an oddity, I know.  Bless those Rangers, they’re a paternal bunch, they are.  Could use some shaking up.”  It was Melin’s turn to become strangely hesitant.  “You didn’t happen to stop at the Burping Troll on your travels?”

Deby shook her head, they were in the sunlight and the settlement’s folk were abroad.  “I’ve heard many tales of it though.”

Melin replied sadly, “Ah well.  We’ll have to wait for news then.”

When Deby looked concerned, Melin smiled again and patted her arm.  “Nay, don’t trouble your young head with our old griefs, my girl.  Come back soon and I’ll teach the ways of earth, water, and fire.”  She squinted.  “In that order, I think, too.”

Melin grinned and went back to her wheel.

“Should I use one of these?”  Deby picked up a cone of prepared clay.  

Melin laughed.  “What?  Did you think you would step immediately to the wheel, my girl?  Nay, ‘twould be a disservice to you and an insult to the pot.”

Deby’s face fell and she replaced the clay to the worktable.

“Now, now, when we’re finished, you’ll know the pot and the material of which it’s made inside and out.  Some think that the potter fashions the clay.  Not at all.  You cannot force the things of this earth to your will.  The clay speaks to the potter, not the other way around.  You must learn to hear the voice of the material in your hand, or no pot you throw will be worth the effort.  You’ll just fight the clay and end up with a form not fit to fire.”

As she was speaking, Melin pulled out two deep buckets, one empty and one full of what looked like a grayish, dusty dirt with lumps and rocks thrown in.  Reaching up atop a shelf, she pulled down what looked like a shallow bucket and handed it to Deby.  Deby turned it in her hands and stared out through its circle.  The bottom was fitted with a fine wire mesh.

Melin, her eyes twinkling, handed Deby the empty bucket as well.  “You’re in luck, I’ve dug the clay from the earth, dried it out and done the pounding for you.  All that is left is to sift out any imperfections.”

She motioned toward the doorway and a three-legged stool there.  “Now go over there in the light.  Find every rock and stone and discard them.”

Melin followed Deby, swinging the heavy earth filled bucket like a child at the beach.  “Even the smallest stone will explode in the firing and not only will your own pot be destroyed, but it will likely shatter a few of my own.  So use your fingers and your eyes well.”

Deby sat obediently, though not necessarily cheerfully, and Melin dropped the heavy bucket in front of her and plopped in a spare mug with a broken handle.    

Melin patted Deby on the shoulder and then strode back over to her worktable.  Picking up a large misshapen mass of light grey clay, she packed it together with the heels of her hand, hefted it over her head and sent it smashing to the work surface with a loud whump.  Deby nearly jumped up from her seat and dumped a small hill of powdery clay on the floor from the mug in her hand.

“What ARE you doing?”

Melin grinned at her.  “Hafta beat the clay into submission sometimes.”

“I thought you said the clay was in charge.”

Melin wrinkled her nose.  “That’s what it thinks,” and turned back to her worktable.

Deby laughed and shook her head.  She divided her attention between the dusty dirt at her fingers and Melin’s back, watching carefully.

Melin turned back to her.  “Oh.  Keep the sifter low, away from your face, and don’t stir it too vigorously.  You don’t want to breathe in the dust, my girl, or your lungs will eventually fill with earth not air, and it doesn’t breathe out so well.  In fact, here…”  

She pulled a kerchief from a pocket and walked swiftly over and handed it to Deby.

“Tie this about your nose and mouth.  It’s uncomfortable, to be sure, but many a potter has preferred comfort and died an early death.”

As Deby complied, Melin nodded her head approvingly and strode back to the worktable.  

Melin grabbed the thin garrote of wire that hung about her neck and sliced into the clay, dividing it into three squares.  She peeled them off the cloth-covered surface, stacked them flat one on top of the other and then hefted them high again.  The WHUMP resounded loudly in the small space, but Deby was expecting it this time and just continued to watch Melin.  

This went on several more times before, after dividing the clay, Melin set aside two of the slabs and rolled the third upon itself.  Deby stopped all pretenses at sifting through the clay and eyed Melin’s hands closely.  Melin packed her palms firmly against the rounded sides of the roll and pressed the clay along the surface of the table with the heels of her hands.  It almost looked like she was kneading the clay as if it were bread dough.  But not quite.  

Melin swiftly lifted the clay a little, rotated it a bit toward herself and repeated the pressing motion in and forward.  She kept repeating the process of lift, push, lift, push, lift, push until the bulk of clay looked like the head of a sheep, with a narrow protruding mouth in the middle and big rounded eyes at the sides.  Deby looked on, mystified.  

Finished, Melin set the clay aside and reached for the next slab.  The silence at her back turned her around to stare at Deby.  Deby startled.

“Oh.”  The cloth tied about her muffled her voice.

The big bulging eyes of the clay sheep stared at her reproachfully.  

Melin looked at Deby from beneath her half-grown brows with mock severity.  “Now, my girl, the rocks won’t jump out of there on their own, now will they?”

“No, of course not.”  Her voice was barely recognizable to her own ears.

Melin grinned.  “Just don’t sneeze.”

Deby grinned back, her eyes dancing above the line of the kerchief.  She bent her head to the buckets and sifter with studious effort, swirling her fingers through the dust to find lumps and rub them against the mesh.  Those that didn’t disintegrate, she flicked out the doorway.

Melin returned to her wedging and the two worked in companionable silence for a time, the rhythm of their hands falling in time with each other occasionally as will happen when the clay speaks to the one touching it.

“Melin?” 

“Elanna?”

Deby wondered if the woman ever stopped teasing.  

Deby stopped rubbing the clay.  “I’ve met some of the settlers and most will barely meet my eye or speak to me until they get to know me.  I was wondering.  I mean, how is it that you don’t do that.  You welcomed me into your home without even knowing my name, much less anything else about me.”

Melin’s face was sober when she turned away from the table.  

Deby felt her stomach drop.  Oh, she’d suddenly asked too much without knowing it.

Melin shook her head with a slight smile.  “It’s all right, my dear.  Bright mind like yours?  Of course you would be curious.”  She looked off and thought for a minute.

She scratched her chin.  “Well, it’s not that I haven’t suffered under the Shadow’s heavy hand.  But...” here she shrugged.  “What’s done is done.  I can do nothing to change the past and I’ll not waste my life in the trying.’

Melin’s eyes narrowed in anger.  “’Twas not my hand that led me here nor that broke my back in labor.  I’ll not spend more of my years as His slave and any regret would bind me as sure as if I still bore my shackles.”  She thrust out her chin.  “He took what he could.  But, I’ll not give Him that.”

Deby looked at the woman in wonder.  At first, Melin had seemed full of bluster, but underneath lay an irrepressible determination and spirit that had been honed by hard experience, rather than worn away.  

“Do you ever think you’ll go back to your family home?”

“Where?  To the Bay?  Hmm.  I think so.”  Melin rubbed dried clay off her chin absentmindedly.  

“I hadn’t really thought of it.  My friends and what passes for family are here now.”  

She shook her head.  “And I’m sure that Belfalas is much changed since last I was there.  It was several decades ago, now.  I doubt any who remember me yet live there.  Yet…”  

Her voice grew softer.  “I would like to see the ocean one last time before I die.  Walk on the white sand and collect shells, to sit and watch the sun set over the water.  That would be a gift, indeed.  Many was the night that I soothed myself to sleep with such memories.”  

She shook her head and brightened.  “But, here I am and here I’m like to stay.  And what I make of it is up to me.” 

Deby cocked her head and looked at Melin thoughtfully.  “Is that why you surround yourself with these beautiful things?”

Melin snorted.  “I hadn’t thought of it.  But, yes, I guess so, then.  They do remind me of home and my father there.  Never hurt to have something pleasing to your eye in view he often said.”

She grinned.  “Of course, he would always say that before giving us girls a good bear hug.”  

“Well!”  Melin dusted off her hands, “How are you coming with that clay, then, my girl?”

Deby looked down at the buckets and sighed.  She seemed little further along than when she had started.  

Melin lifted the sifter and checked the level of the bucket. “Not bad at all, I thought you would get the idea pretty quick . So no more sighing, makes everything take longer. We’ll keep going until lunch and then take a break, that is if his grumpiness can spare you that long.” Melin said smiling remembering the expression on Sewulf’s face when he left.

Deby giggled, “He’s not always that grumpy. Once or twice he’s almost been kind, or at least kind for him,” she amended when Melin snorted her disbelief. “Before we came he said I could have the morning since I would be useless until they were set up, so as long as I’m back after lunch I don’t think he’ll mind.”

“Then back to work, my girl. We can talk when we eat,” Melin said firmly.

Deby turned back to her bucket to replace the sifter, she grinned as she caught herself about to sigh again. Humming to herself she went back to work.

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

Having cleaned up, the women sat down to a simple but plentiful meal of bread, goat cheese and cold meat.  Deby couldn’t help but examine each cup and plate for they were obviously Melin’s handiwork. They were deep blue, almost to the point of being black, with silvery specks. They reminded her of the night sky just before dawn. When the sky was no longer truly black and the stars had just begun to fade but still winked and twinkled one last time before giving up the sky to the day.

“How did you put the stars on here,” Deby asked in hushed wonder.

Melin smiled, she knew she had read this one right. No one else had seen what this elf maid had, except for Melin who had made these pieces with that thought in her mind. 

“It’s mica, sprinkled on while the glaze is still wet. Very lightly and not too much in one spot or it will run and ruin the effect.”

Deby looked up from her cup and asked, “Do you have memories of a sky like this too?”

“Aye, and good ones at that,” she responded, narrowing her eyes a bit as she chose her next words carefully. “Memories can be your best friend or your worst enemy. I chose to keep mine as friends. When He would do his worst, my memories reminded me that He is not all there is.  He cannot reach across all places and all times.  And now, where is He and where am I?  Tell me, who is the victor?”

Again Deby was amazed and blurted out, “But don’t you wish it had all been different, you’ve lost so much?”

Melin could not help but smile gently at the naivete in that simple question. She lifted her cup and turned it as she asked, “Do you think this cup beautiful? Or your new bowl, is it not lovely?”

Confused, Deby could only nod. The shift in the conversation made her wonder is she had overstepped her bounds with Melin. She hoped not, she had already come to like and respect her.

Melin held Deby’s eyes and spoke earnestly, “If my life had been different, these would not exist. I knew nothing of the art before. Even Sauron’s minions needed plates to eat off of, cups to drink from. And for reasons I’ve never understood, Sauron himself wanted some of these things for himself. So what I once created for Him, I now do so for myself.”

Deby could not stop her eyes from filling up. So much beauty from so much pain.

Melin was not quite finished, “You cannot control what happens to you in life, that kind of control is an illusion. What you can control is how you choose to see it. I found a gift in the worst circumstances possible, but without those circumstances I would not have found the gift. If my fate had not handed me the dreariness and pain of slavery, would I be so driven to create beauty of my own hand?  So the power is all here and here,” she said pointing to her head and heart.

“Now, on to something more important, where are you staying right now?” she asked briskly.

Deby had to laugh at the swift turn in Melin’s thoughts, “At the Ranger station for the moment. Celeranth wanted to find some place more suitable for me today, I don’t know if he did yet.”

Melin stood up from the table, collecting dishes as she talked. “Then it’s settled, when you go back you tell him you’re staying here.” Melin stopped her as she tried to protest, “now, now, it’s no inconvenience. If you are to learn it would be more inconvenient for you to stay elsewhere. I like the company, so run along and tell that good-looking grump and Celeranth. I expect to see you at dinner time.”

Deby stood up grinning, she knew better than to try and protest anew. It would be a waste of time as she was sure it was a battle she would not win. She thought of Melin treating Anoriath this way and had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing out loud.  And yet, obviously Anoriath had welcomed her company as she had entrusted Deby’s care to the potter.  But, it wasn’t the moment to have to explain what she had found so funny.

Deby stood ramrod straight and saluted Melin, “Aye sir, are there any other orders you have for me, sir?”

Melin laughed heartily, “Go on with ye, get out of here before I change my mind. I have things to do.”

Deby waved to Melin as she walked out the door.

Melin moved over to a window to watch her walk away. She shook her head as she wondered to herself what on Middle-earth could have brought a girl like that here.

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

Later that evening

“How interesting! Melin was just the person I was thinking of,” exclaimed Celeranth.

This was more for the benefit of the others in the room rather than because it was true. He knew of Melin’s connection to Anoriath and had no doubt that Deby staying there was something arranged before she ever arrived. He followed Deby out of the common room.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” he asked.

Deby motioned him to the end bed where her pack was. She opened it up and handed him a letter. Not the quality vellum used by Faramir but simple parchment paper. The kind someone of her station would be expected to use.  He took it from her hand and looked at it.  It was addressed to Erin Atwater of the Burping Troll. He raised his eyebrows at her questioningly.

“Could you please send this for me. There was a hobbit at the Burping Troll who was most kind and made me promise to write to her so that she would know that I’m all right.” Deby cocked her head to one side as she said this, hoping he understood.

She was relieved when Celeranth smiled and nodded, holding her eye. 

“Please be assured that I will do my utmost to have it in the hands to whom it belongs.”

He paused, glancing out the window. “It’s almost dark.”  Celeranth touched Deby’s arm lightly and guided her toward the door.  “I’ll have someone accompany you to Melin’s.”

Deby stopped and protested, “Please no, I will be fine. There is no need to send someone with me.”

“May I have the honor?” Came a voice from the doorway.

Deby and Celeranth turned to find Brithlan standing there, a slight inviting smile on his grave face.  Celeranth, unsure of Deby’s ability to handle Brithlan’s curiosity, was searching desperately for a graceful way out when Beregrid’s tapping on the doorframe above Brithlan saved him from this.

Once he had their grateful attention, Beregrid crossed his arms in front of himself. He lowered his head slightly and gave Deby a stern look from under his lowered brow. Deby could not contain her mirth at this sight.

Giggling she said, “Yes, yes, you win Beregrid. I will walk with you and try to behave myself.”

Beregrid lowered his arms and smiled. Only Celeranth caught the odd veiled look that Brithlan gave the trader. Why, I do believe the boy might be jealous he thought.  Still, fair young women of any race were few and far between here. Celeranth smiled, amused.  As long as it doesn’t get out of hand, a little touch of the green-eyed monster never hurt anyone. 

Celeranth put a hand on Brithlan’s shoulder as he bid the Deby and Beregrid good night. “Better luck next time,” he whispered to Brithlan, his eye’s twinkling.  Brithlan, startled, glanced at his captain in surprise, but then shrugged lightly and gave him a wry face.  Celeranth gave him a light slap to his shoulder before rejoining Sewulf and the other Rangers.

Sewulf ground his teeth as he watched Beregrid walk out the door with Deby. Something wasn’t right there and they both knew it. But Beregrid normally compliant with Sewulf’s wishes, stubbornly stood his ground on this and adamantly refused to let Sewulf confront Deby on the inconsistency in her story. No matter, Sewulf would find out the truth one way or another and Beregrid be damned. If there was one thing he hated more than inept healers it was two-faced liars, especially those who hid behind a pretty face.

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

After the door closed behind them, Beregrid offered Deby his arm, which she took, shifting her pack to the other side. He made the motion for singing, a little awkwardly since it required two hands to be done properly. 

Deby feigned ignorance, “What are you saying Beregrid, I don’t understand you?”

Deby shrieked with laughter as Beregrid scowled and then picked her up and slung her over his shoulder with a grin.

“Put me down!” she squealed as she beat on his back. “It was a jest, you know that! I’m sorry.  Now put me down!”

Beregrid walked a few more steps with exaggerated care with Deby laughing and protesting before setting her on the ground. 

Deby stopped to wipe her eyes and pick up her pack that she had dropped. Her laughter finally trickling off, she said, “It would serve you right if I didn’t sing now.”

Beregrid cocked his eyebrows and moved as if to pick her up again. 

“I will! I will!” she cried, “but it will be hard to do if you don’t stop making me laugh.”

She closed her eyes while fighting the impulse to start giggling again. Once she had Halbarad’s face firmly in place she lost the urge to laugh. She opened her eyes and sang for Beregrid as they walked the rest of the way to Melin’s.

She had just finished when the door to Melin’s opened. 

“Well it’s about time. Thought I was going to end up eating alone again. Takes a long time to get somewhere when you’re singing to your sweetheart doesn’t it?” Melin grinned knowingly at Deby and Beregrid.

Poor Beregrid.  Had he been able to speak he still would have been at a loss for words. He turned beet red and even his hand talk seemed to stutter.

“What’s he saying?” asked Melin, peering at him curiously.

“He says that we’re not sweethearts, he just likes the song and he’d better be getting back now,” Deby translated. “He’s right, we’re not sweethearts.  He likes me to sing for him and that is his favorite song.”

To Beregrid, “You’re probably right, Sewulf didn’t look to happy when you left. Thank you for walking with me and I forgive you for carrying me around like a sack of potatoes,” she said impishly, grinning at him.

Beregrid threw her a mock scowl.  He would loved to have responded to this by tossing her over his shoulder again, but wasn’t sure how that would be misinterpreted by Melin. He settled for bowing to both the ladies before he turned and left.

Melin put her arm around Deby and led her into the house. “Now there’s another who will find himself popular with the ladies here, especially if he is not spoken for at the moment,” she said.

“He is not spoken for, at least not by me,” Deby said quickly.

“Well, that was a love song if I ever heard one and you were singing it for somebody.”

It would be bliss for Deby to be able to confide in someone at last. But there were other things she needed to talk about first. 

Brightly, “If I promise to explain later could we eat first? I’m starving.”

Melin replied, “Of course we can.”  She pointed a warning finger at Deby. “But I will hold you to that promise. Go ahead and put that pack over there and let’s eat.”

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

Melin sat in her rocking chair in front of the fireplace while Deby chose to sit on the floor with her back to the wall. Deby sipped the wine slowly, watching the shifting colors of the flames. Dinner had gone well, Melin’s easy banter and frankness made her feel at home. At home. Even though it had not been that long, home seemed so far away and a memory relegated to her past. She suddenly had the feeling that she would never see her home at the Troll again.  She shivered.

“Crow walk over your grave?” Melin asked.

Deby looked blankly at Melin.

“It’s a saying,” Melin explained, “it is supposed to be a sign that death will find you soon.” 

“It’s just a silly superstition,” she added quickly as Deby’s face went pale.

“I promised you an explanation after dinner, may I keep that promise but start in a different place?” Deby asked after taking a large gulp of her drink.

“Of course you can, start wherever you want. Don’t think either one of us are going anywhere for a while and I do love a good story,” Melin said.  Her eyes were alight with anticipation.

Deby took another drink from her glass before she started. “First I must apologize.  You’ve made me feel so welcome that I hate for our friendship to begin under false pretenses.  I lied to you today.  We were out in the open when you asked me about the Burping Troll and I couldn’t risk being exposed. Your coming to me made this much easier and less likely to draw attention to the real reason I needed to seek you out. 

Melin looked at her as if she were completely bereft of good sense. “Me!? Seek ME out?  Now whatever would you need to do that for, child?”

“Anoriath told me I could trust you.”

Melin’s jaw dropped.  Deby was pretty sure this was a rare occurrence for her. 

Melin abruptly sat forward in her chair.  “Bbbut you said you had not seen her!” Melin exclaimed, at a loss.

Deby set down her glass and crossed over to where Melin sat. Kneeling before her, she took the older woman’s hands in hers. 

“I know what I said but I could not tell you the truth right then,” Deby said earnestly. “I am here because this is where I have been assigned. Anoriath gave me your name as someone I could trust.”

Melin’s astonishment gave way to a battling combination of both indignation and amusement. “Why that old battle axe! I should have known she had a part in this. So you’re a Ranger too and nobody knows but me, I gather. Aye, girl, it will be difficult finding the traitor. Anoriath was starting to get close when she got hurt too bad to continue.”

Now it was Deby’s turn to be slack jawed. She had no idea Melin would put it all together so quickly.

“Close your mouth girl, you look like a dead fish that way,” Melin snickered. “I’m not half the fool I let people believe me to be. They are under the impression that the lead from my pots has befuddled my brains and I let them believe that.”

Deby closed her mouth and smiled. She could see more and more why Ani trusted this woman. ‘Old battle-axe!’  She wondered what Anoriath would do if she knew Melin called her that.

“Now, sit right back down, my girl, and tell me your tale. I have a few questions for you after that and then you have to keep your promise about the song.” Melin sat back and prepared herself to listen.

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

“Aye, ‘tis a hard row you have chosen to hoe,” Melin said, reflecting on all the Deby had told her. “I wish I had some ideas to help you but I don’t.  But, I will keep my eyes and ears open and at your disposal.  You’ll have need of those who know the lay of the land here. Until then, however, how is Anoriath doing?”

Deby answered slowly, “Her wound in her side has healed but I think that there is still something that haunts her. Until she can speak of it she will have to stay assigned to the Troll.”

“I’ve always told that girl she just thinks too much. Thinks too much and keeps everything inside where no one can help. Takes the world’s problems on her shoulders and then wonders why her back breaks,” Melin said shaking her head. “I don’t suppose she’s told her brother anything like I told her to?  There’s no telling that girl anything, sometimes.  As much as I could do, he’s her heart and soul and the best resting place for her worries.”

“No,” Deby sighed, “she hasn’t. He has tried to talk to her more than once and I think it hurts him deeply that she won’t confide in him. He loves her very much and only wants to help. What happened here Melin?”

Melin paused before answering. She could not bring herself to betray Anoriath’s confidence but the safety of girl before her pulled at her heart.  She was taking the risk of sharing Anoriath’s fate. Parcus was not a man to be trifled with, this they all knew. Best to wait, then.  She could tell Elanna later if she needed to.

That decided, she said, sighing “Aye, my girl, if Anoriath has not chosen to speak of this to you then I cannot do so either.”   Her eyes brimmed with suppressed laughter. “Now, tell me more about Halbarad and what he has to do with the song you were singing.”

Deby was left speechless again and was beginning to seriously think Melin could read her mind. Melin started laughing.  It wasn’t hard to guess what Deby was thinking.

“Nay, girl, I know nothing of magic. Your voice when you talked about Halbarad betrayed your feelings just as the song did.  Now!  Just who sang it to who first, is what I want to know.”

Deby grinned ruefully, there was nothing left to do but tell Melin. It would feel good to finally share her feeling about Halbarad with someone. She had longed for someone to talk to and now she had Melin. 

“Well!  It all started with a baby shower for an Elf,” Deby said, and grinned happily.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 8: Aglaran

August 18th
Deby followed Melin's directions, greeting those who she saw along the way. Twice she stopped to ask someone if she was going by the right path. She thought about the people she had met so far, Faramir's description of them never far from her mind. The physical signs of their slavery were there for all to see. But, there was more to it than that. Few walked with an unbowed head; fewer still met her eye without an initial fearful appraisal. Some even met her glance with a stare so hostile she felt found her hands unconsciously gripped into fists after they passed.

And yet, she could still see flashes of hope in a voice or a glance. For many, the peace of the body had all but been achieved, and their eyes now reflected the longing for peace of mind and the touch of another’s hand that did not bring pain. Not all had turned to despair without hope but let their longing show. You had to be able to see beyond the reticence and wariness they displayed to strangers, but it was there. Her admiration for their perseverance against the weight of their burden had started to grow from her first day in Nurnen. She vowed to herself to help these people in every way she could.

Something was needed to bring them together. She had already met many whose compassion was fully informed by their years of having their simplest human weaknesses exploited against them. But, some indefinable something held them back. All longed for contact, but few felt able to reach beyond themselves without a crippling fear.

In the midst of her reflections, Deby saw an Elf walking from the small, neat house that matched the description she had been given. He, too, appeared to match the description given, but she wasn't sure. He was tall and moved with an unconscious grace, as most elves do. He had dark hair that he wore loose about his face. No braids decorated his hair. He wore a rough sleeveless tunic over his shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled to his elbow. She stared at him curiously. Still, something was odd about his appearance, though she couldn’t place what it was. 

Deby attempted to catch his eye, but, though he looked alert to her approach, his gaze was elusive. She smiled and raised her hand in greeting, but still no response. 

Deby shrugged in her confusion and called out, "Might you know where I could find the Elf named Aglaran." 

The elf stopped and cocked his head, smiling. "I might." 

Deby examined him, arching her eyebrows in invitation to continue. She cleared her throat, to which the elf's smile deepened. 

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to share that information,” she continued. 

"I suppose it would depend upon who you are and what you wanted with the one named Aglaran." 

Deby sighed. She was mystified by the constant wariness of those she had encountered here. "My name is Elanna, I came to the settlement with the traders from Henneth Annun. I had heard that the elf Aglaran was originally from Mirkwood and, as I am also searching for information regarding some who are lost, I wanted to talk with him." 

The Elf rocked on his heels and crossed his arms. "Ah, the traders! I had heard we had visitors from outside and was coming to investigate. How long will you be staying?" 

"That would depend upon what business is like." She stared at him pointedly. When he didn't respond, she sighed. "You're Aglaran, aren't you." 

He bowed his head impishly. "At your service. And, I hear from the clear music of your voice that you are of those of the old Greenwood." 

Deby nodded, "Though I never lived there myself." 

"Ah. Something we have in common then." Aglaran's face looked suddenly sympathetic. 

"Come." He motioned back the way he had been walking. "My dwelling is not far. We could sit and talk if you like." 

Deby nodded, relieved, "I would like that." 

As they walked, Aglaran peppered her with questions. "So, you come out of Henneth Annun?" 

"Aye." 

"How long is the trip?" 

"About 13 days when you are part of a mule train," she answered rolling her eyes at the memory. "I imagine it would take less time on horseback." 

Aglaran smiled at the amused annoyance evident in her voice. "No, I imagine a mule train is not the most exciting way to get anywhere. Does it get lonely on the road?" he asked. 

Deby was not familiar with the loneliness she sensed he was implying. But Elanna would be. Thinking of the moment after Elros left, she tried to imagine a lifetime of that feeling. "Sometimes. I have met many people, some kind and some not."

He spoke eagerly, "You must have traveled much to meet so many. Tell me of where you've been, Minas Tirith, Ithilien, Henneth Annun, the Greenwood, especially there. What have you heard of it? I know a little of the trees that grow there but would know much more if I could. As you see, little grows to much height here in Mordor. The topsoil is good for crops, if we can get enough rain, but is not near deep enough for the long taproots of the trees I once knew. You can find the plumthorn bushes everywhere but I doubt they capture the grandeur of the ancient forests even though the Greenwood are but remnants of what once was. Tell me of Ithilien! I hear that it is quite lovely, with flowering and fragrant plants and trees." 

Deby laughed. "You don't get away much, do you?" 

Aglaran smiled wryly. "No, I’m afraid not." 

They had reached his small dwelling. He opened the door and motioned her inside. The two rooms were small and spare, but looked comfortable and well kept, though lacking in decoration. One room was occupied with the kitchen hearth, a wall cupboard, and a small table with a drawer, the other with a chair and simple bed. Aglaran obviously kept it tidy and well organized. A long knife hung by the door, one of the few weapons evident among the settlers. A simply fashioned dagger was in his belt. 

He motioned her to the chair. "I have but cool water to offer you. It has been a warm dry day today and the wind off the ash plains can parch the throat. I'm sure you would be glad for something to drink.

Aglaran opened a small cupboard and withdrew two mugs and a ceramic pitcher. Deby recognized them as being from Melin’s hand. The surface of the cream-colored ceramic was set with dots and whorls that he fondly ran his fingers over as he set them upon the table. Deby had to rise some from her chair to reach the mug that he offered her. 

Aglaran waited while Deby took a long draught. He smiled and stretched out his hand. 

"More?" 

She grinned back at him. "Yes, please." 

He took the mug and was refilling it when Deby spoke again. 

"I have another reason for speaking with you." 

"Do you?" He asked with a curious equanimity. His face alight with delight at the mystery. 

She responded quietly, curious just what reaction she would get. "Anoriath asked me to find you and deliver a letter." 

Aglaran nearly dropped the pitcher in his hand as he whirled to face her. His face was open in his surprise. 

He strode to her side swiftly as Deby pulled the letter from her pouch. He had forgotten the mug on the table and still held the pitcher in his hand. She held the paper out to Aglaran, but he passed her and sat on the bed. 

"Read it!" His eyes were wide. 

Deby shrugged and shook her head, embarrassed. "No, no. I would never think of reading a letter addressed from one person to another." 

She pushed the letter to him. 

He drew back, puzzled. "Anoriath didn't tell you?" 

"Tell me what?" 

Aglaran shrugged. "I cannot read." He shrugged again and gave a small wry laugh. "In fact, I've been unable to see for many mortal years now." 

Deby looked at him in shock. A blind Elf? Did such things happen? Surely it did not occur naturally. The thought shocked her and brought her back to the moment and the Elf in front of her. 

Sobering during her silence, Aglaran continued, "She didn't tell you. That's curious. I wonder why." 

Deby shook her head and then recalled herself and gave voice to her reply. "There wasn't time for much discussion." 

He frowned, puzzled. “But, Anoriath has been at the Troll for many weeks.”

“She doesn’t speak of her time here.”

He quietly considered that. It disturbed him. But, now that he knew, it didn’t surprise him. “No, I suppose not.”

Aglaran took a breath, "No matter." 

His eyebrows rose so pointedly that Deby gave a small, "Oh," and opened the unsealed sheaf of vellum and began to read. 

"My dear Elf, 

The bearer of this letter is one who is well loved by those she leaves behind. I write to you to commend her to your care. In my absence, please watch over her as you so carefully watched over me. 

Do not trust any missive that you send to reach the right hands, but send news of yourself and those of our companions who remain if you can. I miss the pleasure of your company and would know how you fare. 

Any much longer and I shall begin to miss your miserable boat, as well. Though if we are to ever sail on the Sea of Nurnen again, I shall not give you the opportunity to capsize us overboard this time. 

Fondly, 

Your friend" 

Deby noticed that Anoriath wrote nothing about her true identity. If she was supposed to be able to trust him, did she have to keep her secret from him the whole time? She'd have to think about that one. 

Aglaran laughed. "Well, that was certainly written by Anoriath. Could you read it again?" 

His face was intent during Deby's second reading, as if he were attempting to memorize the letter's content for later review. 

Deby asked, "You sail on Lake Nurnen?" 

"Aye, Lake Nurnen is an inland salt-water sea. They say that the salt is from the tears of the slaves of Mordor over the ages. I don't know about that. But, I do know that the concentration of salt is so high that your body floats practically on the surface. 

He chuckled. "Anoriath didn't know that when she first came here, though. She was used to the swift cold waters of the Anduin. So, during an argument, when I threatened to tip the boat and send her over the side, she didn't take me seriously until she was well overboard." 

Deby grinned, recalling some of Anoriath’s hotheaded explosions. "I would have liked to have seen that. Wait. Why did she say "us," then?" 

He chuckled again, wryly this time. "Because, when I reached down a hand to help her back in the boat, she pulled me in after her. I didn't know her well enough at the time to know the danger I faced. Now I know better. Next time, I'll just let her haul herself back in." 

“But,” he continued, “it is almost impossible to drown. Which is a good thing. I don’t think we could guard the whole shoreline against those here who seek a weapon to use against themselves."

When Deby went stiff in her chair, Aglaran paused. “I’m sorry, Elanna. I spoke to you as if you were one familiar with us. I suppose, if Anoriath wished me to help you, I should prepare you for some of the things that you will find. I think that you will come to find that the matter of suicide is talked about freely here. The Rangers instituted a policy of prevention that was new to us. For us, suicide has been an acceptable means of release from Sauron’s bondage, whether because it had become more than your soul could bear or because of your fear that your weakness would be used against those you love. Even now it is so, sometimes.”

Aglaran unconsciously touched his arm. The small movement caught Deby’s eyes and they widened at the sight of long, thin, scarred lines that trailed his forearm. 

Aglaran’s voice became reflective and slow, almost as if talking to himself. “Even I had difficulty accepting the policy at first. It has taken time for us to truly appreciate that His shadow could be gone from our lives and that we do not need to hold onto death as a weapon of last resort.”

Deby smiled at him sadly. "It sounds like being on the water would be helpful to those who live here, then. I’m glad that you have found ways of feeling at peace. Someday, I think I'd like to go out in your boat, if you don't mind." 

Aglaran returned the smile he heard in her voice. "I think that would be a good idea. It will also give us the opportunity to talk freely without a chance of anyone overhearing." 

Deby stiffened anxiously and rose to peer surreptitiously out the window. Once again the reminder of her true reason for being here asserted itself. 

Aglaran hastened to reassure her. "Don't worry, there are none about. I would hear them before their approach brought them near enough that we would be in danger." 

She turned and looked at him closely. "I am sure you would." 

"But, we should keep this short, no longer than your visits anywhere else. I am known to be a friend of Anoriath's and you do not want to bring suspicion upon yourself. I would trust very few here with that information." 

"I have already let it be known that I was given your name by a third party, and that, because of your connection with those of the Greenwood, you might be able to help me in my search. So it would be natural to spend a little extra time here," she explained. 

"Even so, it does not take much to put you at risk here," he countered. 

Deby grinned mischievously, "True, and Celebsul was given your name by Anoriath. He told me Anoriath had been here and might know someone I could start with." 

"I take it Celebsul is an Elf also, but there is still that connection to Anoriath. Again, you do not want to bring suspicion upon yourself," he warned. 

Aglaran paused. "It is known that there is a traitor among us, isn't it?" 

"How did you know?" 

"Anoriath said nothing of it to me, but it does not surprise me. It would not be the first time that betrayal has visited this community. I doubt, too, that Elanna is your true name. It is good that your trust in me has limits. Under certain circumstances, I know not what I would or would not be able to withhold.”

Aglaran paused and his face turned tense, “I have been tested before, Elanna, and not always been able to hold to my resolve.”

When Deby was silent, he continued in a quiet voice. "One of the favorite weapons of our captors was to turn one against the other." 

He rose from his seat. ""You should go." 

"How shall I get in contact you again?" 

Aglaran smiled and tilted his head. "I think I shall develop a taste for the exotic. We'll have to go through your wares at some point." 

He grinned. "I shall also give out that I am pining of loneliness now that Anoriath has been gone so long. I don't think anyone will question it if I seek solace in the company of another outsider, and another Elf at that."

Deby stepped to him, but he stopped her with a hand to her arm before he opened the door. 

He asked solemnly, "Do you think Anoriath will ever return?" 

"I don't know. She is officially stationed at the Burping Troll. But, you knew that, I imagine." 

"Aye, Celeranth gave out that information. I'm afraid her captain is not popular here at the moment." 

Deby looked up at him in surprise. The idea that Halbarad could be disliked, even among those who did not know him, was disturbing to her. 

"I think she has always wanted to return here. But, I don't know if it will be allowed. You do him an injustice. I'm sure her brother has a good reason." 

Aglaran shrugged. "For him, perhaps. For us, I am not so sure." 

"He loves her very much as a brother and has faith in her abilities as her captain. He wouldn't keep her away if he didn't think it the best for all," Deby said earnestly. She was at a loss as to how to explain it to Aglaran. 

Aglaran smiled gently and touched her arm again. "You obviously think well of him, so I shall endeavor to suspend my judgment. Until another time, then?" 

Relieved, she said, "I look forward to it." She knew that given time she would be able to help him understand. 

"One last thing before you go, I would like to see you, if you would allow it?" he asked. 

She agreed, although she was unsure what he meant by that. When Aglaran ran his fingers lightly over her face, hesitating at the hollows of her cheeks and the outline of her lips, she began to understand. When he finished he stepped back towards the door. 

"Thank you," he said. "Now I have a face to go with the voice. Quite lovely. You have very fine symmetrical features.”

He grinned mischievously, “I’m sure Halbarad is quite taken with them." 

Aglaran opened the door for her and Deby stepped outside into the bright sun, with much to reflect on. 

Aglaran stood before the closed door for a moment before returning to the room and seating himself in the chair that Deby had just abandoned. He, too, had much to consider. Aglaran had been with Brithlan and the others who had found Anoriath in the hills after her fateful meeting with the Raider Parcus. He had found her the next evening, when she had finally roused from her fitful and fevered sleep. He had been out gathering the medicines and supplies he needed. When he returned to his room where he had insisted she be brought the day before, he heard her crying out in gasping moans and quickly went to her side. 

Anoriath had somehow reached his dagger and was using it to rip away at her hair. He cursed himself for not having thought of putting it further out of reach when he had left her alone. Both of them had had enough experience with their friends' anguish to know what kind of protection from themselves they needed at those times. Her fatigue and distress had made her clumsy and she had nicked her scalp and fingers in places. Tufts of long hair lay on the bed and floor around her. 

He wrestled for the knife with her, fearful that she intended to do greater harm to herself. She fought him, but in her weakened condition, was no match for him. When he had taken the knife from her hand he flung it from them, heedless of where it went. He then wrapped his arms around her when she continued to try to beat at him with her bare fists, holding her tight. Her skin was hot and she was barely coherent. He rocked and murmured the few soothing words he could remember from his childhood to her, while she had sobbed helplessly against his chest. 

When she had exhausted herself, he gave her a liberal dose of a sedative, hoping to give her rest and relief from pain. He held the cup for her as she drank the bitter liquid. He eased her back down and she fell into a deep sleep almost immediately. He cleared away the hair and cleaned her scalp and hands, applying an ointment that stilled the bleeding. He gently washed her face of her tears and redressed her wound. In the profound depth of her sleep, she didn't stir even once throughout his ministrations. 

When done, he touched her face, feeling the tissue-thin skin around her eyes and the swollen bruised flesh. He sighed, thinking that she had joined with those who lived there in ways that he had hoped she could avoid. He deeply regretted the forces of the shadow that played on him and the fierce independence and despair that had taken her beyond his protective reach. 

They had fought the night before she left for the hills. He knew better than Anoriath what she would face if she answered Parcus’ call. Aglaran had raged desperately against her stubbornness, but she had pushed him away. She was too far gone. To his grief and great shame, Aglaran had been unable to tell her the one thing about himself that would have kept her from traveling into the hills by herself. He now knew the fruit of his fears.

Anoriath had cut all her hair but for a portion behind her left ear that she had had difficulty reaching because of the pain such a stretch to her side must have caused. He didn't need to ask how she could have done such a thing to herself. He fingered the length of hair thoughtfully. 

Getting to his feet, Aglaran rummaged through odds and ends in a drawer until he found a small bead. He returned to her side, setting the bead carefully on the bedside table. He combed through the remaining hair and plaited it into a long thin braid, his fingers swift and sure. Wetting the end, he guided it through the bead with his fingertips and pulled it tight. He would later ask one of their comrades to cut her hair to give it some semblance of a graceful form until it could grow out. 

And then he did something that he had feared to do and she, through small movements and altered tone of voice, had unwittingly never allowed him when awake. His own eyes glittering with tears that neither could see, he tenderly kissed her closed eyelids. He gently laid the braid to curl about her neck before rising and settling into a chair by her side to wait until such time as she would awaken again.

Aglaran sat in the same chair after Deby left and thought. So, she had sent Deby to him, to protect in the same way he had tried to protect her. He wondered if Anoriath had any idea what had prompted his desire to shield her so. He doubted it.

He reflected on Deby’s words. Anoriath had never spoken of him to those that she cared for at the Burping Troll. Aglaran knew that Anoriath could keep silent about a great many things, but, still, though he did not want it to, it hurt. Maybe he meant less to her than he had even thought. Maybe she knew more of him than he had wanted revealed. If they were to meet again, Aglaran mused, perhaps he should be more cautious with his heart. Perhaps, too, it would be better for her if he did. He had not been able to protect her as he had thought.

It was then that he realized that he had not asked how Anoriath fared. It was not a question that was often heard among those who lived in Mordor. The answer was often one that was not welcome. Her pain weighed heavily on his mind and the old habits that he had learned under his captors’ tutelage were hard to unlearn. He turned his mind deliberately away, unwilling to dwell there long

Aglaran had been taken as a child at the beginning of the Third Age and had been a slave for all but the last few years of his adult life. Unlike those who knew a life before their bitter servitude under Sauron, Aglaran had found Lake Nurnen to be a place of wonder and self-discovery, a chance to begin to shed the inner bonds that shackled him in the relative safety of the known confines of Mordor. He knew pain, fear, and loss well, but was new to freedom, choice, and love without deep risk. 

My "miserable boat," he mused, chuckling. He had known that she was recovering when she had started to hurl insults at him from her presumed deathbed. It was a game they played, ribbing each other like siblings. He took it as a compliment. He knew about Halbarad and the depth of her admiration and love for him. 

How had it started? He thought back and then chuckled to himself. Anoriath had simply gotten tired of his passive acquiescence to everything. It had annoyed her so much that she began to goad him mercilessly until he lost his control. It had been a revelation to him that he could become angry and not fear the pain of the lash. He had not realized what it was that he had been holding back. He had felt more powerful and free in that one moment than ever before in his life. He savored the memory. Another shackle had broken for him that day. 

So, after that first time, like an adrenaline junky, he found himself compelled to mischievously tweak Anoriath at every opportunity, hoping for a repetition of the experience. She had been delighted and played along with abandon. He was grateful for the gift that she had given him, the ability to say no and fight back without fear. 

Aglaran sighed. He was torn. He feared for Anoriath’s safety if she was to return, but he missed her presence. He had the tolerance of any elf, but the knowledge that Anoriath was mortal and her time among them would end someday played on him with an impatience that was unfamiliar to him. For the first time, he cursed the limits that his blindness placed on him. He could do many things as if fully sighted, but he could not travel to an unknown place alone. 

He stopped, sobered, and was more honest with himself. He could easily have asked one of the Rangers stationed here to take him to the Burping Troll if that had been his intent. Wide open places, both out in the world and inside himself held a terror of the unknown for him that he was still having difficulty subduing. So, he was not ready to leave just yet. He knew from Deby that Anoriath had wanted to return. All right, then. When? 

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

The door shut behind Deby, leaving her blinking in the sunlight. Her feet moved of their own accord as her mind was churning with everything she had just learned. Aglaran’s last words to her stood out above the others. ‘I’m sure Halbarad is quite taken with them.’ How did he know there was something between her and Halbarad? He didn’t say it in so many words, but she could tell he knew and she had no idea how. She didn’t realize her alacrity in jumping to Halbarad’s defense betrayed her as surely as if she had spoken out loud. 

If he had been able to pick up that much about her in such a short time, what else has he guessed? “I guess it’s a little late to question trusting him,” she thought. His uncanny ability to read between the lines would explain why Anoriath didn’t feel the need to include anything more about her true identity in the letter. 

She knew there were other reasons besides Aglaran that kept Anoriath’s letter deliberately vague. The main one being her safety, which was dependent on the secrecy that was stressed by Faramir, by Anoriath’s insistence on memorizing names. Only Aglaran, Melin and Celeranth knew who she was and why she was here. The only person she need fear was the betrayer of the settlers. But who was that? 

In the few days she had been in Nurnen, she had not seen nor heard anything to even begin to suggest those who would be the most likely. She would just have to work harder at earning the settler’s trust, without it she would learn nothing. 

Their trust, from what she had learned from Aglaran this would more difficult than she first thought. She sighed for it pained her to think one of the settlers might be the traitor. When all had endured so much hurt and despair and yet, in some unimaginable place, they reached down and found the courage to go on.

No, not all, she corrected herself, remembering Aglaran’s words on those who could not find that courage. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how terribly hopeless and helpless you would have to feel to even contemplate such an act. She fervently hoped she would never have the opportunity to find out. 

A shout shook her out of her musing. It was Melin waving her arms to get Deby’s attention. She was a head above Beregrid who was standing next to her at Sewulf’s stand. Deby smiled with pride at the simple wooden structure. 

Some of the settlers had started building it the same morning the traders started hawking their wares in the street. It was done by nightfall. It wasn’t much just a frame, a roof, a counter and some shelves. But already it had become a gathering place. 

In Deby’s mind it was a monument to rival the Argonath. A sign that the sense of community Aglaran spoke of had not completely died.

“And there’s another step,” she thought as she saw Melin sit down on the bench she had just been standing on. A bench that was not there before Deby left to Aglaran’s. Smiling she broke into a jog.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 9: Melin’s Mirror

August 18th
Melin placed the cloth-covered basket on her kitchen table, chuckling to herself. No, she had not fooled Silgrid. For all the woman’s quiet ways, Melin knew her well enough now to catch the meaning behind her silence. Silgrid had paused and given her a long hard look before negotiating for the final item on Melin’s list.

Melin pulled off the cloth and peered with satisfaction at the jugs contained inside. The squat simple brown flagons were of her own make and their narrow mouths were topped tightly with stretched leather bound by twists of the same river reeds used by Silgrid to make her baskets. But, the contents of said jugs were not of her hand. Silgrid’s mate, Frewulf, had been in a good mood and thus generous in their barter. What with the advent of trade coming to Nurn, he had reason to be well pleased. The thick sweet wine that he crafted from the plum fruit of the gorse-like bushes was a luxury in which few of the settlers indulged with any frequency. But, the trader had seemed taken enough by the beverage. The garrulous Frewulf, old of the Eastmark and newfound brewer of Nurn plum wine and the taciturn trader Sewulf, an odd enough couple sober, but deep in their cups? Melin grinned. She would have given her right eyetooth to have seen that sight. 

Frewulf had many a jug fermenting away in the cool shed behind the couple’s home and had traded a fair number for oaken barrels, promised in Sewulf’s next trip to Nurn. As payment, Melin took over a pitcher admired by the basket maker and several bowls to replace some broken in use. She figured she had better claim what she wanted of the brew before the rest of Frewulf’s stock was either consumed by Sewulf or hauled by him far from the shores of Lake Nurnen. 

Afterwards, Melin had stayed to watch Silgrid’s agile hands ply the softened reeds about the rayed ribs in her lap. When she lost all external focus and only the reeds existed in her mind’s eye, Silgrid’s fingers darted as schools of nimble fish between river plants as she twisted and pushed the reeds into twined layers about the baskets she wove. As one craftswoman who worked with shapes in breadth, width and height, Melin admired the other’s grasp of the graceful forms seen in the containers she built slowly layer by layer. 

Silgrid’s gift lay in very fine work that resulted in pliable baskets with doubled handles that could be slung over the shoulder. She had been exploring various dyes from plants native to the land they worked. She and Silgrid chuckled over the soft gray produced by the leftover skins of the plum-fruit Frewulf gathered and processed. "Who would have thought that anything of this land would produce such a color?" they had joked wryly. But when boiled with onionskin, the result had been a reed of a muted purplish sheen that Silgrid wove into subtle patterns with the gray. 

Melin had held the new sample baskets in her hands, closely examining the patterns, run her fingers over the weave, listened to the crunch as she lightly crushed the basket, and even pulled it close to her nose to sniff the old smell of dried water grasses. For those who created things of use and beauty with their hands, the results could only truly be appreciated when brought in by all senses possible. After her examination, Melin itched to run home and experiment with her newly acquired minerals and powders to attempt to duplicate the colors, her mind exploding with more designs than she’d ever have life to complete. She exhaled impatiently. The difference between the two women’s craft is that Silgrid could often see results of her experimentation in hours, where it took Melin several weeks from trial to resulting error.

In her fervor, Melin had agreed to return with a large black and pewter platter that Frewulf had coveted but she had been loath to let pass her door, all in exchange for one of Silgrid’s baskets. The basket maker had smiled broadly, for she intended to surprise her mate and had deemed the barter such a success that Melin began to doubt her own wisdom. Perhaps she should have asked for more. Ah well, it all came out in the wash in the end. 

Melin’s hand hovered over the jugs, tempted to open one and sample the contents. But, no, she knew that product well. There was more in the basket that would show her the unknown that called to her more loudly. Melin briskly removed the jugs and placed them in the lower cabinets, far from heat and light. When done, she reached in and pulled out a small flat item wrapped carefully in layers of cloth. She let out an inpatient snort at the nervousness that wrestled with her stomach. Why should she be so anxious? What did it matter?

Melin drew off the layers of cloth and, with cautious hands, picked up the disk of polished metal. It was the size of her two hands together. The surface was dusky with disuse. She dropped it back to the cloth and searched quickly through a drawer for a rag and then through cabinets for a jug. Dabbling its contents onto the rag, she rubbed the disk vigorously until it shown. With a final swipe, Melin drew a breath and resolutely picked up the metal again. She squinted her eyes as if doing so would protect her from the image reflected back to her. Little still water existed in Nurn and none reflected true. She had not seen herself since she was a young woman in her father’s home and, until now, had had no desire to do so.

Her eyes widened suddenly and she reached involuntarily for the surface of the mirror in her surprise. Tears sprang to her eyes as she gazed at the lines and form of face bequeathed her by her father and mother, now long dead. Carved and shaped by time, it was his eyes that gazed back at her from the shining metal. Her mother’s slight softness of jowl and laugh lines, long forgotten, reappeared in her memory. Her fingers flew to her lips as the mirror shook slightly. Though many years had passed they had never left her, they were here, etched indelibly on her own face. 

She smiled softly. What then did she have to fear? No matter the silver that threaded her dark hair or the lines that wrote the experience of her years, how could what she saw not be a gift? The eyes of a father of three daughters who never regretted the lack of a son, but loved to be fussed over by the women of his house, and who rolled his eyes at their talk but secretly laughed in delight at their spirit. The eyes of a father that had been filled with desperate fear for her when their home had been overrun and he had felt the mortal wound that would separate them forever. Those eyes were now hers. She had known that he loved her, but to offer up his life for her as he had… He had given her something that she had no way to repay but to bear witness and refuse to let anything diminish the gift. Melin's lips lifted in a self-deprecating smirked. Silgrid knew exactly why Melin required a looking glass. 

Well, she had another errand to run while the girl was still out and about this day. She had it in mind to visit the trading stand and find out just what cloth had made its way over the mountains. She’d lived in muddy tans and browns long enough. Melin tilted her chin up. A nice deep red might be nice. 

Melin took another look at herself in the mirrored metal and shook her head. “You old fool.” But she smiled anyway. 
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That first week set up a pattern for Deby’s days that would be followed for the rest of her stay in Lake Nurnen. Up early in the morning and down to the stand after a quick breakfast of coffee and a roll. Hardly even a light snack compared to the morning feasts served at the Troll despite Melin’s reassurance that the settlers ate better than ever before and none felt a lack. But, at least she was beginning to acquire a taste for the thick coffee that was served throughout the settlement. 

It was a necessity, acquired simply for self-preservation. With the exception of Aglaran, everywhere she went, no matter who she visited from oldest grand-dame with more wrinkles than scars to the youngest who had neither to show, they pulled out a curious two part metal contraption, spooned in the finely ground fragrant powder, screwed it together and set it atop stove, brazier or simple hearth ‘til the viscous liquid burbled its way into the upper compartment. There it steamed and poured out a fragrance that reminded Deby of the deepest darkest earth.

Melin had introduced it to her, serving it in delicate, tall, narrow cups that preserved the heat of the thick brew. Which was a good thing. The brew was so thick that Deby could only sip it slowly and wished she could fit a spoon through the cup’s small mouth. The first time Melin served it for her, she had laughed at Deby’s bitter face at her first sip. The one good thing brought to the slave’s lives by the cruel Haradrim, of whom Melin refused to speak further. Deby had walked around for the rest of the morning with her ears buzzing and her thoughts unable to rest. And then she had barely slept at all that night, but lay abed with her eyes wide open and fingers drumming against her blanket. 

She would work all morning with Sewulf, sometimes at the stand, sometimes running errands in the village, which inevitably meant more of the kaffe, as they called it. Luckily, she seemed to be developing a tolerance for its effects. For the errands brought her into the settlers’ home and provided her with the opportunity to know more of them and hopefully gather information leading to the name of the one who betrayed them. Then the rest of the day was hers to do with as she pleased. She was pleased most often to join Melin in the pottery shed. 

Some nights she would go down to the Ranger station and join them in the common room, leaving Melin to pursue Sewulf. Deby chuckled. Melin thought she didn’t know, but Deby often gave her the evening alone just so the potter could have the freedom of her own home to herself and her company. But that was not very often. 

Even though Sewulf’s absence from the common room made her presence their more tolerable, Brithlan’s interest in Deby had sharpened, to her rising discomfort. He had become quite attentive to her, hanging on her words and watching out for every small need that he might anticipate. He was such a shy, nervous man, little older than she was. His attentions were sweet in their earnestness, but painfully strained and stilted. He was not happy, though few seemed to notice. Her heart went out to him and she didn’t know why his attention bothered her so much. Probably because it bothered Beregrid, who hovered anxiously whenever she visited the common room. Not that Beregrid was interested in her in a romantic sort of way; he just didn’t seem to care for Brithlan much.

Deby thought it would have been a lot easier if she could just tell Brithlan that she was promised to Halbarad, but she couldn’t. So, instead, she just tried to be polite to him without encouraging him. He didn’t seem to require much in the way of encouragement though and Deby despaired of the effectiveness of subtle cues. She was glad Beregrid wasn’t that way. He was a sweet, sensitive man. She hoped they would still be friends after this was all over. If he could forgive her the deception, that is.

That was the hardest part for Deby, the deception. She had met people in the village she liked and respected; yet she had to deceive them. Every time they opened their home to her and gave of their meager store of food and comfort, she felt the pang of the false pretenses under which she foisted herself upon them. Only three people knew who she really was, Celeranth, Melin and Aglaran. Celeranth and Melin, she trusted without question. 

But, she wasn’t completely sure about Aglaran yet. She had always thought of Celebsul as the most enigmatic, reticent Elf she had ever met, until she met Aglaran. He could occasionally burst into mischief worse than Aerio’s ever was that set her giggling helplessly, his soul alive and free to play. But sometimes he would sink into a darkness that no touch or kind word could penetrate. Some days, he spent hours alone out on the Lake on the boat that both sheltered and contained him. On those days, Deby would glance at the long thin scars that lined his arms and shudder. What had brought him to that point? How had he survived? Was he still haunted?

Deby shook her head and sighed.

“Now what’s all that wind about?” asked Melin, plunking a cup of their morning's kaffe in front of Deby.

“It’s nothing,” replied a startled Deby. “I was just feeling sorry for myself I guess. I hate some of what I have to do.”

“You mean your play-acting for the others in town, don’t you?” Melin shrewdly guessed, rounding the corner of the table and plopping herself into the chair across from Deby.

Deby smiled guiltily. She should have known Melin would go straight to the heart of the matter.

“Aye.”

Melin set her cup down and reached across the table for Deby’s hands and patted them warmly.

“Now, now. Don’t you fret yourself, my girl. Granted, there will be a few who won’t understand but there’s naught you can do about it. They lost their willingness to trust long before you showed up at their door. Most of the others will understand and forgive.”

Melin patted her hands again and then withdrew her own. 

“Would be a bit ungrateful of them, don’t you think? To hold that against you once they’re freed from the threat of that miserable excuse for a man? He’s brought enough evil into their lives that they would be well rid of him and grateful for any help in doing so.” 

Melin’s lips were pursed in a thin hard line and she shook her head sharply.

Deby looked at her in surprise. She’d never seen the good-natured potter so angry. 

Deby blurted, “Just what has Parcus done to the settlers?”

Melin turned her head to look at Deby sharply through one eye and waved her hand from the tabletop warningly. 

“Nothing that I would repeat for your young ears, my girl, so press me no further.”

Melin waggled her finger at Deby. “You just keep those ears of yours open for finding that fool who thinks that he can keep just out of Parcus’s reach and feed us to him without being eaten alive himself. Whomever it is, his soul is not his own and he’ll be lucky not to be served as a main course. Nay, that one has a soul so small he’d barely make a side dish for the likes of Parcus. That poor wretch of a traitor will come to a bad end, mark my words!”

She pounded the wood with her fingertip to emphasize her point and settled back into her chair. “Though, who’s to say whether it be by the settlers, Rangers, or Parcus’s hand, I’ll not venture to guess. It might even be by his own. Certainly not something that is unknown about these parts.” 

Melin slapped the tabletop abruptly. “Now! I’ve been making a few discreet inquiries of my own. Now wipe that look off your face, my girl! I can be discreet if I so choose.”

Her finger came back up and pointed directly at the half-smirk that Deby was quite unaware had found its way to her lips. 

“This I know, it was someone close to Anoriath. Someone who knew just how low she’d fallen in her own mind, who knew that her heart was good and ready for Parcus’s cruel trap. Sad to say it, but I’ve seen friends, comrades and lovers turn one upon the other. And bless them all, for I’m just glad I was never so put to the test. Who knows what I would have done in their place? So, keep your eyes sharp, my girl, and if you can find the path that would rid us of such a blight to our peace I will personally box the ears of any who take offense at the inconvenience of your deception.”

Melin’s eyes brimmed with tears that marked her passion for her people. Deby impulsively reached out and grabbed her hands. 

Deby smiled gratefully, “Thank you Melin. I hate lying to them. I just hate lying period. I guess this is one of those The end justifies the means” things.”

Melin drained the last of her kaffe and set her cup down with a gentle thump. “Well, if we’re done crying in our cups, we can go check the kiln now. It is cool enough.”

“And just how would you know that?” Deby laughed, her eyes twinkling.

Melin snorted, “You don’t think I go around with these pincushions above my eyes because it’s a good look for me now do you? Of course I checked it late last night.” She scratched her eyebrows ruefully. “I don’t think it was quite ready then, but it’ll be ready now. So, that’s just how I know if you are so curious.”

Deby tried to keep a straight face and failed miserably, “Of course you did. Then can we go see? I want to see how my humble pots turned out.”

Melin grinned at her. “Of course you do, my girl. Let’s go see how many of your virgins survived the fire’s first kiss.” She patted Deby’s hand decisively and got up from the table. 

Deby laughed and flushed and then set her empty cup down and followed Melin’s quick steps to the yard behind the work shed. 

The kiln was a large beehive of a structure, carefully placed just behind the workshop but away from any wood in the settlement. It was built of the ubiquitous gray stone that graced every dwelling, pasture wall, and paved surface of the settlement. The kiln was big enough to hold five versions of Sewulf toe to toe, if he and his clones didn’t stand up straight. Deby had near inhaled her tea when Melin had described it to her thus. 

It had no permanent door to shut. Nothing but the thickest iron would have survived the white-hot blaze that that door would have had to hold back. Instead, bricks were stacked one upon the other in the hole, through which Deby and Melin had carried in the bisqueware and stacked it on the stone shelves within, careful not to touch the powdery glaze that clung tentatively to the surface of the pots. Each brick bore a number that told the tale of its lying, each firmly chinked against its neighbor to hold in the heat. 

“Now, stand back, my girl. I’ll not have your feet under mine and cause me to trip in your eagerness and lose these many months worth of work. That’s my livelihood in there.”

Melin shooed Deby back and grinned at her eagerness to soften her words. Deby hopped on one foot and then the other. It didn’t help that Melin pulled all of her own pieces out first. But she finally took pity on Deby’s anxious anticipation. The girl looked about ready to jump out of her skin if she had to wait any longer.

Melin smiled at her impatience. She remembered her first pieces. Lumpen pieces of bottom-heavy and misshapen clay that could only have been mistaken for a bowl by the most loving of eyes. She had thought them beautiful, but they had brought her a beating that had left her unable to move from the cold floor of her cell for several nights. She had returned to the wheel and poured out her heart into the clay at her hand. Initially, she had done so purely out of stubborn defiance and the drive to live. But later, the feel of wet earth skimming against her fingers, responsive to her touch as she lifted it from its resting place on the spinning wheel, had filled the empty places of her soul. 

Those moments when she found the perfect center of the wheel and the clay sprang to life under her hands felt as wondrous as the first and only kiss she had received from her young love now long lost to her. So young and tender it had been. It had filled her with a joy that had dissolved the rest of the world about her. Now recaptured when she gave herself over to the wet earth that would one day receive her still form, much as she had offered her lips and body to the gentle caresses of that loved hand. And the clay rewarded her with a willing responsiveness to her touch that echoed the joy she had given in return. 

She was amazed at the beauty she was able to create, pulled from that part of her heart that still loved and was loved, despite what the world around her might say. Each piece she shaped held that love that had first touched her and awakened her heart and flesh to that precious joy that alights upon the mortal earth so seldom. Some lives never feel it and she rejoiced that she had been so blessed, if only briefly so. 

Melin pulled one of Deby’s pieces out with her back to the girl and told her to close her eyes. Smiling, she found a spot on one of the shelves where it could stand alone without any other pieces around it to distract from the sight. She led Deby to the workshop and, taking her by the shoulders, gently turned her until she faced the right direction.

“All right, now, my girl. Open your eyes,” Melin told Deby softly.

Deby did as she was told. She gasped. Before her was a tall graceful mug, such as for the serving of ale. Its handle reached out from the rim and fell in a graceful curve to touch its foot. A nice piece in itself, with its glaze of matte burgundy, but it was what she had added that made it special. All around the rim of the mug she had imbedded small bits and pieces of soft blue and green glass in the glaze while still wet. The glaze as it dried had glued them precariously about the rim. The trick was not to knock any of them off before firing, and Melin with her practiced hand and loving heart, hadn’t. 

The end result looked as if some jewel colored liquid had overflowed the rim and run down the sides in wide elongated streaks to end in icicled points. Shimmering sapphire blues and emerald greens stood out separately and mixed to a deep aquamarine. Outlining the long triangular streaks where the glass burned away to mingle with the underlying glaze, tiny gold flecks floated atop deep red-burgundy and winked beneath clear glass. Tiny fireflies riding the waves of an ocean’s amber upon burgundy shores. Turning it in her hands, the light broke upon itself and refracted back shifting blues and greens beneath the glass. 

Deby turned to Melin with tears and disbelief in her eyes. “I made this one? Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. As I’ve said before, you have a feel for the clay. You speak to it with your heart and it’s answered you back. That’s not something that can be taught, I should know,” answered Melin, beaming with gentle pride in her student.

Deby reached out and gingerly picked up the mug. She traced the runs of blue and green with her finger.

“Just like his eyes,” she said softly to herself.

“Just like Halbarad’s eyes you mean, right?” Melin asked with knowing grin. “And that being the only part of dear Halbarad that attracted your own eyes?” Melin gazed at her from beneath her scraggly brows. She tsk’d and shook her head in mock disapproval at the young woman’s innocence. 

“Such opportunities wasted, my dear. Strike while the iron is hot, I say.” She squinted and murmured, “Or is it while it’s as hard as iron, I never can remember.” She flashed a grin at Deby.

Deby blushed furiously. Though Halbarad’s lips were the first and only that she’d kissed, she wasn’t that innocent. Melin loved to tease her at every opportunity about her love and she still had not gotten used to it. Melin would say the most shocking things just to see her blush. 

Setting the mug back on the shelf she cleared her throat and asked Melin, “What about the others?”

Melin grinned at the mug and let it drop. She had come to care for this girl in her charge. As much as she enjoyed teasing her she didn’t want to push her too far. All the way up to the limit, maybe, but not too far.

She smiled at Deby and they returned to the kiln. Melin handed her the rest of the pieces to set upon the shelf beside Halbarad’s mug. As she placed them there, Deby called off for whom they were intended.

When they were all on the shelf, Melin looked over each one with a critical eye, picking them up and hefting them to find their balance in her hand. Deby waited patiently. She knew Melin would be fair in her critique. But, that meant she was likely to point out the flaws as well as the delights.

“Well, my girl, these are all good. In fact they are much better than I expected.” 

Deby’s face fell. 

Melin added hurriedly and out came her finger. “Now, now! Not that I expected them to be poorly done. Indeed, I expected more from you than I would most novices. But you have exceeded even what I had hoped. You have the hand, eye and heart for it, my girl. Now all that lacks is time at the wheel and that is simple enough to find.”

Deby was overcome by the praise from her teacher. All the more because it was told to her Melin’s straightforward and simple manner, without any excess gushing of emotion. She threw herself at Melin and hugged her as hard as she could.

“Go on with ye, now,” Melin said gruffly while returning the hug. “Which one is for that old battle axe? It’s no other than that one, I’d say.”

Deby let go and turned to the piece Melin was pointing at. It was another mug, similar in shape to Halbarad’s though a little more delicate of line. Both looked too fine for the simple holding of ale, though a true Ranger may argue with the lack of appropriate reverence for the brew in that assessment.

Melin snorted. “The colors remind me of her temper, a fine hot one she has, too.” Melin smiled fondly, remembering a few displays of temper that matched the mug. 

“It’s not just her temper, there are times when she is just so alive. She gets so passionate about even the smallest things.” Deby picked up the mug and held it, “I want her to remember those times when she holds this, not the sad ones.”

The mug she held was a blend of deep glowing reds, yellows, and oranges. It almost appeared to be on fire. Deby had put a lot of thought into the choosing of the glazes that covered the piece. She had only been here a week, but she had seen enough to understand a little more about Anoriath and why she had felt so deeply about Lake Nurnen and its people.

Melin noticed the pensive look on Deby’s face as she stroked the mug in her hands and responded gently. “Aye, I know it’s hard to watch someone struggle with their personal demons, but vanquishing them is something they must do for themselves. As helpless as you feel, no other hand can unlock the shackles within but your own.”

Deby lifted her gaze from the mug to Melin’s face, “True, but others can help support them in that fight, if only Ani would let them.”

Deby placed the mug back on the shelf next to Halbarad’s and gazed at it. “Every day I spend here, I learn a little more about Anoriath and her struggle as a Ranger.”

Deby turned to Melin. “I feel it too. As myself, my heart goes out to the people here, to have gone through so much. And amazingly, they have been beaten down but not crushed.” She smiled warmly at Melin, “In fact, some have recovered more quickly than others.”

“And as a Ranger?” Melin asked, curious to see how this young one’s point of view would differ or match Anoriath’s older, more experienced thoughts.

“As a Ranger,” Deby mused. “I agree that the people need something to bring them together as a community, to be able to trust each other and work together, like at the barn raising. It seems that everything Parcus does is geared to destroy what connects them. He has made a good start in that direction but hasn’t gained total control as of yet.”

“What makes you say that?” Melin wondered.

“The trader’s stand.” Deby replied, “No one asked them to build it. They know what the advent of trade here will do for them. To send what they’ve made out into the world will give them a purpose, a sense of self-worth that cannot be bought. And it will bring the outside world to them. They came together, on their own, and built that stand, for themselves as well as Sewulf.”

Melin looked at her askance, “And you thought of all this yourself, did you? Pretty deep, my girl, for someone who is barely more than a child.”

“Ah, but I’m supposed to be a full-blooded Elf, old in years and wisdom, remember?” Deby said teasingly, laughing when Melin snorted skeptically.

“Seriously, I did not think of all of it. Some was told to me and I understand it now that I see for myself. Some of it, I look at them and think it could have been me and wonder.”

Melin, confused, “What do you mean, it could have been you? You’ve never been a slave or anything close to it.”

“No I haven’t but,” Deby paused as she tried to find the words to explain what she was thinking. “My parents were killed in an orc raid on the Ranger compound that was our home. Bob, Halbarad, Elros and Anoriath were all there at the time. Bob saw our father killed. My mother died trying to save me. I tried to fight but, though I was being trained in sword or bow, I did not have the skill I needed for that day. So I could not stop the orc that took me. I probably would have ended up here or someplace like it if it were not for Halbarad. He slew the orc that sought to carry me away from the home and people that I loved.”

“I’m sorry my girl,” Melin said, “Sometimes we forget that the people on the other side of the mountains don’t always have it easy. Aye, death and suffering obey no boundaries.”

Deby reached out a hand to touch Melin’s arm.

“Please don’t apologize. I only bring this up because it is what happened after that that made the difference for me and helps me understand what’s needed here. The Rangers rallied around Bob and I as a community. Our home remained a Ranger station. So, Bob spent most of every year there and a group of them rotated in and out so that I always had ˜parents” there that I could go to. Elros, Halbarad and Anoriath were there a lot too, at least until the year before the big war. After that, I didn’t see them for a long while.”

Deby shook her head to bring herself out of the past. “Anyway, the biggest difference between me and the people here is the support of family and community. It all comes back to that sense of community that needs to be reestablished. I had that and I want to help and be a part of building it here anyway I can. I think Anoriath still does too and . . .” 

Deby stopped abruptly, “Did you hear that”

She and Melin whirled about to face a knock outside the open door. 

“Elanna? Elanna, are you there?”

They glanced nervously at each other. 

Melin called, “Aye, that she is, and who might be asking for her?”

Brithlan ducked his head unnecessarily as he entered from the bright noon sun and peered into the relative gloom of the work shed. 

“Good morning, Potter Melin.” He bowed slightly, ever the polite and correct young man.

“Ah. It’s you, Ranger Brithlan. And what would you be wanting with our fair Trader, eh? Not that you ever come calling when it’s me alone at work here.”

Really, Deby loved the woman, but she was making matters worse by teasing Brithlan. Deby sighed soundlessly. If Melin hadn’t been anxious herself, she likely would not have fallen back on old habits and left matters alone. 

Brithlan blushed and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, looking more at the ground than at the two women. “Sewulf asked me to request Elanna’s presence at the trading stand.”

Melin snorted, relaxing. “You mean his royal grumpiness sent out the guard to come escort his minion to her duties by force.” 

Brithlan flushed again and thought to open his mouth.

Deby interrupted. “That’s alright, Brithlan. I’ll be along in a minute, thank you.”

He nodded solemnly and motioned at the door. “I’ll wait for you out by the path.” He nodded to Melin. “Potter Melin.”

“Ranger Brithlan.” Melin mimicked his gesture in a tease that failed to register with the solemn man.

His somber courtesy seemed incapable of being refused. After he left, Deby’s shoulders dropped slightly. She had hoped to avoid him. Melin took her arm and led her deeper into the room.

She whispered and eyed the door. “How much do you think he heard?”

“I don’t know. But, he’s a Ranger, after all.”

Melin eyed her skeptically. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything, my dear child. Keep in mind, he was an aide to Anoriath during her time here. Remember what I said about the traitor being one who knew Anoriath well.”

Deby shook her head, unwilling to place full weight of doubt on the shoulders of one who shared in the same oath that bound her. “But that would describe a good number of people here.”

“Aye, that’s true. But still, we had better be more careful and save these conversations for closed doors. I’m sorry, my girl, it’s my fault. I should know better than to mention those names out where anyone can hear them walking past my door.”

Deby was kicking herself also, “No, it’s not your fault. I’m the one who is supposed to know what I’m doing and I let my guard drop, again.” She looked at Melin with a grin. “Though some people are so easy to talk to it doesn’t help!”

Melin pretended to glower at her and whispered fiercely, “You tell me it’s not my fault and then say that! You cheeky little thing! You’d better get down to the stand before that good-looking grump of a trader starts bellowing for you.”

Deby laughed and nodded as she headed out the door.

Melin followed her outside and called out to Deby, “Make sure you give him a good, well-placed pinch and tell him I said good morning.”

Melin listened to Deby’s laughter as it floated back to her. Deby nodded to Brithlan as he quietly fell in step with her, her laughter easing her tolerance of his awkwardness.
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The morning was going to be a busy one for Sewulf. To be fair all his mornings had been busy since the first one with the potter. Melin enjoyed her moment of fame; her deal with the traders was first and set the tone for all that came after. Her declaration of Sewulf’s fairness in trade helped him to get past the suspicious nature of the settler’s. Word spread like wildfire of his honesty and ill temper, fortunately it was his honesty that mattered most. The surly trader found himself in constant demand now. 

He did not mind spending less time at the stand. He thrived on the dickering and haggling over the goods the settler’s offered in trade. In fact, the quality he found in Nurnen surprised him. From Silgrid’s carefully crafted baskets to Melin’s pottery, all proved beauty and practicality could be combined. It was a common trait shared among the settler’s, from the lowliest ceramic cup to the finest leather saddle fit for a king. 

Sewulf eagerly looked forward to the trip back to Henneth Annun. Even after the portion to be returned to the settler’s was taken off the top he stood to make an excellent profit, it would be his best ever of that he was certain. Of course, the items he had earmarked for the consideration of the Prince and the King were not factored in yet. Don’t get ahead of yourself, you haven’t sold anything yet, he cautioned himself.

He clapped Beregrid on the shoulder. “I’m off to see about some wood craft, it will probably take a couple of hours,” he said with a slight grin and a wink, “As usual.”

“How long will you need me today?” a feminine voice asked quietly.

The small grin that passed for good humor faded from Sewulf’s face. He turned to Deby with the cold, uncompromising scowl he seemed to save just for her these days.

Sharply he answered, “You know what you need to do. You’ll be needed as long as it takes you to finish.”

Sewulf turned his back on her and stalked off to the carpenter’s. Deby pressed her lips into a thin line and bit back the sarcastic retort that came to mind. Any reply would be unheard, the wall was back up and Deby was on the other side.

They had been in Nurnen just over a week and every day his comments to her grew more caustic and biting. She searched her memory over and over trying to pinpoint the time or incident that changed him. Every time she came up empty handed. 

She sighed deeply and went back to her unending task of folding material. Every day the carefully folded stacks would be unfolded, moved and left in disarray by those who “just wanted to see them better.” And every day Deby would refold the fabric into neat stacks. 

She ran her hand over the deep crimson on the top of the stack. Woven with a mix of fine cotton and silk, it was slippery smooth with a sheen only silk threads can provide. There had been more but it had sold. Deby grinned. She knew the purchaser and the reason behind the purchase. She couldn’t wait to see the dress Melin was having made, surely it should be done by now. Unless, of course, the dress was finished and Melin was saving it for a special occasion or person. 

Lost in thought she almost jumped out of her skin at the light touch on her shoulder. Gasping she turned around knocking over part of the fabric stack she had just folded, spilling it to the floor.

Beregrid immediately bent down to help with the fabric. Heads connected with a loud thunk. Deby, being the smaller of the two, was knocked off her feet and onto her backside. Beregrid rocked a little but managed to retain his footing, barely. Chagrined, he stepped over the now forgotten fabric and helped Deby to her feet.

As soon as she stood by herself, Beregrid’s hands began an animated dance expressing his apology and remorse.

“I’m all right,” Deby insisted aloud and with her hands. 

Beregrid could hear quite well, there was no real reason to sign her words with him. The graceful steps of his signed language intrigued her. It delighted Beregrid to teach her and ‘ picked it up rapidly. Now she signed without thinking until she reached a word she didn’t know the sign for. Beregrid would help her with the sign for that word and the conversation would continue.

Deby often translated for Beregrid though sometimes it was not easy. Beregrid possessed a dry humor unnoticed by most people. He would say things, then watch Deby fight to keep a straight face and make something up to satisfy the unsuspecting third party in these conversations. He had a penchant for choosing Brithlan for these little exchanges.

At the moment he was attempting to smooth over Sewulf’s callous attitude. Don’t mind him, you know how he can be the morning after too much ale and not enough remedy. Celeranth is probably in the same sort of mood.

Deby smiled ruefully and kicked at the floor with the toe of her boot. “You don’t need to make excuses for him Beregrid. We both know its not the ale and he was not with Celeranth last night. I just wish I knew why he dislikes me so.”

Though Beregrid knew full well the reason for Sewulf’s change in attitude, the reason was not his to give. Until Sewulf tipped his hand or Deby tired of his treatment and confronted Sewulf, there was naught he could do. He dared not tell her that he did not share in Sewulf’s distrust or dislike for fear of questions he did not want to answer. So he did what he always did and showed her.

Go, he signed, I will finish and be done before he returns. You wanted to finish the letter so you could send it today, go write.

Deby wrapped her arms around Beregrid’s waist. She sensed he knew the answer to her question but was reluctant to give it. This gentle man from Rohan had been nothing but kind to her, to repay his kindness by putting in the middle of the conflict would be unforgivable. Accepting his offer would please him, he tried so hard to take the sting out of Sewulf’s words and deeds. 

Turning Beregrid loose, Deby looked up at him, “Thank you and you’re right. I hoped to finish it and if I hurry I can get it to Celeranth before the messenger leaves.”

Beregrid’s next question provoked a childish response from Deby involving her tongue protruding from her mouth in a most un-lady like fashion.

“No, I do not want to give it Brithlan! By the time I finish the explanation he’ll insist on, I might as well have given the letter to him and let him read it,” she replied jokingly.

Deby couldn’t help but join in Beregrid’s laughter for though her tone was teasing, her words were true. Brithlan’s unwanted enthusiastic interest extended to everything she did making it difficult at times to be patient with him. His presence was a shadow on the ground, sometimes it seemed he had nothing better to do than follow her around. Fortunately for her, she had seen him ride out earlier so she was safe from his attentions, for the moment.

After another quick hug and a kiss on the cheek for Beregrid, Deby picked up her small leather satchel she had placed under the counter. She would finish her letter in the Ranger station so that she could give it to Celeranth the moment it was done.

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

Finished. Deby reread the letter giving the ink time to dry. The messenger sat across the room from her finishing his kaffe. The pained expression on his face made it obvious this was his first experience with settlements favored morning drink. The extra milk and sugar he added more than once were dead giveaways too. Deby sympathized with the determined man who persevered in his effort to finish the thick liquid in his mug. 

I hope he doesn’t plan on sleeping any time today, she thought. If the messenger was nearing the end of his run it was conceivable he would attempt to rest when finished. He’s going to be wide-awake for a while. Deby recalled the first sleepless nights after her introduction to kaffe and silently wished the messenger well. She bent her head back to her reading.

“Dear Erin, I hope you received my first letter and that you don’t mind me writing to you again. It’s been interesting here and I have no one else to tell. I have had no luck still on my search for my parents but I don’t plan on giving up yet. 

I’m staying with the potter, Melin. She’s, well, a very interesting person, not at all what you would expect an ex-slave to be like. I enjoy staying with her. She’s teaching me her art and my first tries came out of the kiln on Sunday. They came out well Melin said. I wish I had friends to give them to. Hmmm, the Rangers here like their ale so I bet the Rangers there do too. I made some ale mugs to try a shape a little different from Melin’s and they came out nice I think. I’m making more for the Rangers here, would your Rangers like some? Maybe you and your friends would like something. I like to make things for friends, even if they aren’t mine.

I know this is going to sound silly, especially since I haven’t had a place to call home in a long time, but I miss your inn. Everyone was so kind and welcoming for the short time I stayed. If it wasn’t for my quest I might have stayed longer if you had let me. Listen to me, I’m homesick for a place that is not my home and miss people who aren’t my family. I guess part of it is the people here are not as open and welcoming, with the exception of Melin. I mean they are on the surface but you know that they are holding back unlike your friends. Even the elf, Aglaran, he’s nice enough but he’s so closed off from everyone. Forgive me, this is not a very cheerful letter but I guess I’m not that cheerful right this moment. I promise to write again and next will write only good things. That should make it a short letter! 

Your friend, Elanna”

As far as she could tell there did not appear to be anything that would give her away. Deby sighed. Halbarad would probably tell her she was foolish to take the risk of a second letter but he wasn’t here. No, he was not here and his deep voice stood next to Bob’s at the top of her list of friends she missed. 

She carefully tapped the writing to check the ink. Her fingertip came up clean; the letter was ready to be sent. Yet Deby remained in her chair, holding the letter and staring at it without seeing it. 

A single, solitary rowan transplanted into a grove of birches, unable to claim kinship with any of them. For the first time she was completely on her own and the depth of the homesickness caught her off guard. She had been prepared for secrecy, for danger but not for this. No one had thought to warn her she would have to bite her tongue and choke back her cry of happiness when she thought she saw her brother. Nor did they warn her of the profound loneliness that followed when she realized it was not Bob she had seen. The times she heard a man’s deep voice and her heart leaped with joy only to find another case of mistaken identity. 

Worst of all, all her reactions and emotions had to be kept hidden in a dark room inside her heart. No one could be allowed the slightest glimpse of the turmoil in her heart; even Melin was not given more than a quick peek. Even she dared not open that door lest her sorrows take flight and escape their dark prison. 

Standing suddenly, she resolutely shut the door to her heart and spilled the bottle of ink all in the same motion. Letting out a loud squawk and Deby jumped back to avoid the river of ink flowing to the edge of the table threatening to become a black waterfall. She managed to avoid the ink but at the price of her dignity. In her effort to jump backwards she forgot about her chair and went sailing to the floor with it.

Just shoot me now and get it over with. If it takes two arrows I don’t care, just shoot me! Deby stared at the ceiling of the station wondering what else was going to go wrong this day when a face moved into her line of vision. The messenger knelt beside her with a look of concern on his face. Unfortunately the twitching at the edges of his mouth caused her to wonder what the ratio of concern to amusement was. Now I know I must have damaged something, I’m thinking like Aerio.

“Did you hurt yourself m’lady?” asked the messenger solicitously.

Deby accepted the outstretched hand, “Only my pride and dignity.”

The messenger pulled on the one hand and she used the other to push herself off the chair as she came up. On her feet for the second time that day, she set the letter down and brushed herself off. Looking at the ink spilling to the floor and her overturned chair gave Deby an idea of the sight she must have been. 

Thank goodness I wasn’t wearing a dress. And that’s all it took to get the giggles started, the memory of standing on her head in a party gown transformed the giggles into full-blown laughter. The laughter was contagious and the messenger succumbed to it. 

“You must have hit your head harder than I thought,” exclaimed Celeranth, tossing the cloths he carried to the table.

Deby took the hint and used them to mop up the ink while she tried to get her laughter under control. An almost insurmountable task, still the laughter giving her some kind of release for her pent up emotions. The messenger aided her by cleaning up the ink on the floor; he too was having trouble calming down though his was more likely caused by the amount of kaffe he had consumed.

It took a little longer than it should have but finally the task was completed. The wood still bore traces of the black puddles but the majority had been sopped up with the cloths. Deby accepted the cloths from the messenger and the message.

“Could you tell the captain I went to saddle up and will be ready to leave shortly?” he asked. He handed her the letter she had set down. “Here, you might want to get this ready to send before I have to go.”

Deby thanked him, holding the now black cloths at arms length she went to find Celeranth who had conveniently disappeared the moment the cloths hit the table. She found him at his desk in the office. He pointed the fireplace.

“Might as well put them in there, they’ll never come clean,” Celeranth instructed.

Deby did as she was told and returned to his desk when she had accomplished the task.

“May I use your wax to seal this?” Deby asked holding up the letter she had folded.

Once the letter had been sealed she addressed the front and gave it to Celeranth. He read the address and looked up at her with one eyebrow raised in question. “Are you sure?”

Deby met his gaze and answered firmly. “Yes, I’m sure. I have been extremely careful and circumspect in what I wrote.” She dropped her eyes from him for a moment and paused. Continuing softly, “I just need to know that they are there. They feel so far away right now.”

Celeranth’s concerned expression softened, her lonesomeness touching him. 

“I will make sure it goes out today,” he assured her.

Deby raised her eyes to his once more and smiled gratefully, “Thank you. The messenger went out to saddle up, he asked me to tell you.”

“Now it is I, who must thank you,” he said as he stood. He took her chin in his thumb and forefinger, “It will get easier, I promise.”

When he let go she nodded it to him then spun around and fled before the tears started up again. This time they wouldn’t be from laughing. Celeranth watched her bolt out the door narrowly missing the messenger. A last minute step to one side and she managed to avoid trampling her dignity for a third time.

Celeranth was about to add the letter to Erin in with the other correspondence in the pouch. He paused, holding it in his hand; he couldn’t help but question the wisdom of the letter. As captain her safety should be his primary concern he reminded himself as he broke the seal. Once he was satisfied she had not compromised herself; he resealed the letter and added it to the pouch. 

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 12: Sailing

August 26 

Eru had blessed the day with a warm sun and a following wind. A strong playfully fickle breeze, it filled the sail and pushed the boat across the water as if it were a young child’s toy only to drop it upon the waves and rush off to join another playmate that caught its eye. But, Aglaran only laughed and teased the wind with the sail, ever catching its attention yet again to chase the waves hand in hand with him in the joyful abandon of the very young.

Deby sat as far forward as she could get to enjoy the feel of the wind in her hair and the occasional spray of the sea when prow sliced through incoming swell. Tall-masted crafts of storm clouds flew the sky far behind them. The wind raced in herald before the clouds, announcing the arrival of rain to any who would hear. But, a cloudless blue sky met its mirror image seamlessly on the horizon in front of her and she felt they could go on forever and disappear into an azure world that awaited them.

Both Aglaran and the inland sea on which he sailed were in high good humor today. He reveled in the wind and sea’s mischief as he joked, laughed and wryly teased Deby. Waves poured over the surface of the lake and dumped their froth into shallow troughs, like dull children endlessly filling a tub, surprised at its replenishing emptiness and all the while unaware that the water rushed full from the bottom. The Elf’s face shown in the bright sun and his dark hair streamed behind him as he pushed the sail to capture the force of the wind just to hear the delight in Deby’s voice as they sped over Nurnen’s waves. 

If we sailed all the way to the end, would we fall off of Middle earth? She wondered, laughing out loud.

“And what is so funny?” called out the Elf at the tiller above the rapping thumps of the hull against trough and wave as he turned the prow of the boat to face their assault.

She called back to him in answer and added another question of her own. “I was just wondering if we could sail off the end of Middle earth. Could we join Earendil in his nightly voyage?”

Aglaran smiled, “I don’t think my skill is or ever will be a match to Earendil’s. I’m afraid you will have to settle for the more mundane adventure of the Sea of Nurnen for now.”

Deby shook her head. The skill he showed was naught to be ashamed of, in fact she was amazed at how he handled the boat with such ease. He knew every inch intimately and required no help to sail it, moving from tiller to boom to winch without hesitation. He touched the boat with a lover’s hand and called forth her spirit with the confidence of many years’ companionship.

Deby turned her face back into the wind, letting it blow through her hair. If only she had sleeves like wings, she’d spread them and really fly. Aglaran had insisted that one could not truly experience the freedom of sailing with their hair tied down and sitting in the back. And though she would pay for it later in knots and tangles, she had to admit he was right. 

She was sorry when he adjusted the sails and coaxed the boat to slow, and then finally drift to a suspended stop. She left her perch and came to sit midship where she could stretch out comfortably. She looked around her as she did so. No matter which direction she looked, she only saw water. It was easy to imagine they were the only people left anywhere.

Aglaran cocked his head in her direction as the boat rocked a little causing Deby to land with a thump when she went to sit down.

“Even when we’re not moving, the water always is,” he said, grinning.

Deby sat very still and closed her eyes. He had taken them far from the shore, where the waves gentled. But, he was right, the boat still swayed and rocked on the water. It was a pleasant feeling with the sun warm on her face. She could hear the gentle slap of the waves against the hull. She could almost forget that back on shore was Lake Nurnen and everything that went with it. 

She opened her eyes, the mood spoiled. She had come on this ride with the intention of leaving all that behind for a while, but it looked like that was not going to be possible. 

“What is it Elanna?” Aglaran asked, sensing the change.

“Nothing and everything,” she sighed.

Aglaran moved to sit next to her. “You miss them don’t you?” he gently asked.

She wondered how he always seemed to know how she felt without being able to see her face. She wanted to answer but hesitated, not sure if telling him would be a good idea for either of them. Her earlier misgivings about him had abated some. But then, she still had not even told Melin all, most, but not all.

Aglaran waited. He had responded with impulsive empathy to her distress. But, he was unwilling to force the confidence and, to be honest, unsure if he wanted it. She was far from family and friends, in a situation where she was rightly unsure where to put her trust. All who found themselves in Mordor must decide for themselves just who to trust and thus so must Elanna. He sat silent, waiting while she struggled with herself.

Deby fought to find some balance between the need for secrecy and the pull of his sympathy on the loneliness of her heart. She could not overlook the lurking feeling that Anoriath had been set up by someone close to her. Yet Aglaran reminded her of Celebsul so much, their reserve that hid a wicked sense of humor, their love of mortals. Patient Cel who had answered every question she put to him about all things elvish. She was willing to bet that Aglaran would do the same, as much as he could. 

“Aye, I do,” she sighed, finally decided, “I’ve never been so far away from home and alone. ‘‘Tis only temporary, but try and tell that to a heart that aches for the sound of a familiar voice.”

“Halbarad’s?” Aglaran asked, a rakish grin spread across his face.

First Melin and now Aglaran! A guilty gratitude for the elf’s blindness filled her heart. Her blushing face remained her secret. Since Aglaran had already divined her love for her Ranger, denying it now was pointless.

“Aye but there are others also, family and friends.” 

Loving faces surrounding her, brought to life by her simple words. A wave of homesickness engulfed her, threatening to drown her. Sudden pain and the coppery taste of blood filled her mouth. She had bit down hard on her lip. She used the pain to anchor herself to the present before the rip tide of memories could pull her under.

The abrupt change in her mood did not go unnoticed by Aglaran; his keen senses ever attuned to those around him. With the unerring accuracy of the blind, his arm arrived at its destination of Deby’s shoulders with ease. She buried her head against his chest while she strove to keep tears of loneliness and longing at bay.

Aglaran uttered no word, but allowed the warmth of his physical presence speak of his comprehension of her aching heart. Peering through the glass of memory beyond dark millennia of captivity, a child torn from the loving grasp of his parents appeared. The heart wrenching cries of his mother’s voice again rang in Aglaran’s ears. Her face had been the last sight that he had seen and no passage of years could dull her image when recalled. Still, even now, the memories of their separation pulled at him, threatening to engulf him with the pain they brought. This slip of a girl cast her spell and banished the distance of time, forcing him to relive the loss and subsequent self-enforced isolation. Some things are never forgotten and perhaps never should.

Nonetheless, Aglaran turned his back on the dark window of time and a deaf ear to the clamoring voices of his past. The past is a finished book, he reminded himself. Why force yourself to reread its pages. Instead, you should concentrate on writing your future. And you’re not doing a very good job of that one are you? He thought wryly. Am I, Anoriath?

Her homesickness conquered, for the moment anyway, Deby left the safety of Aglaran’s one-sided embrace.

“Forgive me, I ... I don’t know what came over me,” she began apologetically as she swiped at her tears.

Aglaran cut her off, “There is no need for apologies and do not be ashamed. Fear, loneliness and homesickness are well known to the people here, unwelcome houseguests that are difficult to be rid of.”

Deby’s shame did not leave her; it merely took on a new form with his words. She gazed into the sightless eyes of one whose only companions had been fear and loneliness for more years than she could comprehend. What suffering could she lay claim to that could count as more than a drop in the bucket of his? Her innate sympathy aroused, Deby’s heart ached for Aglaran’s lost years.

Standing on slightly unsteady feet Deby used Aglaran’s shoulders to brace herself so she wouldn’t fall in his lap as she leaned forward and gently kissed him on the cheek. 

“I don’t want your pity Elanna, I don’t deserve it,” he said evenly, taking her hands from his shoulders.

“I have none to give you,” she replied, “I have only admiration for you and Melin. You both make it easy to forget that you once lived the life of a slave and me, I cry over petty sorrows.”

Aglaran smiled at her, “Who is to judge if they are petty? Not me. Though they may be petty, your sorrows belong to you and you have the right to them.” He grinned, “I promise I won’t tell Halbarad you referred to him as petty.”

Deby laughed at the mental picture Aglaran’s words created. She saw herself being unceremoniously dumped fully dressed into the hot springs by a smirking Halbarad with Bob at his side. She laughed harder when the other Troll residents joined in the dunking. Tears sprang from her eyes. Her face hurt but she could not stop laughing.

“Is this a private jest or would you be willing to share?” an amused Aglaran asked.

“Sssor . . Sorry!” Deby gasped with a little hiccup. “I was imagining Halbarad’s reaction to being called petty.”

Aglaran grinned; laughter that sprang from joy was a rarity in Nurnen. Anoriath had been capable of that kind of laughter on the irregular occasion. Did she still laugh like that now?

“He threw me into the hot springs with my blasted brother’s help,” she continued, her laughter threatening to renew itself. “Then everyone else took turns throwing me in too, I guess they didn’t like being called petty either.”

“Hmmm, which would I prefer if it was me?” Aglaran pondered, giving the impression he was considering a question of great importance. “Would it be the relaxing warmth of the hot springs or the cool tingling buoyancy of the salt sea?”

Deby cocked her head to one side. Puzzled, she asked, “What do you mean? You’ve mentioned being able to float easily in the sea, but what’s the tingly thing about?”

“Oh, I’m afraid it’s something that’s very difficult to explain,” he said all too innocently, “You have to experience it to understand.”

Deby eyed him warily. She hadn’t forgotten his tale of the swim he and Anoriath had shared. 

“I like to swim when it’s my idea,“ she said rather pointedly.

Aglaran took his turn at laughing, “I promise I won’t throw you in, though the idea had tempted me. The water is pretty calm out here today if you are up to the adventure.”

Deby turned in a full circle. Daunted by the lack of any sign of the land anywhere. Swimming in a seemingly endless sea, that was one adventure she could not lay claim to. . . yet. No whitecaps, the swells were not too high and it was not like she didn’t know how to swim except ...

“I can’t!” she exclaimed, “I didn’t think to bring anything to change into and I don’t fancy wearing wet clothes the rest of the ride . . . trip . . .day.”

“Then don’t.” He replied simply.

“Then how am I supposed to swim?” she retorted.

A mischievously bland smile came with Aglaran’s answer, “Don’t get them in the water.”

“Well how do you expect me to keep them out of the water when I . . .” Deby stopped in mid sentence when it finally dawned on her what he was saying.

Bob would kill me if he found out, was her first thought. Still she knew the Rangers rarely bothered with bathing costumes. Anoriath was no exception. A swim sounded so nice and her curiosity begged an answer to the question of the water. She grinned. It wasn’t like he’d actually see her.”

She broke the surface with a gasp at the shock of the cold water and she opened her mouth a bit too soon. She coughed and spluttered at the taste. An upended salt shaker in her mouth would have tasted better than this.

Aglaran smiled at the splash, remembering. After the first incident, a reluctant Anoriath required an exorbitant amount of coaxing to try the sea again. Yet she agreed the waters of Nurnen were different from any she had ever known. Did Elanna think the same? The answer came quickly.

“It’s cold but not freezing,” Deby reported, “But it tastes awful!”

“Then keep your mouth closed!”

A vocalization primarily used by children to annoy their parents announced what Deby thought of his advice. He waited patiently, listening to the unintelligible mutterings drifting up from different places around the boat. 

Long strokes and smooth kicks propelled her around the boat. The cold faded a bit as her exertions warmed her. Comfortable now, she was able to pay attention to the properties of the water. The tingly sensation made her think of being caught in a cloud of small bubbles, each one breaking against her skin. Now what did it remind her of?

“I’ve got it!” she cried excitedly, “I know what it reminds me of. My father brought my mother some colored crystals once from Minas Tirith. She used them in her bath and she let me try one time. The fragrance was so pretty. She said it was from a flower that grew further south were it was warm most of the time. Oh, what was it called?”

“Do you know what the flower itself looked like? Can you describe it to me?” he asked curiously.

“Of course, he brought her some of the plant that they grew from. She tried to plant it outside but it could not survive the cold winters,” she said reminiscing, “The plant itself was a dark green with small leaves. The flowers were shaped like white stars and the scent was . . . that’s it! It was jasmine!”

Aglaran shook his head. “I don’t know this plant. Why are you bringing this up now?”

“Because,” came the exasperated reply of youth to their elders, “The crystals did more than add scent to the water. This could be that bath only more so. The bubbly tingly thing is stronger here.”

“Ahhh, I understand now,” Aglaran nodded. Her words sent him back in time, but to much happier memories of his mother. “Over the years salts have been combined with other things, scents included, to add to bath water for various reasons. Some for the pleasant smell and feel, others for healing. And you’re right; it’s the high concentration of salt. Can you feel how easy it is to float?”

Deby arched her back, spread her arms and kicked her feet to the surface. The sun shone down, warming her skin in sharp contrast to the cool sea under her. She closed her eyes. It took such little effort on her part to stay afloat. I wish I had a bed made of water, she thought. It’s so easy. I could float and drift with the sea forever.

As minutes passed without a sound from the water, Aglaran grew concerned. Drowning was difficult in the Sea of Nurnen but not impossible, especially if you drifted away from your craft far from shore. He stood, bending all his concentration in search of the slightest sound to betray her presence, the soft whisper of wind, the gentle slap of the water on the hull, wood creaking like old joints, but nothing else.

“Elanna! Elanna!” Aglaran finally called out.

His concern escalated to alarm when he received no answer. He gripped the lipped edge of the craft in his hands. The thought of having to tell Anoriath he failed in her trust under these circumstances was intolerable. To have lost her to Parcus, to treachery, betrayal, poison or in a battle of some sort, that was one thing. I’m sorry, I let her drift too far from the boat was not a crime he wanted to be guilty of. He renewed his cry.

“Elanna! Where are you? Answer me!”

The closeness of the voice startled him.

“What’s wrong Aglaran?” asked a lazy voice.

Relief mingled with exasperation in his answer, “I said drowning was difficult. I did not say it was impossible. Get lost in the middle of the sea with nothing to hold on to and sooner or later you will die.”

The boat tilted against his weight as Deby clambered over the side, landing in a heap at the bottom. Her muscles were too tired and relaxed to hold her up. She accepted the blanket from Aglaran gratefully, wrapping its soft warmth around her. 

‘I’m sorry if I frightened you,” she apologized through chattering teeth.

Aglaran busied himself with a large stoneware pot. Using a cloth to lift its lid he removed a smaller jug nestled inside. Coals had been placed inside to keep the smaller container warm. Lifting the lid from the smaller, he poured a dark steaming liquid into two mugs.

Deby watched him work in silence when he did not acknowledge her apology. She recognized Melin’s touch in the simple patterns and colors of the stoneware objects. Melin had a way of imparting beauty to even the most utilitarian of items with her unerring eye for line and color. Deby recognized the silver flecks in the warm chocolate glaze as mica. Someday she hoped to equal or at least come close to having Melin’s ability with clay and glaze. Her first efforts were ready for the kiln. When they came out she would know if she even had a chance.

The aroma from the mugs preceded Aglaran. Do they ever drink anything besides kaffe? She accepted the mug with quiet thanks and sipped the strong brew. Warmth stole back into her chilled limbs and her chattering teeth stilled. The silence stretched. Deby’s nerves tensed and tightened the longer the silence lasted. Her earlier misgivings about Aglaran crept back into her mind and taunted her for the trust she had placed with him. 

She berated herself, the terms ”foolish cow" and “idiot” being the first ones that came to mind. Anoriath trusted this Elf, so why did she find it so difficult? Frustration and worry broke through the barrier of silence in a hesitant question.

“Are you angry with me?”

“Angry with you? Oh no Elanna, forgive me,” said Aglaran contritely, “I’m angry with myself. I should have known your elvish heart would react to the sea in a way a mortal would not.”

Deby considered this statement. She thought her reaction to the sea to be no different from Anoriath’s or anyone else’s and she could only claim elven blood on one side of her family. Still, is that why she embraced the whole experience as something she could have done forever? She had to admit that there had been a sense of rightness and belonging as she lay drifting.

“Then Anoriath did not see it this way?” she asked hesitantly sensing a truth she should have known all along but did not.

Aglaran chuckled, “No, she did not. She acknowledged the buoyancy, swam a bit and then climbed back aboard. I think she only went in because I coaxed her. Actually the coaxing didn’t work and I finally dared her,” he amended wryly.

Memories of times when she sensed a rightness and belonging came back to her. The times when she was aware of things the others around her were not. Another one of those abilities Bob would jokingly call an “elf thing.” Another thing she had been unable to ask her mother, would Aglaran help her? But how to phrase it without giving more of herself away than she wanted to?

“Why are mortals different that way?” she questioned slowly.

“You don’t know?” he asked in amazement.

 “There was no one to explain.”

Aglaran’s eyebrows shot up at this unadorned statement. Elanna’s true story must be very close to the fabricated one. There could be no other explanation for her lack of knowledge of something so simple. How confusing it must be for her then.

“Mortals live in the world, not with the world. The speech of plant, stone and water cannot be heard by their ears. The same with the music of Ainur,” he explained. “The reading of the simplest emotions in their fellow man is difficult for them.”

“It is this way for all of them?”

Aglaran thought about this for a moment. The majority of his knowledge came from other captives, elves and mortals alike, every one a teacher with another lesson to quench his thirst for knowledge. From them he had learned much about the nature of the beings that inhabited Middle-earth. He smiled at the image of another young elf with the same questions. 

“Most of them,” he admitted, “though it is said there are a few exceptions. For example, those in whom the blood of Numenor runs true, such as King Elessar. Then there are the half-elven. Those descended from Lord Elrond are more elven in nature than mortal but that is to be expected from those who have the choice to go to the Blessed Realm.”

Uncertainly she asked, “But what about the others? Those not descended from Elrond.”

Wondering who she knew that belonged in that category he continued, “It varies for those of other elf and mortal unions. Those who can claim an elf for one parent and someone of Numenorean descent, such as some of our Rangers, I believe would have the best chance of bearing the most elven abilities.”

Raven black hair and misty gray eyes shared by father and son filled Deby’s mind. This then was the truth hanging tantalizingly out of reach for so long. She was not odd, strange or different and Bob spoke truly when he referred to the “elvish thing” 

One ghost was banished from her heart and laid to rest. Yet, another came to take its place, a ghost with golden blonde hair and sapphire blue eyes. This ghost wept when the girl child showed any trace of elvish abilities. 

Her throat constricted at the memory of Elena’s disapproving silence when she dared to question her mother about anything concerning elves. Thinking she had done something terribly wrong she would run to the sanctuary of the woods. Crying, Deby would retreat to the safety of her favorite tree. She would hold onto the smooth branches, clasping tightly her only friend in whom she could confide her confusion and sorrow. The smooth bark accepted her tears without complaint. The rustling leaves whispered comforting words only she could understand. Why did her mother never tell her this? Some questions would remain unanswered. 

Aglaran startled her out of her reverie with a question that set her heart pounding.

“You know someone who is half-elven, do you not?”

The calm voice of her answer surprised her, “Aye, I do. Her mother was an Elf and her father a Ranger. Her parents died when she was young. Like me she has no one to answer her questions. Like Valinor. She knows that the Blessed Realm is denied to her, but what is the fate that awaits mortals then?”

Sun and sawdust, glowing living wood beneath her hand. A ship waiting to answer its master’s call. The ship’s master patiently answer her questions about the Blessed Realm. Where were they now?

“Men are also the children of Iluvatar. He bestowed upon them gifts different from the Elves. Men have the gift of freedom to shape their lives beyond the music of Ainur. The other side of this gift is that Men will dwell in this world alive for only a short time and in death are not bound to it. It is said they abide for a time in the halls of Mandos, separate from the Elves. Only Manwe and Mandos know where they go when they leave for the Outer Sea.”

Deby listened intently to Aglaran’s recitation, for it was her fate he was describing. She had heard of Iluvatar and the Music of Ainur from Celebsul. It was reassuring to know Iluvatar had provided for Men as well as Elves. Different gifts, different dooms but provided for nonetheless.

“Thank you. There is so much I don’t know and have no one to ask. The same with my friend. You have been very kind to put up with my silly questions,” she said.

“Nay, your questions are natural, not silly,” he said kindly. “I asked the same ones and more when I was young and had no parents to answer them. Should you have any others you are welcome to bring them to me.”

Deby smiled warmly, “You sound like Celebsul now. He is an Elf at the Troll who also possesses the patience and good will to answer my questions. You remind me of him.”

“Judging by the affection I hear in your voice, this Celebsul is a good friend. It is an honor to be associated with him,” said Aglaran sketching a slight bow from where he sat.

Please don’t let it be him! The fleeting thought crossed her mind while more kaffe filled her mug. Though she dreaded the knowledge if he was indeed the traitor, she couldn’t resist probing. Maybe if she asked him more about Anoriath

“I do have another question and I’ll understand if you do not wish to answer,” she began, “Were you and Anoriath close?”

The question was unexpected and he wondered what lead her to ask. Yet he heard nothing but innocent curiosity in her voice. It was a natural enough question under the circumstances. Again, he was reminded with swift pain that Anoriath did not speak of him to her friends.

Choosing his words carefully he answered, “Close? I’ve known Anoriath since she first came to Nurnen. All the new Rangers, whether they know it or not, are tested by the settlers when they first arrive.” He flashed a grin at Deby before taking a sip from his mug. “Generally, they get invited to a sparring session and eventually are pitted against me. No one warns them about my lack of vision. So, when they are soundly beaten at the weapon of their choice, the settlers watch closely for their reaction when they discover that they’ve been defeated by someone who can’t even see them. They look for rigid pride, uncontrolled anger, disbelief that someone so disabled could yet be whole in their abilities, or an excessive need for power.”

Deby stared at him, a bit dumfounded by the revelation. ‘How did Anoriath fare?”

Aglaran grinned at the memory. “She sat on the ground and laughed until all she could do was wipe at her tears and hiccup. She went a long way toward gaining the community’s trust when she showed such appreciation for a joke played against her.”

He shrugged, downed the last of the kaffe in his mug and sat up straight. “After that, we eventually became sparring partners. But, it wasn’t until we lost a mutual friend to fear or despair, I still do not know which, that we became good friends. So, in that sense, we were close or as close as Anoriath will let anyone get.”

Aglaran leaned over the side to rinse the cup out and paused for a moment, trailing his fingers in the water. He righted himself and continued, “I cared for her after she was injured. She was ill for a short time and then too weak to care for herself for a while longer.” He grinned again, “I first knew she would recover when she started insulting me again. A calm compliant Anoriath is a thing to fear.”

That memory provoked him to laughter. But, in the midst of his mirth, his heart whispered to him of shame and withheld knowledge. If only he had told her she would not have needed his care so. He may try to ignore the whispering voice but its presence changed the tone of his laughter.

Anoriath hurling jabs at him with the only part of her strong enough bridge the distance from bed to chair created a clear picture of the two together for Deby that caused her to grin. But then his laughter changed and the picture altered itself to a feverish, moaning Anoriath being tenderly cared for and comforted by her close friend. Try though he may to draw a veil across his feelings for Anoriath, he had ripped it away unwittingly with the same hand.

He loves her! But then why did neither of them speak of . . . Deby’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. Another set of lovers with the same difficulty stood before her. The time she and Halbarad wasted by keeping their love to themselves. I wonder if she loves him. I hope so. I hope they gain the courage to tell each other someday. Love is too precious to keep hidden.

“Yes, insults would be a good sign, coming from Anoriath. Good friends are hard to find but worth the effort it takes to keep them close to you. I’m happy Anoriath has you for a friend,” Deby said sincerely.

This conversation was starting to enter territories Aglaran did not care to explore at the moment.

“Perhaps,” he replied softly before changing subjects abruptly, “It’s time to head back if we are to beat the storm to shore. Let me take your cup and I’ll pack this away while you get changed.”

Deby knew a dismissal when she heard one. She also knew she guessed correctly about Aglaran’s feelings for Anoriath. I can only imagine what it must be like for him. What if I had not chosen to tell Halbarad what was in my heart when I left? I think Erin needs to knock some hobbit sense into him too. She stifled the threatening eruption of giggles. She did not want to have to explain to Aglaran their source. She sternly banished the image of Erin with her hands on her hips giving Aglaran a good scolding.

He called out to her, “Are you ready?” as he leaned against the boat’s stern.

“Aye,” she said, taking her seat at the prow once more.

The whumph made by sail as it caught the wind announced they were under way. The sound called to mind another ship with sails. Would it also make a return voyage or was it far from the shores of Middle earth and never to return? Thrusting the unsettling thought aside, she cleared her mind. She leaned forward as far as she could and with outstretched arms rode the wind back to shore.

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn
Chapter 13: Melin's Night Out Part One

August 28th Evening

"Are you sure you won't join me then, my girl?" Melin asked with a wink, "I'm sure there are others who would enjoy your company tonight.'

Deby set down her brush and rolled her eyes.

"Aye, I'm sure there are," Deby put her back of her hand to her head in feigned distress. "But alas, I am chained to the workbench. I'm afraid they will have to suffer through the evening without me."

Deby glanced at Melin who had been working hard at keeping a smile off her face during Deby's performance. The moment their eyes met, it was all over. Both women could not contain their laughter. Melin laughed so hard she feared she would lose control over a number of bodily functions and pop the seams of her work dress and that simply would not do. It was she who pulled herself together first, as Deby had only made it as far as the giggly, hiccuppy stage and that only with strenuous effort.

Melin waggled her finger at Deby. "You missed your calling, that you did, my girl. It's an actress you should be and a comic one at that. Now not another word, I mean to keep this dress intact. It's the only such I have and that new dress hanging unworn would not suffice for working with the clay. At least, I don't plan to pop a seam from laughing, there are better reasons than that."

The mental picture of Melin as being in such haste was more than Deby could stand. She giggled helplessly, her eyes ran and she developed a stitch in her side. Laughter was interspersed with "ows" and "ouches". Melin watched and shook her head in amusement.

"Serves you right, you dickens," Melin said with a pop to the top of Deby's head. "You think it's funny now, but just you wait until your first time with your Ranger boy. I'll wager a few buttons end up on the floor along with everything else."

Melin's words effectively silenced the girl but the image they created soon brought a tremendous color change to Deby's face. Deby's vivid imagination that had brought on her earlier amusement at Melin's expense now painted a new image in her mind. Along with the lovely shade of red, the scene brought a hungry yearning for the time Melin spoke of. The sharpness of that hunger reflected itself in her face and Melin recognized it for what it was. She came to Deby and took the girl's face in her hands and turned it upwards.

"Don't you fret now, my sweet," Melin said kindly, "Your turn will come. The first time only comes once, and I hope it matches your dreams in every way. The waiting truly only makes it sweeter."

Deby smiled gratefully at Melin and moved to throw her arms around the woman. Melin grabbed her up and rocked her like a little child, reflecting fondly on the wonder that the young woman had yet to experience, the doors that were yet to open for her. 

"Here now, if I don't get a move on I'll not find a Ranger yet on his feet," Melin laughed good-naturedly and removed Deby's arms. "You go on with your painting. There's stew simmering on the stove when you get hungry. I have some hooks to set, if you take my meaning. Don't wait up for me."

Deby nodded and waved to Melin as she walked out the workshed door. Deby bent her attention back to her painting. She had an idea for a design for new dishes to be used at the Troll, if her idea worked that is. She tried thinking of Halbarad as she worked, but the images that came to her were extremely distracting. She pushed everything out of her mind and went back to her painting.

Melin left Deby to her painting in the workshop, wishing she could forget the puzzle that Sewulf laid at her door. That Trader! What was it about the tall broodingly silent man that made Melin want to crack him open and see what was inside? Never mind the fineness of his form, it was his eyes that pulled at Melin's heart. Tidal blue pools of hidden depth and she was such a poor swimmer. In all her years of captivity, she'd never dared to give her heart again. Even now, she'd only been flirting at the edge, dipping a toe in as if she somehow had the power to invite the water to leave its bed and follow her instead of she being the one to take the plunge. 

She'd teased and flirted and attempted to catch Sewulf's eye. But, to no avail. True, he was coming over on occasion, while Deby attended the stall, to dicker needlessly over details long settled. But he'd said nothing outside the frame of their business. Melin thought she'd caught a look or two, out the corner of his eye, but nothing that told her the tale of his heart. At least he'd finally quit wearing that dratted glove and now looked upon her with both eyes. It did him good to see others just as scarred as he not care a whit for the eyes of the world.

Well then, time to up the ante, she mused, pulling and tugging at the strip of cloth that bound her hair. To her irritation it caught, snarled in the mass of unruly tresses that wound about the back of her head. She yanked and swore before giving up with a loud exasperated sigh that lifted the growing curls at her forehead. She'd made a concerted effort lately to not peer so far into her kiln, and the hair that outlined her face had begun to grow back with an astonishing alacrity, as if they had been pushed out from their bearer's scalp by her frustrated will. 

Giving up on her hair for the moment, Melin stomped into her bedroom. Well, if her hair wasn't cooperating, she could at least get dressed and come back to fight it later. Hung on the back of the door was the dress made from the cloth she had purchased from Sewulf. Deep dark red folds swayed and whispered in the slight breeze of the door's opening. She could barely bring herself to touch it. All told, between the purchase of cloth and the time of two women's hands in its making, the dress had cost her dear. She reached up and ran the pads of her fingers along its side, reveling in the slip of silk and nub of cotton, a slight smile on her face. At least a month's worth of work at her wheel it had cost her. But well worth it, if it got her the reaction she desired. 

Melin turned abruptly and ripped off her work-clothes. She sponge-bathed from the bowl of water at her bedside, eagerly rubbing away a film of dried clay from her arms and face. Once clean, she shook out the fine linen sleeveless chemise that had been her second splurge. Good money after bad, her father would have teased her. She slipped it over her head and settled the low-scooped neck about her shoulders. Silgrid had insisted on a fine very simple lace along the neck's edge over Melin's protests. Though now, Melin was pleased with the result. 

Melin stopped and stared at the dress. Well, it was now or never, she supposed. She took a breath and lifted the dress off its hook and spread it over her bed. A low neckline scooped from the edge of one shoulder to the other, barely enough to cover the tips of her collar bone where they met her arms and low enough to let the lace of the new chemise show. Tight sleeves that ended just above the elbow, a bodice to be laced tight in the back and a full generous fall of skirt. However was she to fit in such a thing? But, fit she did, as she could attest after many impatient hours of being pinned into swaths of the material. 


Melin gingerly picked up the dress and searched through the folds for a hem so that she could throw it over her head. The silk rustled impatiently in her fingers. She pulled it over her head and pushed her arms through. Settling the neckline over the chemise, Melin looked down. My word, but it showed off the flesh well! She grinned. It should look even better once she got the bodice tied. 

Melin reached behind her and yanked at the laces at her back. Slowly climbing the ladder of strings and holes with her fingers, she tightened the dress as high as she could touch before reaching over her head to finish off the task. She fumbled and, in her haste and inexperience, became thoroughly confused as to what laces were above and which were below, which were to be tightened and which had yet to feel her tug. She dropped her arms and shook out her hands. Her fingers were already numb from being raised above her head so long. Frustrated, she attempted to undo the stays and begin again, but to no avail. It was hopeless! She was stuck half in and half out of the dress. Oh, but mayhap she shouldn't have waited until that girl was so deep into her painting to attempt the gymnastics necessary to lace up her bodice properly. What she'd give for another set of hands! 

Melin walked heavily into the kitchen, the skirt rustling with each step, and plopped onto her chair with a loud sigh. It was utterly hopeless! What had she been thinking? The likes of her in a fine dress? Ha! Melin tapped her fingers sharply on the tabletop. Well, she wasn't going back to Silgrid and her friend Nalise for help that's for sure. She'd spent the last week in their company making this dress and they had teased her to no end about her intent. Even Silgrid the silent had cut her eyes at her in sly amusement. And now go back to them and say she couldn't dress herself? She'd never hear the end of it! And that girl with her laughter? Nay, she'd go nowhere near her with those painted paws in this silk dress. 

Melin's face brightened. There was one person to whom she could turn and trust the discretion she'd find there. And sadly, she'd been neglecting that friendship in the past two months. Unconscionable of her, considering how much she was probably needed by this soul. But, how to make it across the settlement without being seen? Surely she was a prisoner within her own walls, held captive by the tangled stays at her back and the pride that prevented her from showing them. 

Melin pushed herself from the chair decisively and strode back to her 
bedroom. She may arouse curiosity by going through the community wrapped in her cloak on a warm Fall night, but she preferred that image to be burned into her neighbor's memory than that of a half-dressed potter with wild hair. 

Melin threw her cloak about her shoulders and knotted the strings abruptly. Decided, she strode to the outer door. Throwing it open, she nearly bumped into Aglaran's chest in her hurry, ripping the door away from his raised hand.

"Sweet Eru's eyeballs!" she exclaimed, recalling her father's favorite oath in a moment of astonishment. 

Aglaran laughed and reached out the hand he had raised to steady her on her feet. "Melin!" he cried out. "Where are you headed in such a rush?"

"Get IN here!" She grabbed his tunic and dragged him through her 
doorway.

She continued as she struggled with the knot beneath her chin, "How you always do it, I have no idea. However do you always know when I need you?"

He gave a small smile and shrugged. "I was unaware that I was needed."

Melin's hands stopped in place and her eyes filmed with apologetic tears. "I'm sorry, my dear Elf."

She gave up on the knot and threw back the folds of her cloak to wrap her arms about Aglaran's middle and squeeze him tight. 

He let out a playful "Oof!" to which Melin chuckled in relieved response. He wrapped his arms about her in turn and good-naturedly rocked her on her feet. 

"I've missed you, my dear potter."

"I know. And I've missed you as well, you ridiculous Elf. I'm sorry. I've been neglecting you, as shouldn't have. But! I resolve to mend my ways and seek you out more often, that I do." 

He smirked down at her face. "Nay, I know you. You'd promise anything to get my help with that mass of string at your back, that's all."

She let out an exasperated and amused snort and pulled away. "See if I ever apologize to you again!"

But, she didn't go far and wasn't surprised when Aglaran followed her deeper into the kitchen. 

"Kaffe?" She asked him as he lowered himself into a chair, leaning the side of his head against his fist.

"No, not tonight."

She cocked her head, examining him. He wasn't in one of his black moods, was he? She sighed gently as she unbound her cloak and threw it onto the back of a chair. Nay, but not far off. She had been neglecting him and the quiet unassuming Elf he was, he hadn't come to her until he had need of her.

"Tea then?"

Aglaran shook his head.

Melin grinned, and tiptoed over to him, not thinking that she could surprise him, but more for effect. 

She plopped herself into his lap and teased, "Me?"

To her relief, the Elf laughed with both mouth and eyes this time. 

"If I thought you were at all serious, Melin, I might take you up on it."

She clucked her tongue and affectionately smoothed back the hair from his forehead. "Now who said I wasn't, my dear Elf?"

He chuckled, "Nay, my good potter, I know who this dress is for." But, regardless, he wrapped his arms around her and settled her against his chest. 

She tsked at him in exasperated amusement. He missed nothing, that one. It didn't matter how far away, he just somehow knew things that others left unsaid.

Aglaran continued, musing in an all too bland voice. "Our Trader has a nice deeply resonant voice." He grinned wickedly. "The rolling tone of his people's speech must fit well in such a chest."

Smiling, Melin tucked her head against his neck and shoulder and continued to tease him. "Aye, but you still can't seem to keep your hands off of me. You could make me forget that tall man from Rohan, 
that you could."

He snorted indelicately. "Nay, you don't let anything go once you've got your mind set on it."

But she felt no need to give a response and he no need to elicit one. For a long moment, the warm embrace was all they needed to communicate the long years of affection that lay between them. 

When she let go briefly to tug the loose neckline of her dress back 
up to her shoulder, Aglaran let her go.

"Here, let me take care of that tangled mess." He pushed Melin off his lap and stood up.

"Are you sure you know what you're doing?" Not that Melin knew much more.

"Well, no, only in theory," came his wry reply.

"Oh, aye, I was forgetting your thousand year old virgin self."

Aglaran snorted aloud. "You just let me know how tight you want it." He snickered lightly, "Not that Sewulf might not thank me if I cut off your lungs."

She slapped at his hands as he reached out for her. "Nay, I'd still like to breathe, thank you very much."

"I was thinking more of your voice, truth be told." He grinned back at her. "Not that you'll need to speak much once he gets sight of you in this."

She blushed a little and bit her tongue. He was one of the few in Nurn who could get the better of her in verbal play and she knew when to stop giving him ammunition. Aglaran, curious as to the effect of his words, touched her face lightly and then laughed at the heat. She slapped at his hand again, grinning and shaking her head. 

"Irrepressible Elf!" she muttered. "You just keep your mind where it belongs, now!"

She turned around and steadied herself against the counter.

Aglaran puckered his brows as he examined the stays with his fingers. "However did you get it in such a confusion?"

Melin let out an exasperated breath and shrugged helplessly.

He grinned at her before returning his attention to the laces. "I take it that it ties at the top?"

Melin nodded, "I think so."

It didn't take him long to sort through the ties, tugging each gently from the bottom up, tightening some and loosing others until they all lay flat. 

Tying the ends into a bow and tucking them behind the fabric, he patted her back. "That should do it, I believe."

She turned, a relieved smile on her face. "Thank you, my dear Elf," and reached up on tiptoe to give him a light kiss on the cheek.

Aglaran beamed and sat back down.

She regarded him. He was still smiling a little and looked more content than before. She tilted her head and smiled back at him. "I think I know just what you need."

"And what would that be?" Aglaran playful asked.

"When's the last time you had any of Frewulf's brew?" She grinned.

He thought a moment. "Not since Anoriath left."

Melin laughed, "Nay that woman certainly liked the stuff. How many times did you have to carry her back from Frewulf's?"

Aglaran shook his head and smiled wryly, "Too often, to my mind."

Melin chuckled and squinted off, "What was that song she used to sing whenever she had imbibed to much?"

Aglaran rolled his eyes. "The Teasing Lad."

Melin grinned wickedly and turned to the cabinet where she had stored the jugs of plum wine. She called back to him, her voice lost in the shelving of the cabinet as she rummaged through it. "We always knew when you were headed home after one of those evenings. Voices carry further next to bodies of water and she's got a good strong one when she sings, that she does." 

Melin stopped and pulled out a jug from the back. She looked at Aglaran. "She would sing that song just to embarrass you, you know."

Aglaran's sour face spoke for him. "I know. It certainly worked."

Melin plopped the full jug onto the tabletop and turned back for the glasses. "Well then, my bashful friend, it's a good thing she always got stuck on the second verse."

"Aye, the first was certainly descriptive enough."

Melin unwound the seal and poured Aglaran a glass of the wine, grinning at his discomfiture. 

"I always thought that she would return. Now it seems not," he mused.

Melin pushed the glass to him. "She may yet, Aglaran."

He shook his head. "I'm not sure she should."

Melin sat down and poured herself a glass of the wine.

Aglaran continued after a pause, "We're the last two, Melin, of those of our friends from the early days of the resettlement." 

She took a sip and sloshed it over her tongue before swallowing. "Aye, we've had more than our share of the losses suffered by our people."

They fell silent, wondering at the cause of such a disparity, and afraid the other would say what they thought of it.

Aglaran broke the silence. "What does Elanna know of Parcus?"

Melin startled. She had to think a moment to recall who Elanna was, in her surprise. Parcus' name was mentioned very seldomly among those who lived in Nurn, and she could not recall anytime that it had ever passed Aglaran's lips.

Melin took a sip and then nervously twirled the glass on its axis. "Only what Anoriath knew. It seems they had a short conversation before Elanna left the Burping Troll to come here." 

They paused, the conversation grown awkward between sips.

Aglaran quietly spoke again, tracing a finger along the wood of the table, "We never did tell Anoriath all we knew of him, nor of us."

Melin cleared her throat, ashamed of her fear and wishing he would not pursue this topic. "Nay." She paused and blurted out, "I've always wondered at our friends' deaths, coming like they did one right after another."

Aglaran nodded slightly and silently, his face tight. They were two old friends. Melin stirred restlessly and brushed at her hair with her fingers.

He turned to her, an anxious look on his face that pushed him past whatever fears had held him back before. He whispered urgently. "You should be careful, Melin. Friend to Anoriath and now sheltering the young girl. You do not know what you risk!"

Melin drew in a sharp breath. She glared at him through eyes suddenly narrow and suspicious. Angrily, she blurted, "And what would you know of what I risk, Elf! Tell me! Am I marked? Should I be watching the shadows more carefully than before?"

Aglaran recoiled from her anger, surprised and dismayed at her response. "Melin!"

Melin set her glass down with a thump. "And where do you go, all those days? Are you truly on your boat during all that time?"

Aglaran grabbed Melin's arm, pleading, "Melin! Stop!"

She regarded him with wide eyes, her anger quickly dissipating at the sight of the anguish written on his face.

Aglaran let her arm go, "Just stop, please."

She settled back in her chair, her face sad and reflective.

She drew in a breath and rubbed at her face. "Aye, I'm sorry, Aglaran. We promised that we'd never do that to each other, no matter what, and here I've failed you when you needed me to trust you most. I've been so worried about the young girl, and myself to be honest. I've done my best to hide it, that I have, but the strain is beginning to take its toll. And now I've taken it out on you of all people."

She sighed sadly and lay her hand atop Aglaran's. "If you were ever to betray me, Aglaran, I would hope that I would have the courage to forgive you, my sweet Elf. You've such a loving heart and have suffered things I'll never fully understand. If you were ever to fail of your intention to be true, I would know that you had tried your utmost to resist and I would be content."

His face contorted with regret and he shook his head. "You do not know of what you speak, Melin."

"Nay, do not torture yourself so, Aglaran. You are one of Eru's children, though you be of the First Born, and you have your limits of the flesh just as we all do. This is the risk that we take when we give our hearts here in this land. But life just isn't worth living without love, Aglaran. I'll not wall myself off, no matter what the consequences, and neither should you. Get busy living or get busy dying and I'll choose the former every time. I would not hold onto my life with such a tight grasp that I squeezed any joy out of it. I'm sorry, Aglaran, I just forgot that for a moment." 

She paused and sighed when Aglaran continued to sit stone-faced, obdurate in his guilt and self-blame. "Just promise me something, Aglaran."

"What is that?" he asked, his voice quietly strained.

"That you'll forgive yourself someday."

He sighed and pulled his hand away and clenched them in his lap. "I can't do that until I am forgiven. And I haven't stopped begging her forgiveness. But whether or when I'll get the chance to do so to her face, I don't know."

"Aye. I have no answer for that for you, either. But, until then, you are here and I am here, and I am your friend whether you want me to be or no. And I promise that I'll not question your faith again, my dear Elf." 

Aglaran reached for her hand with his and pressed his forehead against her knuckles in renewal of their pledge, grateful for her friendship, though, as always, feeling that he did not deserve it.

Melin slapped at his hands, "Come now, my dear Elf. Now that that is settled, I still need your help."

His brow furrows, Aglaran asked, "You didn't managed to bungle something else, did you?"

She passed him a sour look, "You just try to do something with this hair and see how far you get."

He shook his head, "For such talent as you have at the pottery wheel, I would expect better things from your hands."

"Nay I have not the magic of the Elves, that I'll leave to you."

"Magic!" he snorted. "If you'd ever quiet your mind when doing anything other than pottery you might get the same results."

But Aglaran stood up and walked behind her in her chair. He ran his fingers through her hair and tutted at the tangled mass. 

"Do you want a brush?" she asked.

"No, I won't know what I'm doing then." Using his fingers to tease apart the hairs, he soon had the bit of material out and began working on the tangles it left behind. 

Melin closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of his fingers in her hair. They were quiet together, saddened by what had passed between them, but resolved to forgive and love each other despite the forces that tore people apart in their land. 

Aglaran broke the silence, "What do you think of Sewulf's burden?"

Melin shook her head, "Ach! Such trifling nonsense!"

Aglaran smiled. "He turns his head constantly. I'm never sure whom he's talking to when he does so. I keep expecting to hear another voice beside me when, in truth, he is talking only to me." 

Melin nodded wryly and then grinned, "I called him a wall-eyed fish."

Aglaran laughed shortly. "Did you? And how did out Trader friend take such an appellation?"

Melin snorted.

"Ah. Not well, then. I suppose that was what you wanted. Ever the tease, aren't you Melin?"

She smiled back, "Well, mayhap so, but I've met my match in you, that's for sure. And did you dump our young friend into the Lake? Is that why her hair was such a wet mess when she returned from your sailing? Or did you coax her into taking a dip with naught but the clothing Eru gave her upon her birth?"

Aglaran didn't reply, but his grin broadened as he struggled with a particularly large knot.

Melin clucked her tongue. "Well, that only proves she is an innocent."

He laughed, "Melin! Now what harm was there in that? There was naught to see her, not even I."

"Nay, that is true, you have ever been the perfect gentleman, though I don't doubt you have other ideas in that quiet head of yours at times."

Aglaran ran his fingers through Melin's brown curls one last time and then, impulsively leaned down to wrap his arms about her and press the side of his face against hers. She reached up and wrapped her arms about his shoulders. 


He mused regretfully, "I'm afraid I know nothing of braiding, Melin, else I'd help you fix your hair."

"Aye, and a poor excuse for an Elf, that you are." She patted him on the back affectionately.

He laughed shortly and then sighed into her hair and let her go. Melin resealed the jug and pressed it into his hands. 

"Here, my dear Elf! Treasure it closely, there are few left that aren't packed away in the Traders' reserves." 

"I'll save it for a special occasion, then." Aglaran walked to the door with Melin trailing behind him. 

She opened the door for him and, before he left, he turned back. "Good luck, Melin. If you ever give up on Sewulf, you just let me know," and he grinned and leaned down to kiss her cheek. 

Melin swatted at his backside and dismissed him from her door. "Don't tempt me or you'll soon regret your words." 

Melin watched him walk the road that wound among the houses for a while. She tsked and shook her head. As if the Elf would give up on his longing for their absent friend. Though Eru knew if he would ever allow himself to love her or receive her love in return. 

*******

Deby set the empty bowl back in the kitchen. The stew actually tasted like stew, a rarity in Melin's kitchen where everything tended to a faint undertone of clay to it. Humming to herself she went back to the front room to check on her samples. She picked up the plate first. The little cloud in front of the troll's mouth made the act of burping more obvious she thought. She's not sure where the idea came from but she liked the way it turned out so she wasn't going to argue where the inspiration came from. She would have been surprised to learn the image was very close to another burping troll done on canvas.

She was looking over the other pieces when the knock came. Not expecting anyone, it startled her and she almost dropped the tea mug she was holding. She set the mug down and hurried to the door, her heart racing. She couldn't stop the first thought that popped into her mind. Oh no! What is He doing here!

Forcing a smile, she asked, "Brithlan. What a surprise. And what brings you here?"

Brithlan gave her a nervous nod, "Melin said you were indisposed. I just came to see if there was anything I could do for you."

Deby cursed inwardly, this is NOT how she had wanted to spend the evening but it would be rude to turn him away immediately. But I'll only let him stay as long as politeness allows and then that's it.

"Thank you Brithlan, that was kind of you," she opened the door and made a sweeping motion with her other hand. "Please come in."

Brithlan waited for Deby to seat herself before he sat. There was an awkward silence that Deby figured it was up to her to break.

"I'm sorry you came this way for nothing," she started, "to Melin, the only reason someone would stay home when they could be out having fun, is that there is something wrong with them; therefore they must be indisposed."

Brithlan smiled brightly. "I'm so glad to hear you are well. I have to admit I was a little curious too. I've never seen an elf that was sick before."

Deby kept her smile pasted on while inside she was fit to be tied. Why did his questions and curiosity make her skin crawl? It was a natural question after Melin's reason for her non-appearance.

Deby worked at keeping her voice even when she answered, "that would have been a sight indeed. Elves can be made ill from poison, but the normal ailments that humans suffer from are unknown to us. From what I've seen they can stay that way.

Brithlan laughed uncertainly, "I was wondering, I mean, I thought I had heard that elves don't get sick. But with what Melin said, I wasn't sure. I am glad to hear that you are well."

Deby sighed inwardly. If only he were just plain obnoxious it would be easy to tell him to go away and stay away. But he was so earnest, as well as persistent, in his attentions, Deby found if difficult to be rude to him when he hadn't really done anything to her. Making your skin crawl was not good enough. Deby's wayward mind slipped Brithlan into Halbarad's place in her earlier visions. Deby had to bite her tongue to keep the laughter from spilling out. 

Eeewww! It would be like kissing a dead fish! she thought. Something of what she was thinking must have shown on her face because she caught Brithlan's puzzled stare. She had to think of something quick, she couldn't possibly tell him the truth.

"I was just thinking of the ruckus that would cause," she said hastily, his gaze remained puzzled. "I mean if an elf could truly be ill, it would cause quite a stir between mortal and immortal beings wouldn't it?"

Brithlan, still confused, "if you say so."

Without others around to help keep up the flow of conversation, silence made its appearance once again. One on one conversation was next to impossible with Brithlan and Deby tried to come up with a good, polite reason to ask him to leave. Another knock at the door saved her.

"Excuse me," she said, rising quickly to see whom it was.

Deby was never so glad to see Beregrid in all her life. Judging by his grim countenance, he was none to happy to find Brithlan here. In fact, Deby had the funny feeling that Beregrid was here expressly because Brithlan was. Now what was she supposed to do. Beregrid solved that dilemma with a few swift movements of his hands.

Deby slapped a hand to her forehead, "That was tonight? I'm so sorry, please come in Beregrid."

More hand movements that Brithlan did not comprehend.

Deby turned to Brithlan, a contrite expression on her face.

"Forgive me Brithlan. It seems I have forgotten my appointment with Beregrid." she apologized, "I forgot that tonight was lesson night. I had specially asked him to teach me a song in his hand language. You do understand don't you?"

Deby was sorely tempted to bat her eyes at him but thought better of it at the last moment. Don't push your luck girl, she could hear Melin's advice in her head. She settled for a sweet smile instead. 

Brithlan stared pointedly at Beregrid who returned the favor with an impassive look. Deciding this was not the time or the place he gave in as graciously as possible under the circumstances.

"Uh, of course, I understand," he said stiltedly, "I will see you again sometime. Enjoy your lesson."

With a nod to Beregrid, Brithlan managed to leave Melin's home without slamming the door behind him.

Deby and Beregrid waited as they heard the footsteps fade away. The moment they did, Deby grabbed Beregrid's hands and kissed them, laughing the whole time.

"Oh thank you Sir Beregrid," she gushed, "you don't know what you just saved me from. Then again you probably do or you wouldn't be here, right?"

Beregrid kept his pokerfaced expression, allowing only the arching of one brow. It was enough.

"You devil, you," she cried. "You followed him here deliberately didn't you?"

Beregrid allowed the corners of his mouth to turn up slightly.

"I knew it," Deby laughed.

You found me out. Melin said you were home indisposed and all could see him chomping at the bit to leave. He left as soon as he could and I waited a short time before following.

`Well, I'm glad you did," she sighed, "I know its not kind, but the man just irritates me.'

Don't feel badly, you have always treated him with more respect than he deserves. All men are born with the sense to know when a woman is not interested. He just does not listen to his.

Deby grinned, "You're right. I don't think I was very respectful to him tonight though, not by lying to him."

Who said it was a lie? You have asked me to learn the signs for your song and I agreed to teach you, did I not?

"Yes, you did and I can't wait to start," said with a mischievous gleam in her eye, "After all, I wouldn't want to make a liar out of you."

Deby thought how fun it would be to sing the song someday for Halbarad, with the signs it was like a dance as well. His hair was black too and the words could apply to a man as well as a woman. For a moment she let herself imagine the look on his face.

Beregrid watched the familiar far-away look come to Deby's eyes. It wasn't long after they arrived in Nurn he guessed that Deby held someone close in her heart. Her youth caused to wear her heart on her sleeve even when she did not intend to. Her heart's desire was a secret she kept, along with the secret of her identity, and her true reason for coming to Lake Nurnen. The secret that caused Sewulf to turn against her. Beregrid trusted Deby; he knew she would give up her secret when she was ready and felt it safe. He hoped it would be soon, he didn't know how much longer he could deflect Sewulf's ire. 

Beregrid waved his hand in front of Deby's face until he had her embarrassed attention. Are you ready?

"I'm sorry, I guess I was woolgathering," Deby said with a sheepish grin.

Beregrid shook his finger at her and did his best to look stern. Unfortunately the twinkle in his eye gave him away and he knew it. He threw his hands up in the air before he asked again.

Do you want to learn or not.

Deby repeated a gesture she had seen him use when he was angry at something before signing her affirmative answer.

I ought to turn you over my knee and spank you for that one, Beregrid threatened.

"I cry your pardon," Deby said putting her hands up in a conciliatory gesture. "Please teach me."

Beregrid grinned and nodded.

All right, let’s start with the first line. This is black …


Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn

Chapter 14: Melin's Night Out Part Two

August 28 evening

Melin eased the basket handle on her arm; heavy from the squat brown jug it contained.  One and only one jug of Frewulf's brew would she bring with her to that spare and uncomfortable common room of the Ranger's.  Melin smirked.  She knew enough about Rangers' appetites for anything fermented to distrust their self-control.  She was not about to supply all that lot with drink.  They'd sweet talk themselves into her whole supply in one evening if she let them.  The rest had ale enough to warm their night.  

Light spilled from the windows and voices drifted upon the evening air.  Melin gave a determined smile and patted her hair, her one nervous gesture.  Celeranth briskly opened the door to her knock and she was instantly flooded with the sound of a burst of laughter from the tables within.  A merry gathering, it seemed.  

"Potter Melin!"  Celeranth greeted her warmly.  He smiled broadly at her, delighted that a settler had taken up one of his many invitations to join the Rangers at their leisure.  He peered at her basket and winked at her.  "And bearing gifts, I see."

"Aye, Ranger Celeranth, an elixir to soothe savage beast of the male heart."

"You couldn't be more welcome, my dear Potter, with or without your gifts.  Let me help you with that."  He held out a hand and easily took the heavy basket from her arm as she pulled at the knot that bound her cloak at her neck.  

Once she removed it from her shoulders, Celeranth's eyes twinkled merrily as he offered his arm for the cloak. He took Melin's hand and wrapped it about the crook of his free arm.  

Celeranth leaned in and whispered confidentially in her ear, "I like the dress.  It's quite becoming.  It seems I am happily laden."

He pulled back to grin full her at her face.  Melin shook her head slightly at him, grinning right back.

"So, news travels fast even among the Rangers, does it?"

Celeranth snorted dryly, "Aye, the one thing that we've been privileged to hear."

She glanced at him, suddenly wary, but his eyes were gone, sweeping the room and assessing the opportunities for easing Melin's presence into the company.

The men of the post at Lake Nurnen sat about the tables in the room, scattered in small groups either taking their leisure or engaged in the small tasks that filled their evenings at the hearth.  Most glanced their way.  Their welcoming smiles were the warmest feature of the room.  Its walls were bare and nothing of decoration graced the furniture contained with.  It was functional, no more.  

Melin noted with a quick glance that Sewulf sat at a table pulled close to the hearth, tankard in front of him and cards at his fingertips.  A chair across from him was pulled back away from the table, most likely vacated by Celeranth to greet her.  She struggled to hide the grin that threatened to burst upon her face.  Sewulf had appeared to have not recognized her immediately, and was now staring at her openly.  

Celeranth cleared his throat and whispered to her.  "It seems, my dear Melin, that you have captured someone's attention.  Do you think it best to take a frontal assault or should a sneak attack from the side be best?"

Dismayed, Melin whispered back, "Ach, Captain, it seems you know more than I about such strategies.  I'll leave it up to you."

He nodded and gave her a lopsided smile. "Never you worry.  Hmm."  He peered about the room.  "I think it best to begin with a flanking move.  Care to join me in a tour of the room?"

She couldn't imagine that there was more to be seen upon closer inspection, but nodded gamely nonetheless.  He led her about the room, introducing her to the men there as if she had newly moved to the settlement and needed their full welcome.  Melin could feel Sewulf's eyes boring full into her back as their soft voices and the laughter that accompanied Celeranth's gently flirtatious teasing drifted back to him.  At last they arrived at the table that Celeranth had vacated to answer her knock.  

"Won't you join us, Melin?"  Celeranth dropped her hand to pull an extra chair over to the table.  "I believe that Sewulf was just teaching us a game from Rohan.  What did you call it?"  

This last he addressed to Sewulf who answered shortly, " Nig ymmur, it's called."

Celeranth smiled wryly at Melin, "I’m afraid that it hasn't reached us in the outer provinces of Gondor and I may need your help to defend against his assault on my purse."

Melin protested, playing along with Celeranth's lead, though Sewulf's packing team couldn't have dragged her from that table.  "Oh, no, I wouldn't want to interrupt you!"

Celeranth interrupted her and motioned her into the chair magnanimously, "Nay, nay, join us please.  Our trader tells me that the game is better with an odd number of people.  Didn't you say that, Sewulf?"

Sewulf grudgingly nodded, "Aye, that I did," though he still seemed unable to withdraw his eyes from Melin.  

But now that she was closer, his eyes were more drawn to the puckered line of scar that reached over her shoulder and curled onto her breast before it disappeared into the fabric of her neckline.  She knew what drew his eyes and the lowness of the dress' front had been as much to show this as the soft roundness of flesh it also revealed.  

Celeranth ushered her into the chair and stepped away to get the jug that Melin had brought with her.  

Sewulf dropped his eyes to the cards spread on the table, at a loss for words now that Melin was no longer the trading partner she once was, but apparently, to his astonishment, a woman.  Melin smiled.  This was going perfectly.  The dress was worth every pot it had cost.  

Searching for an opening to conversation, Melin looked at the cards that held Sewulf's attention captive.  

She let out a surprised exclamation and reached out her hand to touch the stiff cards before him.  "Trader Sewulf!"

Celeranth set the jug on the table with a slight thud.  "Aye!  Aren't they beautiful?  Cost me more than a month's wages and all of Frewulf's brews that I could wheedle from the man.  There's not a drop to be found in the settlement that isn't packed in the Trader's cart.  As you know, our trader drives a hard bargain."  

Melin laughed, "Aye!  Now that is true.  The bareness of my workshed attests to his efforts."  She shot a sharp look at Sewulf who smirked at her words.  "Aye, I heard tell of your fondness for the fermented plum from Silgrid.  It's a good thing that the plains abound with the bush.  They are heavily laden this year.  It looks to be a good crop.  Frewulf is out there every day with half the men of the community and they're only working for the promise of next year's bottles."

Celeranth unsealed the container and poured a generous portion of the plum wine for the three of them while Melin examined the cards.  As Sewulf was pressed to explain, he had gotten them in Minas Tirith, soon after the coronation of the King.  He had been able to purchase only three sets, and with good reason, the level of detail spoke of a painstaking craft.

He spread the cards before Melin.  The blacks and reds stood out starkly against the sharp white of the background.  King and Queen as was usual, but the black suits held captured the enemies of the free world in astonishingly macabre likeness.  Sauron the Dark King as he once appeared millennia ago, the Lord of the Nazgul perched atop his mount with spread wings as the Prince, and their minions in Trolls, Oliphaunts, and the Haradrim finished the suit.  Saruman, and his mouth in Rohan, Grima Wormtongue graced another suit, with scatterings of Uruk hai.  The likenesses of the King and his elven Queen, the Prince Faramir and his wife the shieldmaiden of Rohan, King Theoden and the now King Eomer, along with men of Rohan and Gondor and Elves of the northern kingdoms graced the red suits.  

Melin touched the cards longingly.  Tales of these far off places and people had filled the evenings in Nurn ever since the fall of Barad-dur.  Her heart was suddenly flooded with the longing to see the wide world outside the walls of Ephel Duath.  

Celeranth smiled at her delight and the yearning evident on her face.  "It seems that Trader Sewulf has a penchant for bringing an exotic loveliness into our mundane lives here."  Celeranth tipped his glass of plum wine in a toast to Melin that referred to her dress with an obviousness that wasn't lost on the trader.  

Melin looked up at Sewulf.  "And are they a good likeness, do you think?"

Sewulf nodded, idly picking up a card with an Uruak-hai rendered in vivid detail. "Aye, that they are.  The sketches were done during the days of the coronation."  

Melin stared openmouthed at the trader and blinked. "You were there? At the coronation?"

"Aye, I was there." Sewulf's face turned grim for a moment and Melin feared that all her efforts would be for naught. Sewulf's eyes once more traveled the line of Melin's scar and then moved up to meet her eyes. His hands tightened upon the cards, as he added, "I spent several weeks in the hands of the healers of Minas Tirith." Then slowly, with a visible effort, he turned his face fully toward her. "The coronation was held shortly before I returned to Rohan."

"Ah, Trader. You've been holding out on me. Tell me all about it!" Melin said leaning forward with shining eyes.

Sewulf began slowly, but under the prompting of Melin's questions and the effects of the plum wine, he gradually relaxed. Talk moved from the coronation to the wedding, which both Sewulf and Celeranth had witnessed. Finally, the torrent of questions abated and the trio settled to a laughing lesson in the intricacies of nig ymmur. 

"Nig," said Melin, triumphantly spreading her cards before her.

Muttering something about beginner's luck, Sewulf tossed his own cards down and reached for the brown jug to pour the last drops into his glass. He snorted into the glass, amused. 

"That's it for me." He set down an incomplete run of black suited cards. 

"Ah, defeated by the Dark Lord yet again!" Celeranth said with a slow shake of his head and a charming grin. "Teach me to play with a trader and a woman." 

Melin gathered the cards together neatly and pushed them toward Celeranth with a smile. "Thank you for an interesting evening, my dear gentlemen, but the hour is late and the morning seems to come earlier each day."

Celeranth glanced expectantly toward Sewulf who returned his gaze steadily and drained his glass. Celeranth's lips twitched with amusement. He caught one of men's eye near the hearth while replacing the cards in their leather case. Quickly exchanging signals below the table with the man, he rose and said, "I'll see you home, Melin. It is not a good idea for you to go unescorted."

"Och! Captain! And where do you think my feet have led me on my own all these years without your great shanks beside me, eh?" Melin protested.

"Nay, my good potter, I would feel better if you had an escort. So please indulge me." Celeranth replied, winking at her and gathering up her cloak. 

Before Melin could respond, his man near the hearth called Celeranth to come give his opinion on a matter apparently of great importance. Celeranth rolled his eyes slightly as Melin snickered and he shook a finger at her. "Don't you go off alone, you hear?"

Melin gave an exasperated sigh and draped her cloak back over the chair. Under Sewulf's steady gaze, she began to fidget. First, a gentle tapping of her foot, then a steady drumming of her fingers on the dark wood of the table. Glancing over toward the table where Celeranth stood listening to the excited rambles to another Ranger, she sighed with exasperation.

The corners of Sewulf's mouth lifted in a wry smile. He stood and picked up her cloak. "Come, I will escort you home, as our Captain seems to have found other matters that require his attention."

Once outside the door, Sewulf stopped and draped the cloak around her shoulders. Gently pulling her hair from beneath its edges he dragged his gaze from the scar to meet her eyes, misty with wine and the softness of his touch. He dropped his gaze and cleared his throat, offering his arm.

*****

Late night/early morning of 29th

Celeranth slapped the book cover home and slipped the leather thong in place. "Done!"

"Finally!" he added under his breath and vigorously rubbed the padded flesh beneath his eyebrows. He really should have attacked the week's paperwork earlier, but his distaste for the minutia of government documentation had lent weight to every excuse that made itself known to him, no matter how trivial. As much as Brithlan might help with the day to day record keeping, the chore still seemed never-ending. A little ale and a card game or two with the Trader was all he had planned on allowing himself tonight, but Melin's appearance had so delighted him that he had postponed the chore yet again. 

Celeranth smiled a little. Sewulf didn't stand a chance with that one. He was a marked man and he might as well surrender now. Celeranth rubbed his finger on a water spot on the leather-bound volume and yawned mightily, pulling in air. His jaw snapped shut with a click and he vainly attempted to shake off the inertia of sleepiness and move his body closer to bed. He allowed that the pen just might be mightier than the sword, for some days it certainly felt heavier. He was worn out. 

Ah well. The late night had been well worth it. He'd been trying for weeks to get a settler, any settler, to spend an evening with the rangers stationed in Lake Nurnen. If it took playing matchmaker for the down-to-earth potter, then so be it. It had been a pleasant enough means of passing the evening anyway. 

A dull scratch of wood against stone from outside the office door caught Celeranth's ear and involuntarily straightened his spine. Now, who else would be up at this hour? Surely all those under his charge should be well asleep. His lethargy broken, Celeranth stood up and hefted the heavy ledger over to the shelves that lined the wall behind his desk and dropped it into its box. He locked the latch with a small key before turning and snatching up his now empty mug from the desk. Pinching the candle's flame that guttered in a small pool of melted wax, he sent himself into sudden darkness, but his feet knew their way across the office without its help.

The fire in the hearth burned low, leaving only glowing coals coated with a thin powdery ash. The black scorched andirons ticked as they cooled and the coals crackled softly in the air. Celeranth let out a small sigh when he spotted the young man seated by the hearth. It was Brithlan. Always a quiet and rather anxious soul, he'd been visibly more on edge lately, unhappy and worried it seemed. He had stretched out his legs and was staring at the coals and pulling on his lip. He dropped his hand and looked up briefly when Celeranth approached. 

Quietly, Celeranth pulled a chair over and turned it about, straddling the seat and watching the young man as he stared at the glowing embers. He'd talk when he was ready. Brithlan pulled at the cloth of his leggings nervously and sniffed, clearing his throat. 

"I've been trying to stay close, but I'm not sure she cares for my company."

Celeranth stared at the hearth and absentmindedly rubbed at the wax that had congealed on his fingertips, considering the young Ranger's difficulties. Brithlan had obviously figured out who among the newcomers had been sent by Faramir about a week ago. Celeranth hadn't been surprised. Brithlan had a bright inquisitive mind with an eye for detail that left little unremarked. In addition, the elf-maid had apparently engaged Brithlan's sympathies with her brightness and beauty and he had assigned himself the task of watching out for her. But, Celeranth could just see the young man dancing about Elanna in anxious puppyish eagerness, a sure way to make her uncomfortable and kill any hint of attraction the girl might feel for him. 

Celeranth sighed again and turned to Brithlan, who was chewing on his lip. "Are you happy here, Brithlan?" he queried.

Brithlan raised startled eyes to his captain, surprised by the question. He stammered, "I, I don't think it's a matter of happiness."

Celeranth interrupted, "Isn't it?" He leveled a steady gaze at him. "I won't lie to you, Brithlan. Being assigned to the post in Nurn wasn't my first choice. It's not an easy assignment. The community has not accepted us. We're shut out and not nearly as effective as I would like. It's a slow wearing battle and a setup for poor morale. And you've been here longer than any of us. And yet, you haven't developed any friendships among your comrades."

Brithlan dropped his eyes and pulled at the edge of his tunic, the muscles around his eyes tense.

Celeranth continued earnestly, "You need to stop isolating yourself so much, Brithlan. There are those here who would be your friends and you need them. Under the circumstances, we must rely on each other or we'll be picked off one by one. Our cohesion as a group is important for our ability to do what we've been called to do for the community we serve. It's also important for each one of us."

Brithlan remained silent and Celeranth began to feel as if he were speaking to a brick wall. He scraped at the wax with a thumbnail. He hadn't meant to turn this into a lecture, but Brithlan's silence was almost sullen, the sign of an unhappy heart that felt misunderstood. He must have been reaching out to the elf-maid out of a terribly desperate loneliness. 

Celeranth continued doggedly. Maybe if he spoke more sympathetically. "You're lonely and unhappy, Brithlan. I can tell. I don't blame you. If I had been here as long as you, I'd be struggling with such feelings, too."

Brithlan blurted emphatically, interrupting his captain. "She just doesn't seem to get how much danger there is for her here. She speaks to everyone. Her manner is open and artless. She travels throughout the settlement all by herself. She's made friends with that Elf who disappears for long days at a time. Who knows where he goes!"

Celeranth's eyebrow raised as he considered Brithlan's words and he sighed grimly.

Brithlan continued, deflated, "How could she possibly think that she could hide who she is for any length of time?" 

Brithlan sat up in his chair and finally turned to meet Celeranth's eyes to whisper forcefully. "Can you imagine what Parcus would do to her?" His face was contorted with a desperate fear and disgust that left Celeranth speechless. 

After a pause, Celeranth shook his head in wonder. "What do you know of Parcus?"

Brithlan dropped his eyes, staring at his hands as he clasped them together between his knees, rubbing his thumbs against each other and watching his flesh whiten. "You didn't see Anoriath after he was done with her." 

Celeranth found he had nothing to say to the young man. They fell silent together for a time. After a while, Brithlan sighed a little and stood up. 

"I think I'll go to bed now, if you don't mind, Captain."

Celeranth nodded, dismissing the Ranger. He sat and watched the embers as they slowly pulsed and faded, feeling just as stymied and helpless as Brithlan must have before he walked into the room.




Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn
Chapter 15: Confrontation 
September 2

Deby hummed to herself as she helped Beregrid pack more of Melin's pottery.  They had spent the last hour sorting, padding and packing.  Deby held the lid of the crate down while Beregrid nailed it shut.  Almost finished for the day, Deby sang softly while she swept up the excess packing straw.  She knew better than to sing too loud, it seemed that more and more, everything she did irritated and annoyed Sewulf.  And he let her know that it did in no uncertain terms.  Beregrid did everything he could to stave off Sewulf's tirades against her, but to no avail.  

What Deby couldn't understand is why Sewulf was behaving this way.  Jovial would never be used to describe his demeanor but he was never deliberately cruel or unkind, until now.  She wasn't sure how much more she could take but she dared not let her anger get the better of her.  She was afraid that if she did she would say something that would give her away.  So she just bit her tongue and tried to remind herself that this was just temporary.  It was hard; she thought that she had finally reached him.  But that all changed after the first day in Lake Nurnen and had been getting progressively worse.

"Judging by the look on your face I guess you're not having much luck with your search are you?"  asked a voice from behind.

Deby had been deep in thought about the trouble between her and Sewulf that she did not pay any attention to the approaching footsteps.  After all, many people passed by the stand during the day.  The broom fell from her hands as she started at the voice.  To add insult to injury, when she tried to quickly turn around she managed to trip over the broom and fall none to gracefully on her backside.

Beregrid was by her side in an instant to help her up, as was the owner of the voice that caused the problem in the first place, Brithlan.  

Contritely Brithlan asked, "I'm sorry Elanna, I didn't mean to startle you.  Are you alright?"

Brithlan reached out to help but was blocked by Beregrid; a momentary flash of anger passed over his face and then was gone.  Beregrid helped Deby up and she began to brush off the bits of straw that clung to her clothing.

She laughed as she said, "I'm fine Beregrid, really I am.  I was just startled that's all.  I'm not hurt.  A little dirtier perhaps but not hurt."

Deby stepped around Beregrid's protective stance.  He turned with her, glaring at Brithlan who pointedly ignored him.  

"Now what was it you were asking me?"

"I asked how your search for your family is faring," Brithlan replied.

Deby was instantly on her guard.  The Nurnen residents knew of her 'search' but were very discreet in their inquiries about her progress.  Brithlan's obvious curiosity made her nervous.  Not that he meant anything by it but she knew the less she said the better.  It was too easy for her story to become more complicated as she added details to placate him.  The more details she added meant that many more she could forget with serious consequences.  

Hoping to placate his inquisitiveness quickly she said, "It is faring as it has since I arrived.  Every time I think I've found out something it turns out to be another dead end.  But I still keep trying."

"Is there anything I can do to help?"  He asked eagerly, ever desiring to be helpful.

Here we go again, she thought.  "Thank you ever so much for your offer but at this point there is nothing you can do.  But your thoughtfulness is much appreciated," smiling warmly.

"Are you sure?" he persisted.  "I ride out a lot and would be happy to make some inquiries for you.  I know there are some folk reasonably close that you have not yet spoken to."

Everyone jumped at the loud thump of a hand on the counter.  

"Enough," roared Sewulf as he walked up to Brithlan, "this Elf works for me and while she is here I expect her to work, something you are keeping her from.  As a Ranger I'm sure you have many duties to perform that are being neglected while you stand here flapping your jaws.  So you go do yours and let her get on with hers."

Brithlan's jaw, which had dropped open, now shut with a loud click.  Nodding and offering a clipped 'Good day', Brithlan turned on his heel and left, his back straight and his legs stiff.

Deby stared at Sewulf in disbelief, it wasn't so much what he said as the way he said it.  He sounded truly angry and over a trifle.  If Beregrid's face was any indication, this outburst was unusual even for Sewulf.  

Sewulf took one look at the expression on her face and snarled, "And just what do you think you're standing there gaping at?  Don't have something better to do."

Beregrid moved to put himself in between Deby and Sewulf as always but Deby would have none of it.  She moved around Beregrid and turned to face him.  She put her hands on his arms to stop him.

"No Beregrid," she said firmly, her eyes flashing with anger.  "This has gone on long enough and I won't stand for it anymore."

Turning to Sewulf, "Just what is the matter with you?  Ever since we've arrived here you've been this way."


"And just what way do you think that is?"  Sewulf scoffed.

Deby clenched her hands, "You have treated me as though I were a servant of Sauron's," she said through jaws clenched as tightly as her hands.  "Every day it has been a little bit worse.  This has gone beyond the point of the usual rudeness that you use as a wall to shield yourself off from people."

Sewulf gave her a stony look but said nothing.  Perhaps she was right about his manner but he was justified.  She deserved anything and everything he dished out to her.

Deby paused to see if Sewulf would answer.  When he didn't she asked in quiet exasperation, "What have I done that has offended you so badly?"

Sewulf snorted in disbelief.  He couldn't believe that she could stand there acting as if he had wounded her.  Did she have no shame?  Of course not!  Lying women had no idea what shame was, they cared not who they hurt with their falsehoods.  Well it was time this one got her comeuppance and he would be delighted to give it to her.

"So you want to know what you've done to offend me, do you?"  Sewulf said tightly, "Shall we start with two-faced lying women who pretend to be something they're not?  That led the people around them on, pretending as if they cared about them or what happened to them.  Then leave them as soon as they have what they want."

Deby was taken aback by the venom in Sewulf's voice.  What had happened to this man! It was clear that someone had hurt him, and hurt him badly.  But that still didn't explain what he thought she had done.

"And what does that have to do with me?"  Deby asked, confused and angry at being so misrepresented.

"Why don't you ask your brother, you know, the one whom Sevilodorf claims as friend," Sewulf retorted hotly.  

Deby stepped back in panic.  How did he know this?  She looked at Beregrid, who smiled at her sadly.  So, he knew than too, she thought.  Sweet Eru!  This argument better stop soon, before the wrong people overheard.  Deby glanced around warily, though, she thought wryly, she still had no idea what she was looking for. 

"What do you know of my brother?"  She whispered harshly, trying to squelch her alarm before it showed in her voice.

Sewulf feigned innocence, "Brother, what brother?  I thought you were here looking for your parents, that you had no other living relatives.  So how on Middle-earth could you have a brother?"

The pit of Deby's stomach sank; praying desperately that no one had overheard what Sewulf had just said.  She stepped out of the stall and looked around, no one; not even Brithlan was in sight.  She stepped back in and looked at Sewulf.

"I care not if you hate me, but if you place any value on my life, or life in general, you will say no more," she whispered urgently

Surprised, Sewulf's sarcastic reply died on his lips.  There was something about the way she stood there, silent and unyielding in the face of his wrath, her courage thinly veiling a palpable fear that startled him.  She held his gaze and did not lower her eyes.  The fear was there.  It wasn't of him but it effectively silenced her tongue.  Something of the grudging respect he once had for her flared inside his heart and nodded his head curtly.

Deby, relieved that Sewulf seemed to be done for the moment, asked, "Could you come to Melin's tonight?  Say she has invited you, both of you to dinner.  I will see that she acknowledges this."

After he nodded grudgingly, "I will explain all then.  If you wish to judge me and find me to be untrue, then at least you will do so in full possession of the truth.  I need to go now, Melin is expecting me and I need to ask her permission to feed you."

She started to walk past Beregrid, who stopped her.  She looked up to the compassionate understanding she had learned to expect from him and the question he posed by the simple raising of an eyebrow.

"Please, I want you to come too," she asked, "I want you both to hear the truth.  You have been such a good friend."

Beregrid took her hands in his and kissed them.  Deby felt tears pricking at her lids.  She needed to go, now, before the scene caught the attention of passersby.

"Thank you!"  She whispered, before taking back her hands and leaving.  

The men watched her go.  Sewulf turned back to see Beregrid glaring at him.

"Stop looking at me like that!  If she proves to be false you are the one who is going to be hurt most of all," Sewulf said gruffly.  He then softened his tone.  "Haven't you seen enough hurt for one lifetime?"

Beregrid just cocked one brow in answer to Sewulf's question.  It needed no translation for Sewulf.

"You're right.  We've both been through enough hurt."

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

In her blind rush to leave the stall, Deby did not see Aglaran coming from somewhere behind the stall.  Luck was with her this time, as it was Aglaran who landed on his back with Deby sprawled on top of him.  She quickly rolled off and helped the startled elf to his feet.

"Forgive me, I didn't see you.  Are you all right?"  She asked all in a rush.

Aglaran smiled, "Now that I know I had a pretty young lady in my lap and not one of the Rangers I am more than all right."

Deby groaned inwardly.  Not right now.  She was still shaken from her encounter with Sewulf and in no mood for anyone's sense of humor at the moment.

She made a token attempt at helping Aglaran brush himself off.

"There, that's better.  I have to go.  Melin is expecting me.  Sorry," Deby said. Her words clipped and her voice wooden.

She strode off leaving Aglaran alone with his rather perplexed thoughts.  He had thought he heard raised voices in the stall that were suddenly cut off.  He had paid little attention at the time, though; it would take little thought to recall the words.  Now so preoccupied, he continued his walk home.

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

Dinner had been eaten, cleaned up after and put away.  Sewulf, Beregrid and Melin sat in front of the fire in chairs while Deby sat in what had become her favorite spot on the floor.  The women had their wine while the men enjoyed their ale or should have enjoyed it.  Sewulf wore the same sullen expression he had brought through the door.  Not even Melin's cajoling, teasing and finally, irritation could change it.  Even Beregrid, sensitive soul that he was, flicked his eyes between Sewulf and Deby constantly throughout the evening, but his hands remained silent.

The fire snapped and crackled to a silent room.  Deby could feel Sewulf's eyes on her.  They had been on her the whole evening, accusing her of some nameless wrong.  She knew the time had come.  She couldn't delay any longer.  Though, she held no worries about Beregrid believing her, Sewulf was another matter entirely.  She was unsure of where to start and decided that finding out how he knew Sev and Bob would give her a place to begin.

She looked at Sewulf and asked, "How do you know my brother and Sevilodorf?"

So this is how she intends to start?  Well, I'll not give her any help in spinning her lies.  Sewulf answered pointedly, "You said you had answers, not questions.  When I'm satisfied with your answers, then I'll see to your questions."

Deby caught Melin's raised eyebrows and impatient fingers.  Deby shook her head.  Much to the woman's annoyance, she had told Melin earlier to let her work things out with Sewulf.  She knew this would be difficult for the older woman, who had voiced very strong opinions earlier and was itching to jump into the fray if it came to that.  Deby knew that at this point in time, Melin's word would carry no weight with Sewulf.  It was up to her to make him believe.

"Fair enough, "Deby said evenly, "then let me tell you about my brother.  He's all I have.  Our parents were killed by orcs when I was fourteen.  We came to stay at the Burping Troll on holiday and never left.  The people there are our friends, both of ours.  This includes Sev."

She paused to see what effect her words were having on Sewulf.  His face remained stony, his heart unmoved, the disbelief evident in his eyes.  She glanced over at Beregrid.  He, at least, smiled warmly and nodded.  I knew he would believe me, but how do I convince his royal stubbornness?

She patiently tried again, "My brother is a Ranger, as our father before him and as I am."

Deby chose to ignore Sewulf's snort though, looking at Melin, she decided it was a good thing Sewulf couldn't see the older woman's face.  She looked ready to put him on a spit and roast him, apple in his mouth and everything.

"I took my oath on August first.  Sev was there.  You can ask her if you don't believe me.  Everyone was there."  Deby's voice faltered.  The memory of that night overwhelmed her without warning.  Starting again, her voice husky with remembered emotions, "Celebsul taught me honor braids and stood beside me in my father's place.  Halbarad swore me in on the sword of the great Tempus Thales.  And Aerio…Aerio of all people."

Deby paused, clearing her throat of its lump and debating her next words.  She looked Sewulf in the eye and found the answer to her question.

"'Here do I swear service to the reunited Kingdom of Gondor and Arnor, and the province of Ithilien, To my King, my Prince and my People, to speak and be silent, to do and to let be, to come and to go, in need or in plenty, in peace or war, in living or dying, from this hour henceforth, until my lord release me or death take me, or the world end.  So say I, Elanna, daughter of Mateon and Elena.'  That is the oath I swore, the oath I hold to for life."

Finished, she stared steadily in Sewulf's eyes and dared him to question her oath.  But Sewulf was looking hard at her or, rather, at some part of her.  Deby knew what it was.

"My father was of the race of Men just as you.  My mother was an Elf.  Like all half-elven I resemble the elven side," she explained.  "Prince Faramir chose me for this reason.  Who would suspect an elf maid to be in the service of the Rangers, much less be one of them?  I am charged with finding the traitor who betrays the settlers to the raiders.  That is my tale, believe me or no."

Then, Deby rose from the floor and took the few steps needed to place herself directly in front of Sewulf.  She leaned forward with her hands on his shoulders for balance.  Her face was scant inches from his.  He returned her steady gaze, surprised at its intensity.  There was steel in her low voice that those present had never heard before.

"But hear this and hear it well, my friend.  If you choose not to believe and make that belief known, then you might as well become the town crier and proclaim who I am from every street corner so that all will know.  And when I have been taken and tortured, when they find whatever is left of my broken, lifeless body, I charge you with the task of telling my friends, my brother and my betrothed just what happened to me, because it will be your hand that caused it.  And then, may Eru have mercy on you and may all the Valar take pity on you."

Deby stood slowly, her eyes never leaving Sewulf's.  They had widened and stared in astonishment at hers while she had addressed him so.  She waited.

Sewulf broke the silence.  He cleared his throat and dropped his eyes.  

"Believe me harsh in my judgment of you, but I am no such man as would bring that manner of grief to anyone," he said gruffly.  "If I have wronged you, then I can only plead that perhaps I have let ghosts from my past cloud my vision.  I'll not let them do so from here on.  I believe you."  

Deby let out a breath, unaware that it had been held.  She could see what this admission had cost Sewulf and was grateful.  She leaned forward again, this time to place a kiss on his cheek and whisper her thanks in his ear.  Hands found their way to her shoulders when she stood.  She turned to Beregrid and once inside his comforting embrace, she let go the nervous tension she had been holding inside.

Melin fidgeted in her chair, full of pride in the way Deby had stood up to Sewulf.  She was equally ecstatic when Sewulf proved there was a heart that could be touched behind his grumpiness and a good one at that.  She had her eye on this good-looking man, but she wouldn't care for a man without the heart to match.  She grinned.  Perhaps that red dress could be brought out again after all.

But for now, Melin watched Beregrid hold the shaking girl tenderly in his arms.  Now there's a knot that needs untangling.  She had caught the look on Beregrid's face when Deby mentioned her betrothed.  Deciding Beregrid needed to talk to Deby she cast about for a way to get Sewulf out of the room for a few minutes.  Ah, that's it.

"Sewulf, could you come with me for a minute," she asked, standing.  "I have some new pieces I've been wanting to show you and now is as good a time as any."

Sewulf threw her a startled and perplexed glance.  Now, why in the name of the sons of Eldacar would the daft woman want to look at pottery now?  Melin glared at him and jerked her head towards Beregrid and Deby.  When Sewulf turned his head towards the other two, the sun broke from behind the clouds and the light of understanding shone on his face.

"You are a damned persistent woman," he growled, turning back to her and rising from his chair, "Do you always assume you'll get what you want?"

Melin winked at him as she beckoned to him,  "Now, now, my dear Trader, it's not like you to pass up the opportunity to add weight to your purse.  You're not growing soft, now are you?"

Despite his gruff words, Sewulf snorted and then allowed Melin to place her hand on his arm and lead him through the door without further protest.

Once Sewulf had huffed his way through the house and into the workshop, Melin set down the lamp she had grabbed up and turned to him.  The stark light from the worktable drew sharp shadows on their faces in the low roofed room.  She laid her hand on his arm, her lips twitching into a slight smile.  She quickly lifted herself up on her tiptoes and kissed Sewulf full on the scar that twisted from forehead to jaw.  

"Now, woman, what.."  He blurted, starting and drawing back.  She had seemed not the type, but was she playing him for a fool?  But then he caught the proud smile in her eyes and his voice softened as he gazed at her in puzzlement.  "What is the meaning of this?"

She smiled up at him, settling back on her feet and patting his arm.  "Now, my dear Trader, naught but that you are a good man and I would tell you that if you would but let yourself listen." 

Sewulf's gaze flicked across her face as if she were a puzzle that defied the solving.

Melin smiled softly up at his nonplussed face.  Aye, this man had deeper wounds in his heart than on his body, this was true.  And those are the longer to heal.  She'd planted the seeds and watered them carefully, now to see what would grow from them.  

Melin patted Sewulf's arm again.  "Come, my dear Trader, I have something to show you."

She led him to the shelves that lined the far wall.  They were more than half bare.  As he was well aware, much of Melin's work was now in the packs awaiting loading.  As she pulled pieces from the shelves, his eyes alighted more upon her face than on the pots in her hands.

He frowned.  "Now, Potter, we've been through this before.  I've seen your work and the price is settled.  I can carry no more and bring it safe to my customers on the other side of the mountains."

"You've not seen the half of it, Trader."  Melin grinned mischievously at him, "And indeed, you shall not see any of it if you keep your eyes fixed to my face."

He snorted and dropped his eyes to the pieces she had placed before him.

***********

Beregrid waited for the shaking to subside before he knelt down to retrieve Deby's glass from the floor.  He waved it in front of Deby's face until she looked at him.  He smiled and nodded.  He brought the glass to his mouth but didn't drink.  He then held it out to Deby and nodded.

Deby accepted and drank deeply.  She then set the glass by Melin's.  She reached out and waited for Beregrid to put his hands in hers.  His were so much larger she could scarcely hold them, but hold them she did.

Softly she said, "Thank you my friend, for believing in me from the beginning.  You have made these past weeks at the stand bearable, I could not have done it with out you."

Beregrid gently pulled his hands free to speak.

"I never saw any reason not to believe.  You may always count me as a friend."

Beregrid stopped his hands in mid-air, it was clear he was not finished.

"Your betrothed is a lucky man.  You sing the song for him."

"Aye, I do.  He sang it first, now I sing it for the comfort it brings me," Deby said, thinking of Halbarad.

Beregrid had always known in his heart there was someone else she sang for.  The joy he had always seen in her when she sang was the same joy he saw in her now.  

Deby was not insensitive to the vague melancholy that had come over Beregrid.  She knew she was the source and why.  If he chose not to speak of it, then she would honor that choice.  She would not invade his privacy nor trample upon his dignity by making him speak the words he wanted no one to hear.  

"I hope someday that you two can meet," she said sincerely.  "You would like him I think.  He's a good man, like you."

I hope we may meet someday too.  I know that only a good man could win your love.

Deby was unsure of what to say next but was saved by the slamming of a door, Sewulf's voice booming through the kitchen and the fall of Melin's feet behind him.

"Elanna, we need to talk."

Deby turned towards the voice and then back to Beregrid.  The moment was gone, and on the surface at least, everything was back to normal.

"Why didn't you tell me about your pots!  Not that they're the best I've seen, but they'll do, they'll" Sewulf amended, almost forgetting the cardinal rule of no enthusiasm when dickering.

Melin hid a smile behind her hand and winked at the girl.  Deby smiled, while he had unbent enough to believe her, there were still some things that would never change.

Laughing, she said, "I never told you because you never asked."

She looked at Beregrid and grinned mischievously.  She couldn't leave him out.

"Besides, Beregrid knew Melin was teaching me."

Beregrid gave her a look of mock horror before he started gesticulating wildly with his hands and arms in an effort to convince Sewulf that he knew nothing of the sort.  Melin winked at Deby before adding her own opinions to the ensuing 'discussion'.  Deby gave a sigh of relief.  She was safe again.  She picked up Melin's glass.  She had emptied hers, and sat back on the floor to watch the entertainment.

***

Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn
Chapter 16: The Night of the Red Dress
September 4

Aglaran heard and identified the footsteps long before they reached his door. He smiled, curious, as he finished plaiting the rope that coiled at his feet. So what was bringing Elanna to his door this day? Since the day he had taken her sailing she had seemed so uncomfortable around him. He sensed questions being held back from the asking and wondered when they would burst to the fore. She was not one to hold anything back for long. He had not pressed her. She would ask when she was ready. Was this that day then?

"Come in," he called out before the knock came, indulging in his favorite private prank.

Creaking hinges announced she had accepted the invitation, yet her footsteps said she had stopped just over the threshold. Why the hesitation and nervousness in her voice?

"Aglaran, umm, could I beg a favor of you?"

His curiosity piqued, he answered, "Of course you may Elanna. What might this favor be?" Aglaran smiled up at her. 

Once again grateful that he could not see the color brightening her face, it never occurred to Deby that it would make itself known in her voice.

"Could I possibly, I mean would it be alright, I mean, well, Melin is having company and …" 

Deby stumbled over several false starts much to Aglaran's amusement before she managed to spit out more explanation, though not the favor she sought. 

"I want Melin to be able to entertain her guest without having to worry about me. She has that new dress and everything and I don't want to hinder her in anyway but I don't want to stay at the Ranger station. I know I could and Celeranth is always inviting me, but then he invites everyone, but I really don't want to. It's not that I don't like going over there, well, I can't say it's my favorite thing, and I do miss seeing Beregrid more, but it really does get pretty awkward and I really don't know any of the other settlers very well, but, well, all right, maybe the widow Therelin, she makes excellent kaffe but her place smells of goats all the time…"

Aglaran arched a single brow as she rattled on. He and most of the settlement knew the answer to why she did not want to stay with the Rangers. The added element of Beregrid's obvious disapproval of Brithlan provided the fodder for many a morning discussion over kaffe. 

While the settlers enjoyed what they thought of as a love triangle unfolding before them, Aglaran was hard pressed to keep his inside information to himself. Let them enjoy themselves. It hurt no one and the happy animation in the voices of the people was good to hear. While Anoriath had earned the respect and friendship of the settlers, Deby had charmed them with her youth and irrepressible joy in life. 

Mores among the slaves was a different matter than those found among the free peoples of Middle earth. Though they were forbidden the rituals that bound one hand to another, the need to feel the warmth of another's touch could never be beaten from them and there were few other comforts in their lives. Death could come at any time when your life is not your own. And when there is no tomorrow to plan for, the comforts of today inevitably outweigh the consequences of tomorrow. But though the slaves had sought comfort with one another, no children had ever been born under Sauron's shadow. Deby was the youngest to be found in Mordor and the settlers seemed to have adopted her as one of their own, to be indulged and fussed over as any child. 

Aglaran smiled, his mood brightening more than it had in days at the sound of her voice. He'd been lonely lately and the company of someone with a joyful outlook on life sounded like just the antidote that he sought. Perhaps the jug of wine Melin gave him would be useful after all.

"I believe I understand your dilemma and I have a solution to offer," he gently interrupted Deby's flow of words. "Please don't feel obligated to accept unless you truly want to," he added hastily, thinking of her past behavior. "You are welcome to stay here tonight."

Deby hesitated, this was the offer she had hoped for but now that it had been made she wondered at the wisdom of it.

"I don't want to put you out or to too much trouble or anything," she said uncertainly, biting her lip.

Aglaran smiled at her indecision. 

"You won't. If you wish, you may take my bed. I am well rested and I doubt I'll feel inclined to sleep tonight. Regardless, I have spent more years sleeping on cold stone than I ever did in a bed."

When Deby remained silent, obviously still torn, Aglaran grinned mischievously. 

"Believe me," he continued, "no one will pay any mind to you staying here. Melin and her `guest' will make a much more interesting topic of conversation on the morrow. Besides, Melin gave me a jug of Frewulf's excellent plum wine and it would be a shame to drink it alone, don't you think?"

Deby had to admit that Aglaran did have a point. In a community this small, the making of a dress and someone to wear it for could not hope to go unnoticed for long. If there were any comment to be made it would most likely be made about whom was visiting Melin while she stayed elsewhere. But the possibility of gossip was not her main concern. She still had been unable to reconcile her divided feelings about Aglaran, yet maybe this would be an opportunity to put her fears to rest.

Relieved now that she had come to a decision, Deby was able to inject a little more excitement into her tone. "You're right and I've never tried plum wine before. One thing though, in return would you allow me to make dinner? I don't possess the cooking skills of a hobbit but it will at least be edible."

He bowed his head slightly and grinned crookedly. "I will not only allow it but I look forward to it. My kitchen skills are enough to keep me fed and, to be honest, Melin's talent is more at the potter's wheel than the kitchen. I sometimes wonder if more of the clay doesn't end up in the stew than she intends."

Having lived with Melin's cooking for the last month, she knew exactly what Aglaran meant. 

Giggling, she said, "Let me go tell Melin where I'll be staying and get a few things. I'll be back in about an hour or so."

Aglaran gave Deby a courtly bow. "I await your return with bated breath and growling stomach, my lady."

Giggling all the more Deby left with a lighter step than when she had arrived. Aglaran listened to her leave. What on Middle-earth were you thinking? Aglaran asked himself wryly, you have no business letting this one get close to you.

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

Whether her arrangements for the evening were for good or ill, they were done. Deby arrived at Melin's a little breathless from the pace she had set herself from Aglaran's. She could hear mutterings coming from the direction of Melin's bedroom. Stepping quietly, she worked her way across the room.

"Now how come when Aglaran did it you behaved for him and yet you refuse to cooperate with me. I have half a mind to chop you off and be done with it. Won't have to worry about cooperation then, now will I?" Melin mumbled angrily.

Deby peeked in the open door. Melin sat on her bed with her back to Deby. Strings were hanging out in between buttons on the back of her dress. Her fingers appeared to be tangled in her hair and threatening to stay there. If her tone was anything to go by, they had been this way for some time now. Deby recalled a lesson in braiding and how much it had meant to her.

"Melin," she called softly, not wanting to startle the woman into yanking finger-fulls of hair out.

Melin turned abruptly. "Now look at this mess, will you? I'm a prisoner of my own clothes. A disgrace to my mother, that I am. I'm good with my hands, you'd think I could do this." She snorted in disgust. "This is what I get for wanting to look nice for once in more years than I care to remember."

Deby pressed her lips tightly together, valiantly trying to keep them from lifting at the corners. She was excited for Melin in her new dress and her expected company for the evening. For a moment she saw herself in Melin's place trying to prepare for a special evening with Halbarad, something she had not been afforded the opportunity to do. Someday, she promised herself, and maybe I'll even wear a red dress. But tonight belonged to Melin.

"Tell me what you're trying to do and maybe I can help," Deby said kindly.

Melin clucked her tongue at Deby. "Tell you what I'm trying to do. I'm trying to truss a goose, you silly girl. What does it look like I'm trying to do?"

Deby exploded into giggles, but she quickly set to work. She pushed the exasperated potter around by her shoulder so that she could reach the back stays. Soon, laces were tucked back out of sight, seams were straightened, and buttons were returned to their proper buttonholes. 

Hair was combed, braided and pinned up, with a few tendrils left down to frame Melin's face. Deby stepped back and ran a critical eye over Melin's hair. She had taken a page from Cel's lesson on braiding. Changing it a little, she made it looser and softer, adding nowhere near as many braids and altering their woven path so that they would not be mistaken for an elvish style.

"There, I think that will work. I wish you could see it," Deby said. 

Melin gave the girl an enigmatic smile and reached for a flat folded pile of cloth at the end of the bed. Deby looked at Melin curiously, wondering what she had wrapped up. Deby smiled when the polished metal emerged from its cover. Her smile threatened to fair split her face in half-watching Melin's reaction as she gazed into the mirror.

Melin stared at the face looking back at her. Could this be her with the shining eyes and rosy cheeks? The lines had faded for tonight, and the silver threaded through the twists and braids lent an added elegance she had not expected. She set the disc down and looked at Deby.


"There's no fool like an old fool is there?" she asked.

"Or a young one," Deby added smiling.

"A right pair of fools we are then, my girl," agreed Melin. She snorted and shook her head, "I wonder what Anoriath would think if she could see me now?"

Deby's smile softened and her eye's grew misty. In her mind she saw a blue dress on a woman many considered to be plain, and she was beautiful that night. 

"I think Anoriath would understand completely," Deby said softly.

Melin's gaze sharply focused on Deby and she slapped her on the arm with the flat of the mirror, "Sounds like you have yet another tale I would want to hear sometime."

"Aye, that I do but now is not the time," Deby's tone becoming brisk. "You're ready now and your company will be here soon. I just need to get a few things from the kitchen and then I will be out of your way."

"Ah, don't tell me! So you finally gave in and you're cooking for that Ranger who makes the cow eyes at you, did you now?" teased Melin.

"No I am not, thank you very much!" Deby retorted. "I'm staying at Aglaran's. He seems to think my staying there will cause less gossip than what the goings on in this house will provide."

Melin fairly shouted her laughter. Deby had finally turned the older woman's teasing back on her. Why, I do believe there's hope for this child yet. 

"Now just you never mind about what might or might not go on in this house tonight," said Melin in mock sternness, waggling her finger at Deby. "I am a free woman of age and my business is my own. You just see that you behave yourself with that hopeless romantic of an Elf and not worry your young head about me."

Melin listened to the girlish giggling. It lasted through the raid on the larder in the kitchen and out the door. Melin waited until she heard the door shut to pick up the mirror again. And just what are you looking at, you old fool!

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

Melin startled at the knock at her door nearly splashing the contents of the pot at her hand onto her dress. Though the knock was expected, it came a little sooner than thought and Melin hastily pulled at the apron, throwing it to the top of the counter. She scanned the room. Yes, all was prepared. She nervously patted her hair and smoothed her bodice down to her waist. Looking down at the result, Melin tsked at the gape between lace and flesh. Leaning over, she reached in and rearranged what Eru had given her but time and gravity had displaced. Just a few extra pats once she had righted herself and she was well pleased with the result. She was ready. 

When she opened the door, Sewulf ducked his head to miss the upper molding as he entered.

"Welcome, Trader Sewulf!" She offered her hand for the cloak that he wore against the evening chill. 

Awkwardly, he returned her greeting with a nod, unsure what to do with either his eyes or his hands. "Good evening, Potter Melin. Thank you," as she took his cloak and led him into the main room. 

Later, Melin cleared the last plate from the table, scraping what little was left into the bucket below the counter. The neighbor's pig would eat lean tomorrow. This one had an appetite as large as one of those hungry sharks her father had pointed out to her on his fishing boat long ago. A good thing that was, Melin was well aware of her limits in the kitchen. 

She turned with a slight smile back to the table. Sewulf sat with his hands curled about the mug of kaffe she had just poured for him, the small narrow cup dwarfed by his solid hands. Thin curls of steam rose from his cupped fingers as if it were his flesh that was heated not the liquid that they hid. His eyes were on the steam as she puttered about the kitchen and she watched as he lifted a hand to wave his fingertips gently in the warm vapor changing its path as it rose softly.

The dinner had gone well. He ate. She spoke of her homeland and her memories of family. She ate. He spoke of the lands through which his wandering had led him. No talk of war or slavery passed between them. But, every so often, Melin felt his eyes slide to the scar the curled over her shoulder to nestle in the curve of fabric on her chest. She wondered at the questions that he did not voice. Eventually, they had fallen into a comfortable quiet, having revealed all that the hesitant intimacy shared between them yet allowed. 

Sewulf looked up suddenly alerted by Melin's silence. He cleared his throat and Melin puzzled at the awkwardness in his gaze. 

He cleared his throat again, moved back his chair, and reached his hand into a pocket at his chest. Melin had seen a small lump in there, but thought nothing of it and had just as quickly forgotten it as the evening had progressed. 

"I, ah, I brought you something." He faltered. "For the dinner and the company."

She stepped closer, charmed by his shy manner. 

When he saw her curious smile Sewulf quickly added, "It's nothing, just a small trifle I thought you might like," and flushed a little.

Whatever it was, it was engulfed in his hand, a small thing that he dropped into her outstretched palm when she reached his side. She looked at him when he hesitated to withdraw his hand.

"'Tis but a small thing and not really worth the meal," he continued gruffly.

She looked down without a word, touched by the gesture and the heart that he had obviously put into the gift. It was a shell, conical in shape with stripes of bright color that curled about its cream colored swirls. She turned it over with a finger, examining it closely with widening eyes.

"Where did you get this?" she whispered, though she already knew the answer. It had been many many years since she'd held one of these such as he had just placed there and she was flooded with memories of sand still cool in the rising sun and receding tides that rushed over her young toes. 

"In Belfalas, just South of Dol Amroth. I thought that it might remind you of home."

"Oh, Sewulf," she began, but her tears collected in her throat and cut off anything else she might have said. 

Dismayed at the tears that shone in her eyes, Sewulf rushed to apologize, "I'm sorry, I should have known that such memories hold..."

But he never finished the thought, for, to his great surprise, Melin abruptly clenched her fingers about the shell, threw her arms about both him and the chair behind him, and stopped his lips with a kiss that stole any breath that he would have used for speech. Melin may be as subtle as a battering ram, but her kiss was as warm, generous and to the point as the rest of her. Though completely flummoxed by the rather unexpected attentions he was receiving, Sewulf was still a man, no matter what his heart might say sometimes, and as such, he was not about to protest. Without loosening her hold on his lips, Melin lowered herself onto his lap and he held her there, still tentative in his touch despite the welcome warmth of flesh and red silk that pressed against him. 

When they parted, Sewulf caressed Melin's cheek lightly; gently pulling at the curls that framed her face. His eyes still held a bit of wonder that made Melin's heart ache at the sadness that must lie beneath the surface of his gaze. He smelt of the spices and soap that he sold and the earthy fragrance of warm skin. Melin sat silently for a while, drinking in the warm scent and the feel of his chest against her as his eyes wandered her face. He wasn't one for words, but his fingers that slid along her neck as he glanced at her eyes spoke volumes. 

When his fingers traced the scar that had caught his eye throughout the evening. Melin pulled herself back from his embrace to look Sewulf straight in the face. His eyes remained captured by the uneven ridge of skin. 

She coaxed him firmly, "Nay, trader, my eyes are up here, it's them you should be looking at."

His eyes flew up to her face and he stammered a bit, "I wasn't looking at..."

"Nay, good Trader, I know what's been drawing your eye. If you had been more focused on my feminine charms I would have let you be." Her voice softened and she looked him closely in the eyes. "I think, my dear Trader, that you have hidden behind the mask of your scars far too long. It has been an all too convenient excuse to hide your heart."

He turned his head, forgetting her distaste for his attempts to hide the scar that graced his face. She gripped his chin between solid thumb and finger and turned him to face her fully. Her brows tilted and a small smile pressed into her lips.

"Now, Trader, how am I supposed to give you a proper kiss if I can only see half your face? Hmmm? Now, I've a few more scars to see besides and I'll show them to you if you stop trying to hide yours from me, agreed?"

He gave a small bitter laugh at the thought of how prominent his scars were and how difficult to hide them they were. "Seems I have little choice in the matter." 

She grinned at him. "I don't see you protesting."

Sewulf replied wryly, "No, no, I've naught to protest, though I doubt it would do much good to voice any protests if I did with as persistent as you are in getting what you want."

She chuckled and shook her head. "You just tell me when to stop, Trader." Looking him full in the face she took his hand and placed it firmly on her hip. 

Sewulf's face darkened a little before he asked of the stumps of fingers that protruded from his palm, "Don't you find its touch… repulsive?"

Melin responded sharply, "And just what do you mean by `it!' IT is just as much part of you as any other and I'll not be bothered with counting pieces of you to see if they all add up. Nay, it matters not to me, Trader Sewulf. I care not about body parts you left on some battlefield long ago." She grinned wickedly, "Just so long as other body parts were left intact."

She leaned back a little to catch his full expression. "They are, aren't they? Intact, I mean."

When he glowered at her, Melin simply shrugged merrily. "Just checking. You never know. I've met a few where that's not been the case." She was thoroughly enjoying shocking him. 

She grinned broadly at him. "So, Trader! What's your answer then?"

He tilted a brow. "I'll be giving out no free samples to the likes of you. If you want to know so badly, you'll just have to find out for yourself."

Melin's jaw dropped and her voice stopped in consternation, a rare feat that. Sewulf had unexpectedly turned the tables on her. A slow grin spread across her face to be answered tentatively by the hint of a twinkle in Sewulf's eye. But, Melin was not to be kept silent for long. She tilted up her chin.

"Well then, Trader, let's see what wares you have and maybe we can do some business," thinking merrily that she had called his bluff.

His lips twitched. "Only if you trade in kind."

She threw back her head and howled with delight. 

More than any pleasure that a man can give a woman, the one that warms his heart the most is to cause her to abandon herself to laughter in his arms. Sewulf's face helplessly cracked into a smile.

Once she gained a measure of control over her voice, Melin wiped at her eyes.

"Aye! Trader Sewulf! I knew you had it in you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. In that case, I'd pay a King's ransom in his own coin merely for another kiss. What do you say to that?"

Bracing his heel against the chair rung below his seat, Sewulf raised his knee to slide her closer into his chest and gathered her firmly in his arms. "I'd say that I should probably seal the bargain now with such a price on the table."

And he silenced her voice again. But, that is not to say that there aren't other ways in which one soul speaks to another.


******

Deby lay reclined in front of the fire, using a small stack of blankets with a pillow to rest her back on, her half full glass of wine at her side. The wine was thick and sweet, but pleasant to sip in the warmth of the fire. Aglaran sat opposite her in his sole chair with a small table beside him. It held his glass and the now near empty jug of wine. 

Dinner had been enjoyed with wine and small talk of the village. Aglaran had kept Deby laughing with stories of Melin's first trip out on his boat and her attempts to teach a blind elf to see the clay with his hands. He had ended up leaving smirches of wet sloppy clay on everything in sight, including both his and Melin's faces. Now the two sat in companionable silence, conversation suspended and each left to their own thoughts. 

Deby's eyes were half closed as she soaked up the warmth of the fire. It was a rare moment of complete respite from her assignment. She gave herself over to the luxury of this gift in time, stretching languorously with a soft sigh.

Aglaran heard her movement and recognized it, sigh and all. Still he turned the question in his mind over and over again, should he or shouldn't he? If he didn't now, he never would.

"Elanna, tell me of Anoriath," he asked quietly.

Her heart went out to the blind elf, she had wondered if he was ever going to ask. Deby took another sip of wine and set the glass down again. She watched Aglaran's face as she spoke.

"When I left, Anoriath had been assigned to the Troll with her brother, Bob and Elros."

Deby paused; she wasn't sure which direction to take next. Thinking of their conversation on his boat she wasn't quite sure what it was that he wanted to know.

"How is she?" He twisted the wineglass in his hand. 

"How is she?" Deby parroted back to him.

"I mean, I'm sure she's fine physically. She was well on the way to mending when she left and when you spoke of her that first time, I knew that she survived the long journey on foot. That gave my mind ease on that account. But has her spirit healed as well?" clarified Aglaran in a soft voice.

Deby spoke slowly, not sure exactly how much to tell and what kind of reaction she would receive from Aglaran.

"I cannot answer as of now, only how she was when I left," Deby waited for his nod to indicate he understood before she continued. "She sleeps in a room she made in the hayloft of the barn. She has nightmares and cries out in the night. She sleeps with a sword at her side. This place still haunts her in ways I don't understand and she will speak of to no one."

Aglaran bowed his head.

Deby finished gently, "So no, I don't think her spirit has healed."

Aglaran was silent; his face sad and haunted in a way that broke Deby's heart.

Deby waited until she could stand it no longer.

"What is it, why do you feel it's your fault?" she asked.

Aglaran lifted his head towards her but did not answer. He shook his head, unable to speak. 

Deby lifted herself to her knees and scooted across the floor to Aglaran's side. She took his hand; the one not clenched around his glass, and turned it over. She slid his sleeve up his arm and ran a finger down the path left by one of the scars.

"Do these have anything to do with it?" she gently persisted. 

He grabbed her hand suddenly, startling Deby into a sharp gasp. His grip was strong and she could not move her hand, though he was careful to cause her no pain. 

"Do not ask me of these, Elanna. You will not like the answer," Aglaran warned softly, his face tight with regret as he gently removed her hand and pressed it back to her chest.

Deby placed her opposite hand on top of his hand as she twisted the hand at her chest to grasp his wrist before he could pull back. "Please, I do not ask this from idle curiosity," she said, her voice low and earnest. 

It was all she had to convince him with since he could not see her eyes. 

He shook his head and pulled against her grip. "Elanna, please," he whispered hoarsely.

"I cannot explain it, I only know I feel it in my heart," she insisted vehemently, her grip tightening without her knowledge.

He could not pull away without hurting her. His head shrank into his chest as he collapsed in on himself, gasping for breath in a chest that tightened against his will. 

"The answer in your scars is important, I know it, I feel it!" she pleaded with him.

"No, Elanna. No!"

He shouted and stood up abruptly, pulling his hands away and pushing Deby to the floor in his panic. He bumped against the table, suddenly awkward in his blindness and sent the glass crashing to the floor. Its shrill shattering cut through the moment and Aglaran turned and strode quickly from her side. But he did not go far. 

His back to Deby, Aglaran's shoulders heaved and his breath keened softly as he wrapped his arms around his own chest and leaned against the far wall. 

He gasped out in shaking breaths, "Oh, Elanna. Do not ask this of me." 

Deby pushed herself from off the floor and walked to him. At her touch, Aglaran turned to face her, though he would not raise his head. At the glimpse of his face, Deby moaned gently in sympathy and her eyes filled with tears where his could not. 

Deby reached up to his face, hesitating. Trembling she rested her hands on either side of his face. Aglaran groaned as he fell to his knees, his arms turning loose their embrace. Hands trembled in unison as she caught his. Deby could not hold back the tears any longer. They fell and splashed the back of Aglaran's hands, and then his face as he raised it towards her, pleading with eyes that could not see.

"Forgive me," she said thickly. 

The grief she was causing him wounded her deeply but something inside compelled her to ask again, and she could not ignore it. 

"You must tell me, please," she implored him through her tears. 

But he never answered. A quiet stillness spread from his heart to his limbs and finally throughout the room to lap against the walls. If she had not seen his chest rise and fall, Deby would have sworn that he had been struck dead by his fear and grief. When seconds continued to pass, the blankness on his face scared Deby and she pulled away. His hands fell to his side. 

"Aglaran?"

He neither moved nor responded. He was far away. 

"Aglaran!" 

She reached out to shake him but it was like touching stone. Her panic rose to close her throat. Where was he? Was he caught in some nightmare of memory or had he fled to some safe place deep inside? There was no way to know. 

Deby backed up and sat on the edge of the chair he had abandoned, her eyes never leaving his still form. She sat and watched him with elbows propped against her knees and hands pressed against her lips, frightened that he would never return. 

Oh sweet Eru, what have I done. I didn't mean for this to happen. Forgive me. She tightly closed her eyes. Please tell me what to do. 

Deby opened her eyes. She had received no answer. Despite the fire, she shivered violently. She rose slowly; her eyes fixed on Aglaran, praying…hoping for some sign of his return. She took a blanket from the stack she had rested on. An eternity had passed since then. She wrapped it around herself, crossed her legs and sat before him. 

Tears of remorse stung her eyes as she stared into the fire. She didn't understand exactly what had transpired in his mind but it frightened her badly. But the compulsion she had been under could not have been disobeyed. Even now, her heart told her that Aglaran held a secret that was vital to her in some way. 

As far as she knew her mother did not possess the gift of fore knowledge, still Deby saw the storm clouds of impending doom gathering in strength and number at the edge of her vision. She looked up at Aglaran's tilted and empty face. Let the clouds gather and the storm break; if only he would come back, she would try no more to learn his secret.

She waited, watching his chest slowly rise and fall. That, at least, was reassuring in its regularity. On impulse, Deby gently took his hand in hers once again. She held it close. She lightly laid her hand to his face, stroking his cheek with her thumb.

"You can't leave. It will not help you or save you," Deby paused to clear her throat. She spoke the words as they came to her. "If you don't come back, how will she know of your love? If you cannot choose to live for yourself, then choose for her just as she chose. She still needs you. Don’t abandon your love."

Deby fell silent. Her heart told her he still held a secret that she would later regret not knowing. But she could ask no more of him. All she could do was wait.

She wrapped the blanket tighter and leaned against Aglaran's side. She might have been still leaning against the wall for all the reaction she got. She vowed not to move from the spot until he returned. 

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

Light broke through Deby's cocoon of sleep, prodding her to wakefulness. She groaned in protest, her head aching. Why did she feel so awful? Her throat was raw and the taste in her mouth more vile than anything she could remember except that it did remind of the morning after Erin's birthday. She had drunk so much wine then. Wine! 

Her eyes flew open as the events of the night before came rushing back to her. The floor was hard beneath her but not cold, though the fire was out and had not been relit. A second blanket covered her and another served as a pillow. Where did they come from? Aglaran! Deby threw aside the blankets and sat up, the pounding in her head almost sent her back to the floor. 

She closed her eyes and fought off the ache and dizziness. When she felt it was safe she opened them again. Turning her head slowly and carefully she looked around the room. Aglaran was no longer by her side, yet broken glass still littered the floor. 

Deby bit her lip and pressed her hands to her face. Oh Aglaran. There was dampness under her fingers; she must have wept off and on through the night, even in her sleep. No wonder her head and throat hurt, the wine was not completely to blame. 

She stood up clumsily; using the wall for support when she thought her knees would fail her. She leaned her back to the wall waiting for her strength to return. The little house was dead quiet, not a sound to be heard. Her first thought was to search its corners but she knew the futility in that course of action. He was gone and it was her fault. How had it all gone so wrong?

Feeling a little better, Deby stood upright. So far, so good. Her legs carried her to the door easily enough. More confident now, she increased her pace down the path to the road. By the time she reached Melin's, she was running full tilt. She burst through the door and sent it crashing into the wall, announcing her return.

Deby stopped in the middle of the front room, panting for breath. It did not look like Melin was up yet. Not waiting until she could catch her breath, Deby charged across the room and through the closed door to Melin's bedroom. In her distress, Deby forgot the reason for her desire to give the potter privacy the night before. But, Melin was alone and still asleep in her bed, the red dress a gleaming puddle of fabric on the floor.

Deby threw herself on the motionless lump under the covers, shaking the unwary woman.

"Melin, please! You have to wake up! Now!" Deby begged breathlessly.

Melin had been in the midst of a pleasant dream when the tremors that normally would have heralded an earthquake woke her with a start. She sat up so suddenly that Deby found herself flung to the floor for the second time. Melin was bleary-eyed and not totally awake yet.

"What? What is it, my girl?" she blurted out, reaching a searching hand under her pillow. "Have they come for us at last? Aye, I'll show them a thing or two!"

Deby scrambled back to her feet and sat next to Melin on the bed. Her words tumbled over each other as she spoke.

"Oh, Melin, yougottohelpme! He's gone, Idon'tknowwhere. It'smyfault, allmyfault!"

Deby's took a deep breath and released it in a rush.

Melin shook her head to clear away the last cobwebs of sleep and took a good look at the girl beside her. She added the pale face and wide eyes to the barely intelligible words and knew what was needed. Melin withdrew her hand from the pillow and pulled the trembling girl into her arms and patted and rubbed her back firmly.

"Now, now, my girl. Whatever's done is done. You'll do no one any good in this state, that you won't. Now take a good deep breath, now. That's a good girl."

Her calm demeanor had the desired effect. Deby's breathing lost its ragged edge and the trembling abated a little. Melin pushed Deby back and held her at arm's length so she could see the girl's face. A little bit more color than before.

"Now, let's try this again." Melin said. "Let me start. Did you spend the night at Aglaran's as you said you would?"

Deby nodded. 

"Alright then, tell me what happened, but slowly this time," she instructed.

Another deep breath and Deby began, "He asked me about Anoriath and I told him. Somehow he felt it was his fault, what happened to her."

Melin asked sharply, "Aye, that he does, but was he the one to tell you this?"

Another negative shake of her head. "No, I just knew somehow."

Melin's voice softened but her expression remained puzzled, "You just knew?"

"I can't explain it, there's a lot of this I can't explain. I couldn't stop myself and now…" Deby said miserably, unable to finish.

Melin took the girl's hands and pressed them together, wrapping them protectively in her strong grip.

"We'll worry about explanations later then," she said firmly, "for now you need to finish telling me what happened."

Deby swallowed the lump that was building in her throat again. She started again and did not even pause for a breath until she was done.

"I asked him why he thought it was his fault but he didn't answer. Somehow I knew his scars were the key. So, I asked him if his scars had anything to do with it. He didn't want to answer but I kept asking him. I could not stop myself. For some strange reason, I felt that my life depended on having the answer to that question. Not that my life depended on it exactly, more like it would help me survive some future event. And no, I don't know what event. I just knew that I had to find out, so I kept asking. I begged him. Finally…finally he just was gone somewhere deep inside. Oh Melin, he was so quiet at first I thought he was dead. I spent the night at his feet hoping he would come back. But when I woke this morning, he was gone. Oh Melin, it’s all my fault."

Melin held Deby as her quiet weeping began anew. She understood now, at least most of it. She still did not comprehend what made Deby persist in her questioning. Deby had shown herself to be sensitive to the needs and feelings of others; this behavior didn't sound like her. But they could get to them bottom of that later.

Melin stroked Deby's hair and waited out the tears. When she felt Deby was ready she took Deby's face in her hands and held it up.

"Now, don't take on so, my girl. Aye, it's true, your persistence most likely triggered this episode, but it's not the first such." Melin paused to make sure Deby understood before she continued. "Many here have secrets that cannot bear the light of day. Every now and again, it comes close to the surface. I think he brings his out to try and loosen its hold over him, testing it to see if its claws aren't quite so sharp or so long. But every time he's lost that battle and it sends him fleeing in a self-protective retreat. One day he may yet win that battle and say what tortures him out loud, but I have no thought what fear or strength may make it so. Do you understand?"

Deby nodded, it did not lessen her guilt in this instance but it helped to know this had happened before.

Melin tucked a lock of Deby's hair back behind her ear.

"If he was gone when you woke up, no doubt it means he came back to his senses again. Now he is out on his boat brooding, it's what he usually does. When he's good and ready he will come back and you can talk to him then, but there's naught for it now," Melin said kindly. "Now, if you will go wash your face and start the kettle, I will make us some breakfast. And if you're a good girl, I might even tell you about my night," Melin winked.

Deby gave her a lopsided smile to go with the quick hug she bestowed on Melin before heading to the kitchen. Melin drew her knees up under the covers, puzzling over Deby's story. What she hadn't told Deby is that this sounded like the worst episode Aglaran had ever had, at least within her lifetime. The last time he spent over a week out on his boat, long enough for Melin to wonder if he would return at all. For Deby's sake, she prayed he would be back period.

Melin sighed and shook her head. She smiled fondly as she gazed at the indentation on the pillow next to her. A little embarrassment might be just the thing to cheer her up. Melin's smile spread across her face as she considered what parts to tell or not to tell. She threw off the covers to dress and join the young woman in the kitchen. Like Deby, there was naught she could do for Aglaran but love him and wait. He must decide for himself whether or not that was enough. As much as his loss would cause her pain, she could not bind his life to hers and any gift of his friendship must be freely given. All things considered, life was good this day, and she could only hope that Aglaran would come to see this again.
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"Sewulf! Beregrid!" Deby called out excitedly. "The Troll Oil worked, it really worked. I convinced Therelin to put it in her kaffe, so she wouldn't taste it so much. And it worked!"

"Great! Wonderful! I'm ecstatic!" Sewulf snorted and mimicked Deby's tone, the hint of a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. "Now what did it do for Therelin that was so spectacular?"

"Oh, that's right. You didn't know. Well, she had a … I mean she couldn’t…" Deby explained awkwardly. She had hoped she wouldn't have to go into details. "She had a … blockage of sorts and, uh, didn't need the privy that much. She was extremely uncomfortable. But a little while after she drank the Troll Oil, she was able to go to the privy and …uh …go."

Beregrid was beside himself, shaking with silent laughter as he watched Deby's self-conscious effort to explain the beneficial effect of Troll Oil on constipation. Sewulf, on the other hand, paid little attention to her discomfort. His mind was already racing far ahead of her, blown on a wind of the possibility of financial gain. How to take advantage of this new use? Obviously the oil became more valuable for its medicinal properties. He'd better make sure though.

"Let me get this straight," Sewulf said, "She drank the oil and instead of giving her the trots, she went like normal?"

The directness of his question left Deby blushing and speechless, unable to manage more than a quick nod in answer. Satisfied, Sewulf turned and began to check his supply of the oil and recalculate the size of the order he would need to bring back to the settlement on the return trip. The decision to return was now a foregone conclusion in his mind. Though he told himself sternly that it was for the profit to be made, there were a couple of other things that drew Sewulf back. 

Here, not only was he accepted, but his scars earned him an entry afforded to few. His scars were earned in battle and the limits of well-meaning healers. His bitterness was hard to hold onto when the scars he saw around him were inflicted by cruelty. He had chosen freely to ride into that battle and the consequences were his, whereas these people were denied that luxury. Yet, there was far less bitterness and despair in the village than he had expected. Melin was a perfect example.

Melin. He smiled a little. Sewulf could not help but admire this exuberant and defiant woman who refused to be cowed by the hand life had dealt her. She had a way of turning everything to her advantage, including himself. Yet she gave in return, and she had given him something that he held more dear than any profit from business. The old betrayal no longer clutched his heart so tightly. Her contempt barreled through all his defenses, made light of his scars, and helped him to remember the true pleasure to be found in another's embrace. She gave him his life back, pulled it out from where he had hidden it and forced him to acknowledge it. Though he had survived, he had not lived. Only now did he feel ready to live. 

Realizing the other two were watching him with interest, Sewulf grumpily muttered something about missing oil and why didn't anyone put things back where others could find them. Deby and Beregrid grinned at each other. Both had a good idea just what he had been thinking about. There had been a definite change in his demeanor since a certain night.

We must get him to stay out more often, if this is the result, Beregrid signed behind Sewulf's back. I think he's remembering what it's like to be happy, an unusual idea for him but a good one.

Deby giggled and Sewulf turned around to see what was so funny. Beregrid quickly changed the subject, not wanting to jeopardize the change in Sewulf.

So what made you decide to try the troll oil for Therelin's ailment? Beregrid asked.

A mischievous look came over her face, "Well, it started with an unhappy hobbit, a plate of cookies and a mysterious stranger."

A quick look at the surrounding area told her no one was about, she could safely tell without the wrong ears overhearing. She then launched into the full tale of Erin's revenge, the dinner to make amends to and hopefully befriend the blonde giant. She did not finish until the tale had been told in full, all the way to the memorial dinner. Beregrid and Sewulf listened in rapt fascination, their eyes trained on her face and their thoughts far from the stand in which they stood. Tempus was just the kind of man both could appreciate, and would have liked to meet.

She had sobered through her recitation. The memories of glory and sorrow still strong. Beregrid laid a comforting hand on her shoulder when the telling ended.

"And no one knew where he came from?" Sewulf asked curiously.

"No, all we knew is he was not of our world and his world sounded like a very unhappy, violent place. We're not even sure of where his spirit fled to in death, except that…" she halted abruptly.

Except what? Beregrid asked.

Deby wrinkled her brow in concentration and chewed her lip thoughtfully.

"I don't know, I mean I'm not really sure, but that's not it, I mean …oh what do I mean! It's just that I think Cel knows something he's not telling," Deby said helplessly, "I can't explain it any better, it's just a feeling I get from him. Though if any has the right to such knowledge it's Celebsul, he lost more than a friend that day."

Deby fell silent, her thoughts on mysteries of the past. Sewulf watched her, a question left unanswered prodded him but he hesitated to ask. The old warrior in him won out.

"There is one thing you have not mentioned, a vital thing to any warrior, no matter where they come from. A man such as you described would have a sword, a great sword befitting of him. What happened to it?" Sewulf asked quietly, as a villager passed by the stand.

Deby looked at Sewulf. Of course he would want to know what became of the sword. A warrior's closest companion was his sword. Her hand drifted to the hilt of her own, always at her side. Even Sewulf and Beregrid kept theirs close by at all times. They may be traders by occupation, but they were warriors at heart. She waited until the villager moved out of earshot before answering.

"Wrong was righted, treachery answered. Hope was not his, but hope brought to us. Peace to thee, now, and to thy beloved companion. Who here will remember a warrior fallen? Who will keep as heirloom his sword and memory?" Deby recited softly. "Aerio accepted it in the name of his Master and presented it to Celebsul. It resides in Cel's care now, and rightly so." A proud, yet sad smile lit Deby's face, "Cel allowed me the honor of swearing my oath on the sword of Tempus Thales."

You admired this man then? Beregrid asked, his face kind and understanding.

"Yes, we all did," she answered and then went on to explain, "He gave his life while saving the lives of virtual strangers. He held himself responsible for the actions of the enemies that followed him from his world, something over which he had no control, but a wrong he took upon himself to right."

Beregrid and Sewulf looked at each other, no words were exchanged and none were needed. Tempus' code of ethics was a mirror of their own. A code that he and they upheld, and paid dearly for. But they would do the same if it were asked of them again. Beregrid nodded to Sewulf, who nodded back, this, was a good time. Sewulf bent down and rummaged under the counter until he came up with a small parcel in his hands. Another quick look for passersby.

"Here, this came earlier, while you were gone. Something I ordered. Could you take it to Melin for me … now?" Sewulf looked at her strangely as he made his request, his voice almost kind under his customary gruffness.

Puzzled, Deby looked to Beregrid for understanding. Beregrid began signing rapidly, as if to make sure no one could understand him. Deby read his rapid movements with shining eyes. Turning from Beregrid, she took the package from Sewulf, beaming as she spoke.

"Have no fear my good Sewulf. I will see that your package is delivered."

With a grin and a mock bow she was off. She skipped a few steps before forcing herself into a sedate walk, her posture giving away her desire to break into a run.

Sewulf turned to the source of the tapping on his shoulder. He read Beregrid's hands and scowled.

"I am not getting soft on Elanna," he insisted, and pointing a finger at Beregrid. "Nor anyone else for that matter, make no mistake."

Beregrid arched one brow and grinned, making a motion or two.

"Hmmph, get back to that packing. We're not calling it quits today till all this stuff is packed," Sewulf growled.

Beregrid nodded and bowed to him then cheerfully went back to his duties. It had not escaped his notice, that for the first time, Sewulf referred to her as Elanna and not `that girl.'

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

The untouched package lay on the table. Deby's hands were clenched in fists, one on top of the other, her chin taking its place as the crown as she stared at the canvas wrapping held together by twine. She recognized the material. She had seen scraps of it in Celebsul's workshop before she left, a heavy canvas used in the making of sails. A piece of parchment lay under the point where the twine crossed itself. The outside bore several words in elvish. Beregrid told her that Sewulf knew no one from Henneth Annun would be sending him a package, much less one with elvish on the front. 

"Well child, are you going to sit and stare at it all afternoon?" Melin asked teasingly, just as eager to see the contents as the girl who sat at the table.

Deby met Melin's eyes with a sheepish grin and lifted her head from her fist. Reaching out, she slid the parchment out from under its twine prison with one hand, holding the package with the other. When the parchment was free, she let loose of the package and ran her fingers over the rough weave of its cloth wrapping.

She knew exactly where the package came from, and though she could feel its substance, she still had the urge to pinch herself. She didn't know what to do first. She wanted to rip it open and let the contents spill out onto the table in one glorious heap. She wanted to take her time and savor each moment of what was sure to be remembrances of home. She had recognized the elvish words and the hand that wrote them. Mellon - friend, Peredhil - half-elven, Periannath - halfling. The package was from her friends, for her, and the Troll hobbits had no doubt instigated the whole thing. 

Swallowing hard, she answered Melin, "Yes I am, its just … I'm excited, afraid, happy and sad all at the same time."

Melin moved behind Deby and held her by her shoulders.

"Open it with joy, lass," she said, unexpectedly gentle. "Unless I'm way off my mark, I expect that was their original intent."

Deby looked up at the plain face that had become very dear to her and nodded.

She pulled the parcel closer to her and worked on untying the knotted twine. The last knot pulled loose. She pulled it off and set the twine aside. She turned it over to find the opening to unfold the canvas. When the last fold had been pulled apart, the heady scent, released from its bondage, assailed her and held her captive, a familiar fragrance that she been deprived of for over four years.

The shoulders under Melin's hands stiffened, worried. Melin moved to where she could see Deby's face. It looked as though the girl had seen a ghost, was she even breathing?

"What is it, my girl what's wrong? You look as if the Dark Lord had just appeared in front your eyes,” the concerned woman asked.

The blue eyes, swimming in tears, greatly alarmed Melin at first until she caught the delight under the tears.

"Is it that pretty perfume the whole thing seems to have been doused in?" Melin asked.

Deby nodded and opened her mouth to speak but couldn't produce any sound. She sniffed, cleared her throat a couple of times and tried again.

"The scent is jasmine," Deby said hoarsely, clearing her throat yet again. "It was my mother's favorite."

And only one other person knows this, she thought. She had suspected Bob's scheming in this as soon as she saw the elvish words. The last time she checked, Erin knew almost no elvish. Well, maybe periannath. But the inclusion of something that smelled of jasmine? That could have only come from her brother. She sniffed again and rubbed at her eyes with the back of one hand, then started removing the items one by one. She had an explanation of each one for Melin.

The small tin was first. Deby opened it and grinned eagerly at the sight of the contents.

"Try one," Deby encouraged Melin, as she popped a toffeed nut into her own mouth and Melin's. She giggled at Melin's face when the woman's pleasure at the sweet treat spread across her face.

"These are the best. Meri uses them to bribe everyone, Rangers, elves, whoever, into doing extra chores." Deby smiled, remember a particularly amusing instance when Bob sat on his haunches, begging for a nut from Meri. Supposedly he was trying to show Wargy how it was done. Needless to say, the Warg was not amused and merely sniffed and wandered off.

Pulling out the fine cotton nightcap trimmed in lace, Deby felt lumps inside of it. These turned out to be two bars of scented soap; each wrapped in an embroidered handkerchief. Deby passed one of the sweetly scented soaps to Melin, while she fingered the embroidered flowers on the handkerchief in her hand. 

"Look Melin, forget-me-nots," Deby exclaimed softly. She held the linen square to her nose, and inhaled deeply the scent of her mother.

"What did you say this was?" Melin asked, running the soap back and forth under her own nose, a pleased smile gracing her face.

Deby set the handkerchief down. "Jasmine," she said softly.

Deby took the handkerchief that had been around the soap that Melin held and pressed it into the woman's hand. 

Melin's eyes widened, "Oh no! These are yours, special from your friends, I couldn't possibly accept these," she protested. "Besides, you said the scent was your mother's favorite, which means it's probably very special to you."

Deby closed the older woman's fingers back over the items, "You're right, the scent is special, the gifts are special. Which is why I want to give them to someone special. My friends would understand."

Melin said no more and held tightly to the gifts she had been given, especially the one that could not be held in one's hand. On impulse, she held the soap close and inhaled its fragrance again, a sly smile finding its way to her lips. Hmmmm.

Deby grinned at her, duly noting the change in expression. She turned her attention back to the remaining item in the cloth parcel. She pulled out the layers of folded cotton with bits of gaily-colored ribbon peeking out here and there. Deby unfolded it once and recognized it instantly. She gasped with delight, as she picked it up and shook out the remaining folds. Holding it up against herself, she twirled in a little dance around the room.

"Look Melin, isn't it beautiful?" Deby cried, finally coming to a stop. "I've never owned a chemise as pretty as this one before." 


She ran her fingers over the bodice. Ribbons of all different colors had been threaded through the lace and stitched at the ends so they wouldn't come loose. That little touch turned the simple garment into something special and magical, a garment fit for a princess in her eyes. Deby was well aware that every ribbon had been added by hand, a loving hand.

Melin said admiringly, "Don't think I've ever seen one quite so grand if I do say so myself. A lot of extra work went into this beauty, a labor of love you might say."

Deby completely agreed with Melin's intuitive guess. She looked down at the pretty chemise and sighed.

"I wish I had a dress to wear it with, but I guess it would be all right to wear it to bed, wouldn't it?" Deby asked, taking her eyes from the chemise only to find herself face to face with Melin's backside. The older woman was bent over, picking up something off the floor.

"These must have been inside the chemise. I guess they must have fallen out when you did your little dance there," Melin teased.

Deby carefully hung the chemise over the back of the chair before taking the folded bits of parchment from Melin. Sitting herself down again, she laid them in front of her, side by side. One had a slight bulge and rattled as she moved it, the other was completely flat. Both had her name on the front. The neat, precise handwriting on the flat one was definitely from Hal; the almost illegible scrawl on the other could only belong to her brother.

Setting Halbarad's aside to read last, Deby turned the small packet from Bob over and broke the seal. She set it back down on the table and opened it carefully, mindful of the unknown content. Deby was struck dumb by the sight of the sparkling gem set in the gleaming mithril. She stretched out her hand and gently picked it up by the chain, letting the pendant fall to hang free. It swayed with the movement of her hand, the gem winking at the two women.

"Oh Melin," she breathed, "Have you ever seen anything like it? It's so beautiful. Where did Bob, of all people, ever find this?"

Melin held out her hand and Deby placed the necklace in the woman's palm.

"It is a beauty, isn't it," Melin said, in awe, "It is mithril, that it is. I would know that metal anywhere. ‘Twas not only the dwarves coveted it." Melin paused for a moment, remembering. "Anyway, this is an unusual shape, for a star that is. See how the bottom ray is the longest, then the next two are a little shorter, and the other five are all the same. Don't know as I've seen a design like this before, I wouldn't mind using it though." Her voice trailed off as her eyes slowly unfocused.

"Melin," Deby said, trying to direct the potter back to her original train of thought.

"Oh, sorry, got a bit carried away, didn't I," Melin grinned. "I'm always on the look out for new ideas for designs and this star is nice and unusual. I think it would work…"

Deby interrupted again with an exasperated plea, "Melin!"

"Did it again," Melin said, unabashedly, "Anyway, I would hazard a guess that this is of elvish make. The choice of metal, the sparkly in the middle of the star. But this is just a guess. Why don't you read the note that came with it and find out."

Feeling foolish, Deby picked up the paper note that she hadn't even glanced at, the pendant taking all of her attention. Sure enough, as Melin pointed out, there was writing in the same sprawling hand that had written her name. She read while Melin watched. Deby's hands began shaking, her lower lip trembled and her eyes welled up with tears. Melin sensed a profound joy, tempered with sorrow, in the girl before her. She waited patiently for Deby to finish reading.

"It was my mother's," Deby said haltingly, "She had asked Bob to give to me when he felt I needed her the most. He said … she knew she would be …unable to give it to me. How did she know that Melin? I know she did not have foresight, so how could she have known?"

"I've never had children of my own and most likely won't," the regret plain in Melin's voice. "But I did have a mother who loved me very much, me and my sisters. When it comes to their children, sometimes mothers just know things. My mother did." Melin let her words end there and elaborated no further instead she said, "Here, let's put this on you."

Deby moved her hair out of the way so that Melin could fasten the catch on the chain. When it was secure, Melin lifted the pendant and dropped it down Deby's shirt, patting it in place.

"There now, best keep that trinket out of sight of prying eyes."

Deby placed the palm of her hand over the hidden star, her talisman of her hidden past. At a loss for word, she looked up at Melin and smiled gratefully.

Melin patted her on the shoulder, "Go ahead and read your other note. I'll go make us some kaffe." Melin got as far as the doorway before turning around for one comment. "If you're even more teary-eyed, I'll know it was from your Ranger man. And if it's a blush I see, I'll know just what kind of note he sent!" 

Deby poked her tongue out at Melin and listened to the laughter that floated back to her from the kitchen. She turned her attention back to the last sealed parchment. She ran her finger over her name, a silly gesture she knew, but she couldn't help herself. Her love's hand wrote the name. She turned it over to the sealed side, hesitating. She took a deep shaky breath and let it out again, before lifting the seal. She closed her eyes, the thrill of nervous anticipation shooting through her. What are you waiting for you silly goose? Deby grinned at her own silliness as she opened her eyes and began to read.

…He looks forward to the day we are to be wed as much as I do. It is good not to be at odds with him anymore. 

There is so much we could have said and done, but we had no time together before you left. So I make this vow to you. Upon your return, I will court you. I will woo you in the manner you deserve, in the way your father and mother would have approved, with your brother`s blessing. Our courtship will last for as long as you wish. Should you want a song, I will sing it for you. Is there a flower, some trifle or trinket you desire?  You have but to name it and it's yours. My kiss, my embrace, my heart are yours to command.

Do you have any idea what you have done to me with that one kiss? You have given life and substance to my love. You have awakened a yearning, a hunger that only your kiss can appease. A fire that only your embrace can contain. An empty void in my heart and soul that only your love can fill. I am incomplete without you here, and long for your return.

Until then, I can only count the days, pray for your safety and wait for my love to return home.

Halbarad

Melin came back with two fragrant steaming mugs. One she set before Deby who was so totally engrossed she did not even blink an eye. Melin reclaimed her seat and waited, sipping from her mug every now and then.

For Deby, Melin, the house, Nurn, Middle-earth itself ceased to exist. Only the written thoughts of her love held substance. To see the depth of her love and the unfulfilled yearning in her heart mirrored in Halbarad's words was more than she could bear. 

She laid her hand flat on the letter, as if to draw some kind of strength from the parchment. Her heart swelled and stretched against its seams in her effort to keep her feelings bottled up inside. She bit down hard on her bottom lip to stay the burgeoning cries seeking escape from her throat.

Melin watched Deby's struggle with a practiced eye; the war within was not unknown to her or any other in the settlement. All had waged battle at least once with the intense, inconsolable heartache of homesickness. Melin took one more drink before getting up and coming to Deby's side. The girl had to let it out. Holding it in would only make her ill.

The warmth of the rough, callused hands touched Deby somewhere deep inside, and drew her out of her self-imposed isolation. The hands tilted her face inexorably upwards until her tortured gaze met Melin's.

The compassionate understanding she found there was her undoing. It took more effort than she was capable of to keep the lid clamped down on her emotions. She began to tremble and shake.

"My dear girl," Melin began kindly, "A sworn Ranger you may be, bound to duty and all that rubbish, but you are still a girl. There is no shame in missing your friends, your family. There is not a Man, Elf or Dwarf immune from the perils of homesickness. Why I'm sure even the great King Elessar himself is not stranger to its tears." Melin paused, making sure she had Deby's eyes and then continued, chiding the girl gently, "If the King can allow himself the release of tears, who are you to try and do otherwise?"

With that simple question, the seams of her heart burst, releasing the pent-up emotion in one great wave. Deby broke into great heaving sobs, brought up from the depths of her heart. Melin held the shaking girl, smoothing her hair and murmuring comforting words. The sobbing slowed to weeping and Deby found her voice, words erupted between hitching breaths.

"I want …to go home. I …want my brother. I'm tired of being afraid, of watching every word I say. Of looking at … everyone as someone who I might …not be able to trust. I want …my horse and my …friends. I want … Halbarad's attentions, not …Brithlan's. I want to eat …Pippin's cookies …and Meri's deserts … all the other things …the hobbits …make. I want …my own bed. I'm tired …of always …looking over my shoulder …of distrust…and secrets."

Melin let Deby talk it out, all her wants and fears; a few of them brought a smile to Melin. She waited until the flow of words ended and the tears trickled to a halt. She handed Deby a handkerchief, not one of the new ones of course, and then made her drink some of her kaffe.

"Better now?" Melin asked.

Sniffling, Deby nodded her head.

"Do you still want to go home?" 

Deby thought for a moment and then shook her head no.

"Good girl," said Melin, "I knew you weren't a quitter. You can still be a warrior like the old battle-axe, even with feeling like you do. Don't you know lass, that's all a warrior is, someone who feels all these things and does their duty anyway."

Deby gave Melin a watery smile She had heard her father make a similar speech to others. She had forgotten about it until now. 

"My father used to say that sometimes," Deby said shakily.

"Sounds like a sensible man, your father," Melin said agreeably. "Now what I want to know is, why did you include that cow-eyed Ranger in your tirade?"

Deby had to stop and think a moment of what it was she even said. Leave it to Melin to jump on the thing that interested her most. Brithlan had afforded Melin more than one good laugh.

"I included the cow-eyed Ranger, as you call him, because of Halbarad," she went on to explain, "I would give anything to be by his side. Instead, I have this very polite, very uninteresting, very annoying man pressing his intentions on me. I'm sure he's just a lonely young man in desperate need of company, but does it have to be mine? I can't even tell him that I'm betrothed, which hopefully would send him packing in an instant." Deby continued, exasperated, and then sighed. "He's not a bad man, and I shouldn't make fun of him, but I wish he would just find someone else to like and leave me alone."

Melin gave the girl another big squeeze, "Now, now, my girl, you've been as kind to him as you could under the circumstances. And I've noticed that boy doesn't seem to take a hint. But there are those you could slap upside the head with piece of wet clay and it still wouldn't do them any good. Now Beregrid, there's a good man for you. Won't talk back to you, nice to look at, and very expressive with his hands!" Melin said with a wink.

Deby couldn't help but giggle. Sometimes Melin had a one-track mind. Deby picked up Halbarad's letter, and her face began to grow warm as she reread the last part again.

"I think I'll stay with Halbarad. I'm sure he will be just as good," Deby turned bright pink but continued gamely. "From his letter, it seems I have much to look forward to and will enjoy learning at his hand."

Melin laughed uproariously, and the pink turned to crimson as Deby realized what she had just said. She tried to sputter an explanation but couldn't put two words together and finally gave up. Both women laughed until their sides hurt and tears ran down their faces.

"Oh my girl," Melin gasped, "I want to talk to you after your wedding night and hear the whole story. My guess is it will be a good one."


Journey 1: Shadows of Nurn
Chapter 18: Betrayal
September 8th Early morning

In the early morning hours, the sun rises slowly over the distant mountains of Ephel Duath this time of year. Mists cling to the low places as if loathe to reveal the sad, tortured land and ashen plains and call for the abandonment of the brief succor that is the oblivion of sleep. 

The mist was a fortunate occurrence for the one who sought the hills this morning. It hides many things and sometimes, many people. Though the passage through the light dew left a trail any could follow, the sun shall rise soon enough and burn away where the mount's hooved feet wove a path though the plains and into the sudden rocky hills. He was not likely to be missed or followed. 

Nonetheless, wearing an overlarge cloak with the hood pulled far over the face, he was careful to give no clue as to identity or race if he should be noted. His mount was a sturdy nondescript brown of a nag. It could have been any of a dozen horses just like it in the village that were used to pull the few carts and plows.

Already, he had passed through two checkpoints unmolested. The unforgiving guardians remained high in the rocks and unseen. Their bows ever ready if the need should arise. The unwary only came this way once and none left unless willed by those who resided within the sheltering cliffs.

The first sign of life came in the form of the guard outside the stone hut, though the one who came this way so cautiously knew he was watched. The vigil so close to the door could only mean that Parcus was not entertaining any `guests' at the moment. When he did, no one was allowed near the building. He lifted his hood just enough to be marked for who he was. The guard nodded and allowed him entrance. He was expected.

Parcus sat at a table alone, his back to the fire that flickered on the hearth and cast more shadows than light. His long fingers played with the thin stem of his now empty glass. He said no word in greeting; his glance barely grazed the features of the one before him. A raise of the brow and a soft sigh was all he need give. The one before him knew what was required.

The one standing swallowed and clenched his jaw, wishing helplessly that he were anywhere else but here. He had not come willingly, but dreaded what would happen if he didn't answer the call. 

"I have news," he said in a low voice. "A spy has to come to Nurn from Ithilien." He drew a breath. "Faramir sent someone here to find the traitor."

Parcus absorbed this information in silence, then set his glass down and leaned back. "This is all you have for me?"

The one standing shifted his weight upon his feet nervously. Parcus dealt out pain and death casually. More than one messenger had been found wanting. He had no illusion that he was the first to stand before the raider. He knew that someday would be his last to stand here and another would eventually take his place. 

Sometimes, he toyed with the impulse to displease Parcus just enough to bring about the end, just so he would feel the relief of knowing when it was coming. Sometimes, all he wanted was pain. Eru knows he deserved it for what he'd done. Maybe, if he could force Parcus' hand, get him to bring down punishment upon him, then he could expiate some of the guilt that tortured him so. How could he have let it go this far?

He struggled. If he said more, it was surely to lead to events beyond his control. Hadn't enough people been hurt? Hadn't enough people died? He closed his eyes, and lost. When he opened them again, Parcus watched him under half-lidded eyes and he could do nothing else but speak what he knew. 

"No, there is more. You know that three strangers arrived from Henneth Annun, traders. Two are men who may have been of Rohan."

"I know this. You would not be here now if I did not know this. What of the third?"

He answered slowly, reluctantly. "The third is an elf maid from Mirkwood, at least, that is what she says. I don't think she has been with the traders long. She says she comes to search for family taken in orc raids and made slaves to Sauron. She says that her name is Elanna, but I doubt that is fully true."

Parcus rested his elbows on the arms of the chair and put his hands together in front of him, the fingertips just touching. The quiet was broken only by the slow mumbling crackle of the coal in the hearth. 

"You have observed them?" Parcus asked, watching his hands.

"Aye. The two men seem to be what they claim. The mute one, he watches everything. People tend to forget he's there and that because he cannot speak does not mean he cannot hear. But I think he merely watches the elf-maid, Elanna. He is very protective of her. The other man hides nothing in his manner. It is the elf-maid. She asks questions of everyone and not just about her missing family."

Parcus shifted in his chair, placing his arms back on the rests. He looked vaguely bored and annoyed. "And so she is here to find you."

The standing one moved restlessly, but knew that he was not required to answer.

Then Parcus closed his eyes, a half smile on his face, and dropped his head to rest upon the back of the chair. "Tell me why I should care what happens to you." 

A thrill of fear shot through the one standing before him. Don't speak. It should be easy not to speak. It should take less effort to do nothing than to do something. Parcus opened his eyes again. They glittered darkly in the shadows surrounding him as he leaned back. 

The one standing swallowed. "She is a Ranger."

"An Elf?" Parcus raised a brow.

"Aye."

"The world changes about us then."

"She is connected to Anoriath, knows her, and knows her well, I imagine, and knows Halbarad. He is Anoriath's brother and captain."

Parcus interrupted tersely. "I know who Halbarad is." He paused, his face intent. "Where does she stay?"

He did not answer.

Parcus stood abruptly, startling the standing figure into taking a step backwards.

"At the potter's home," he blurted, "with Melin." He felt sick.

Parcus smiled. "You will watch for Ragnor and Bran." He reseated himself, still smiling, and his thoughts already far from the figure standing before him. His manner dismissed him without a word. 

The standing figure bowed slightly, before turning on his heel and exiting the room. Once through the door in the relative light and warmth of the early autumn sun, he let out a deep sigh of relief; he had lived through yet another encounter with the raider. Sweet Eru, but what it had cost. He had no more courage than a blind worm. He ground his heel against the stone beneath his feet and swallowed his disgust. But, it was done and he could not take it back. 

He mounted his horse and urged him on through the narrow, steep paths. He wanted to make sure he was back before he was missed, and far enough away if Parcus changed his mind he could not be reached so easily. The hills passed by without his notice. He had betrayed Anoriath again, and not only her, but two others as well, innocents. He thought of Elanna and the two men Parcus intended to use and shuddered. He couldn't help but feel badly for her; he knew these two and what they were capable of. 

He drew a breath. He was pitiful. But it was not over. Maybe he could protect them yet. He'd have to keep watch closely. 

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

Parcus walked across the room to a curtained doorway set in the middle of the wall that divided the hut into two rooms. He pushed the curtain aside to allow the light, such as there was, to enter the dark room, empty and hidden. He smiled fondly; his last guest had been the Ranger, Anoriath. Alas, the Lady Ranger's stay had been short, yet quite memorable, the satisfying culmination of much planning.

Parcus entered the room on soft feet. The only feature in the empty room was a long table set in the middle, away from the walls. Its wood was worn to a satin finish and had mellowed to a dark golden brown over the years. He circled the table and trailed a hand along its edge. 

Anoriath. A delightful challenge she had been. He rarely allowed that much spirit in his guests. But, in the end, it had been an exception worth the risk to himself and the pain she caused him. The battle she gave him had made his victory all the sweeter. He placed the flat of his hand upon the wood's surface and closed his eyes. He could feel it even now. When he opened his eyes, they shone with pleasure and a dark satisfaction. He stood erect again.

How did she fare now? He had left her here, a broken spirit in a broken body. But his plans had born fruit even beyond his intent and he had thought long of ways to entice Anoriath back to Nurn, even considering taking the journey himself if she tarried too long away. But now he had the key and had only to take it in his hand to unlock the door that had stood in his way.

He caressed the tabletop with the fingertips of one hand, smiling. He must invite the elf-maid to share in his hospitality. She would make a welcome guest and cheer him in his loneliness. He had been deprived of company far too long and his soul hungered for the companionship of another. 

**********

Thus ends Journey One… this story is continued in Journey Six: The Shadow’s Fall

Who’s Who


“Real” Characters:


1. Anoriath: (SilliMarilli) female human, Ranger, 37yo, blue gray eyes, very short, curly, dark hair with braided "tail" on one side.  Fiercely devoted sister to virtual character Halbarad.  Withdrawn from former assignment leading rangers assigned to Lake Nurnen by her captain and brother after she was severely injured by the raider leader Parcus.

2. Deby: (DancinDebyC) female, half Elf, half-Human, 20 yrs. Five foot two with long black/brown hair and blue eyes. Younger sister to virtual character Ranger Bob. Newly sworn into the Rangers.  Has pledged herself to Halbarad on her return from her first assignment to Lake Nurnen.  Has gone there undercover to find the traitor who is feeding information to the raider leader Parcus. 



Virtual Characters:

1. Bob: male, human, Ranger.  Tall, black hair, grey eyes.  Virtual older brother to Deby. Friends since childhood with Halbarad.  Has a good heart but often has his foot in his mouth.  Not a deep thinker by choice, but surprises his friends every now and then. 

2. Elros: male, Ranger.  Tall, dark brown hair, blue/gray hazel eyes. Comrade-in-arms to Bob and Halbarad since he joined the Rangers. Steady and dependable, he's the anchor of the three. Doesn't always say much but doesn't miss a thing.

3. Halbarad: male, Ranger.  Tall, black hair, green/blue hazel eyes.  Captain of Rangers, he is definitely the leader of the three, not because he gave himself that position, he is just a natural leader in general. Three years older than Anoriath.  Promised to Deby.


4. Aglaran: male, elf, dark hair he wears loose, blind since an early age, living at Lake Nurnen.  Taken captive and into slavery when a child and so knows little of his heritage.  


5. Melin: female, human, potter.  Friend of Anoriath's at Lake Nurnen. Originally from Belfalas.  She's shrugged off the burden of her slavery easily cuz she's just such a pragmatist at heart.


6. Raider Leader Parcus: male, tall, black hair, dark eyes.  Powerfully built but moves like a panther.  Has a calm, smooth voice that belies his viscious nature. 

7.  Celeranth:  male, ranger, once of Henneth Annun, now in command of the Rangers stationed at Lake Nurnen now that Halbarad has removed Anoriath from her command.  Pragmatic, good leader of men.  

8.  Brithlan:  male, ranger, in early 20’s, First real station was at Lake Nurnen under Anoriath’s command, quiet and conscientious but troubled.

9.  Sewulf:  male, human, Rohirrim, late twenties, pale blue eyes, blonde hair.  Tall and thin, Acquired disfiguring injuries at the Battle of the Black Gate. A younger cousin in Esiwmas and Sevilodorf's family.  Now a trader opening up lines of trade between isolated communities in the south of Gondor.  

10:  Beregrid: male, human, Rohirrim, mid twenties.  Average height, sturdy build.  Cousin to Sewulf (son of his father’s sister). Has not spoken since the Battle of the Pelennor Field.  

11:  Silgrid and Frewulf:  ex-slaves at Lake Nurnen, originally of Rohan, one of the few married couples who survived together.  Silgrid, the wife, tends to the quiet side but with an iron will.  Frewulf, the husband, more gregarious and impulsive, but fierce in his devotion to Silgrid. They are the natural leaders of the community. 

Cameos:

1. Sevilodorf: Female, Human from Rohan, older cousin by marriage to Sewulf and Beregrid. Arranges for Deby to travel with them.

2. Meri: female, Hobbit, from the Shire, cook and co owner at The Burping Troll.

3. Lorellin: female, human, traveler.

4. Lord Faramir: male, human, Steward of Gondor and Leader of the Rangers of Ithilien.

5. Tarannon: male, Ranger in Henneth Annun

6. Alfgard: male, human, from Rohan, manager of the Henneth Annun branch of Esiwmas’s delivery company

7. Jareth: male, human, bartender at The Whistling Dog in Henneth Annun

8. Jasimir: male, human, teenage son of the owner of The Whistling Dog in Henneth Annun.
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