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A Note about Burping Troll Adventures

Like many Tolkien fans, we wanted to move to Middle-Earth. And like many others we created a Role-Playing Group to do so. The Inn of the Burping Troll opened February of 2002 on the Netscape LOTR Message Board and was soon populated by an exotic assortment of elves, men, hobbits and orcs, along with a bartending balrog and a lyrical warg. As the months passed, the personae we adopted took on their own lives. The characters brought in friends and relatives, and a mysterious stranger arrived to turn the place on its ear. 

The second phase of The Burping Troll began with the creation of burpingtroll.com to archive the adventures the characters insisted we tell. New, more canonical, guidelines were established concerning our use of Tolkien’s landscapes; however the warg, the balrog and the rehabilitated orcs refused to leave. Thus, our stories are set in the Fourth Age of a Middle-Earth where orcs play cribbage with elves, a balrog serves Rangers steaming cups of mulled wine and hobbit lasses scold the warg for tracking mud on the common room floor.
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Chapter One: Beginning of the End
Helm's Deep, Rohan

March 2 and 3, 1419 SR

From the heights of the Thrihyrne, the storm launched a series of eye-searing flashes. Within the Deeping Coomb, men gaped with purple-blotched vision at the nightmarish landscape revealed. Silhouettes of attacking soldiers merged into a living torrent, sinuously flowing towards the Deeping Wall where it crashed in waves. Each spear of lightning lit gleaming eyes and teeth and painted white hands, like foam upon a dark sea. Yet no nightmare was this, but the harsh reality of war. Blood and mud mixed with odious fluids coated the mangled forms of men and orcs. The clean scent of rain battled with that of damp wool and wet leather as the army of Saruman, White Wizard of Isengard, moved ever onward. 

Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach, a warrior of Dunland, hunched in the frail shelter of a tumbled heap of masonry that might once have been a wall. He watched the black clouds roiling northward, then turned as his young kinsman, Niall, struggled to relieve a Rider of the Westfold of his hauberk.

"You'd have more luck with that if you removed the ruddy helmet first," commented an elder of their clan, Finan, tipping his head back and rubbing a trickle of rain across his face. The water thinned the mud that stanched a gash across his forehead. Thus blood once more began to ooze down the side of his face, dripping from his jaw onto the green and black braided shoulder belt of the O'Cernach's.

"Be even easier if he removed the head," grunted Raemonn, gnawing upon a lump of journey bread scavenged from the belongings of another downed Rider. Much of the man's outfit had been acquired in that manner, the blue and brown belt of the O'Maelgen tribe being one of his few original possessions.

"No," Murdagh said when Niall paused in his plundering to reach for a blade. "Armor, clothes, food. But we do not defile the dead."

"If they win, they'll do more than defile you, Murdagh. They'll burn you alive." Raemonn grinned. "Or do you think the lot of you will be spared because you're O'Cernachs?" He stabbed a thumb towards the blonde corpse. "Being favorites of the Wizard won't help you with the Forgoil." 

Murdagh caught Finan as he lunged, knife out, for Raemonn's throat. The adversaries contented themselves with glares and snarling.

"Saruman's favorites?" repeated Murdagh, kicking the crude shield emblazoned with the White Hand at Raemonn's side. "No man, of Dubhloach or any realm in Middle-earth, is in his favor. Or has that not been proven on the march here?"

Raemonn blanched and Finan shuddered, their glares squeezed beneath clenched eyelids. The Dunland 'allies' were vastly stronger and more numerous, and they paid little heed that some men wore the same symbol of loyalty as they, Saruman's Uruk-hai, wore. That a few of the creatures went berserk, lashing out at friend and foe alike, a man could accept. But that they did, as a matter of course, tear the flesh off the fallen, be they alive or dead, of Rohan, Dunland or of their own foul breed, made a man question who and what he fought for.

"Watch such talk, Murdagh. The Wizard has ears everywhere," Raemonn said, regaining his arrogance to smile knowingly. "Even in the very court of Meduseld. The Strawheads had a viper in their midst: coiled to strike on Saruman's command."

Having finally taken the hauberk from the dead Rider, young Niall shoved the body away and removed his own helmet to pull on the mail shirt. He threw the dead man's water bag to Finan, who secured the cord to his shoulder belt before hunkering down at Murdagh's side. 

"Look." Murdagh directed the attention of Finan and the others to the causeway in the distance.

There, orcs and the hillmen of Dunland were nearly at the gate of the Hornburg. A storm of arrows met their assault, causing a retreat and reformation before they attacked again. Above the gate, the banner of Theoden of Rohan hung limp with rain; but in the glow of torches and fires upon the rampart, a visible sign of the presence of the king. The flag stirred slightly in the wind of another torrent of arrows, beneath which the rows of Uruk-hai and dark-haired men faltered.

"Aye, and 'tis said the horse-boys aren't much for fighting." Murdagh smiled grimly at his own joke, while Finan and Niall laughed appreciatively.

But damaging as the Rohan archers might be, there were uruks and Dunlendings enough to throw endlessly at the walls. Murdagh, and the men waiting with him, watched the rammers move forward through the ranks with the trunks of giant trees. A rain of rocks and boulders fell from the ramparts upon the heavily muscled backs of those who bruised the stone and planks of Helm's Deep. Some rammers fell, one mighty trunk splintered, but orcs, men and ram alike were discarded without thought as larger, more effective replacements came to the fore. Stroke after stroke, their efforts weakened the gate.

"A week it took to take the Isen Ford. A week!" Murdagh slammed his fist against his thigh. "Even if the gate's broken, the Hornburg's well manned. You heard the report. A thousand men rode with Theoden."

Murdagh fell silent as he witnessed two tall men leading a small group along the crumbling path from a tiny postern gate to where they might hurl themselves upon the Dunlendings. Rammers fell beneath the savage assault; many simply tossed from the causeway like debris. A heroic if foolhardy fete it was, that Murdagh saw. But there, amidst the many, one blade flashed uncannily bright in the bloody glow of blazing torches, rallying the defense in their desperate charge.

Eyes fixed upon the ramparts as the ramming crew retreated to the base of the causeway; Finan shook his head and snarled, "Erkenbrand's a smart man, he and the king's son knew this was coming. Didn't find many cottagers along the way did we? He's rounded them up, and they're holed up in there too. Along with a mountain of provisions."

Raemonn shrugged. "Theodred's dead. You saw him fall at the Isen. Erkenbrand's an old man out playing hide and seek in the dark with the wargs. By morning, it'll all be over."

"Are you daft, man?" Niall scowled, his youthful spirit already embittered by experience.

"A month, maybe longer. Meanwhile, we'll be rations for the uruks."

Raemonn's eyes glowed with a zealot's light, for of this company he alone had stood in Saruman's presence and fallen prey to the Deceiver's spell. Fingering his knife, he muttered, "I will not be anyone's main course."

Looking at the O'Maelgen with suspicion, Murdagh asked, "What do you know that you aren't telling?"

After a quick glance over his shoulder, Raemonn leaned closer. "The spy found another way in."

"The spy? That weasel-faced runt the Uruks were seen taking to Isengard?" 

At Raemonn's nod, Finan spat. "Sneaking talebearer only interested in saving his own hide, no doubt. Can't depend on the word of a spy."

"There's more. The Wizard has discovered how to shatter the Wall."

Finan hissed with contempt. "How? Don't you know the history of the Deeping Wall? The sea kings built it when they seized our land. Twenty feet high and smooth as glass. Four men can walk abreast along it. The only weaknesses, if they can be so called, are the archers' clefts. Our armies, and others have hammered away at that wall for centuries without making a dent."

"It has another weakness: a culvert," Raemonn said with a self-satisfied sneer. "The culvert that releases the Deeping Stream; that is easily attacked." 

Niall, his eyes closing against the mounds of bodies piled at the Wall's base, muttered, "Can't be done." 

"It can. That's only a feint," Raemonn motioned to the causeway, where the attackers gathered to renew their assault on the gate. "Keeps them busy while the real work is going on. An hour or two, and in we go. We'll take the caverns and all that's there. Feast on their food and women, and leave the Forgoil in the Hornburg to rot."

For the first time since ordered to march into this hopeless battle alongside Uruks and the other unspeakable spawn of Isengard, Murdagh considered the possibility Saruman might win the day. Long he had recognized the continual banquet of ancient grievances the wizard served the ri tuaths - the tribal leaders of Dunland - for what they were.

To be in alliance with a creature who would lead the world into darkness tortured him. But, as with the generations before him, there would be no release from the wizard's service. The oaths binding the Dunland tribes, and particularly the O'Cernachs, were irrevocable. Resigned, he had clung to the thought that the final battle would not come in his lifetime.

Yet it had, and worse. As guarantees of obedience, women and children were chosen from every tribe of Dunland and taken to the caverns beneath Isengard. Though only a thread frayed past its breaking point, the hope that the hostages would be returned was one Murdagh could not bring himself to sever. All he might do was keep himself, his tribesmen and most of all, young Niall—heir to his clan's leadership, alive though this night. With the dawn might come other alternatives.

"Gather the others, Finan, we're…" 

 "Move along, you lot!" a harsh voice interrupted. "To the Wall with all of you. There's work to be done."

Murdagh turned with a scowl towards the orc captain who swore and shouted at them in guttural Common Tongue. The language of Saruman's patchwork army was never so ugly as when snarled from an orc's lips. Niall hastily grabbed his helmet and held it up to display the ghastly hand of Isengard. Before the hulking captain trudged a mixed group of orc and Dunland tribesmen, the latter bore the insignia of many tribes. Among these, Murdagh identified an older clansman, Guaire, and one or two others. Sourly he reflected that the White Wizard deliberately separated clan and kin for this battle, sending men off any which way, rather than letting them stand with their shield brothers.

"Shake a leg, you worthless slugs!" the orc bawled, and Murdagh, with a glance at Niall, shuffled into motion.

He glanced back to see the orc bend over the body Niall had been plundering and slice off an ear before straightening to snarl his orders anew. Murdagh clenched his shoulders against an involuntary shudder and moved on.

***

Cursing the dark but clearing sky, Murdagh smeared mud across his face and crept from the culvert. Once certain the sinking moon had not revealed him, he reached back into the damp hole and tapped Niall's head as signal for him to come through. Though wide enough on the other side for two orcs to enter, the culvert narrowed as it passed through the wall. The opening to the inner face allowed only a single man passage once the iron grating was removed. 

Upon the Wall above them, the battle yet raged. The defenders continued a fierce fight; but greatly outnumbered, their weariness was beginning to tell. No longer did storms of arrows rain down upon the attackers; now only the occasional shaft sped from the heights. Even as the orcs and hillmen cursed the accuracy of the bowmen, they rejoiced; for the arrows bore the markings of Isengard or Dunland, which told them that all the Rohirrim arrows were spent. But here, inside the wall, it was almost calm. The waters of the Deeping Stream ran clear and cool from the dark mouth of the ravine, and poured into the narrow culvert behind them with scarce a ripple. To one side they could see the fires of what were most likely the Rohirrim pickets, and to the other the stairway to the Hornburg.

From cords about their neck, they took tiny vials. Carefully - for experience had taught them the painful lesson that this wizard's magic dissolved flesh as well as metal and mortar - they pulled the stoppers. Shielding their faces from the stench, they began to pour along the seams between one enormous stone and its neighbors. Hissing like a thousand snakes, the binding mortar dissolved. 

With a splash that sent the waters of the Deeping stream surging upstream, the stone dropped and was shoved aside. Sly as rats invading a granary, orcs and hillmen emerged from the open passage and slithered to the water's edge. Silently they gathered in the shadows and waited.

A cry rang out above, and the invaders exchanged satisfied glances. On the far side of the Wall, grappling hooks hurtled over the parapets, and a stampede of feet told that the defenders rushed to that area. The moment had come to face their foes; no longer would the foul Forgoil be allowed to hide behind their Wall. 

Eyes shining in the moonlight, orcs and men crept toward the Rohirrim horse pens. A young guard, the pale down of a first beard upon his cheeks, fell without a sound beneath the dark blade of a leering orc. Then a stray breeze carried their scent to the war-horses sheltered there. With more training than their youthful guards, they bugled a challenge, and hooves cracked against the rails. Orcs and hillmen surged forward in a rush; Murdagh and Niall carried in the midst of it.

In seconds, they swarmed over the fences and into the pens, the darkness becoming a tumult of howling orcs and snorting, squealing, kicking horses. Yowls of pain told of the Rohirrim horses' gallant fight, but piercing snorts and the thud of iron into heavy bodies marked the orcs' swift reprisal.


The Rohirrim protecting the animals were swiftly slaughtered. In moments, only one remained. A boy, his helm lost in the fight, stood with hair as pale as his face in the moonlight. Half wraith already in that bloody darkness, he swung round to confront Murdagh with a sword nearly as long as he. Murdagh slid to a halt and they stared at each other, the boy's breath whistling in fear. Children, now the wizard sent him to fight children. The slaughter in the horse pens went on.

"You've two chances to live, boy," Murdagh growled. "Run or surrender."

But of course, the lad spoke not the Dunland tongue, and stared at him in confusion.

"Run!" Murdagh shouted in the Common Tongue.

The lad slashed at him. A wild swing so foolish and ungoverned that Murdagh almost failed to ward it, and he felt the quick lance of pain across his arm. With an oath, he knocked the blade from the boy's hand, watched him stagger back, white-faced but unyielding. Desperate now, Murdagh struggled for the Westron or even Rohirric that would allow him to be understood. But he could not muster the words, and the boy stumbled backwards and snatched up a stone.

"No!" Murdagh cried, but too late.

A hulking shape, an orcish snarl, and a flash of brutal iron spelled the end of that gallant boy. There in the ghastly dark, something in Murdagh snapped. With a wild cry, he seized his sword in both hands, and brought it down with all his strength into orc flesh and bone: once, twice, and again, until the creature toppled into the muck beside the dead boy's slender form. Murdagh looked up, rage burning in his chest, rage at all the waste and horror.

And he met the cold, animal glares of his comrade orcs as they turned to see what he had done.

"Murdagh..." said Niall warningly. Raemonn and several other Dunlendings shifted to stand beside them.

One of the orcs growled and then they charged with bestial cries. Murdagh fought blindly with blade, fists, elbows and teeth, until a howling weight smashed him into the mud. An instant later, however, new howls went up as the orc captain waded in and began kicking them into order.

"On your feet, scum!" he roared. "We're done here; back the way you came!"

His own blood sour in his mouth, Murdagh staggered to his feet, seeing Raemonn and others of his folk likewise getting up. But one form lay unmoving, sprawled in the bloody muck.

"Niall..." Murdagh lunged but Raemonn caught him about the chest.

"No! Murdagh – the boy's gone!"

"NIALL!"

He tore lose and plunged to fall on his knees, but even in the dark, he could see the bloody ruin that had been Niall's head. With a sobbing breath, he seized the knife from Naill's slack hand and scrambled up. But Raemonn grabbed him again, shoved him, and muscled him bodily backwards.

"Fool!" Raemonn hissed, hot breath blasting Murdagh's face. "Save it for later! This is not the time!"

"Let me go!"

But though Murdagh struggled and raged, Raemonn continued bearing him away from that terrible place, where youth was spilled like sour milk and beasts were captains of men. Frigid water sloshed and clutched at Murdagh's legs, until they stood once more outside the wall. There in deep shadow he sagged; no longer fighting Raemonn; no longer caring about anything.

"So much for the worth of your spy," he growled.

Replied Raemonn, "It's not over yet…."

***

At long last, they fought their way to a space against the base of the causeway. Broken bodies lay strewn about, men and orcs together, where Murdagh and his fellows collapsed for a brief respite. Drifting in and out of the torment wrought from this chilling storm, the stink of destruction and decay, and weariness beyond the cure of sleep, Murdagh simply existed.

Lost chances and failed quests. Regrets unspoken and sorrows unmourned. It is the dark moments of a man's life, which draw his thoughts in the deep hours of the night. But in that cold hour before the dawn, it is death that occupies his mind– the death of foes, of friends, and in the end, of hope.

In his younger years, Murdagh spent long nights overwhelmed with rage at the wasted opportunities and senseless deaths that defined his life. As he aged, despair replaced rage. The world fell ever deeper into darkness, and there was nothing to arrest the fall. No captain existed to step forward and lead his people from their servitude. Yet, even in his darkest moments, Murdagh clung stubbornly to hope. Until tonight. 

Stabbing the earth with Niall's knife, he raised his head to stare into the face of a dead Rohirrim Rider propped against the armored body of an orc. The man's features were twisted with his final pain, his hand gripping the massive shaft piercing his middle. He had not died an easy death, yet Murdagh envied him. The Dunlending wished that death had found him upon this field before now. 

Before now - before he had been partner to the death that put paid to any hope of a future for the O'Cernachs. Even if Saruman returned every woman, child and babe taken hostage, there would be no replacing Niall. Last in a line of fathers and sons that stretched nearly two centuries into the past, his young kinsman had been the only heir capable of harnessing the powers which set the O'Cernachs apart from the other muintir O'Dubhloach. With the death of Niall, the line was broken, as were the forces which made them Guardians, and at one time, high in the favor of the White Wizard. Life could never again be as it was; there was nothing left to go back to. 

Above him on the causeway, hillmen from the O'Maelgen, the Na Becc, and the O'Petrus tribes sat before the ruined gates. All that remained was a barricade of beams and stones, over which no enemy had passed. But it was only a matter of time, until the attackers succeeded. The end was near. Not just for the Rohirrim here, or in the halls of Edoras, but for all Men. The creatures of Darkness would prevail. Men were doomed. 

Raising his head higher, he wondered that the stars still shone their pale light. Should they not cease to exist as well? It was unfair that they should continue, when Men would not. Murdagh heard his fellow tribesmen shouting, "We will take their king. Death to the Forgoil. Death to the Strawheads. Death to the robbers of the North." 

Did they not see the orcs feasting upon the flesh of Dunland too?  What madness blinded them to their fate? Why did it not claim him as well? To continue in the delusion that they would leave this battlefield in victory would be far better than to be aware of the approaching extermination. 

Then with blinding brightness, a roaring ball of flame shot out from the wall and a thunderous crash caused the very stones beneath Murdagh to quake. When the fire and the smoke and the choking dust began to clear, he saw a gaping hole in the Wall. The cold waters of the Deeping Stream rushed out, and a host of enemies poured in. With great shouts, the attackers raised carefully constructed ladders and scaled the wall to fight amongst the ramparts as well as in the Deep. 

Murdagh turned to the comrade beside him, but Raemonn lay dead beneath a slab of fallen stone. The man who had saved him from furious grief, who believed in the White Wizard's victory, who said 'it is not over' would not live to see how they had destroyed themselves.

As Finan stumbled into view, covered in dust and confusion, Murdagh clambered to his feet, took up his sword and stalked, not towards the enemy, but towards a cluster of orcs. 

Seeing Murdagh's intention, Finan called him back. "Don't be a fool. It's over. We've won." 

Murdagh felt Finan's hands seize his collar, and he wrenched free. Nothing, no one would stop him …but then everything stopped. As his vision swam red and darkened to black, Murdagh's last thought was that death had finally found him.

***

He awoke slowly, muzzily, reluctantly - and then annoyingly, to the solid whack of a slap on either cheek. Murdagh forced his eyes open - not dead, then - to see a bearded, frowning face hovering before him. Not a Dunland face, but fair and blond with cold blue eyes. Murdagh jerked to wakefulness, a start that wrenched a thousand protesting muscles. 

The Rohirrim spoke at him, the words racketing in Murdagh's ears without comprehension. Squinting, he saw the man's tunic was dark with blood and sweat, but he bore no arms, merely a corded sash tied about his waist. The man seemed to be asking him a question, but Murdagh fixed on the youngster accompanying him, a fair-haired boy who reminded Murdagh so much of the murdered lad in the horse pens that he thought he was a ghost. Until, that is, the healer gave some order and the boy bent to pour water upon Murdagh's arm. A sharp sting revealed a nasty cut there, and Murdagh held still only through stubborn pride. Next, the boy offered the water skin to Murdagh to drink, which he did, discovering a powerful thirst.

The Rohirrim man gave up trying to communicate, and simply poked and prodded at Murdagh for a moment, ignoring the wordless growl while he adjusted a bandage wrapped about Murdagh's skull. Then he turned to a silent, armed Rider standing watch just beyond and spoke in rapid Rohirric, of which Murdagh managed only to understand the word 'head'.

Turning back to Murdagh, he spoke in slow careful Dunlendish, saying, "Battle over. You go with Wymund." Pointing to Murdagh's head, he added, "Hurt, not broken. Pain but live."

Murdagh stared vacantly, unable to accept what was happening. Surely, the savage Rohirrim had not sent a healer to tend their foes. But as the man stood to leave, Murdagh forced his aching head to produce words in the Common Tongue.

"Why?"

When the healer merely looked at him, Murdagh gingerly touched his bandage. "Why do this?"

Grimacing wearily, the healer replied in the same tongue, "Aren't there dead enough already?"

As the healer left, Murdagh heaved himself unsteadily to his feet. Surely, a curse or boot would follow, but the Rider, Wymund, stood patiently while Murdagh found his balance. Obeying Wymund's motions, Murdagh plodded to join a line of Dunland prisoners winding their way through the battlefield. He saw other bandages amongst the trudging captives, as well. Yet instead of gratitude, Murdagh felt only numbness. They should have left him lie.

To live, that was the true pain. 

He found Finan in a crude stockade that may have once held goats or sheep, seated in a corner, hollow-eyed but very much alive.

"Are they saving us for some later butchery?" Murdagh asked, slumping down beside him.

Finan shook his head, eyes closing with weariness. "They're letting us live. They say they don't kill prisoners. At least not Men."


Murdagh grunted and turned his gaze to the hunched, dirty, miserable men around them. "What happens to us, then?"

"King Théoden and his captain, Erkenbrand, are meeting with our ri ruirech. Who somehow came through this alive. Plus those of our ri tuaths or their representatives that can be found. They're setting the terms of surrender."

Surrender. Life. But to what purpose? Murdagh refused to care.

Later, after they had been fed and given water, guards came and put the able-bodied prisoners to the task of clearing the battlefield of orcs and their own men. With a scrap of cloth wrapped across his mouth and nose to keep out the stench, Murdagh wrestled with the body of an orc. Sodden with mud, the weight refused to come easily, and he swayed, dizziness gripping him fiercely. Finan reached out a hand to steady him.

"Slow down, man, you're in no fit condition."

Murdagh glared but the movement caused his head to ache.

Finan saw this and said, "If you didn't have such a thick head, I wouldn't have had to hit you so hard."

He turned away, back to his grisly labors. "Not hard enough, Finan. Not hard enough."

As the evening shadows lengthened, the Dunland prisoners sat beneath the watchful eyes of their captors, and partook of such foodstuffs as were available. Water, at least, seemed in plentiful supply. Murdagh looked up when he spied a wild-haired man on a crutch limping towards him under guard, and recognized Guaire, one of the few clansmen he reckoned he had left. Their eyes met, and Guaire continued lurching forward.

"Heard you were still alive," Guaire said by way of greeting.

"Aye," Murdagh answered, when all other responses failed to materialize.

Nodding once, Guaire awkwardly, painfully lowered himself to sit. He swatted away the hand of the guard who sought to aid him, but then let the man lay his crutch beside him.

"No sign of Niall's father." Guaire heaved a heavy breath. "Nor his grandfather. He was the last, poor lad."

Murdagh did not answer as leaden cold settled into his stomach. His fault. Brave, bold young Niall, slaughtered by the beasts that were supposedly their allies. Niall, who should have been chieftain in his time, a mighty ri tuath of the O'Cernachs, who -.

With blinding clarity, he realized Guaire's thought, and met the man's steady gaze with a scowl. "No."

"You are all that remains of the line."

"Only through the maternal line. Passage from mother to son does not count."

"It does when there are no other choices." Guaire hitched himself closer, dark eyes fierce. "Would you leave the men leaderless, force them to plead for places within other tribes? Would you forsake our duty as O'Cernachs?"

Stubbornly Murdagh answered, "That duty is ended. The wizard has lost, the oaths are voided, and we are free."

But Guaire shook his dark head. "We are the guardians of a strange and dreadful evil. The duties of the O'Cernachs cannot end."

The healer's boy had appeared again, fat water skins slung over his narrow shoulders. Murdagh watched him make the rounds, but saw only the bleak path his own future must take. He was no chieftain. He was but a fool who failed to die. What he was not, however, was a coward. Finan looked at him, Guaire looked at him, and all his clan would turn to him, for no one else remained.

"Take me to Crinan's body, if our duty is to be fulfilled," he said. "I must have the O'Cernach ring, else our guardianship is for naught."


But again, Guaire shook his head, his expression becoming even bleaker. "The ring can not be found. We found your great-uncle's body, but …his shield arm was missing."

Murdagh closed his eyes. Duty, but not the tools with which to perform it. Yet he had passed beyond the borders of despair, beyond where such dilemmas could daunt him, and he would not turn away from his people's need.

"Never mind," he replied. "We'll carry on. Somehow."

***

Chapter Two: Council with Erkenbrand

The Hornburg, Helm's Deep, Rohan

Mid-August 1425 SR 

Within the storied walls of the Hornburg whispered a thousand tales of war, the echoes, if one but listened, of Rohan's greatest moments of glory. Today, however, Erkenbrand's council chamber housed the far more prosaic sounds of a conference in session. Sunlight filtered through high, narrow windows, illuminating the aged tapestries that warmed the cold stone walls, and gilding Erkenbrand's red shield upon the wall.

In heavy wooden chairs about the council table sat a varied company composed of three Riders of Rohan, three men with the darker features of Númenor, and two women. From her seat behind Lord Erkenbrand's carved chair, Corlissa of the Deeping Vale listened silently as the rumble of men's voices proceeded around the table. Her hair cascaded in silken curtains on either side of her face, so pale and fine that she could glimpse sideways through it to observe people without their knowing. 
The people she most observed on this occasion were the other woman invited to the meeting and the cool-eyed, one-armed man at her side. Earlier, Corlissa had suppressed her astonishment on briefly meeting another of the woman's travel companions, Erin, a curly-headed hobbit. The half-sized lass, who undoubtedly bent the ear of Erkenbrand's cook at this moment, had quite cheerfully greeted Corlissa, while at the same time not even trying to disguise the look which said, 'You don't eat enough, my dear.' But Corlissa would be willing to wager a good silver penny that the hobbit was no more than she appeared: good-natured, kind-hearted, cheerful, plucky and full of wonder. 

A far more interesting puzzle presented itself in the person of Sevilodorf, once of the Esthomas family, whose trading ventures stretched from the Deeping Vale to the far reaches of Gondor. Her dual lineage of Rohan and Dunland was evident in her dark braid and deep blue eyes. If even half the rumors surrounding this woman were true, then there were many layers to her indeed. Sev, as she had requested to be called, sat halfway down the far side of the table with an expression both stern and haughty. Corlissa memorized a list of predictions for later comparison: stubborn, impulsive, hot-tempered, intelligent, resistant to flattery, and fiercely loyal. With a keen eye for the tiniest of gestures Corlissa had already observed that the older woman provoked extreme reactions, ranging from the obvious devotion of the one-armed man at her side to the twitchy irritation of the Gondorian Ambassador. An irritation that increased exponentially as Sevilodorf's reputation for plain speaking proved more fact than fable.

"You must understand, Madame," said Telmereth, Gondor's long-boned, long-faced ambassador to Dunland. "Our only hope of achieving satisfactory relations with the Dunlendings is by offering our good will. It is in the best interests of both Gondor and Rohan."

Sev replied smoothly, "Of course, that is why Elessar the king employs silver-tongued gentlemen such as yourself." 

Resisting an urge to smile, one of the few things that ever drew attention to her unremarkable face, Corlissa cast her unseen gaze towards the much more familiar, grizzled features of Erkenbrand. While she pondered, her fingers went to a slender chain about her neck, drawing it forth to toy with the pewter ring suspended there. Would the Marshal of the Westmark succeed in juggling these many personalities such that his plans, both overt and hidden, be realized?

While Telmereth sighed in exasperation, Corlissa remembered that her grandfæder, Gamling, often said no shrewder judge of human nature existed than their Lord Erkenbrand. A quiet pang accompanied the thought of how much she missed Grandfæder Gamling, dead just this winter past. Though she lived in quiet comfort as Erkenbrand's ward, time would have to pass before the hollowness of loss faded. 

"Let me see if I have this straight…" 

Though Sevilodorf's tone softened in response to an almost imperceptible nudge from the man beside her, Corlissa added 'imperious' to her list, as the directness of the woman's gaze caused the ambassador to purse his lips even tighter. 

"…We are to follow an unfamiliar Dunland guide into the hills and place ourselves at the disposal of an unknown Dunland chieftain for the purpose of teaching herb lore?"

"Exactly." Telmereth beamed. Delighted this portion of the conference finally appeared to be settled, he hurried on to sorting out the more minor details, "Lord Erkenbrand has arranged -."

"Why should we?" 

Corlissa bit the inside of her cheek as the Gondorian, his mouth opening and closing like a trout tossed upon the riverbank, looked first to Esiwmas of Rohan as head of the Esthomas family, and then to Anardil, Sev's one-armed mate, to exercise a modicum of control over the woman. Yet all Telmereth received from either man was silence, accompanied by a faint tightening of the Rohirrim trader's jaw and a steady stare from Anardil.

When it became apparent that neither Lord Erkenbrand nor the silent King's Messenger, Gilrad, intended to step in to assist, Telmereth swallowed noisily. Then he began a rambling discourse about the honor of being entrusted with this task by King Éomer and His Royal Highness, Elessar of Gondor. 

With a slight narrowing of her eyes and a determined tilt to her chin, Sev said quietly, "The honor we possess is sufficient to our needs."

Briefly clenching his teeth, Telmereth doggedly continued his appeal. "If not honor, then what of duty?  Elessar himself requested your assistance in this matter. Is that not the reason for your presence here today?"

"Actually…" Anardil offered the ghost of a one-sided smile. "My lady and I came to Rohan to introduce our son to his Rohirrim cousins. We were enjoying a few days in the high meadows belonging to Esiwmas when Gilrad and Wymund," he glanced across to the messenger and the Rohirrim captain, "found us and delivered the king's request that we attend the meeting to consider this situation."

"Excellent, Anardil!" Telmereth exclaimed, barely seeming to refrain from clapping his hands. "And here you are: the eyes and ears of your king, and his… er… right hand." The ambassador shot a quick, possibly involuntary, glance at Anardil's empty left sleeve. "Will you not act in his stead and on his behalf?"

"It is not I who must say yea or nay," Anardil replied, splaying his fingers in an emptying gesture. "The Dunland request is for a woman with my lady's skills, so it must be she to whom you direct your appeal."

Clearly, Telmereth lamented his failure to breach Sev's defenses through her partner, but gamely he turned to her once more. "Madame Sevilodorf," he said, "how may I appeal to your better nature? Think of the good you might do, aiding these poor people who have suffered so from Saruman's dominion and the bloody cost of war. For them to make such a request tells us how in need they are."

"I have no doubt," Sev answered. "Thus, it would behoove the folk of Rohan, as Dunland's neighbors, and Gondor, to whom the Dunland tribes now owe their allegiance, to lend all such skills and aid as the Dunlenders need. That is the duty of an ambassador, is it not?"

Thwarted yet again, Telmereth sighed, picked up his cup, and studied its liquid depths a moment. Over its rim, he eyed Sev and Anardil, who gazed back at him with the complacency of a pair of overfed cats. Then he tipped his cup to his lips and drained it on one toss. Thus fortified, he resumed his verbal siege.

"Madame, you have heard this day how there have been significant losses of livestock in the new Rohirrim settlements in the triangle of the Adorn River, and isolated raids in other areas. As of yet, there is no proof as to who is at fault- is it Dunlendings, remnants of Uruk-hai or other lawless men?" Telmereth spread his hands helplessly. "As diplomatic efforts have thus far proven useless, this first overture from the Dunlendings must not be rebuffed."

"Indeed not. Especially after so many years of … misunderstanding." Sev looked thoughtful. "I believe the last attempt at diplomacy between Rohan and Dunland ended with Helm Hammerhand striking the Dunland representative a fatal blow to the heart." 

Sevilodorf's appeal to the Rohirrim men for confirmation received small nods from Erkenbrand and Captain Wymund. A gruff voiced grumble from Esiwmas suggested Freca's attempt to coerce a union between his loutish son and one of Helm's daughters deserved no other response.

"Such unsavory episodes must not be repeated," Telmereth insisted. "Dunland is now under the rule of the crown of Gondor. We must have someone who can represent both peoples plausibly, and who possesses the herbal lore they require. Both my lord Aragorn and King Éomer have emphasized the importance of this request, but such a person does not fall from every tree."

"Perhaps," Anardil observed, "you simply have not shaken enough trees."

A gentle cough from the head of the table turned Corlissa's eyes again to Erkenbrand. Yet she could read nothing in the captain's face, unless a smile lurked behind the hand that casually stroked his beard. Across the table, Esiwmas had less luck at concealing his silent mirth. Meanwhile, Telmereth sighed yet again, and turned his empty cup between his fingers. Pitying the man, Corlissa silently rose to fetch the wine and refilled the ambassador's cup.

"Well, then..." Telmereth glanced up to give Corlissa a fleeting smile of thanks as she retreated to her seat. "Madame Sev, there is the matter of your mixed heritage. Intimate knowledge of the Dunland peoples is an asset that few in either Gondor or Rohan possess. Given your skills and the -."

With a cool stiffness, Sevilodorf held up a hand to halt the man. "In that regard, both Lord Aragorn and Éomer King labor under an erroneous assumption."

For an instant, Telmereth simply stared at the impenetrable wall presented by Sev and Anardil, and then his long face sagged into tragic lines. Corlissa briefly wondered if the man might actually burst into tears.

"Alas," the ambassador moaned. "I am undone. My wits are lost; my tongue has failed, my -."

Wood creaked as Erkenbrand finally leaned forward in his chair and spoke. "I fear that stronger men than you have broken themselves upon the rock that is Sevilodorf's will." A wry smile touched his bearded lips, as he looked to the woman in question. "If you will allow me, Madame Sev. Lord Telmereth has spoken truly as to the urgency of this matter. Dunland remains an isolated wilderness, peopled by fierce clans who keep to their own holdings and have little trust for outsiders. Our peoples have a long history of 'misunderstandings', as you termed them. But we live now in a new age, and the old enmities must perish. We must build peace and trust, and reach across the barriers between all of us who share these lands."

The aging warrior knit his fingers before him and gazed at Sev across the knuckles. "Your skills, lady, are a matter of record. You are a healer and herbalist of rare knowledge and proven ability. You are widely traveled, far more so than most of your kinswomen, and in your journeys with Anardil of the Dúnedain, you have met and befriended distant folk far different from your own. Anardil himself is gifted in the arts of diplomacy and cunning which I know for certainty he has passed on to you." Erkenbrand's glance briefly touched on Esiwmas as the source of this intelligence. "In short, you are a long step above the ordinary village herb-woman, and as such, you are rarely qualified for the task at hand. Am I mistaken in this assessment?"

If Sev felt any cracks forming in her defenses, Corlissa could see no indication. "Only in one area, Lord Marshal. Your need is not only for an herbalist and a diplomat, occupations which I concede we have performed before; but you require as well one who speaks the language of Dunland and understands their customs. A position neither of us is qualified to fill. The sum of my knowledge is a few childish songs taught me by my mother many years ago."

Erkenbrand raised his brows. "It was our understanding that you learned herbal lore from your mother as she had learned it from hers."

Sevilodorf directed a sharp glance at Gilrad, Elessar's messenger, who held firm beneath her frown. Meanwhile Anardil leaned forward and replied, "You have indeed cast a wide net to gather that snippet of information. Knowing Lord Goldur of Minas Tirith was consulted regarding this matter, and that he suggested we might be of assistance, causes true regret that we must repeat - you are misinformed."

"How so?" demanded Erkenbrand.
Sev responded in her turn. "The rhymes and sayings my mother used to teach were of the Common Tongue. A fact she never fully explained. All she would ever say regarding the matter was the Dunland folk preferred their own language for daily matters, but used Westron to keep the lore of their crafts."

Erkenbrand's pale eyes narrowed shrewdly. "If there were some way of remedying this lack of a competent interpreter, would you then be willing to accept this task?"

Sev and Anardil exchanged glances, ere Sev spoke. "I would guess from your seeming satisfaction that you have the solution to that particular problem."
Abruptly, Erkenbrand laughed. "Madame, after our previous negotiations, concerning the disposition of the land left to you upon the death of your husband, Eswidan of the Deeping Vale, I planned this meeting with as much attention as I would give to any battle."


Still chuckling, he turned to indicate Corlissa with a wave of his hand. Corlissa just composed herself for the sudden battery of eyes turned in her direction, before Erkenbrand spoke again.

"Madame Sev, Anardil, you were introduced to my ward, Corlissa. Know now that she is granddaughter to Gamling, who joined his ancestors this last winter. She is prepared to act as your intermediary and guide among the Dunlendings."

***

High atop the Deeping Wall, a small, sturdy figure stood on a short stepladder and leaned over the battlements letting the breeze play in her curls. Erin the hobbit gazed with rapt wonder across the broad fields far below. Here in the quiet warmth of the August sun, with breezes rippling across the golden plains and the gurgle of a stream teasing her ears, it was hard to imagine the specter of war ever touching this place. Yet last night after supper, she had listened well to warriors' tales of that foul night, when the minions of Isengard hurled themselves in their thousands against these walls. Where she stood, in this very spot, men had bled and died in battle, and she shivered unexpectedly.

Far, so far she stood from home, both the green Shire she left six years ago, and The Inn of the Burping Troll in northern Ithilien, where she now dwelled.

Erin turned to sit upon the top rung. "I wonder if Meri will ever forgive me," she sighed, though the thought of her dear hobbit friend, left behind at The Burping Troll, brought a smile to her face.

"For what?" a smooth voice asked, and she looked up at her companion.

Tall and handsome, his fair face serene as he absorbed the history and landscape around him, Aerio the elf glanced down with one eyebrow tilted.

"Oh, for coming here and having an adventure without her. Although..." Erin frowned thoughtfully. "I'm not actually having an adventure, just a visit to Sev's relatives. Though I must find something nice to bring back for her, or she may still be cross."

"That may be wise," Aerio agreed with a smirk. "I have long since learned to fear the warmth of hobbit ire."

A sudden shriek startled them, followed by an even more piercing cry. Laughter bubbled from Erin's chest as she and Aerio turned to spy a torrent of children flying along the battlements. Half a dozen flocked and scattered before the rush of a smaller, darker lad, who it appeared carried some creature to tease his playmates.

"Nadim!" A clear shout halted them all in their tracks and Erin saw Sev and Esiwmas emerging from the head of the nearest stairs. "What are you doing?"

"I have a toad!" the black-haired boy cried, and bounded to a sliding stop before Sev. 

He held up a grubby hand for examination as Anardil reached the battlements. 

"Look, Fæder!"

Sev sighed and shook her head. "Nadim, I know you were doing more than simply showing off a toad. What mischief are you up to?"

"He put the slimy thing on my head," exclaimed a curly haired Rohirrim girl, launching herself into Esiwmas' arms. "Make him stop, Fæder."

Another of the children cried, "And then he tried to put it down Estev's neck!"

Esiwmas' daughter nodded her tousled blond head vigorously, while her brother, Estev, looked down his nose from the vast worldliness of thirteen years and sniffed disdainfully.

"I'm sorry, Cousin Sevil," said another boy with a grin. "I should have made him stop. But it was fun to watch!"

At fifteen, Esiwmas' eldest son, Esdav, was putting on the spurt of height that would undoubtedly see him growing to match his father's imposing stature. However, Erin knew the lad had a long way to go before he could exert any control over Sev and Anardil's ten-year-old adopted son.

That the parents knew this was evident in Sev's resigned shake of her head, and the heavy hand Anardil clamped on Nadim's thin shoulder

"Now, lad," he said, "toads are fine creatures and welcome in many places, but not on little girls' heads."

The boy looked up at him, his dark face a contrast to the fair Rohirrim children around them. A year ago, Sev had rescued the motherless foundling from a cruel master in Harondor, and by the completion of their southern venture, she and Anardil had taken the child as their own. Nadim's black hair, tanned skin and sparkling brown eyes set him apart from his adopted cousins, but the ever-present imp of mischief intrinsic to his nature had endeared him to the Rohirrim children early on.

Those features sagged now in chagrin beneath Anardil's stern gaze. "I'm sorry, Fæder."

"Don’t be sorry to me. Apologize to Kembryll."

A brief crimp of annoyance marred the child's brow, but he turned dutifully and said, "Sorry, Cousin Kembryll."

Safely ensconced in her father's embrace, the young girl simply stuck out her tongue. At a severe look from Esiwmas, she relented and replied, "Thank you, Nadim."

"Well done." Anardil patted the boy's shoulder and straightened. "Now, what say you put the toad where you found him? Then come back and don't be such a scamp."

"I no scamp!" Nadim cried, indignation robbing him of his command of the language.

"Yes, you are. Now scamper off, scamp, or you'll make the toad late for his dinner."

Scrambling down from Esiwmas' arms to rejoin her friends, Kembryll teased, "Nadim is a scamp!"

Aerio's eyes danced with merriment and Esiwmas' broad shoulders twitched with silent laughter as, with a rush of yells, the children fled, the atmosphere nearly collapsing in the wind of their departure. Then Esiwmas' laughter broke free, rumbling from his broad chest and into merry, echoing peals.

"Ah, that does my heart good. Dil, did you have any idea what you were in for, when you took in that little rascal?"

Anardil chuckled, his gaze fondly following the now-distant boy's flight along the wall. "No, I can't say I did. But I suspect I'm being repaid for every mischief I ever did as a lad, and my father would call it just desserts."

Laughing as well, Erin joined the conversation by saying, "But would you have it any other way?"

Sev snorted and replied wryly, "Anardil is in his second childhood. The other day I caught them stalking frogs."

Anardil bit down on a rueful grin while laughter rang around him. Then Esiwmas fetched the former Ranger a brotherly clap on the back, nearly staggering him, and heaved a gusting breath.

"So," said the tall Rohirrim trader, "I'll round up our herd of mischief and leave you to relate the details of the council." Thus saying, Esiwmas strode away.

"Oh yes," chimed Erin, "what was this mysterious council all about?"

"Dunland," Anardil replied.

Both Aerio's brows climbed. "Indeed? And what intelligence did you ascertain, regarding Rohan's enigmatic neighbors and erstwhile foes?"

"Intelligence!" Sev declared. "There was little enough of that. What it boils down to is that the Kings of Gondor and Rohan want someone to go snooping about Dunland. Though we aren't to call it snooping, but consider it a 'diplomatic mission' and be properly grateful for the honor done in selecting us for this task. Furthermore, we are to go accompanied by an official diplomatic retinue."

"A what?" asked the hobbit. Judging by Sev's expression, surprise missions from kings of any sort were not welcome things, particularly when they interrupted a long planned family holiday. 

"Corlissa, Erkenbrand's ward will go with us," Anardil answered. "Also you and Aerio, if you agree to delaying your return to Ithilien a few months." 

Erin's eyes lit up. "I get to be a diplomatic retinue!" Then her expression turned doubtful. "Is that an adventure? I don't want to upset Meri."

"A lot of hard work is what I suspect it will be," stated Sev. "One of the Dunlender chiefs has demanded someone … how did Telmereth phrase it, Anardil?"

The ex-Ranger adopted Telmereth's priggish tones. "Murdagh Dubh, ri tuath of the O'Cernachs, requested a person well versed in herbal lore and willing to instruct others." 

Sev hissed through her teeth. "In other words, someone to do all the gathering and preparation while attempting to pass on a lifetime's worth of knowledge." 

"A ri tuath being a chief amongst the Dunlendings?" Aerio looked to Anardil for confirmation.

"Yes, though not their Chieftain. It is Erkenbrand's opinion the O'Cernachs are acting on their own. But as this is the first time in six years that any Dunland chief has initiated a communication, Telmereth is determined to make the most of the situation."

"So as a bonus," Sevilodorf glanced over to her partner, "Murdagh Dubh will receive Gondor's most highly trained calculating observer and his associates." 

"Oh dear, that sounds far too exciting" the hobbit sighed, causing the others to break out in smiles and laughter. "Meri is definitely going to be upset."

Sev took pity on Erin. "You don't have to come. Nor does Aerio. Esiwmas has a trading mission leaving for Minas Tirith. If you prefer to return to The Burping Troll, he will arrange for you to be part of the group. As he put it, hobbit cooks are always welcome."

"Oh no, I want to go with you. You'll need my help gathering and preparing things, and I'm sure that Aerio will find some way to help Anardil." Erin's curls bounced cheerfully as she continued, "Is Nadim coming too?"

Anardil supplied the answer. "He'll stay with Esiwmas' family for now. All this diplomacy would bore him rigid. However, we would be very glad of your company and assistance for a couple of months. Then, we'll assess the situation. If things are going well, we'll return here to fetch Nadim, and we will stay with the Dunlendings until spring while you and Aerio return to The Burping Troll. If things are not working out, we'll all go home to Ithilien."

Eyes sparkling with delight, the young elf said, "I will most certainly be gratified at the opportunity to gain a greater insight into the people of Dunland, and perhaps acquire a modicum of their language. As for you..." Aerio smiled down at the hobbit. "Think of the recipes you might learn from their cooks."

Erin grinned back at him but then turned to listen as Sev remarked, "Call me suspicious, but was it not a trifle too easy to obtain permission to include Aerio and Erin in our 'diplomatic retinue'?" 

Anardil tipped his chin and smiled crookedly. "Suspicion is an excellent emotion for a diplomat to possess, as is the empathy to look at a situation from many sides."

"How then did that odious man became an ambassador?" Sev pointed to the tower on the northern wall. "Calling the striking down of Freca by Helm an 'unsavory episode' within the very walls of the Hornburg is hardly empathetic. If that is an example of how Telmereth has dealt with the Dunlenders over the past five years, they possess far more patience than I was ever led to believe."

Interrupting, Aerio asked, "Why do you call them Dunlenders when others name them Dunlendings?"

"How odd. I've never thought of that before, but it's true." She paused to nibble her lip. "My mother, I suppose. She would name them muintir O'Dubhloach, people of the dark land, if it were only the two of us. Whenever she spoke of them to anyone else, she called them Dunlenders."

A wry grin turned one corner of Anardil's mouth. "And how many other little tidbits do you not know that you know?"

Sev snorted. "The question is not what I know but how much does Corlissa know? And will it be of any help? But you are the diplomat, I am merely an herbalist."

"Is Corlissa the young woman we met earlier?" Erin asked. "She's awfully thin. I'll never understand how you Big Folk manage on so little food." 

Studying her own rounded figure, Sev sighed. "Some are luckier than others, but yes, that was Corlissa, Erkenbrand's ward. She will journey with us to Dunland to give her assistance for the first few months. If she chooses, she will be welcome to spend the winter with us in Dunland. She is said to possess an understanding of the Dunlendish language and customs. How such knowledge came her way we have yet to learn." 

"Then we'll just have to ask her." The hobbit grinned and pointed to the approaching object of their discussion.

Tall as all Rohirrim were, Corlissa was indeed slender. However, when the young woman drew near, Erin  description to 'lean' for, here in daylight, there seemed a sinewy toughness to her. Though Corlissa walked with her face bowed, half-hidden behind corn-silk hair, slender cords in her forearms promised quiet strength and her stride beneath her workaday skirts held both power and grace. As she halted before them, the woman raised her head and firmed surprisingly square shoulders.

With the ghost of a smile she spoke. "I'm afraid I must beg your pardons. It was perhaps unkind of Lord Erkenbrand to spring me upon you so unannounced."

Aerio beamed his sweetest smile in return. "No apology required, dear lady. The pleasure of your companionship can only be an asset to our forthcoming endeavors."

Lesser women might have blinked in wonder at an elf in shining sunlight upon the walls of Helm's Deep. Corlissa, however, merely offered another tiny smile, while the glint in her eye rather resembled one of Sev's quelling looks.

"Be that as it may," she said, "I'm sure you have many questions." Corlissa clasped both hands before her and scanned the group with an expectant gaze. "Please, feel free to ask."

Sev and Anardil exchanged glances, and Sev spoke for them both. "Our first question would be regarding your qualifications. Lord Erkenbrand believes you to be both valuable and essential to our task."

"Yes, it must seem curious to imagine any woman of the Mark troubling with the Dunlending tongue." Another fleeting smile touched Corlissa's lips. She turned and cast her gaze from the battlements and into memory. "My grandfæder, Gamling, however, thought otherwise. He believed it necessary to know one's enemies. Thus he and certain others began to study the language, so that the men he and Grimbold sent to spy on the Dunlendings and Isengard might understand the things they heard."

Erin frowned and said, "Wouldn't it be hard for a Rohirrim to disguise himself as a man of Dunland?"

"Of course." Corlissa's eyes twinkled. "One must not be seen while listening."

"Calculated observing," Anardil noted, having more than a little experience in just that.

"Precisely. And I, being an inquisitive girl, often listened in. I learned by overhearing, and when Grandfæder discovered my subterfuge, he invited me to learn openly. He found it useful, sometimes, to have a harmless-looking girl assist him in interviewing anyone with any Dunland heritage, or prisoners the men had taken. Though those were few and disinclined to talk."

"How well do you speak the language, then?" asked Sev.

With a brief grimace, Corlissa admitted, "I understand far more than I can speak. Many of their words are similar, but one has to adjust the ear."

"Comparable perhaps to comprehending the various dialects spoken among the Haradrim," remarked Aerio thoughtfully. "It might be a subtle shifting of the pronunciation of particular consonants or vowels. Maybe even an inversion of word order."

Corlissa blinked, then said slowly, "I was unaware your kindred had dealings with the Southrons."

"Aerio's insatiable curiosity leads him to study everything which crosses his path," Sev interjected before Aerio could begin further linguistical comparison.

"Ah, the Haradrim boy has proven useful, then, and provided evidence of his culture." Corlissa's assumption regarding Nadim caused Anardil to wince.

"Our son has altered more than one long held notion regarding the Haradrim..." Corlissa acknowledged the subtle rebuke with a tiny nod, then Anardil continued, "as I suspect Murdagh Dubh's request has challenged several regarding the Dunlendings."

"Aye, though only the ambassador from Gondor does not consider the possibility this is a Dunlending trick."

Anardil grinned at her, and he spoke with disarming honesty. "If Lord Telmereth has not entertained such thoughts, be assured that Aragorn of Gondor and Éomer of Rohan have. Else there would have been no need to request our involvement."

"Request?" Sev snorted. "Coerced is closer to the truth. However, having agreed, we will do our best. Tell us about the Dunland messenger who awaits our response. Gare?"

"Guaire," Corlissa corrected. "Save for his hearty appetite pleasing the cooks, he has failed to endear himself to either man or maid within these walls."

Erin observed cheerfully, "A man with a healthy appetite cannot be all bad. Perhaps he's only anxious to go home?"

"A point made daily during his meetings with the Lord Marshal. His repeated accusations of deliberate delay have frayed even the temper of Captain Wymund past breaking point."

"Diplomacy is not an occupation for the impatient," noted Aerio.

"Impatience, however, is a trait with which the Riders might sympathize. Unfortunately, Guaire adds on surliness." With placid calm that belied the glint of humor in her eyes, Corlissa enumerated the Dunland emissary's faults. "He grunts rather than talks, stamps rather than walks. Indeed, it is said, that other than meals, the only pleasure Guaire has taken is goading the men into quarrels."

"A quarreling diplomat, how unusual," remarked Anardil thoughtfully. 

"So far Captain Wymund has succeeded in keeping all challenges to bare fist bouts."

"And does the Dunlender win?" Sev asked.

"All contests save two ended in Guaire's favor. In spite of a severe limp, he possesses a powerful right hook." 

Anardil's brows rose in interest. "Ah, and does he possess any other admirable qualities?"

Lips curved in the hint of a wry smile, Corlissa replied, "He has proven adept at slipping free of his guard."

"Where does he slip off to?"

Corlissa pointed over the wall toward the distant dike. "The Mound of the Dunlendings holds a fascination for him. He also frequents The Death Down."

"The Death Down?" Erin repeated, wide-eyed.

"The burial site for the orcs slain here," answered Sev stiffly. "Nothing grows there, so I'm told."

"I've never seen it." In response to Corlissa's questioning eyes, the other woman added, "It lies out of sight of the road, and I was otherwise occupied in the days after the battle." 

Sev took a deep breath as Erin patted her hand sympathetically, and then looked to Anardil who gave an encouraging smile. "Now, I need no more reminders of the horrors of those days."

Gravely, Corlissa nodded and her eyes went to the burial mounds flanking the road near the Dike. "Many find it harder to forget the Shadow and are slower to forgive."

"You mistake my meaning. Never do I forget the father, mother, husband and son taken from me. I will mourn them all my days. As Erin mourns her father and brother, and Aerio and Anardil mourn those they have lost. But," Sev lifted her chin, "our days are not done, and we do not choose to spend what remain lost in grief or vengeance. And as the O'Cernachs of Dunland have sent an emissary, albeit a surly one, we have reason to hope they are willing to set the past aside and wish for a more peaceful future between our peoples."

"Such is the hope of Lord Erkenbrand," Corlissa replied tonelessly, leaving her audience to wonder whether she held a similar hope, "though some feel he is accrediting them with motives against their very nature."

"Then let the fact that I am willing to make peace be a sign that such a thing is possible from a Dunlender. After all, that is half my heritage." With a toss of her head that set aside all further verbal sparring, Sev asked, "Where might our unusual diplomat be right now?"

A finger to her lips, Corlissa pointed down over the ramparts. There, as if conjured by Sev's words, the man himself appeared on the causeway below, limping, or perhaps more rightly stumping along. Unaware of his audience on the wall overhead, the Dunland ambassador's passage gave them ample time to observe him. Thick black hair and a bushy black beard concealed all expression, except the ill-tempered line of Guaire's brows. He gave no acknowledgement of the stiff-faced Rohirrim guard trailing behind him. At Guaire's right hip hung a long knife, while an ornament of some type glinted on his wrist, but no other thing brightened the drabness of his clothing, which appeared to be made of supple leather. 

In silence, the others watched him pass from view, whereupon Sev shook her head and Anardil grimaced.

"My," said Erin uncertainly, "he doesn't look very friendly, does he?"

"No, he does not," Anardil agreed with a sigh. "This may require some extra planning."  He frowned and pursed his mouth before adding, "Though I do have an idea ... Actually, it might be a fairly good idea."

"Really?" Aerio's eyes shone with interest. "Might I inquire as to the nature of this inspiration?"

"That's it!" Sev flung both hands in the air. "When the men start planning games, it's time for sensible folk to depart. Come along, Erin, we've supplies and herbs to organize, if we're to carry on with this foolishness."

"I agree," Erin laughed, tossing a quick grin towards the two males in question. "Best come with us, Corlissa - the air may get rather thick up here."

As the three women vanished down the stairs, the elf and man who remained looked at each other. In unison, they shook their heads and turned their minds to their schemes.

 ***

The following morning found the curiously assorted company packed and ready for travel at an hour early enough to please even Guaire. It would undoubtedly be the last time their Dunland guide found anything to be pleased about for quite some time.

"Now remember," Sev said to the small boy before her, "you must listen to Esiwmas and Irosa, and do not tease Kembryll so much. Be a good boy, or I'll feed you to the Pukel Men."

Nadim grinned up at her so widely his bright eyes almost squinted shut. "Aw, Modor, you not feed me to Pukel Men!"

Sev snorted. "Don't tempt me. And mind what I said."

"I will be good! And you promise not to get in trouble when I not there!"

He threw his skinny arms around her middle, and Sev's sternness melted. She hugged him with one hand and tousled his hair with the other.

"You know my luck forbids such a promise, lad, but I'll try. Now greet your father and we'll be on our way."

The boy turned, and his eyes grew huge with wonder. Into the stable yard came Anardil, but not Anardil as his friends had ever seen him. Gone was the lean, disheveled, drably clad former Ranger, who faded into shadows and often looked as if he'd slept in a hedgerow. In his place stood a dandy of such splendor that he nearly glowed in the pale dawn light.

The short scruffy beard Anardil habitually wore had been trimmed to rigid neatness. On his shoulders hung a deep burgundy cloak, trimmed on every hem with borders of gilt and silver. A richly embroidered emerald green jerkin overlaid a linen shirt of daffodil yellow; one sleeve of which billowed brightly from an embroidered cuff. The belt about his lean middle glinted with graven ornaments of jeweler's bronze, while wine-red trousers clothed his legs. The architect of all this eye-splitting color grinned from just about waist level: Erin the hobbit beamed at the transformed former Ranger with undisguised pride.

"Fæder?" said Nadim uncertainly.

Erin's smile widened. "Doesn't he clean up wonderfully?"

Behind Sev, Corlissa swallowed a giggle and Aerio softly whistled his admiration, while Esiwmas chuckled and spoke. "I won't even ask how many closets and trunks you people went through to put together an outfit like that."

Sev merely cleared her throat, one hand before her mouth, and waited while Anardil walked to meet her. He stopped beside her and sighed, and Sev reached to straighten the collar of that incredible shirt.

"You look splendid, dear," she said.

"I feel," he said lowly, "like a gigantic dandelion." 

"Dandy, yes, lion, no. It is your plan."

"Yes, unfortunately, so it is."

A childish giggle interrupted them. "You pretty, Fæder!"

"Pretty silly, more like." Anardil's self-consciousness dissolved as he looked down then knelt to Nadim's level. "Let's just not tell the folks back home, shall we?"

The boy smiled so that dimples pocked his cheeks, and Anardil swiftly kissed the nearest one. "Behave yourself, scamp, or Cousin Es will have you cleaning stalls for the rest of your life."

"Uh oh," said Sev, and Anardil stood.

Into the stable yard limped their guide, and thunderclouds were already gathering on Guaire's brow. With a quick breath, Anardil lifted his chin, stepped forward, and between one stride and the next assumed the role he would play for many days to come.

"Ah, my good man," he cried, flipping the edge of his cloak to ineffectively hide the absence of his left arm. "You must be our guide - Gwar, is it? So good to meet you. Shall we be on our way, then?"

His white smile only accented the darkness of Guaire's expression, as the bearded man came to a halt. For a beat, they studied each other, tall, elegant Gondorian dandy and square, unkempt Dunlending.

Then Guaire spoke his first word to the company he would be guiding: "Huh."

And he did so with notable feeling. Thereupon he turned and trudged off to fetch his pony.

"Ah, well," said Anardil with a bright smile. "He'll warm to me - they always do. Come along, Sevi, dearest - the road awaits!"

Several minutes later, Esiwmas, with Nadim perched astride his great shoulders, watched the company depart; led by a long-legged vision of sartorial splendor and a thoroughly disgruntled guide. It would, several minds thought, be a very long trip.

***

Chapter Three: On The Trail

North of Dol Baran

End of August, 1425 SR 

From the dell formed by a meandering stream, Corlissa listened to the activity in camp while herself remaining unseen. 

"Oh, Erin, little dear, where did you put the biscuits?"

The query rang mournfully along the small vale wherein the company took its noontide rest. Cheerful forbearance echoed in the reply of the hobbit thus addressed.

"They're wherever you left them, Anardil. I've not touched the box since you last had it."

"Dear me." The man's voice lowered to a doleful octave. "And that was just a few minutes ago. Perhaps Corlissa set them somewhere, I must ask her when she returns...."

"Yes, a good idea." Erin's voice began receding into a small distance. "I'm off to help Sevi."

"Ah, the admirable industry of a hobbit," commented Anardil to no one in particular.

A new voice interrupted his musing, this one gruff, heavily accented, and thick with annoyance.

"Why we wait? Time to go! Food is eaten, plates washed, wine drunk, flowers picked - what reason for -."

The tirade followed a now-familiar course, and Corlissa turned her attention away. Angling the collapsible leather bucket into the sun-dappled rivulet whose "natural beauty" had been heralded as sufficient reason to make this small hollow their mid-day stopping point, she wondered if she were worthy of the trust Lord Erkenbrand had extended in appointing her to this task. When first presented, little more was required than she had accomplished for years under her grandfæder's tutelage: listen carefully and relay what she overheard. But as the days passed, the web of subterfuge grew steadily more complicated.

With a sigh, Corlissa stood and shielded her eyes to gaze into the now westering sun. Upon the hillside, Sevilodorf and Aerio could be seen industriously digging quantities of wild hyacinth bulbs. Though the time appointed for the mid-day rest was nearly at an end, neither the diggers, nor the chattering hobbit lass now storing the unearthed bounty into large cloth sacks, gave any sign of preparing to depart. 

Guaire would be some time in venting his displeasure at yet another delay. A venting that would, like all the others he had taken to spouting, roll off the smooth surface presented by Anardil of the Dúnedain. The lack of response earned by his vitriol encouraged Guaire to greater and greater efforts, and to voluble episodes of Dunlendish ranting. Which meant Corlissa must be close at hand to gather what crumbs of information their guide let drop. 

Never had she known that there was so much to be found on seemingly barren hillsides. But daily the elf, hobbit and Rohirrim healer scoured the surrounding area for foodstuffs and healing herbs. Meanwhile Corlissa tended to the tasks within the campsite, and Anardil engaged in a game of misdirection with the Dunlending. A game with rules the Dúnedain Ranger and his companions appeared capable of following without leadership, but which left Corlissa hesitant to speak or act for fear of ripping away a carefully constructed mask.

Water splashed upon her split riding skirt as she walked back to camp. Erected in a half circle beneath the branches of a thin grove of pale-barked birches were three pavilions of an impossibly durable Elvish cloth. A cherrywood camp chair rested atop a woven mat before the opening of the middle pavilion. Upon the chair's bright blue cushion Anardil, a wineglass dangling carelessly from his fingers, sat listening with a patient, if somewhat bored, expression to Guaire's diatribe.

So convincing was the guise he had donned that Corlissa found herself uncertain whether this foppish (for there was no other word she could think suitable to describe a man in a lace-edged linen shirt with a velvet waistcoat of brilliant green) incarnation was the true Anardil, rather than the coolly calculating man who had suggested Telmereth shake a few more trees for his diplomat. From the carefully trimmed beard to the empty sleeve pinned with a silver brooch, Anardil was the picture of innate elegance of the kind that made less gifted people feel shabby and dull.

An elegance, Corlissa realized, that led his audience to discount the sword worn at his side and the firmness of the muscles beneath the rich cloth. However, she could not fathom the reasoning behind the constant stream of arranged delays. Deliberately prodding at the Dunlending's known sore spot did not make sense. 

Moreover, whatever Anardil's reasoning, to Corlissa, as to most of the Rohirrim, the ability to change one's very character had been inconceivable before Saruman's unmasking. Such deceit now seemed treacherous and without honor. Thus, she struggled to keep faith in the nobility of their mission and to restrain her sympathies from straying to the hapless Guaire.

Guaire continued storming while Corlissa set the water bucket down. "I never see such thing - what stupid man stops for wine and - and biscuits, when he has journey to make? Your woman does work for six, while you sit and -."

At least the man still raved in the Common Tongue, but Corlissa anticipated a switch to frothing Dunlendish at any moment.

Not since the afternoon of their first day had this journey gone as the Dunlending expected. Corlissa lowered her head to shield her amusement at the memory of Guaire's face, when Anardil called that first mid-day rest and blithely directed Aerio to unpack the gossamer pavilions and Erin's cooking gear. Noon meals on the trail usually consisted of dried fruit, strips of cured meat and journey bread soaked in hot tea; however, such fare was anathema to the hobbit, who proceeded to produce a spread finer than many which graced the feast tables of Rohirrim Lords. Of course, an endeavor of that magnitude required time; thus it was that three hours passed before the company was prepared to return to the road. 

That the path to a man's heart was through his stomach was proven beyond doubt that day, and every one of the seven subsequent days. For after devouring portions more fitting to a mountain troll than a man, Guaire spoke not one word of censure about the time spent preparing and eating the hobbit's repasts. Instead, her constant cheerfulness became the focus of the man's scowls, along with every reason for delay that did not involve food. 

In regards to the rest of the company, Guaire's complaints ran the gamut from displeasure with Aerio for being unintelligible (a closer translation, which Corlissa refrained from detailing, would be 'snooty-nosed ear-mangling nit-picker') to intense irritation at Anardil's unmanly fastidiousness.

As Guaire stomped away from the camp in disgust, Corlissa watched him again direct a torrent of Dunlending abuse towards a hapless tree. Complete with wild arm waving and near-apoplectic sputtering, he appeared to be telling either the branches or the crows thereupon, that elves were unnatural because they did not sleep. Furthermore, he complained, the healer woman gathered every single plant in sight, from useless weeds to poisonous berries, possibly with murderous intent. In Guaire's opinion, the balance of any woman's mind would be disturbed by dwelling with the over-delicate one-armed diplomat.

Thus satisfied, their guide stamped off towards the horses. Corlissa frowned, casting a brief glance at Anardil, who appeared to be blissfully contemplating the puffy clouds adrift overhead. Perhaps he could brush off the Dunlending's ire as of no consequence, but she found the sheer volubility of his temper unsettling. And shouting to crows and trees? It might be merely a symptom of a peculiar temperament, but this was not the first time he had so spent his wrath. Quietly bending to pack up the remains of lunch, Corlissa resolved to report the Guaire's strange behavior to Sevilodorf at the first opportunity.

A moment later, Anardil tossed back the last of his wine and lifted his head to warble, "Oh, Sevi-i-i-? Are you through flower picking, yet, dearest? If I can't find the biscuits, we should probably be moving on."

Sev made no reply audible to Corlissa's hearing, but Erin turned to wave merrily from the hillside. "We're coming, Anardil!"

Down the slope towards camp, the hobbit gaily bounded, skirts and curls a-flounce. In direct contrast, Sev followed at a sedate pace, while Aerio ambled several yards to the rear, his attention clearly drifting afar to things not even Corlissa could imagine. She shook her head and continued packing. Of all this group whom she had met in Lord Erkenbrand's halls, only Sev remained who she had seemed to be. Yes, a good talk with the healer woman was coming more than due.

***

Dusk came early when the sun sank behind the great rim of mountains for those camped along the foothills of the Misty Mountains' far southwestern end. While Erin cleaned up after yet another noble supper, and Anardil the Resplendent daintily sipped a cup of pale wine, Corlissa and Sev walked out on the meadow to check their horses. With quiet steps, they moved among the hobbled and grazing animals, speaking softly in the Rohirrim tongue as they checked for any signs of unsoundness. Deft fingers tested for sores from saddles and packs, and slid down long legs to check for heat or swelling. Corlissa found the familiar activities soothing, the docility of the horses a welcome balm to any tension. She wondered if Sev felt the same, for the healer woman's sharpness in council had suggested to Corlissa, at least, that she had resented the interference of duty into her summer with Anardil and their son. 

The same quietly rolling Rohirrim tongue the women spoke to the horses they also used in conversation with each other. Though they could hear the sounds of camp, knowing Erin's merry chatter and Anardil's laughter needled silent Guaire, and that Aerio lingered nearby to warn of Guaire's approach, Corlissa wanted no unwelcome ears to hear the subject of their conversation.

"He talks to trees?" Sev's brow wrinkled in confusion. "He hardly seems the type to get along with trees."

Corlissa frowned as she slid a hand along the smooth back of Anardil's grey gelding. "The Guardians of Fangorn hold little liking for the men of Dunland, so I don't believe it's the trees to whom he speaks."

Sevi rested an arm on the same horse's hip, and gazed at her companion. "And you don't think he's just ranting to the wind?"

"No." Corlissa hesitated.

"Speak your thoughts, Corlissa. Even idle speculation is better than naught." Sev gave the other woman an arch smile. "After all, you are our expert concerning the Dunlenders."

"A poor expert, mistress." Corlissa briefly bowed her face behind her veil of hair, wincing inwardly at her faults. "I find myself uncertain more often than I am sure of what I say. And it is … difficult to know what is truth."

"Ah, I thought that might be part of what is bothering you." Sev patted the horse and stepped away, drawing Corlissa by her movement. "Deception is not much employed amongst those of the Mark."

"To practice deceit, even against an enemy is … dishonorable."

"Yes, but what deceptions have been practiced here?" The women's steps shushed softly in the short grass. "Think carefully, no one has done more than allow Guaire to make his own assumptions. That those assumptions are erroneous is not our fault, though I admit it was our aim."

"But…" Stubbornness thrummed a sharp note Corlissa could feel as much as hear. "It's all lies. Isn't it?"

Sev laughed. "For pity's sake, don't ask Anardil that. He'll be impossibly smug to find he's succeeded so completely. I warned him that he was treading a narrow path. Such strategies are not looked upon with favor amongst the Rohirrim."

"And with reason," Corlissa retorted stoutly. "Few forgive the betrayal of Grima Wormtongue, and none at all the treachery of Saruman."

Sev paused, looking up at the lavender sky, and Corlissa halted beside her. Said the older woman, "The world is no longer black and white. It never was. If you look closely enough, you often discover that your enemy is very much like you." 

Corlissa started then clasped both arms about herself to disguise the reaction, for she had indeed been feeling empathy for Guaire. Frustration, confusion, a sense of not belonging - aye, these were emotions that she and their Dunland guide shared in full measure. Guaire at least had open motives: he simply wanted to get where they were going in an expedient manner, and to consider his mission accomplished. What Anardil finagled to learn or provoke, she no longer had any idea. 

Quietly, Sev continued, "Guaire, beneath all that surliness, has qualities that give Anardil hope this mission will succeed. After all, anyone who can despise someone as much as our guide despises Anardil and refrain from beating him to a pulp shows a level of restraint over and above the common man." The women chuckled together ere Sev added, "And as Erin says, anyone with an appetite like his for good cooking can't be all bad. But that brings us back to his strange habit of talking to trees."

"Not the trees, the crows."

"The crows? Why ever would he … oh." Dawning realization changed the tone of Sev's voice, and she eyed Corlissa keenly. "You think they are not ordinary crows, but rather crébain. Surely, the tales of Dunlenders spying with the crows was proven false. Was it not Saruman the Wizard who controlled them?"

"Was it?" Corlissa asked. "Or was that an erroneous assumption?"

"Yes, you're right. We must remember deception works both ways. A crow may not always be a crow." Sev clasped her hands together and gazed around into the deepening twilight. "A closer watch is in order. Besides, it's time to move along. We've kept Guaire off balance to this point and given him things to complain about that prevented him from noticing what we wanted hidden. Tomorrow we'll surprise him with an early start."

Nodding, Corlissa took a deep breath and one last look up at the deepening sky, where the first star winked above. From habit, her fingers sought the pewter ring on its chain about her neck. She still did not entirely understand her enigmatic companions, Anardil least of all. But she thought the knot of worry in her breast lay twined a little less tightly. Sev was a good woman, of this Corlissa had no doubt. If Sev kept her faith in Anardil, then Corlissa would try to do the same.

Even if she still wanted to bash the man every time he brought green wood for the campfire.

***

The new, improved, nattily dressed Anardil was not an odious person. In fact, he tended to be blithely cheerful, breezily polite, and sometimes even exercised a pleasant singing voice. His greatest failing was simply that he proved utterly, and consistently, useless. Even Erin the hobbit, who loved the man dearly, had to concede that point. This morning, Anardil had volunteered to fetch water, only to come back fifteen minutes later and claim he had lost the bucket. The reason? He had stopped to collect wildflowers for Sev.

Erin thought Guaire might explode from unspoken umbrage, upon learning why all three women were wasting time combing the banks of the nearby stream. Mercifully, the bucket was swiftly found and packing for travel could resume. By some miracle of chance, teapots, Elven pavilions, foppish Anardil and all were safely loaded and on the trail not long after the sun cleared the rim of the world.

Then Erin could daydream in the saddle of her fat old red horse, and breathe deeply of the damp scents of morning. The land was different here, hilly and spare, and beautiful in a desolate sort of way. The grasses and herbs beneath their horses' feet exuded strange perfumes, and even the moist earth held a new musk. Dunland. They had passed completely around the southern tip of the Misty Mountains into lands the hobbit lass had never seen. Erin had not imagined she would ever come here, and she thought guiltily of dear Meri, back home at The Burping Troll. Truly, Erin must have no adventures on this trip, not even the hint of one, or Meri would be so dreadfully cross.

An explosion of whirring and a drumbeat of hooves startled Erin and her horse alert. She looked up to see Guaire's pony pirouetting like a dancer, a grouse winging frantically from under its feet, and Guaire himself tilting dreadfully off the wrong side of his saddle. In a blink, the grouse vanished, the pony spun full-circle, and Guaire continued in the original direction of travel, only now without his pony beneath him. Erin gasped as the man smashed to earth in a tangled, tumbling heap.

"Hoy," shouted Anardil. "Gwar, are you hurt?"

As if the poor man could be anything else, laying there wheezing and clasping one leg, while his pony trotted in snorting circles around them.

The party blundered to a halt, Anardil somehow managing to become mixed up with the packhorses, but Sev flung herself from her saddle in a trice. Erin scrambled to slide from her horse with only slightly less speed.

"His leg!" Sev rushed over to the injured man with Erin only a step behind. 

Within minutes, the healer woman had exposed and examined Guaire's leg, which was already bent and lame from a badly healed fracture.

"Not broken," she concluded. "But you've strained some tendons. We'll set up camp again so you can rest the leg for the day."

Guaire started to complain about further delays, but Sevilodorf cut his arguments short.

"Treated properly now, your leg will be much better by tomorrow. Strain it further, you'll be crippled for weeks."

She then turned to the hobbit. "We'll need the comfrey we gathered two days ago, and hot water. A warm compress will keep the swelling to a minimum. Then if," Sev frowned pointedly at Guaire, "the loof rests all day and night with his leg elevated, we should be able to continue the journey tomorrow."

Anardil, watching from the back of his horse, declared, "My clever poppet." 

After a slit-eyed glare, Sev turned her back on the beaming ex-Ranger and began to issue orders. "Aerio, catch that nmad pony and set up the tents again. Corlissa, get a fire going."

"What do you want me to do, Sevi?" asked Erin.

Pointing at the prostrate Guaire, Sev replied, "Keep him still. Sit on him, if you have to." The injured man grunted unintelligibly as the hobbit knelt beside him.

Then in an overly sweet voice, Sev continued, "Anardil, will you help me find the comfrey?"

"Of course, dearest. Whatever you need." Dismounting awkwardly, but then recovering himself with a swirl of his cloak, he smiled down at the Dunlending. "She's such a treasure, don't you agree, Gwar?"

Only Erin's proximity and acute hearing allowed her to decipher Guaire's mumbling: "Too good for you."

***

"Thankless, cantankerous, ungrateful..."

Erin punctuated each muttered word by slamming something into or yanking something out of the pack pannier that lay open before her. Only belatedly did she realize that Corlissa stood watching with a sympathetic smile.

"He wears even on your good humor, little friend?" the Rohirrim woman asked.

Erin sat back on her heels and puffed a sigh. "I simply fail to see why he must snarl like an old bear at the very people who wish to help him! All I did was offer a folded blanket to ease his leg - I thought he might actually bite me!"

Corlissa breathed a soft laugh, and reached down to pick up the packet of spices that had been Erin's original objective. "He is an old bear, Erin. Remember that, and you'll understand him better."

A reluctant smile tugged at Erin's cheeks and she stood. "You're right. I suppose things could be much worse. Thank you."

She took the spices from Corlissa and trudged back towards the campfire and the prostrate bear in question. Though laid comfortably in the shade of a small, gnarled tree with every comfort his for the asking, Guaire bore his temporary infirmity with marked ill grace. Thus far, he had complained about the location, complained about his bed, complained about Sev's ministrations (particularly her thoughtful massage of the damaged limb), complained about the relaxing tea she dispensed, and of course continued his old refrain: complaints about delay.

But it could be worse. For Sev, it already was. As Erin drew near, she could see a glassy sheen in Guaire's dark eyes, for the tincture of wild lettuce juice Sev had dosed him with held an unexpected narcotic effect. It also loosened the man's tongue, which proved the greatest misfortune of all. His slurred words became audible as Erin stopped by the campfire.

"Woman need proper man. To hunt. Make strong house. Silly man not hunt, not fight."

"Hold still," Sev gritted between clenched teeth, binding the last application of heated poultice to his leg.

Unheeding, Guaire continued blearily, "No guts, him. Me, I know proper man for you. You come me. Silly man no good."

Unfortunately, the silly man in question and his Elvish companion were not present. Grimacing, Erin glanced to the skyline but of course, neither Anardil nor Aerio appeared. After camp was made, the pair had taken swift advantage of their guide's incapacity, and disappeared into the hills. Ostensibly, to reconnoiter the area, but Erin wondered if escaping Guaire's bad humor were not a motivating factor.

"There be better man for you," Guaire mumbled, eyes glittering behind drowsy, half-closed lids. "You throw silly man away."

Sev's final wrap of the poultice drew a sudden grunt from their patient, before she rose to her feet and heaved a gusty sigh. For Erin's ears only, she muttered, "I am going to kill him."

"He's hurt," Erin whispered. "He doesn't know what he's saying."

"Not that him. Anardil. This is all his fault."

Sev stalked away, leaving Erin to cast a wan smile after her retreating back. Then the hobbit turned to the soup pot simmering at the fire's edge. Deftly she ladled a helping into a cup, and then knelt beside their fallen guide.

"Here," she said kindly. "This will help you feel better. Warm soup in the stomach always -."

With a growl, Guaire flung a hand out in refusal - and unfortunately connected with the cup of soup. The cup flew from Erin's hand, soup splashing on her skirt and the ground, and she leaped to her feet with a gasp.

"Why, you - Ohhh, I never! Why, you just lay there and starve, for all of me! And don't you look for your supper!"

And with that, she stamped away towards the stream, globs of soup dripping from her hem.

Her skirt was long clean and dry by the time their intrepid scouts returned, but tempers were not so easily mended. When Anardil and Aerio strode breezily into camp, they stopped short of the campfire upon seeing the battery of frigid stares that greeted their arrival.

"Uh-oh," said Anardil.

"They appear wrathful," observed Aerio. "Perhaps we should depart again until their ire has cooled."

Through clenched teeth Sev replied, "If you leave us alone with that man again, I swear both of you will sleep with the horses for the rest of your natural lives."

"Oh, dear," said Anardil.

His and Aerio's glances swiveled in unison towards their erstwhile guide. The Dunlending lay motionless beneath his tree, not a hint of life apparent.


"Did they kill him?" Aerio mused.

"Not yet," Corlissa replied sweetly - too sweetly. A bubbling snore issued from the patient's lips.

"And if you want supper," Erin said, her small hands twisting a towel into an ever-tightening knot, "you had better come up with some awfully good news from your lovely little walk in the hills."

"Blast," said Anardil, and took a seat with a thump.

Aerio sat more gracefully, but the smile he offered appeared tentative indeed. "I am pleased to relate that we did uncover intelligence of import to our mission. We located evidence of older habitation in this area, which should divulge clues as to the nature of the village we shall soon encounter."


Erin sighed, and turned to prepare some nibblings for their returnees, while Sev gestured for them to continue.

"Go on, and if possible in words with fewer syllables." The Rohirrim healer closed her eyes and rubbed at her temples. 

Anardil evidently decided to retreat behind his training, for the report he detailed was concise as anything he gave while scouting as a Ranger. He and Aerio had discovered, out there upon the hills, the remains of several small ring forts. All had been abandoned or burnt, with no apparent attempts to rebuild. Circular enclosures they were, surrounded by two to three banks of earth and stone, some with surrounding ditches. The ditches were up to six feet deep and the banks were made from the earth taken from the ditches.

"They have a strong defensive capacity." Anardil noted. "Indicating a people prepared for war."

These enclosures contained the remains of houses of different types, some outbuildings, and two even held the remains of an underground refuge about sixty feet wide. What they did not find, curiously enough, were signs of any recent habitation.

"Ah," Sev mused, "This may explain Guaire's reason for leading us along the edges of these hills, rather than on a more direct path."

"Yes," Anardil replied. "Not simply easier travel, but avoiding something, or not wanting us to see that there are far fewer Dunlenders than believed."  

Observed Aerio, "Which is intelligence one would not wish a potential foe to have." His blue eyes clouded to troubled shadow. "Guaire cannot know if we shall prove friend or foe to his people. I do not fault him for his vigilance."

Frowning, Erin paused in arranging sliced cheese on a tin plate. "Yes, bothersome as the man is, there's a reason we're here. The Dunlenders need what Sev knows." She looked up at the several pairs of somber eyes. "The question is, why do they need it? What of their own herb-women?"

That question lingered as Guaire snored on, and the group nibbled the snacks the hobbit laid out while pondering the road ahead.

***

Careful not to wake the hobbit lass, Corlissa slipped from their pavilion and made her way to where Guaire lay tangled within his blankets. The Dunlending steadfastly refused all offers to share the third pavilion with Aerio, so they had elected to leave him beneath the stunted tree. Before retiring, Sev had changed the poultice upon the man's twisted leg and poured a final cup of wine laced with wild lettuce juice down his throat. 

"Just to make sure he stays asleep," the Rohirrim healer said in response to the raised eyebrows of the company. "Or is there someone here willing to spend the long hours of the night convincing him to stay quiet?" 

Receiving only quick shakes of the head from the other women, she directed her next comment to Anardil and Aerio, "Whoever's on watch should check on him every now and then. If he does wake up and start talking, remember he's drugged and doesn't know what he's saying. Agree with him, he'll go back to sleep." 

Guaire now lay snoring quietly with his left arm flung over his head. Noticing the unusual bracelet upon his wrist, Corlissa peered closer. Fashioned from pewter links and bearing a single wire bound gold-colored crystal, the armlet was too small for Guaire. It had thus been expanded and secured with a leather thong. Corlissa straightened up and rubbed her eyes; for a moment, the crystal had seemed to glow faintly in the starlight as if lit from some inner flame. 

A soft murmur of greeting turned her head as Aerio passed by on his otherwise silent patrol. To her eyes, the elf possessed an inner glow, as tales said did all his kind. Perhaps there was something Elvish about the bracelet. It was certainly not fashioned to be worn by a Dunland warrior. Corlissa turned again to take another look, but stepped back sharply when Guaire snorted, rolled over, and tucked his hands beneath his tangle of hair.

With silent thanks that he continued to sleep deeply, Corlissa settled upon a stony outcropping a little distance away. The scents and sounds of the night seeped into her, making her feel as though she were part of the vast, soft darkness. She breathed deeply and embraced the familiar solitude. Once it had been a painful feeling - the oneness that followed the death of her betrothed. Plans for husband, home, children were interred with the countless bachelors broken on the fields of war. As a plain woman past the bloom of youth, Corlissa carried no vain hopes. Happiness was but a transient thing anyway. Instead, she had learnt to be useful, and that brought a gift unsought: contentment.

Corlissa watched the pale crescent of the waning moon continue its slow passage until, from the third pavilion, she heard Anardil hail the elf. The billowing silhouette of Anardil's sleeve on the night breeze, confirmed that he still wore his finery. However, the disguise no longer bemused Corlissa. With Guaire almost comatose, this evening Anardil's mask had dropped to reveal the man of quiet strength whom she had first seen at the council. What a blessed couple was Anardil and Sevilodorf, that they had found each other amongst the wreckage of the world.

Elf and man parted company, then Anardil walking towards Corlissa. Gathering her skirts, she began to rise, but he waved her back to her seat. To her surprise, he spoke in the language of Rohan.

"Do not disturb yourself, good lady. I only wished to thank you."

"Thank me?"

He bent and folded himself to sit on the grass nearby. "For your warning concerning the crows."

"But that was simply speculation, there is no proof."

"Better to err on the side of caution, than spend time in regret later. Besides, it amused Aerio to devise methods to avoid our feathered friends' notice. If they were attempting to follow us, I fear they were sorely frustrated."

A comfortable silence settled and Corlissa waited for him to add more. But when he seemed content to simply savor the night with her, she indulged her curiosity.

"You speak the language of the Mark?"

A mischievous smile flashed in the darkness as Anardil replied, "An ability that has proven handy when dealing with my lady."

"Aye, I can see that it would. Though you and Mistress Sevilodorf seem to understand each other in any language."

"My lady has granted me the secrets of her heart, though there are still occasional moments of disagreement." Anardil shook his head ruefully. "Witness this evening." 

Corlissa stifled a laugh, for Sev had spent most of the dinner hour exacting retribution for her partner's morning slip of the tongue. 

"Any man of sense would know that to call a woman of Sev's temperament 'poppet' was courting death. Even Guaire recognizes her qualities."

"Ah, yes, our worthy guide. Sev has told me of his offers. I can assure you she will not be accepting his proposals." 

Though Anardil spoke with humor, Corlissa recognized sheathed steel beneath those words. Her smile blossomed, for such strength of possession the Rohirrim understood well.

Anardil diffused the moment with a lopsided grin, adding, "And let us be glad he did not turn his attentions to you, or Lord Erkenbrand would be forced to step in."

A soft laugh escaped her lips. "I assure you that proposals to me of any sort are highly unlikely."

"Why? You're a handsome young woman, capable, intelligent, strong."

She leveled a steady look at him. "You are kind, sir. But the days of dewy youth fade behind me, and young men look for brighter blooms than I."

"Then they are fools." Anardil's one-sided grin quickly returned. "Or the right man might simply be waiting to blunder into your life. Look how long it took me to find Sev!"

"And it warms my heart to see what you and Mistress Sev share," Corlissa replied. She met Anardil's gaze with another smile. "But blessings come in many guises, and I do not lack for them."

He recognized her gentle chastising for what it was; she saw that in his soft exhalation of laughter. "Then we are both fortunate," he said. "And I am a nosy man who has been made soft by a woman's charms."

"You are a clever and amusing man," Corlissa corrected fondly, feeling yet another stone fall from the walls she had feared were growing between her and her companions, "who simply wishes the world to share the joys of his heart."

Another quick laugh and Anardil replied, "Meaning I am a sentimentalist who needs to attend to my duties. I bid you good evening, kind lady. May your dreams be sweet."

With that, he rose and disappeared into the darkness, leaving Corlissa alone with the faint burble of Guaire's snores. She smiled again; fingers going to the chain about her neck and the ring she kept there. It had been kind of Anardil to sit with her. Perhaps Sev had told him that she found their continued role-playing unsettling. Whatever the case, whether or not Corlissa ever became comfortable with such games, it touched her that the players cared to assuage her unease.

On the other side of camp, a soft voice flowed into gentle melody, and she recognized their elf somewhere on watch. The sweet song did not appear to have any words, and she wondered if he sang merely to amuse himself, or if it were part of the guise he wore for Guaire's benefit. Such odd company she kept, nowadays. Turning the ring in her fingers, she felt it warm to her touch. Starlight glinted on the pewter band and the polished coin of pyrite set within it. Nothing marked the ring to indicate who had owned or made it, but memories, so many memories lay captured within its simple circle.

She remembered clearly the day she found it, a fleck of brightness dropped in the grim, torn muck of the battlefield at Helm's Deep. What had she thought to find there? Answers, perhaps. Insight into the horrid workings of war, the great evil that swept her love from her side, last seen tall and handsome and laughing with joy, with spear and shield in hand. At last, at last Rohan would ride to war with Théoden King at its head, ride to meet the Shadow on fields of valor, to win or die in glory.


Corlissa had kept the ring, intending to give it to her betrothed when he returned, as a token upon which she fastened her thoughts of him while he was gone. But there came no clop of returning hooves, no glad shape to fill her doorway. Naught had she but the weeds of mourning, and herself not even a proper widow. The burn of tears scalded her eyes, and she blinked them sternly away.

She had been truly loved: of this, she held no doubt. That gift she held to her heart for always, though the man himself was lost. The ring warmed in her palm as if to the clasp of an invisible hand, starlight gathering and glowing even more brightly upon its polished band. A symbol of what was lost, yes, but also a symbol of all she once had. Quickly she lifted the ring, touched it to her lips, and then she tucked it away once more. Dawn would come early, and with it the duties of travel.

With a final glance at Guaire's motionless form, she rose and made her way towards her solitary bed. Behind her, Guaire continued snoring, starlight glowing faintly as well upon the odd band on his wrist.

***

Chapter Four: Arrival

Fianne Dun of the O'Cernachs

August 30, 1425 SR
Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach stood in the spring of his forty-first year, hale and strong, chieftain of his clan, and captain of a warrior band once among the strongest in Dunland. These days, however, he sometimes felt he presided over a village of ghosts.

The silence seemed to press its shoulders through the open doorway of his long and empty hall. No woman sang at her clattering loom. No babe cried out for its mother's breast. No children ran shrieking merrily among the village lanes outside. Oh, there were children in the village, seven to be exact, young enough to have escaped the predations of war, but now grown wary and silent before their time, the joys of childhood stolen away.

And now, now a woman came to them at his request, a woman of Rohan, and for that Murdagh's ears rang still with the objections of the village elders. What need had they for an outlander wench, what need of her clacking tongue and foreign ways, and her eyes prying into every corner? What need, indeed? For silence also festered and grew where his people needed it least, in matters of lore, of healing and birthing, of which those same grumbling men knew naught. 

Out in the burial field, the grass had not yet grown upon the most recent grave. They could spare no more women and children to the whim of ignorance. The future of the tribe depended upon these, their most vulnerable. For glory, the elders had long ago accepted the gifts of the Deceiver, and then paid for them a thousand fold. For hope, Murdagh would seek whatever light of lore the Rohirrim woman might bear. The old men had cowered in the shadow of defeat for long enough. Let this be their first step out of darkness, even if he must drag them screeching behind him. 

So his thoughts ran, when the square, sturdy form of Finan, chief of farming and chief among Murdagh's doubters, abruptly blocked the light.

"Ah, there you are," Finan growled, and trudged into the hall without invitation. "How soon, then, before we must expect your visitors?"

That Finan failed to call them guests did not escape Murdagh's notice, but he let it pass. With a sigh, he stepped to meet the older man.

"Today," he said. "They will arrive today."

"Foolishness." Finan's graying beard bristled as he stabbed a rigid forefinger towards the rafters. "I say to you now that inviting these meddlers from Gondor and Rohan - Rohan! - will prove the ruin of you! Mark my words, they'll be nothing but trouble. And a woman! I say -."

"You say a great deal, and you say it daily, Finan," Murdagh wearily interrupted. He pushed past the man and trudged towards the door. "At least this will give us some idea where we truly stand, with this ard ri of Gondor and the young king of Rohan."

Finan sputtered behind him. "What matters the high king of Gondor? Dubhloach does not need him."

"And that, my friend, is where our opinions differ. My decision was made weeks ago and what is done is done."

"The Ruirech will never stand for this!"

"Then let them sit down. Come, Finan, I'm of a mind to ride out a little ways. You may join me, or you may stay and entertain the mice."

With that, Murdagh marched out into the daylight. As he did so, a flutter of ebony wings flashed past the door and a crow settled upon a nearby thatched roof. Murdagh paused briefly to look up, the bird ruffling its feathers as it gazed down with gimlet eyes. Giving but a grunt in response, Murdagh continued towards the pony pens. Whatever else his impending guests brought, they would surely bring change, and that his people needed, or else Dunland would slowly die.

***

The steady thump of their horses' hooves marked the three-mile ride from the Fianne Dun of the O'Cernachs' main settlement. Their path took them past the occasional abandoned cot or field, some now being reclaimed by the returning forest with few signs remaining of buildings or crops. Little remained either of the mature oak groves that once sheltered these holdings, for even here, the work parties of Saruman had savaged the land to fuel the constant fires of Isengard. But nature was healing the wounds: meadows had grown up, young trees sprouted now from seeds carried by wind or dropped by animals. Murdagh nodded silent pleasure that the land renewed itself, though he dourly reflected that it would do so more quickly if Guaire's second mission had succeeded as well as his first. With no messages regarding the outcome of that aspect of this wild scheme, Murdagh took silence as sign of failure. He allowed himself a moment of regret then turned his thoughts to other tasks.

On the ridge above a narrow valley, Murdagh Dubh pulled his horse to a halt. The young gelding pranced and sidled before steadying under the ri tuath's hand. Bred from a mare which the clan's boaire, Cormac, insisted had followed him home from a trip to the lowlands, the gelding was more spirited than other Dunland mounts, but their equal in surefootedness and endurance. If the Rohirrim had not increased their vigilance in recent months, Murdagh would have encouraged the cattle master to take another trip across the Isen. New blood was needed for his people and their beasts, and he was not choosy about how he acquired it, or whom he had to fight to make it happen.

The Ruirech, as Finan had guessed, had not liked his idea for bringing in skilled folk from Gondor or Rohan. The council of chiefs had gone so far as to threaten to ban any member of the O'Cernachs from the winter feile. That Murdagh ignored the threat and sent a message to that pale excuse for a man, Telmereth, convinced the ri tuaths of other clans of his insanity. 

Madness or no, the deed was done and the plan had borne fruit. A bushel load, if the messages Guaire sent were to be believed. 

"Guaire's taking the long way about, isn't he?" Finan asked, coming to a stop beside him. "Coming up through Mám O'Ainnir added a good ten miles to the trip."

"Aye, and avoided Dongal's and Imchad's duns," replied Murdagh easily. 

"So, you aren't lost to all reason."

Murdagh gave Finan a scathing look. "When have you ever known me to be irrational?"

"A time or two."

"Aye," Murdagh scowled, recalling how Niall might still be alive if he had held on to his wits, "and look where it got me."

A shadow crossed their path and the two men looked up to see a crow circling upon the wind. The bird clearly knew who waited below but was taking its own sweet time. Murdagh scowled and whistled sharply. Swooping leisurely down, the crow settled on top of a granite outcropping. 

As it fluttered its feathers into position and then slotted its sleek wings to rest, two pairs of wild dark eyes inspected each other. 

"Well?" asked the man.

The bird's mouth gaped before it snapped its beak several times. A series of raucous calls followed. Words grated within that unlovely noise, if one had the ears to discern them. 

Content, Murdagh flipped something small and bright into the air. The crow's wings unfolded and it sprang upwards, catching the reward in its beak. 

Finan watched the bird settle back upon the stone, and then he turned expectantly to Murdagh who ignored him and studied the valley below. A pretty area, in truth: green with fallow fields. If harvest went well though, he could see setting up Cormac and his family here next spring. New ground broken, new seeds planted, perhaps even more children. Though only warily, he let his thoughts linger on the future. With the help of a healer, they might even have another family to move into the valley to the north.

"What think you of Cormac and his brood moving here after the winter? Pasture enough here for as many sheep as he can breed. If the harvest does well, that is."

"The barley's the finest we've had yet. If our luck holds." Finan spat between his fingers in the ancient ward against evil. 

If their charge did not interfere as had happened two winters ago, seemed the silent postscript, and Murdagh could not help taking that thought as a deliberate goad on Finan's part.

"You think you can do better? You're welcome to try."

"Me?" Finan snorted emphatically. "Don't be trying to pass it off to me. I can't even understand the ruddy birds, Murdagh. Every man and woman in the clan tried their hand at wearing that bedamned bracelet. You and Guaire alone possess the bit of sorcery needed to be Guardian. With that and your own bad luck at being born great-grandson of Flann, you're the only man fit to be ri tuath."

Murdagh grunted in reply and let the matter drop. Moments later, the crow gave out a caw, then leapt to spiral skywards as the faint sounds of singing reached their ears. Looking down the valley, the two men had their first view of their anticipated guests, and the singer rode in the lead. Tall and comely with fair hair flowing past his shoulders, there could be little mistaking what it was.

Under his breath Finan muttered, "Of all the - is that an elf? You didn't tell me there would be an elf!"

"And listen to your nattering for days? I'm no loof."

"We'll see about that." Finan frowned at the string of well-laden packhorses that followed the oncoming company. "What in the world can they have brought with them?"

Even Guaire, plodding along on his sturdy pony, had something in a sack dangling from his saddle.

With a chuff of dry humor, Finan added, "No wonder it took so long."

Murdagh nodded up at the crow perched once more nearby. "'Tis the woman's doing."

"Leave it to a woman," grumbled Finan, and then straightened in his saddle, aiming a befuddled scowl towards a flash of crimson and yellow. "And what is that?"

"The herb woman's man, I believe." Murdagh shrugged. "We couldn't get one without taking the other…"

Even as they watched, Anardil knocked the plumed hat from his own head, and awkwardly hauled his horse to a halt. He almost fell from the saddle in his effort to dismount while the animal was still moving.

"She better be worth it," Finan growled.

Yet Murdagh knew what was in the bundles those packhorses carried, and reckoned a little inconvenience worth the cost. Although he acknowledged a twinge of doubt when the herb woman's man recovered his hat, but then seemed unable to get back on his horse. The beast kept backing away, while the man stumbled after, evidently having the use of only one arm, and Finan bent his head and groaned.

Sighing, Murdagh added, "Though she might have done better to wed one of her own folk."

*** 

As the ambassadorial group approached the two bearded men awaiting them on horseback, Corlissa slowed her mount until she rode at the rear, shielded from view by her companions. Her own view, however, remained clear enough for her to predict that the darker of the two Dunlendings would be the O'Cernach chief. The man's posture, while not exactly welcoming, conveyed less antipathy than the other's did, and his horse stood to the fore. He might have even presented an air of dignity, had he bothered to comb his hair or beard.

Guaire it was who dismounted first and, when everyone had done likewise, he conducted the brief introductions. There was a long moment when Corlissa wondered if Murdagh would ever unfreeze his eyes from Anardil long enough to notice the rest of them. But Guaire ushered Sevilodorf forward and made it clear that she constituted the only person of significance amongst the visitors. Courtesy proved brisk amongst these hillmen, and before Corlissa could so much as nod at her hosts-to-be, she was back atop her mount and village-bound. 

Riding beside her, Erin looked slightly nonplussed that Murdagh, the ri tuath, and his grizzled companion, Finan, had both virtually ignored her. Corlissa could only assume that, to the Dunlendings' eyes, the hobbit looked to be a blonde child, a however-plump young Rohan girl. Certainly, Guaire's introduction - 'This one's called Erin' - had done little to explain who and what she was.

"They do seem a trifle offish," Erin whispered to Corlissa. "A bit stiff, if you follow what I mean."

She gazed ahead to where Murdagh and his companion rode swiftly beyond sight of the slower travelers, hopefully to prepare a suitable reception.
Signs of cultivation and habitation became apparent as they drew near the village. Sheep, ponies and a few shaggy cattle roamed the hillsides, while a variety of crops grew in lowland fields. Here and there, Corlissa saw men tending the animals or the dry-stone walls that, as her grandfather once told her in jest, kept the meat from the bread. 

"But where are their women and little ones?" Erin asked, ever the voice of the company's unspoken thoughts. "I should think their wives must help tend the crops."

However, of women and children there were no sightings, not until the horses passed through a gate in the earthen bank of the ring fort that formed the main hearth and home of the O'Cernach clan. Inside the enclosure, men of all ages went about their business while hens pecked in the dirt, and geese hissed and scattered small white feathers. Just two fleeting figures in skirts caught Corlissa's eye, and at their sides, a small cluster of children - then they were gone. More enduring had been the sight of a grave just outside the gate, so new that the earth still lay bare upon it. 

As they rode slowly between rounded dwellings and an assortment of animal pens, Corlissa saw one more woman. Of indeterminate age, with graying hair and a sallow complexion, the woman looked sickly. Beside her stood a frail girl who might, by her countenance and clothing, be fourteen or more. Her skin also had the waxy tinge of ill health.

With a faint frown, Corlissa turned her attention to more immediate matters. Guaire had dismounted, now, and the party halted as the man looked at them.

"Murdagh Dubh see you here. You stop now."
And with that sparse greeting, the travelers were given dubious reception at the seat of the O'Cernach clan. They dismounted, Anardil staggering upon alighting and he appeared to nearly fall - were it not for his frantic grab for Guaire's shoulder. The Dunlending's scowl could have curdled milk, but Anardil simply donned a smile and patted the shoulder in question.

"Oh, thank you, my good man. Deucedly silly of me - old war wounds, you know. Well, now. Have we arrived?"


No sooner had he spoken, than the party found their pack animals practically snatched from their grasps by two silent Dunland men.

"Ah," said Anardil, smile wilting. "I guess we have."

And with an exchange of dubious glances, they followed their hosts to see to the care and unloading of their animals. When finished, Guaire curtly motioned them to come with him.

To Corlissa's eyes, accustomed to the grandeur of the Hornburg and the quiet elegance maintained by the Lord of the Westfold, the halla of the O'Cernachs resembled little more than a barn. Easily capable of accommodating twice the number now seated at the row of trestle tables placed along one wall, the room was dimly lit by a scattering of smoking rushes and the glow of the central hearth. Smoke-darkened beams supported a thatch roof that was in desperate need of a new layer of straw. In each corner of the room rested a waist high storage chest filled with, or so logic demanded, the sleeping rolls and clothing of the men who bedded down in the halla. Dust lay thick on everything, and neither banner nor ornament brightened the dark walls.

Murdagh himself, though he had handsome eyes and a well-made form, chose to entertain his guests while in rumpled clothes with his beard unkempt and his hair all on end. Corlissa kept her eyes downcast, not wanting her dissatisfaction to show.

Anardil, however, continued in his role of blithe good cheer. "Lord Murdagh," he said, bending in a handsome crimson-and-yellow bow, "thank you most kindly for your hospitality. This is truly a haven in the wilderness. My lady and I are grateful for your kindness, after our long and arduous journey, and we heartily look forward to - Yes, my dear?"

Sev's stern looked quelled his effusion like fingers pinching out a candle. "Forgive us, sir," Sev said, "but the journey has indeed been long. Thank you for your welcome."

"It is good you have come," Murdagh said, dark eyes fierce and penetrating. "Come, eat."

However uncouth the Dunlending reception seemed, Murdagh did at least put forth the appearance of proper welcome. His gruff invitation included their entire party, even the hobbit, being given seats at the chief's board. Two silent women appeared, serving bowls and bread, but they swiftly vanished, and the Dunlending men set to their meal with the same grim stoicism they lent to everything else.

As she bent to sample from her own bowl, Corlissa noticed that the bracelet Guaire had worn now adorned Murdagh's wrist, though it fit there no better. She decided it must serve as some symbol of rank, though a poor one, all things considered. 

Her attention then wandered to the strange mix of languages in the general murmur around her. Though most of the people about the hall spoke Dunlendish, Corlissa realized that the conversation at the head table was in the Common Tongue. Erin, Anardil and Aerio chatted amiably while Murdagh responded with slow, but determined Westron. Finan's words were even more broken than Guaire's though he obviously understood more than he spoke. A lean, older man with a trimmed grey-streaked beard was Cormac, one of Murdagh's other counselors, whose sly comments suggested he had been on several dubious "trading" expeditions to Rohan. Cormac gabbled away in a bizarre mix of Westron, Rohirric and Dunlendish that sometimes left everyone staring at him, but it did not trouble him a bit. 

With her hair shielding her face, Corlissa focused upon the words being spoken rather than being distracted by all of the unfamiliar sights. Gradually, she realized the conversation followed the same rhythm as the many meetings she had attended in Erkenbrand's council room. A courting dance, the Lord Marshal had once called it - where partners are meeting for the first time, and both sides are determined to put their best foot forward as well as lead the dance according to their own measure. Murdagh and his counselors very cleverly led Anardil away from any discussion of affairs about the village, but professed gratitude, if somewhat grudgingly on Finan's part, for Mistress Sev's arrival among them.

Corlissa hid a smile as she recalled dour Finan's astonishment while unloading of the company's luggage. Though their personal luggage, especially Anardil's various bags, made a credible pile, the larger portion of the packs and parcels upon the laden animals were filled with the bounty of herbs Sev harvested along the trail. Indeed, Guaire's rapid explanations to the Dunlendings regarding the contents would put the woman to blush when an opportunity came to relate them. That opportunity, however, would have to wait until no inquisitive ears could discover she knew their tongue.

Within minutes, she realized her greatest difficulty would not be hiding her ability to understand Dunlendish, but shielding her ever-increasing desire to burst into guffaws of laughter at Anardil's antics. First, Anardil fumbled his glass of barley wine, only the swift reflexes of Aerio, beside him, saving them both from a dousing. Then he tried to break off a chunk of the bread, which with only one hand soon turned into a wrestling match, this time saved by Erin, who cheerfully lent both her hands. Finally, he dropped his spoon on the floor, it unfortunately falling to the side on which he had no arm.

Almost Corlissa wished that she remained unaware of the truth behind the man's performance. However did Mistress Sev manage to display nothing more than a hint of resignation? A demeanor easily dismissed as that of a woman determined to make the best of an uneven match. Truly, the healer was as gifted as the Gondorian in this game of misdirection. 

Erin, on the other hand, was not. 

Readily the hobbit lass gave vent to her amusement and treated Anardil as a wayward child. From the first day of their journey to this place, she tsked and tutted whenever he did something absurd or requested assistance with a task due to his missing limb. Just this morning, few could doubt the sincerity of her pleasure in engaging in a long discussion concerning the color of handkerchief needed to complement Anardil's eye-drawing outfit. Until now, Corlissa credited the hobbit's responses to simple honesty, a trait the Rohirrim assigned to all hobbits from their experience with Éomer King's esquire, Meriadoc Brandybuck. But was it honesty or another layer of carefully designed subterfuge?

Feeling once again out of her depth, Corlissa turned her attention to her meal: an indifferently prepared stew and a lump of gritty bread which bespoke over-kneading by the baker and lack of effort by the miller. Deciding that diplomacy did not require that she break a tooth, she resolved to beg some good, clean flour from the supply the hobbit kept in her kitchen goods.

Her repast finished at last, she lifted her gaze towards Sev, who upon catching her eye, gave a faint smile and pointedly tilted her head. Puzzled, Corlissa found her curiosity directed to a man further down the table. To her shock, he looked intently at her, clearly having done so for some time. She guessed he might be the same age as she, though it was hard to tell given the man's unruly hair and beard. But he neither winked nor smiled, and she averted her gaze. Had she done something wrong? Was there some custom or prohibition she had broken? Surreptitiously she scanned the front of her dress for signs of a mess or spill.

Thus distracted, she missed the ending of their meager welcoming meal and with it the signal to rise. Benches scraped and people began to stand, leaving Corlissa to hastily find her feet. She nearly collided with someone behind her, but then found Aerio at her elbow playing the gallant.

"Mind your step," he teased in soft Rohirric. "Although I quite understand the amazement and perplexity of having so expeditiously acquired a new admirer."

"A what?"

His wink and the barest tilt of an Elven brow indicated the man down the table, whereupon Corlissa bowed her face behind her veil of hair once more, flushing furiously.

"Don't be absurd, Aerio. And mind what you say, for some of these people speak Rohirric."

"Indeed," he responded with a twinkle in his eyes, "but they are not Elves, thus they can not hear me if I do not wish it."

"Be that as it may, please do hush!"

She shot him a look of reprimand, which from his cheerful smirk made no impression at all. Then she hastened to find Sev and get back out into the open air. An admirer, indeed. The very thought did not bear the least consideration. Their task here certainly allowed no time for frivolities such as that.

***

The sun already sank from view when Erin stepped out into the cool air of evening. Goodness but these Dunlendings needed some lessons in cooking: the meat in that stew had been overcooked and mushy while the potatoes were practically raw. And the bread… no wonder the women were so sickly looking. Proper food and one of Sevi's tonics would do wonders.

Speaking of which, as Guaire tramped before them, a burning rushlight in his hand, Erin noted with approval a considerable lessening of his limp. Clearly, the massage and warm poultices that Sev had administered since his fall had done the man much good. Briefly Erin wondered what injury had caused the original limp, and thought it a shame such a stout fellow should be hindered thus.

Never one to brood, however, Erin determined to make the most of their situation. If the village lacked native cheer, there was nothing for it but she bring a little of her own. Thus, as they walked she smiled and nodded pleasantly to everyone they passed. Most of them merely grunted or gaped; though a few grumbled some form of reply. Atop the piled earth wall nearby, strolled a guard with a bow; Erin greeted him as well - to which he stared, then gave an astonished mumble that might have included actual words. As Guaire did not pause to translate, Erin began to think she really must learn some basic Dunlendish.

To her private amusement, the Dunlendings' round dwellings reminded her of hobbit homes in their shape. These were wicker houses, doubled walled, using what looked like hazel branches although upon examination, she thought oak and alder were also used.

"Basket weaving," she murmured.


And so it was, a sophisticated form of weaving employed to form each dwelling's walls, with all the sharp ends neatly tucked in. The sole exception was Murdagh's wooden hall, which could have used a good dusting. How curiously unlike their Rohirrim neighbors, she thought, with their fine timber houses. Nonetheless, she looked forward to sleeping in a real bed, not that the Elvish tents were uncomfortable, or that their bedding hadn't been far above the standard. Although ... and she sighed.

"A penny for them?" Aerio murmured.

"Oh, I was just thinking of Meri, how we slept on the ground for so long on our journey from the Shire. That was quite the adventure - and all the more reason I must not count this an adventure now."

"Oh, perish the thought," Aerio said with a smirk.

Erin nodded firmly. "No, this is just a job and from the looks of things should have been done long ago."

When they passed outside one of the larger houses, Erin saw a woman with a toddler in her arms and a girl perhaps five years old clutching her skirts. In a narrow pen at the side of the house, two girls of about fourteen and ten, and a boy barely into his teens gathered their goats and chickens in preparation for the night. Finally, a real family, and all looking quite fit and healthy. 

"Why, hello!" Erin exclaimed, smiling, and laughed when the goat the boy tugged at gave the lad a butt to the hip. "Oh, do be careful of that rascal!"


The boy scarcely seemed to notice, instead staring at her and then pointing to chatter at his siblings. The woman spoke sharply in response, obviously telling them to mind their manners.

The children subsided, but only briefly, and behind the hands that hid their smiles they mumbled what sounded like, "Hello, mistress" before the woman shooed them back to their chores.

Then Erin looked ahead to find Guaire stopped before one of the smaller of the seven houses within the fort. He threw open the curiously low wooden door - yet another almost hobbity detail - and gestured the group inside. 

"So, this is our house?" Erin took the rushlight he thrust at her and peered inside, where she noticed their baggage stacked in neat piles. "Yes, I can see it is. 

She ducked her head and marched in, then almost knocked the others over like skittles as she swiftly retreated, sneezing.

 

"I say, Erin," Anardil exclaimed, catching the rushlight from her hand and easing her aside so he could bend his long body to enter. Standing in the main room, he swept the light about and announced, "Oh, this will be splendid."

 

Yet despite his optimism, the three women peered in over the threshold with far more reluctance. Dust danced in the dim light within, and a musty smell nipped at noses and throats. Clearly, someone had attempted to clean the house, but succeeded in disturbing the dirt rather than removing it.

 

In the interests of diplomacy, Erin mustered a smile. "This is a fine place, thank you." On impulse, she turned around on the doorsill and asked their guide, "How do you say good night?"

Guaire scowled suspiciously. "Why you want to know?"

And that was simply the last straw. "Now see here!" Erin rounded on him in a fine dudgeon. "I ask because it's polite to learn the language of your hosts. I know how to say good night in Elvish, Rohirric, Westron, Haradric and even Dwarvish, though that one makes my jaws hurt, and my friends know even more! Why -."

But then she saw Sev's emphatic glare of warning behind Guaire, and shut her mouth with a snap. If the man had two wits to rub together, he would recognize her point.

Apparently he did. Erin looked back to find him staring down at her with a little frown of perplexity, as if seeing her for the first time.

"Oìche mhaith," he said. "That says good night."

Carefully Erin repeated it and smiled. "See that wasn't so hard. Thank you. Very well, then. Oìche mhaith!"

With that, she ducked into the house, glancing back to see if Sev followed.

"Oìche mhaith!" Sev repeated. "Remember to rub your leg with that salve I gave you."


Then she dipped down and entered, eyes twinkling and almost smiling.

"Oiche mhaith!" Aerio echoed in his turn, before gracefully bending nearly double and disappearing from Guaire's view. 

Corlissa followed suit with her quieter, "Oiche mhaith!" leaving Guaire standing alone outside. Emitting a grunt that began to seem the common mode of discourse in this place, Guaire turned away, undoubtedly relieved to see his duty duly discharged. 

 

Thus, the women were free to express their misgivings, while Corlissa lit more rushlights.

 

"I am not sleeping on that," Sev declared in a harsh whisper, toeing one of the straw beds laid against the curve of the wall. A small, gray cloud erupted at the impact.

 

As she swept past Anardil on her way to peek in a smaller room beyond, he grimaced.

 

With a glance toward the still open door, he answered in a low voice, "They've tried, Sevi. It might not be the cleanest room we've ever slept in, but they are trying to be hospitable."

 

"I suppose," she looked back at him, then swiped at a dangling spider's web in the doorway between the two rooms. "Unfortunately, hospitable and clean are not necessarily bedfellows. Why don't you take a bit of air, while we try to knock things into shape?"

Knowing when to bow to prudence, Anardil hastily ducked back outside, his subsequent hail muffled by the woven walls. "I say, Gwar, might I have a word with you?"


Corlissa sneezed heartily, and Erin grimaced. "I think the worst will have to wait until tomorrow," she said.

"Aye," Corlissa answered with a sigh. "But let's do see how much we can get done."


Erin shot a glance at Sevi, who seized a tattered broom from against one wall.


"Aerio, please sweep," Sev said. "As close to elf-clean as you can make it in fifteen minutes. We'll see to the rest."

The house was of course quite small, the main room having a kerbed hearth at the center, with the rough dusty sacks of sleeping straw placed alongside the walls. The smaller circular room, entered only from the main one, proved to be a sort of kitchen. While Aerio bent to his industry, the women tried to make some livable sense of the rest of it.

As they worked, Erin heard the rumble of male voices outside where Guaire and Anardil exchanged a few words. The sound came in easily though the open door and Erin found herself listening while she sorted through their kitchenware.

"You'll have to put Erin to work cooking for your lads, show the others what you've been enjoying," Anardil said, a broad smile audible in his voice.

Guaire's response proved to be an indeterminate mumble, but Anardil continued on his merry way. "Yes, the hard work of our ladies is something wonderful. Though my dear Sev will want to process all those plants she's gathered, for storing, and…" he paused for a deep sigh. "She has the regrettable habit of arising at dawn. I tell you, only my insistence that we sleep until a reasonable hour prevented her from leaping up at first light every morning. She's so industrious."

Again came a grumbled or perhaps grunted reply from Guaire.

"Say, Gwar, will you be available to guide me about the countryside while Sev does all her boiling and mixing? Terribly odorous, don't you know."

Guaire's mumble included the word Murdagh, to which Anardil exclaimed, "Excellent! We've gotten along together wonderfully thus far. Oiche mhaith!"
Erin snorted, trying not to laugh, and with an armful of pots and pans went into the kitchen where Sev and Corlissa were spreading one of the Elvish rugs used as flooring in the tents. Several minutes later, Aerio appeared in the doorway between the rooms.


"Mistress Sev, I've swept the main room."

Sev looked up from rummaging in a pack while Erin and Corlissa stacked the remaining baggage against the walls.

"Good, good," muttered Sev. "Erin, are you certain it's… never mind, I found it."

She stood with a plump cloth sack in her hand, which she opened to release a highly aromatic, minty smell. Briskly Sev dipped into the sack and passed first Erin, then Corlissa and Aerio handfuls of dried pennyroyal.

"Crumble it and sprinkle it about," she instructed. "Aerio, lay a heavy line in the doorway here."

So saying, she disappeared into the other room to follow her own instructions. As she did, Anardil ducked in from outside and eyed her in puzzlement.

"What are you doing?"

"Fleas." Erin peered from the kitchen doorway with a grimace. "They're in the straw."

In two long strides, Anardil deposited himself in the kitchen area to watch from relative safety. Sev continued her sprinkling.

"I know we can't reject their hospitality," she said, "but I do not intend to spend tomorrow scratching and it would certainly spoil your elegance to do so." She dusted the final bits of pennyroyal from her hands over the straw bedding and looked up with her chin set in a familiar stubborn cast. "We'll all bed down in the kitchen area tonight. The pennyroyal will keep the vermin at bay and tomorrow we'll change the straw. "

"And dry more pennyroyal," Erin added.

"Yes, it's best dried, and we did find that nice patch by that pond three... no four days ago." After a moment of thought, she recited a brief rhyme:

"All into bud that very hour;

And pure and clean, as they do say,

The pennyroyal's full in flower."

Thereupon Sev shooed Anardil back into the kitchen to get at their bags, adding, "And that will be my first lesson of herbal lore tomorrow."

Corlissa chuckled. "T'would be a blessing to us all."

With a grin Erin said, "Then I'll give some cooking lessons!"

Weary as they all were with travel, saving Aerio, who seldom knew fatigue, they soon had their bedding spread about the kitchen area. It was a tight squeeze but they made it, though they left the front door open for air, trusting Aerio's keen ears to guard against intrusion.

After a long moment, Erin snickered and whispered, "Guaire is probably treasuring the thought of Anardil the Resplendent sleeping in a flea-ridden bed of straw."


They laughed quietly in the close darkness, then Sev said, "What I don't understand is why there are fleas. Pennyroyal is only one of many plants that would do the trick." 

"Aye," Corlissa agreed. "There is also fennel, and rue." 

Memory stirred, Erin chimed in: "Oh yes, lavender, mint, rosemary. All of them fairly common."

Aerio asked gently, "But who educated you ladies in the various uses for these plants?"

The reply came all at jumbled once: they had learned from their mothers, of course.

In still quieter tones, Anardil said, "And that brings us to what may very well be the heart of the matter. Where are the women of this village?" 

A moment of reflection passed, before Aerio mused, "We cannot miss the disparity of men versus women, here, which appears a most curious thing. In Gondor and Rohan I have observed a positive surplus of women, due to the tragic demise of their men in battle. Here, the population of men has obviously been reduced by the war; we may accept the abandoned ring forts as proof. Howsoever, the number of woman has been reduced even more."

From the darkness, Corlissa whispered, "Possibly the families were attacked while the men were off to war."

"Too many recent graves," Sev countered.

"Then something else is at work here too," Anardil concluded. "Although if this is the case throughout Dunland, the people may be on the verge of disappearing."

Dismayed by the very idea, Erin hissed, "Why hasn't anyone noticed?"

Sev snorted. "Would Telmereth notice anything that didn't sit up on his plate and roar at him?"

"But why haven't they asked for help?"

"As Sev pointed out before," Anardil replied, "the last time the Dunland people sent an emissary to Rohan, he was killed."

A troubled silence descended, broken only by the rustle of tired bodies trying to find comfort on the hard floor.

Finally, Sev said, "So tomorrow we determine whether they are simply hiding the women from us, or if they are truly gone and why. Good night, all. Sleep tight. Don't let the bed bugs bite."

Her low chuckle was followed by Anardil's whispered admonishment, "Sevi, that was just plain cruel."

***

Seated upon a long bench that rested against the outside wall of the halla of the O'Cernachs, three men watched as stars appeared in the darkening sky.

"Ach man," Finan proclaimed when Guaire arrived and sat beside him. "Could you not wait to slather on that witch's potion. 'Tis enough to turn a warg's stomach." Finan grabbed up his cup of barley wine from beside his feet and he slid further down the bench. 

Lifting the jar of ointment to his nose, Guaire inhaled with a frown. "No worse than that slop you call wine." Dipping a finger into the pale thick cream, the Dunlending applied a dollop to his disfigured shin then rubbed the salve through the thick hair into the scarred tissue beneath. "No witch, Finan, or if she is she's for the good."

Cormac wiped his mouth with his hand and nudged Murdagh in the ribs. "Bewitched he is for certain. Be it the herb woman's potions or her proportions that have ensnared our Guaire?"

Grinning, Murdagh took a sip from his cup. "And which will set your head to aching more on the morrow, Cormac, the wine or the sharp tongue of your Roisin when she hears of you taking note of such things?"

"He wasn't the only one," Finan remarked. "They'll be trouble over those women.

You saw Creedon staring at that straw-headed wench." 

The companions fell silent for a moment, and Murdagh reflected on the truth of Finan's comment. Bad enough that so few of the men had wives. Any woman would draw the attention of the village's many bachelors and widowers, but the novelty of an unwed Rohirrim blonde in their midst would add spice to that interest. Suppressing a groan, Murdagh imagined the exploits his men might try to impress her, and the fights that would almost inevitably follow. And the bickering would increase yet more if the Ruirech banned the O'Cernachs from the feile, one of the few opportunities the men had of attracting a woman of another Dubhloach tribe.

Cormac smoothed his beard and muttered, "A bit too high for our Creedon she is. Being a ward of Erkenbrand."

"Aye," Murdagh answered. "You make certain he knows that. Remind the lot of them what happens when Dunland men seek brides of the Mark. And remind them the herb woman's got a man." 

Guaire growled agreement as Finan exclaimed, "If you call that a man." 

"The ard ri of Gondor named him such, so we will treat him as one. No matter that his attire would be more fitting on his woman." 

"I've done my duty, Murdagh," Guaire grumbled. "The entire summer waiting for Erkenbrand and his cronies to find the woman. Then nearly two weeks on the trail with that loof. Though I don't know which is worse, the man who dresses prettier than his woman or the elf that never stops singing. One more 'tra la lolly' and I'll throw myself into the river." Guaire glared as Finan and Cormac laughed, but then he offered, "I'll keep my eye on the woman when she goes about, and she will, for she's not one to sit when there's a job at hand; but find someone else to follow the man and that elf." 

"Will it be only your eye you keep on the wench, Guaire?" Cormac asked, hiding a smile in his cup, for it was not often Guaire left himself open to such teasing. 

As Guaire defensively began a listing of the herbal woman's virtues, Murdagh considered how seldom it was that his friend sang anyone's praises. However, Guaire, unlike Creedon, could be trusted not to cross the line in spite of his seeming infatuation. Dandy the Gondorian might be and lacking an arm, but nothing could disguise the calluses of a swordsman. There was also the elf to consider. 'Twas a fine kettle of problems he'd managed to find.

"Enough, man," Finan cried. "I'll give you that she's capable of plucking the right blossoms, but it doesn't change the fact she and all those with her are outsiders. They can't be allowed to roam about unsupervised. Especially that elf. Our charge would be thrilled to have one of those to torment." Finan spat between his fingers to ward off that possibility.

 "Are you volunteering?" Murdagh asked with a wry twist of his lips, for he was certain of the man's denial.

"Oh, aye, if you've a desire to go hungry this winter," Finan sneered. "I've a harvest to supervise."

"I'll do it," Cormac volunteered. "I'll take the pair of them out to bring in the next steer for slaughter. Give me a chance to take another look at the horse the man was riding."

"As it's just a look," warned Murdagh. "No horse trading or trouble of any sort."

"You take all the fun out of life, you do," Cormac said mournfully.

But Murdagh held his stern mien as he directed, "Watch them, and see that everyone guards their tongue. Guaire, you'll make sure the child and the straw-headed one keep near the herb woman or set someone else to watching them?"

Guaire scowled. "'Tis not a child. She's a halfling. A holbytlan."

With a snort, Finan scoffed, "There's no such creatures." 

Grimly, Guaire shook his head. "Fooled me for a bit as well, but she's full grown with a mind of her own and an appetite equal to two men. She can stir up a mess of trout that will make you weep for joy - and that's just trout. She won't have thought much of that bread tonight." 

Dolefully Finan nodded, and said, "Would have done better to use the loaves as stones for the new wall. What was Roisin thinking to leave Brighid on her own?"

The men paused for a moment of reflection, all thinking on how poor Brighid was simply not quite right in the head. She'd always been a queer one, even as a girl, but since the war, her health took a down turn and it only seemed to make matters worse."

But then Cormac shook himself and scowled at his companions. "Now, it's not all on Roisin. A tad busy she was. Glenna was feeling poorly, and a woman in her condition needs a friendly hand."

"Oh, aye," Murdagh conceded.

None would discount how much more important it was that Glenna, wife of their swineherd, and the babe she would soon bear remained well, than waste resources fussing about bread. If the herb woman could live up to Guaire's praise then maybe there would be no need to dig another grave so soon. And though no herbal concoction could restore Brighid's mind maybe there was something that would restore her body to health.

Finan then gathered himself to rise and said, "We're putting a lot of hope on these outsiders, Murdagh. But you know my mind and I'll stop repeating myself."

Finan would stop repeating himself on the day fish climbed trees, but Murdagh merely nodded and lifted a hand in acknowledgment. With brief words of goodnight, Finan and Cormac left, although Finan still grumbled displeasure as he went.

Behind them, Guaire flexed his leg. "Ignore him, Murdagh. For all the bother that man of hers is bound to cause us, the woman is worth it. She's a healer true and will do us naught but good." 

He nodded to the bracelet now on Murdagh's arm. "'Tis a pity I didn't have equal luck with that. I tramped the whole length and breadth of the field before the Wall. I circled that nmad burial mound so many times I'm still dizzy from it. The bracelet grew warm at times but there seemed to be no reason or pattern to it." He dragged one hand over his thick hair. "There was never any sign of the O'Cernach ring. Perhaps you'd have better luck: you've more feeling for the thing than I do. Maybe you should be the guide that takes that bunch back to Rohan in two months." 

But Murdagh emphatically shook his head; never wanting to see Helm's Deep again so long as he lived. Instead, he replied, "No, it was a weak hope anyway. We'll muddle on as we've done. Which means, now that I've got the bracelet back I'd best make a trip to check the barriers." He lifted his hand and flexed the fingers. "From the feel of it, our friend is coming close, testing our strength again."

"It's been warm since I started back." Guaire rubbed his forearm in memory of the bracelet's strange heat. "Sometimes, I swear it was shining like it did in the old days." 

Pulling back his sleeve, Murdagh studied the links; but the wire bound crystal reflected only the faint starlight. The bracelet was a woman's weapon from which, since the death of his great uncle's wife, no remaining female of the clan could draw a response. Neither he nor Guaire could command its full power. Mayhap the next generation would provide them with someone capable of wielding this magic. 

"Do you watch yourself, then," Guaire said. "There's mischief enough without stepping in it on purpose. Good night."

Guaire pushed himself to his feet and stumped away towards the dwelling he shared with the other older wifeless men, leaving Murdagh looking across the village to the house where they had put their guests. Almost full dark cloaked the village now, and the lights there had gone out. Idly Murdagh wondered how the newcomers were faring. With some chagrin, he reflected that his mother would have boxed his ears for sending guests to such a sty. But he had wanted more proof of what the woman was capable of achieving … and how far the Gondorian diplomat would bend.

At length he, too, rose to seek his bed. Tomorrow the business of survival must go on. As he walked, an old verse ran through his head, reminding him of just how weak his clan had become:

Golden finger, golden wrist

Man and woman ward the way

Wards the charge cannot resist

Gold the charge cannot gainsay.

***

Chapter Five: Making Friends

September 1, 1425 SR

Erin awoke to the realization that she had to sneeze, and did so - twice, violently. Thus routed from slumber, she peered around the small kitchen area that served as their sleeping chamber. Though the pale light from without indicated the hour was still early, she saw with surprise that all her friends had gotten up before her. The murmur of voices drifted from the outer room.


With a sigh, she crawled from beneath her blankets and straightened her clothes, which simply refused to hang comfortably after having been slept in. Laundry and a bath must be included in the day's order of things. Then she gave the hair of her head and her feet equal brushing, and resignedly counted that the best she could manage for now.

Upon stepping into the main room, she found Sev seated in Anardil's cherrywood camp chair stitching a small tear in one of his fashionable shirts. Corlissa, shoulders hunched and hair draped about her face in an effort to become invisible, occupied the chair's mate. Between the two women stood Anardil, glaring daggers at Sev's bowed head. 

"Good morning," Erin said hopefully.

Sev and Anardil both looked up, the latter abandoned his anger to return the hobbit's greeting with a brief, wry smile. Sev, however, aimed glacial hostility toward her partner and intoned, "It's morning, Erin. Don't wish for more than that."

"Ah. Then clearly we are in need of a proper breakfast."

Erin planted her hands on her hips to take stock of the situation. Gone were the grey flea-infested mattresses, while someone had spread another Elvish rug here and contrived an ingenious pair of bed curtains, rigged from sheets draped about the raised bed frames. Much homier, she noted, and looked up as Aerio ducked inside, bearing two clean straw beds, one under each arm.

"Behold!" he announced. "Our misfortunes decrease and our comforts proliferate."

With a broad flourish, he flipped the sweet-scented bedding into their frames, and then settled onto one bed with a satisfied smile. "Sweets?" he offered, and held out a small sack of candied plums.

"Oh, yes, thank you," Erin said, and plopped down beside him.

"What shall we have for breakfast?" Aerio asked, beaming an expectant smile. "I trust our clever hobbit is laying plans for her customary culinary excellence?"

He turned his smile to include Corlissa, who still perched uncertainly in her seat, watching Sev and Anardil glare at each other.

"Why, I don't know, yet," Erin replied. "I woke up thinking how much cleaning we still have to do, but just having lovely soft bedding makes me feel much better."

Aerio nudged Corlissa with the sack of sweets, and the woman flinched, her brow crimped in lines of concern.
Erin smiled and whispered, "Oh, don't worry. They do this all the time."

Aerio laid back and examined another candied fruit. "Yes, 'tis truth. The journey to Dunland was indeed a record, having just one heated discussion betwixt the pair."

He popped the sweet in his mouth, seeming blithely unaware of Sev's warning look.

Giggling, Erin went along with the game. "Oh yes, remember that quarrel on the way to Rohan? The one about whether to spend the night in the inn by the Mering Stream."

Erin would have gone merrily on and on, but realized both Sev and Anardil were now glaring at her.

She quieted then leaned to whisper to Corlissa, "Did Anardil call her poppet again?"

Sev bit off her thread and stabbed her needle into a patch of leather. Tossing the shirt at Anardil, she said, "No, Erin, he didn't. He's too smart to make that mistake twice. Though he wasn't wise enough to foresee how his current playacting might lead to this morning's problem."

"Oh?" Erin sat up, instantly concerned. "What problem? And can't we wait until after breakfast to solve it?"

Chin mulishly set, Anardil said, "There is no problem."

Sev snorted. "And you call me stubborn? Repeating yourself won't make it true. Nor will it change the fact that there is no way to accomplish the tasks assigned to us with you or Aerio trailing after me every second of the day."

But Anardil shook his head. "What Corlissa overheard proves we have failed to make you acceptable to the clan."

Arms crossed upon her bosom, Sev gave him a forbearing look. "One person made one disparaging comment. Guaire and Murdagh, now that I passed his little test, are on my side. I'm safe enough. No one is about to lay a hand on Erkenbrand's ward, so Corlissa will be safe. As for Erin, she won't be out of sight of one of us."

"Test?" squeaked Erin. "It's not even breakfast time, Sevi!"

"Last night, Erin." Sev grimaced and cast a swift glance about the room. "I thought about it a long time. None of the men at dinner showed signs of vermin, so they know how to keep the fleas away. What's more, I asked Murdagh. He admitted it."

Startled, Anardil stared at her. "You what? When?"

With a tilt of her brows, Sev replied, "When Aerio, Corlissa and I first went out. Murdagh came in to saddle his horse while we were at the barn seeking fresh straw. Before he rode out, I asked him what his purpose had been in putting us here."

Hand to his forehead, Anardil groaned.

"What did he say?" Erin asked.

Aerio's eyes twinkled. "The ri tuath suffered only a momentary lack of composure, then replied that as Mistress Sev had met his challenge she already knew the answer."

Thoroughly mystified, Erin turned back to Sev. "You do?"

Dropping her hands to her lap, Sev elaborated. "Murdagh may respect Guaire; but as leader of the clan he needed his own proof of my abilities." She shrugged. "Now, he has it. He then took the time to show me the building prepared for me to use as stillroom and storehouse, and set a boy to filling kettles with water. Guaire has volunteered to be my guide into the forests. Oh yes, Murdagh also said that Guaire told him what a good cook you are, Erin, and gave leave for you to use the halla's kitchen anytime you wish."

Erin relaxed, delighted at the prospect of a roomy hearth and lots of space to work. "Oh, that's wonderful. I'll mix him up a nice pudding, and then ... " She paused, once again befuddled. "But I don't understand how is this a problem?

Anardil bent his arm across his chest, the one-armed man's equivalent of folding both arms determinedly, and growled, "Tell her the rest."

"If you wrinkle that shirt, you'll iron it yourself," Sev declared, then turned her attention to packing the contents of her sewing kit.

Briefly, Anardil's hand fisted upon the dandelion yellow cloth before tossing it toward the empty bed where it spread out like a giant butterfly. Erin felt certain that if he had possessed two hands the shirt would have been in tatters upon the floor.

Then his expression set into such unyielding determination that Erin cringed to see it, and with a voice like ice, he said, "Sev."

Sev rolled her eyes, but responded, "Corlissa heard Finan say they should toss me into a pond to see if I sink or swim."

Erin sighed with relief, realizing that breakfast need not be delayed. "That wouldn't be a problem, she'd swim, of course. You know she's a very good swimmer, Anardil. Once, when we were sailing down the Anduin, Aerio dropped her overboard. Gracious me, if Sevi survived a dunking in the Anduin, a little pond water won't hurt her."

Aerio grinned sheepishly while Anardil rolled his eyes.

"It's another test, Erin," Corlissa said. "A test for witchcraft."

"Being able to swim makes you a witch? Why, that's…." Words failed the little hobbit.

"Ridiculous, absurd, the result of isolation and backward thinking?" Sev supplied.

"Yes! There are hobbits who can swim, and there's never been a single one who turned out to be a sorcerer or witch. Though my Great-aunt Zinnia used to say that Cousin Archie was a wizard at growing marrows. But that's not really the same thing." Erin sighed and nibbled the inside of her cheek. 

Apparently stunned by the hobbit's line of thinking, Anardil settled open-mouthed upon the empty bed, and Corlissa swept her hair from her eyes. Swallowing a laugh, Sev coughed, while Aerio hid his face in his hands. 

Blithely Erin continued, "Finan, he's the one who sat next to Guaire last night, isn't he? It wasn't a very nice thing to say, but he reminds me of old Thaddeus Sandyman back home in the Shire. He always shouted at us children that he would cane us for trampling his lawn, but he never did. And then there was…" 

Anardil lifted his hand to prevent the hobbit from embarking upon a listing of her relatives' idiosyncrasies. "Agreed, loud and nasty seldom turn vicious. But I'm not prepared to risk Sev's safety on that assumption."

Leveling a stern look at him, Sev retorted, "You spent nearly two weeks convincing Guaire you're useless. There is no need to throw all that effort away over one comment."

Erin's attention shifted yet again, as Anardil replied just as sternly, "And I have seen simple comments become the harbinger to much unpleasantness."

With a sigh, Sev knelt beside him and set her hand on his arm. Looking into his eyes, which became more troubled than stormy at her touch, she said quietly, "I will be on guard, min heorte. We've come too far to pack up and go home."

To which he gave a reluctant nod of agreement. Sighing, he said, "You make it very difficult for a man to take care of you, meleth nin."

"Aye," a twinkle immediately appeared in Sev's eyes, "but if you tire of the task I could always appeal to Guaire."

Erin's peal of laughter led the others into ending the tension, for all knew well that Sev had spent the last few days fervently thankful Guaire had forgotten his lettuce-induced proposals.

Through her giggles, Erin said, "Goodness, Sevi, you'd have to make him take three baths and trim his beard before Meri would even allow him into The Burping Troll."

The hobbit was further gratified by Corlissa's lovely smile, as the young woman chuckled, "Shearing a Wildman of Dunland? I'm not certain even Guaire's level of admiration would survive such a request."

"Oh, shall we see about that?" Erin wrinkled her nose and wagged a finger at her companions. "I wager that I can get Guaire to bathe and trim his beard. In fact, by the end of the week, I will have convinced every man in the village to take a bath, or I will cook and do all the dishes for the next week."

Aerio's brows lifted in a fine arch of mischief. "Do tell, my small friend. Then I shall accept your bet. Let the wager be..." The elf paused, one long forefinger to his chin. "Ah! I shall do the dishes for two weeks, if indeed your conspiracy sees Master Guaire to his ablutions within the week."

Erin wriggled contentedly in her seat and gave her best smug grin. "Well, then? What about the rest of you? Corlissa? Sevi?"

Sev lifted her hand in refusal while Anardil grinned and shook his head, but Corlissa pursed her mouth in a thoughtful pout.

"Hmm," she said, mirth dancing in her gaze. "I think Guaire stands no chance against a determined hobbit lass. Therefore, I wager that he will succumb to your charm before the week is out. Four days, shall we say? And if he fails to bathe and groom himself, then I will lay the fire for every meal for a week, and haul the water for your dishwashing."

Chuckles rounded the room then Aerio asked, "So, little one, how do you expect to accomplish this deed of wonder?"

Grinning, Erin sprang to her feet. "I'll tell you over breakfast."


She dashed to the kitchen area to get the pack with her cooking implements, which Aerio took from her grasp, and then everyone followed Erin outdoors. The hobbit marched stoutly before them as if leading an army, for in her mind, she was. She intended her conquest to begin on the fine, big kitchen hearth in Murdagh O'Cernach's hall.

*** 

September 11, 1425 SR

While drawing water from the well, Corlissa watched one of the old men walk by, and she smiled to herself. All the men of the village, even those with silver hair and white beards, were now … not exactly neat, but clean and much more tidy than a week ago. After a couple of samples of hobbit cooking, they were doomed. Erin's ultimatum, "No bath, no food," garnered almost instant results.

Even their chieftain bowed to the hobbit's rule: Corlissa's smile deepened when she recalled Murdagh just that morning, his dark head combed sleek and wet as a river otter's, his beard neatly trimmed, the latter much more becoming than the shrubbery originally infesting his chin. The poor fellow had caught Corlissa noticing the improvements, and she could have sworn his cheeks tinted with blush. Perhaps every Dunlending chieftain deserved a hobbit to keep him mindful of himself, and Corlissa chuckled at the thought.

Yes, things had changed - but only so far. The mystery of the missing O'Cernach women had yet to be fully solved. Questions both subtle and open garnered but one reply: "They died." Whether Dunlending belief held speaking of the dead unlucky, or if it was simply some grim tribal secret closed to outside scrutiny, Corlissa and her friends could not learn. They only knew that great tragedy had come upon these people, leaving the women's much-bereft kinsfolk to forge on as best they may.

As Corlissa set down the full pail, the ring on her necklace slipped out from under her blouse. She caught it, frowning at the apparent waywardness of the inanimate object, and tucked it back out of sight. But in so doing, she noticed the golden metal felt very warm, much warmer than it ever had before. Perhaps she should…

Her thoughts fled like deer hearing the hunter's horn. Creedon - her much improved but still unwanted admirer - had appeared around the corner of a house opposite the well. In a heartbeat, she stepped out of sight behind a nearby chicken coop. There she hid; hoping the young man would swiftly go wherever he was bound.

Movement in her peripheral vision caused Corlissa to look through a gap in the hen house. A tatter-winged crow  - one she recognized as the same bird that had taken to tracking her almost everywhere she went - was apparently delivering a message to Murdagh. Oddly enough, such behavior had proved to be not uncommon. Several of the villagers seemed able to converse with the crébain. Unfortunately, Corlissa could not make any sense of the crows' cawing, though Aerio insisted it was much like learning Dunlendish: one simply had to adjust the ear.

A moment later, the crow flew off, but even before it cleared the earthen walls of the fort, Cormac appeared beside Murdagh and began a conversation that Corlissa could hear with little effort - and it included mention of a familiar name. Feeling guilty to be eavesdropping, even if by accident, Corlissa nevertheless remained in her hiding place.

***

Some while later, watchful for avian messengers, Corlissa took a circuitous route through the village and climbed the western bank of the protective walls. Reaching the top, she nodded to the guard. Paidin was the elder of the only two youths in this strangely populated village, assigned his present duty because of a recent injury to his leg. While the seven-inch gash left by a poorly aimed scythe prevented him from assisting with the final stages of harvest, it did not interfere with his ability to use a bow. Steadfastly ignoring the youth's tentative smiles, she scanned the village. Unable to locate the object of her search, she turned to examine the Elvish tent incongruously sprouting from the stubble of an O'Cernach barley field. 

Four days ago, Aerio, his fair face impassively inscrutable, announced the nearby woods were attempting to speak with him and that in order to hear the voices of the trees more clearly, he must establish living quarters beyond the earthen banks surrounding the village. To the company's puzzlement, the villagers accepted this odd explanation without hesitation. Perhaps, Aerio suggested later, talking trees are a common consequence of living upon Fangorn's borders. 

Adding this possibility to a growing list of oddities, Anardil and Aerio enlisted the help of several young men to erect the smallest of the Elvish tents in a cleared field to the west of the village. A site chosen for its proximity to a grove of quivering aspens, and because the doors of all other buildings faced east or south. Thus, forcing their watchers to divide their attentions.

"Mistress Holbytlan with elf," the youthful guard produced in careful Westron.

With an engaging grin that reminded Corlissa of her youngest brother whenever he tried to wheedle a maid into taking an evening stroll with him, the lad indicated the southernmost area within the ring fort. An area reserved for the large animal barns.

Allowing his assumption of her target to become correct, Corlissa thanked the lad. He blushed profusely and stammered a Dunlendish pleasantry to which she responded with a small smile. Unlike Creedon, whose attentions bordered upon the obsessive and required a firm hand to dispel him, this lad's shy admiration could be treated more kindly. Angling her way back down the wall, she tried to imagine Lord Erkenbrand's face when told of the Dunlendings' behavior. Would the Lord Marshal find amusement with his plain-featured ward gaining so many suitors? After the loss of her betrothed to the swords of the Haradrim, everyone expected her to resign herself to a quiet corner near the hearth and be content to play aunt to her brothers' offspring. 

The ring upon the chain about her neck flared with momentary heat as her mind repeated Anardil's words – "the right man might simply be waiting to blunder into your life." From a long unvisited corner of her heart crept the simple wish to be mistress of her own house, and to bear the children of a man she respected.

Deliberately, Corlissa ridiculed the thought. Respect a Dunlending? Rude men possessing none of the characteristics she had been taught to honor since infancy. Men who only a few years before fought to destroy all she held dear. But strangely, the thought would not wither. Rather it grew stronger as a patchwork of small episodes presented themselves: Cormac with his arm about the shoulder of the orphaned lad he now raised; Murdagh hearing a dispute between two of his clansmen and subtly steering them toward a compromise which left both men with their dignity unsullied; and the ancient Bressel spooning porridge for his wife whose withered hands no longer possessed the strength to lift a spoon.

Corlissa shook her head to drive off such traitorous thoughts. The decades of death dealt her people by those of Dunland could not be balanced by a few moments of respectability. Focused firmly upon the present, Corlissa followed the base of the dike toward the barns. 

Whatever was Aerio doing there? What "improvement" would he be attempting now? Already he had convinced the smith to hammer thin sheets of tin and nail them behind the rushlight sconces in Murdagh's halla. Additionally, he had adjusted the wheel at the village well so now even the most arthritic hands could easily lower and raise the bucket. There was also the chicken feed he mixed from bits and pieces of leftover herbs. That the hen's laying rate had increased was undeniable. A very good thing as the hobbit utilized a great many eggs and thus far, the hobbit's cookery was their most productive means of gaining acceptance.

Even Sev's neat stitching of the young guard's leg wound had not earned respect equal to Erin's mutton stew and dumplings. Though Guaire championed the healer and Murdagh made known his approval of her methods, the villagers remained reticent and faintly suspicious. A situation Anardil found far more irritating than Sevilodorf.

"Trust can not be rushed," she replied calmly whenever he frowned over Corlissa's reports about what the people said behind her back. "Tend to your tasks and leave me to accomplish mine by my own methods."

Grumbling a bit, the ex-Ranger did as she directed. Continuing his façade of genial ineptitude, Anardil befuddled the O'Cernach men by declaring his intention to learn how to herd and manage cattle. His antics left him bruised and his horse confused. However, he gained a measure of respect for his determination: something, Corlissa had never imagined a man wearing a bright crimson tunic over a blue velvet shirt would ever receive from their earthy hosts.

Aerio, when finally found, stood waist deep in a muddy hole behind the barn. Smears of sludge marred his customary Elvish perfection, though Corlissa yet found herself awed for his casual ability to extract information with a few innocent questions. That those he interrogated were many years short of coming of age did not lessen the accomplishment in her eyes.

Leaning against a wooden wall, Corlissa listened as the elf plied his subtleties on his young helpers, and learned the contraption now scattered piecemeal around the hole's rim was a gift presented to the O'Cernachs many lifetimes ago by the Wizard Saruman. But the pump, for that was its function, had ceased to operate properly when Bressel was a child, no older than the thin faced lad who told the tale in a tangled mix of Dunlendish and Westron.

"Really?" exclaimed Aerio in tones of vast wonder. "Why, that is indeed remarkable. Might one ask what the O'Cernachs did to deserve such largess?"

Yet the question instantly sent the boy into fearful silence, enforced by the disapproving glances of a freckle-faced girl, so Aerio deftly changed the subject.

"Well, then," cried the elf heartily, "let us discover how this marvel functions. Pay heed now, little friends." 

Corlissa recognized the tale-telling lad and the disapproving lass as two orphans whom Cormac and his wife, Roisin, raised along with their two-year-old son and teenaged daughter. The third of their adopted children was present as well, a girl with a face far more solemn than any five-year-old should be. Especially as she and her companion of like age were busily engaged in creating a mud pie feast under the direction of an exceedingly messy Erin. 

Smiling, Corlissa watched the little ones chatter in both Dunlendish and Westron, having become increasingly competent in the latter. After the hours spent deciphering and answering the children's endless questions, both Aerio and Anardil had gained a modicum of proficiency with Dunlendish. With the villagers now knowing their guests could understand at least some of their language, Corlissa felt less like a spy, except for moments such as now.

When Aerio looked up from some particularly tricky piece of engineering, he noticed Corlissa and smiled a greeting. 

Erin glanced over her shoulder. "Hello, Corlissa, have you come to watch Aerio mend the pump?"

"Not really," she replied. "Though it does look fascinating. I'm actually trying to find Anardil."

"Ah, well, I think I saw him heading toward the stillroom. Sevi's boiling up those roots we harvested yesterday." The hobbit waved a muddy hand in the general direction, and then heedlessly rubbed her nose, leaving a long smear.

Corlissa tilted her head toward the elder of Cormac's adopted daughters, who watched wide-eyed as Aerio single handedly lifted the heavy well head. "Wasn't Jillian assigned to help Mistress Sev?"

Erin wrinkled her nose and shrugged. "Murdagh may have assigned her, but Sevi spent the morning muttering how she did not need another bossy man telling her how to conduct her own business. Jillian said Sevi sent her to watch Aerio so that she could learn how to fix the pump if it ever broke again."

Chuckling at the artifice of a child learning repairs for a wizard's machinery - but at the same time not discounting the cleverness of youth - Corlissa bid good day and continued on her way. As she neared Sev's stillroom, she passed the odd grey-haired woman and frail teenaged girl they had seen upon first entering the village: Brighid, she recalled the woman's name, said to be somewhat daft. From the direction of travel and the herbal nosegays they carried, both appeared to have visited the healer's hut recently. 

When their eyes met, Corlissa nodded a kindly greeting, and was rewarded with a tentative smile from each. That, at least, seemed a positive sign. Win the women, and the men were bound to follow, or so it proved in most ordinary places. Yet she sighed upon reflecting that the holdings of Murdagh O'Cernach and kin were anything but ordinary.

The small house Murdagh allocated to Sev's work stood near a thatched barn, rather a long walk from the community well but suitable otherwise for the healer's labors. Corlissa tapped the doorframe before ducking inside.

"Good day," she said. "I passed Brighid and Una outside. Were they attending you today?"

Sev looked up, sighing, from where she stood behind a seated Anardil, rubbing his temples. The brisk fragrance of lavender water rushed to pique Corlissa's senses.

"Yes, a bit earlier," Sev replied ruefully. "Yesterday, Murdagh excused all the female children from other chores so they might report to me daily."

Grimacing, Corlissa took a seat upon a low stool. "Oh dear."

"Oh dear, indeed." Sev's hands never ceased their motion, and Anardil's head lay tilted back against her bosom as if he were almost asleep. "It's an edict that has not found favor with their parents."

"Or with you?"

"No, it's rushing the trust. And I would make far more progress with one or two that wish to be here than with a herd of reluctant assistants."

"Aye." Shifting her attention to Anardil, Corlissa frowned. "Is he unwell?"

"I'm hiding," Anardil said, without moving or opening his eyes.

At Corlissa's look of question, Sev smiled wryly and explained, "Cormac has adopted Anardil as his new best friend. Unfortunately, Cormac likes to talk. Constantly and at length, and with considerable brutality to all three languages."

A scowl marred Anardil's brow, though Sev's fingers moved to smooth it. "I get a headache," he grumbled, "keeping track of which pieces I'm supposed to understand."

Hand over her mouth, Corlissa muffled a quick chuckle. Dropping her hands to her lap, she asked, "So have you already done with your lessons for today?"

"Yes," Sev replied, deft fingertips dipping into the bowl of scented water then flowing over Anardil's brow. "It is best to move slowly when trying to make changes. I gave them a lesson in the preparation of barley water, then sent the little ones off to enjoy the sunshine. How fares your day? No proposals of marriage, yet?"

An outright laugh escaped Corlissa's restraint then, and she shook her head, smiling. "No, more's the mercy. Though I did overhear something between Cormac and Murdagh."


Anardil's eyes opened, and Sev's hands stilled. Corlissa nodded and continued. 

"Cormac is aware, Anardil, that you are trying to discover if his trips to Rohan are typical of Dunland tribes or unique to him. Evidently he has not made any such trips for over a year, but other tribes have."

"Wily scoundrel that he is," Anardil muttered. "But it's scarcely a secret the Dunlendings sneak to the lower country at times, so let him make of my questions what he will. Have you heard any other news?"

"Not as such. Just remarks about Sev's mixed heritage. Conjecture continues as to which clan her mother belonged." 

Sev sighed, and Anardil leaned forward and shook his head. Though made with the intention of fostering Sev's acceptance by the villagers, Anardil's  "casual" mention of her Dunland mother had led to a stream of questions for which she possessed few answers. Rather than accepting her statements of ignorance concerning her mother's family, some now thought she must be ashamed of her kin, whoever they were. 

Anardil said, "A few steps forward and others back. We may be here for years, at this rate. And what have we actually learned? It's like trying to find acorns in the dark."

Turning to pick up the bowl of lavender water, Sev cast him a chiding glance. "How is it that I'm the patient one, and you the impatient? Usually it is the other way."

Propping his elbow on his knee, Anardil bent his head to run his fingers through his hair, suddenly the very picture of weariness. "I miss being a family," he said. "I miss Nadim."

Corlissa swallowed against the ache that unexpected confidence aroused, and watched Sev's expression soften. The healer woman bent over his hunched form and wrapped him in a soft embrace, her cheek against his hair.

"Yes, but it won't be much longer, a few more weeks."

Upon hearing Anardil's sigh of acknowledgement, she straightened and added, "What we do here is important. There is something wrong, something odd, some feeling…" Sev waved a hand as if to grasp an idea that eluded her. "What has caused so many women to die? And there's something they are hiding to the north. Guaire turns me back whenever I try to go that way."

With a shake of his head, Anardil noted, "For all that I've been led up hill and down, Cormac's expeditions have never gone that direction either."

Oddness, indeed, and the recent curious warmth of her ring struck Corlissa as another link in a chain of curiosities. Yet before she could muster words to speak of it, a sudden hiss and cloud of steam startled all three of them out of their musings.

"Oh, nmad!" Sev exclaimed, and hastened to remove the overflowing pot from the hearth. "I almost forgot I was boiling up this comfrey root. Between helpers from Murdagh and Anardil's new friends, it's a wonder I can remember my own name. Corlissa, would you be so kind as to set that barley to steep while I clean this up? I want this finished before dark."

With a one-sided grin, Anardil got to his feet. "I'll leave you ladies to it. Anardil the Resplendent must be surely missed ere long, so I'll take myself forth once more."

He brushed a kiss to Sev's lips, cast Corlissa a smile, and was gone. Shaking her head, Corlissa turned to help the healer woman with her tasks.

Had she looked up, she might have noticed a bright-eyed crow, sitting on a wheelbarrow not far from the door.

***

September 21, 1425 SR 

The golden days of September passed with surprisingly little event. With the outsiders still busying their bodies everywhere amongst the clan, Murdagh O'Cernach considered such peace a marvel in itself. But his people were adapting to oddities like an Elvish voice singing at night, some even claiming to sleep better for hearing it, and Anardil with his fripperies and foolishness - an encounter involving an adder and sheaves of barley was best forgotten - slowly became almost commonplace. Although, Murdagh often mused wryly, perhaps Anardil filled the niche others would assign to a village idiot. The women, now, proved far more useful. A pity not everyone agreed.

Gnawing at his finger, where a shard of barley husk had become embedded, Murdagh waited for Finan to finish complaining. No matter how many improvements resulted from their foreign guests, there would always be some who found reason to grumble. More often than not, that 'some' included Finan. But, over the days and weeks, the 'some' grew fewer, as did their gripes, and Murdagh allowed himself a cautious optimism.

Even the battered timbers of his halla lifted his mood. No longer a ghostly edifice, the wood paneling and furniture gleamed with polish while dried flowers adorned the tables and sweetened the air. A peal of childish laughter, followed by the undeniably merry tones of the hobbit, drew his eyes to the open door of the hall. He had but a glimpse of the hobbit's curls - and Corlissa's golden tresses, which for an instant distracted him utterly from Finan's droning - before the children's voices began to fade to the measure of a cheery, hand-clapping nonsense song. Each day, the little ones grew healthier and happier, and though they were still few in number, they now bore a real promise for the future of the O'Cernachs. 

Finan finally ran dry of words and reached for his cup of barley wine. Cormac and Guaire remained silent, as did Murdagh. All were tired to the bone. The past few days had been a frenzy of threshing and winnowing, but at last, the harvest was nearly complete. Sacks and barrels of grain filled the barley stores, and there was more than sufficient to set aside for malting and whiskey making. Other crops had done well too, and food supplies spilled from the barns. The cattle and ponies now grazed in the stubbly fields, growing fat and sleek while providing manure for the next year's crop.

The companionable silence continued until Guaire gave Murdagh a sidelong look. "You were right to bring in new blood. Will be a sore loss when they leave. Especially, Sevilodorf. Hard to find such a hardworking woman."

Murdagh groaned inwardly as Guaire's comment set Finan off on another tirade. 

"Hardworking, yes. But she's a tart-tongued wench. A widow she was for years before the war, or so Roisin said. Even the strawheads could not tolerate her managing ways. Telling a man not to chew sugar beet because it rots his teeth!" 

With a brighter grin than Finan could manage, Guaire remarked, "Well something must," at which Cormac burst out laughing. 

Finan snarled, "All that traipsing about in the woods is upsetting the Sean Aon. You know well and good the tree that nearly took Creedon's head off the other day didn't fall naturally. And those sheep that wandered off. Not one sign of them anywhere. That healer woman and that ruddy sing-song elf have been snooping into places they shouldn't be."

"They're watched, Finan," explained Murdagh. "The woman never goes beyond the walls alone."

"The blasted smólach does. I've seen him in the aspen groves myself. Talking to the trees! Bah!"

The ri tuath sighed. "Aye, and if you'd looked carefully you might have seen those assigned to watch him."

"Flibbertigibbets," Finan replied with a farmer's disdain for crows. "He's probably got the flock of them eating out of his hand." 

To his relief, the barley husk came out of Murdagh's finger and he spat it onto the floor. "Our charge is no more active now than during any other harvest. If it will ease your mind, I'll ride out tomorrow to check the wards."

"The Old One's likely to set an army of field mice to gnawing their way into the granary tonight, or send a plague of spiders like…"

Guaire scratched his bad leg and mumbled, "The Old One'll be glad to hear your suggestions. Something new to try." 

The last vestige of contentment dispelled by reminders of the most onerous of his duties as ri tuath, Murdagh slammed his fist against the table. "Nmad, you're all worse than a dog with six tails to chase. I said I'd reset the bloody barriers tomorrow." 

"Aye, well," Finan muttered; now he'd made Murdagh swear. "That'll probably do it. I weren't nagging."

Guaire nodded. "Aye, neither were I."

"Did I say you were?" Murdagh snapped, but then sighed heavily. "I'm just worn out. We all are." As he inhaled, a mouthwatering aroma set his stomach to rumbling. "Just smell that. The holbytlan working her magic again."

Cormac's eyes widened. "And we're not bathed."

"Dinner's nearly ready by the smell of it." For all his gammy leg, Guaire was on his feet and out the door, Finan and Cormac not far behind.

His humor restored at seeing his councilmen rushing to their baths, Murdagh shook his head, smiled and wandered outside. He sat on the bench beside the halla, and watched the comings and goings of his people; all of them busy with harvest. Then he spied one of his guests, the healer woman, carrying a basket of apples, no doubt for Erin to make into pies. Both Guaire and Finan were correct: the woman was both hardworking and tart-tongued. But Murdagh knew something that they didn't, and it meant that all of Guaire's unsubtle attempts at matchmaking were doomed to failure. Guaire probably didn't see it because he didn't want to, or couldn't believe it, but to Murdagh, the truth was as plain as the nose on his face; there was a genuine affection between the Gondorian popinjay and his woman.

At that moment said popinjay, wearing an eye-dazzling red shirt, loped up to Sevilodorf and bounded to a halt, where he said something to which she grinned and swatted his arm. The couple made a stark contrast: the man dressed more gaudily than a jay, the woman in ordinary working clothes, sleeves rolled and hair covered with a scarf. Smiling, Anardil spoke again then tucked a stray strand of the healer's hair beneath the cloth before they resumed walking. Tiny gestures, but so telling. No matter that they made an odd pair, their mutual fondness shone out of their eyes.

Murdagh shook himself. One thing for a man to make observations, quite another if he gives in to sentimentality, especially being a man in a village with no spare women. But in truth, Murdagh had lately found a woman haunting his thoughts, both awake and asleep. She was unwelcome there: no sensible Dunlender would think such things about a ward of the Lord of Helm's Deep. Thin and wan, when compared to the wild, dark beauty of the women he sought out at the feile, Corlissa's rare smile nevertheless disturbed something inside him. He did not recognize that something, that tenderness, that … he had no words to express the feeling that they somehow flowed inside each other's veins. Pah! Crazy notion. He really did need to reset the barriers.

Pushing himself up from his seat, he decided that for once the Gondorian popinjay would not be the only elegant bird at the table. Rather than save his new shirt for the Harvest Festival, he would wear it tonight. If he hurried, he would even have time to trim his beard. Unbidden came the thought that he would certainly be more deserving than Creedon, or that overeager pup, Paidin, of earning a shy smile from their pale-eyed guest. 

The demanding caw of a crow saved him from an internal debate. 

With a frown, Murdagh listened then waved an acknowledgment and turned on his heel toward the barns. Saddling quickly, he departed the village with only Paidin's sharp eyes as witness. Let his visitor name him discourteous, but no offer of board or bed would be made until he learned what was of such import as to require a man to abandon his own harvesting and ride all the way to O'Cernach land. The dinner gong sounded faintly as he reached the wood's edge and Murdagh forced himself to be grateful that he had been prevented from making an ass of himself. 

An involuntary shrug of embarrassment encouraged his spirited young gelding to break into a canter, thus moving faster than was safe in the growing dimness. Overhead, the raucous caw of a crow warned that the other rider drew close. Murdagh curbed his horse and urged it into the shadow of hedgerow and trees by a small meadow. There, he waited until the messenger came into view, atop a trotting pony. The man wore the red and black shoulder belt of the NaCoams and the silver cord of a messenger from the Ruirech, the assembly of Clan Leaders. Though it was by now too dark to see the characteristic red hair of his clan, Murdagh recognized Lonan, a cousin of the High Chief of Dunland, Toran of the NaCoams. 

As the rider came ever nearer, a flock of crows, like dark rags in a storm, fluttered above Murdagh's head, and settled on tree branches to watch and gossip. With a shifting of the reins, Murdagh sent the gelding prancing out onto the path, bringing the visitor's pony to an abrupt halt. 

"Lonan," Murdagh greeted. "Is the NaCoam's harvest so meager that it is already gathered and you've come a bargaining for our barley?"

The spectators responded with a cackle of caws and wing flaps.

After struggling for a moment to settle his startled mount, Lonan snarled, "The O'Cernachs must have grown mean with their grain if they send their ri tuath to deny a guest hospitality.

A braying sound came from the canopy above.

"I was impatient to welcome you and learn the reason for your visit," Murdagh replied, his grin brief and humorless.

"I bring a message from the Ruirech."

Murdagh shook his head sadly. "And here I thought you'd come all this way to sample Cormac's barley wine." His eyes narrowed. "Tell me though, Lonan, how is it the Ruirech met and I was left uninformed and uninvited?"

"Aye," one of the watchers crowed, and several echoed.

"'Tis not my business to know such things, Murdagh Dubh." Lonan appeared supremely pleased with his ignorance. "But to deliver the message I was given."

"Curiosity is killing me." Murdagh replied, stone-faced. "Spit it out then."

"You are bid remove the Forgoil and the Stonelanders from your lands by the new moon."

Forced into another mournful headshake, Murdagh explained, "The Stonelander, his woman and his friends are my guests." Then, like a sword drawn from its sheath: "Do Toran and his layabouts think to tell me to whom I may offer hospitality?"

Several loud squawks preceded a rain of leaves, twigs and black feathers.

Lonan began to look less self-satisfied. "I was told to remind you of the consequences of disobeying the orders of the Ruirech."

"And I tell you to remind Toran that within the boundaries of my tuath, it is Murdagh Dubh of the O'Cernachs who is ri." A hand gripped the hilt of his knife in emphasis.

Giving a half-hearted sniff of disdain, Lonan blustered, "Another ri tuath can be found. One who would be open to the directives of the Ruirech."

Murdagh broke into genuine laughter. "If Toran wants the nmad job, he can have it with my blessing. Only remind him of the responsibilities that go along with the privilege of being the ri tuath of the O'Cernachs." He pulled back his sleeve to display the bracelet, glowing faintly in the darkness, and he started to unpick the knot of leather. "Here, Lonan, you take it."

"Aye," came from over their heads. "You." "Haw, haw!"

Lonan's violent recoil tugged his pony's reins causing the animal to shuttle backwards in a jumble of hooves. The man then lifted a hand to make the warding sign against evil. 

"Haw, haw!" "You."

Murdagh let his sleeve fall back over the device. "What we guard is no wizard's deception, Lonan. Toran needs be careful how he pushes me, or I'll leave the bracelet in the woods and take my people to the lowlands. The ard ri of the Stonelanders has offered land time and again. Who will you get to be Guardians then?" 

Courage pricked by the mocking chorus of corvid laughter, Lonan clouted his skittish mount into obedience and declared, "The time of the wizard is over. The Sean Aon has been silent since the war."

"Silent! Only because without the O'Cernachs you are deaf. We yet serve as Guardians though we receive nothing in return from the Ruirech. Our requests for aid answered with nothing but threats to deny our attendance at the feile." Murdagh clamped his jaw tightly until he regained his control. Then in a voice that brooked no argument, he continued, "But you speak only as you have been trained. Come, Lonan, ride with me to the standing stones and we will see whether there is need for a guard or not."

Murdagh smiled as Lonan grimaced before agreeing. The messenger was well and truly trapped. Toran had sent his cousin to discover how far the O'Cernachs could be pushed. Unfortunately for Lonan, the distance could be measured in fingerlengths. 'Twas a true pity there was no way to allow the Old One to ply her mischief without endangering his own people. The thought of Lonan surrounded by a marching horde of locusts was almost enough to make this nighttime trip bearable. Almost. 

Pointing a sharp finger at the gossipy crows, Murdagh commanded them to report to Guaire, then meet him at the standing stone. As the last disappeared into the gloom with an amused clack of its beak, Murdagh dug into his saddlebag and pulled out a hard biscuit to toss to Lonan before gnawing on another. Around the biscuit's stoniness, he muttered, "Roast chicken and stewed plums served by a wench with laughing eyes, and I'm traipsing about in the dark with you for company. Are you certain you don't want to be ri, Lonan? I'd be a loof and a half not to give it to you."

Without waiting for a response, Murdagh kicked the gelding into a mile-eating jog and set off northeast by a route designed to allow his uninvited guest to see as little as possible of any O'Cernach holding. When Lonan wasn't toting messages, he was a cattle thief second only to Cormac. 'Twas best not to give him any extra information, though Murdagh was betting that before the night was over Lonan would be vowing to not come within five leagues of O'Cernach lands. 

With a sigh, Murdagh spat out the remaining pebbles of biscuit and considered how Lonan's tale would grow with the telling. 'Twas bound to cause problems at the feile. Among them would be the lessening of the men's chances of finding a Dunland lass willing to bind herself to an O'Cernach. Mayhap they would find it necessary to turn elsewhere. 

Unbidden flashed to mind the vision of a hobbit lass, laughing children, and a tall, golden woman whose hair shone in the sun. Somewhere in the darkness, he swore he heard a crow laughing.

***

Chapter Six: Harvest Fest 

September 23, 1425 SR

Autumnal Equinox

Sunshine streamed through the open door and glinted off the needle slipping in and out of the deep blue shirt Corlissa mended. Birdsong from the nearby pines echoed the cooing of the dark haired child patting at the sewing basket by her feet. Her voice joined in, humming a contented melody, until approaching footsteps shattered the peace of the afternoon. The silhouette of a man gradually blocked the light. Any moment, he would be over the threshold. Rising, she reached out toward the…

Sitting bolt upright in her familiar bed, Corlissa clutched the ring upon its chain about her neck. What kind of dream was that? Why hadn't she waited to see who the man was? Because, she told herself sternly, it was naught but a dream, and neither babe nor shirt nor man existed nor ever would. For a breath, the warmth of the ring caressed her skin, but she scowled dismissively. She should not eat hobbit cakes before going to bed. 

Careful not to disturb Erin still snoozing quietly beside her, she slid silently from between the sheets and peered at the darkness beyond the partially open door. The slightest tinge of deep mauve promised that dawn would be maybe an hour away. She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and then stepped stealthily into the small kitchen. Here, she occupied hands and mind by completing the reweaving of the back wall to create a moving panel: a project begun by Aerio to allow Anardil a less conspicuous means of egress. Aerio's reasoning left Erin muttering unhappily about adventures, and Sev to caustically remind the elf that the last "game" Anardil initiated had resulted in fashion choices that not even an elf could excuse.

When at last the others awoke, Corlissa greeted Erin's concern at finding her wakeful with a smile. "Never mind, Erin," she said. "I didn't want to disturb anyone, and this is one less task needing done."

The hobbit lass eyed the newly set woven panel dubiously, but then nodded. "Well, I don't like it that you were working without breakfast, but I'll get started on that right away. Mind you rest while I get the tea ready."

Erin's sunny good nature reasserted itself as she added with a bright smile, "After all, today is Harvest Fest, and we've ever so much to do!"

That they did, and Corlissa smothered a sigh, knowing ere the day ended she would rue her early rising.

***

Orange and pink clouds streaked the evening sky as Corlissa, careful to keep the hem of her best skirt from dragging in the dirt, ducked beneath the doorway and exited the house assigned to her and her friends. Straightening, she tugged at the wrists of her kingfisher-blue overtunic. The embroidered patch upon her shoulder bore a red shield and rearing horse declaring her affiliation with Erkenbrand's household. Acutely self-conscious, being dressed in such finery, Corlissa patted the sides of her head where dark wooden combs held her hair back from her face. Otherwise unfettered, her tresses cascaded down her back. Though more suited to an unmarried girl than a woman no longer looking to catch a man's eye, Corlissa consented to the style as a concession to the hobbit's pleadings. Now, as she awaited Sevilodorf and Erin, she wondered at the wisdom of agreeing.

She took just two steps down the path when a flutter of black turned her attention to a fence post on her right. There, the familiar form of her tatter-feathered escort perched, settled its untidy wings back and then issued an almighty, "Cor!" For the merest fraction of a second - maybe because the tone, or the angle of the bird's head - that call sounded like a compliment. Then Corlissa realized how preposterous such an idea was, and she chuckled. In recent days, though, the crow had ceased any pretence of subterfuge, and often rattled out noises at her as if inviting conversation. She'd fancied, on a couple of occasions, that the bird looked disappointed when she didn't respond. Ridiculous! Given the inauspicious start to the day - that equally ridiculous dream - she should be prepared for all sorts of possibilities.

Peering at the crow, Corlissa smiled. "Perhaps you'll ask me for a harvest dance." Then she shook her head at her whimsy and walked a few more steps.

A very rusty-sounding "Aye," issued from the crow as it took flight.

Uncanny, thought Corlissa, and she giggled like a girl. Then she glanced up, and realized too late that her momentary mirth was now earning her a wide smile from a heavily bearded Dunlending presently stalking toward the halla. Sobering quickly, for one unwanted suitor was more than enough, Corlissa returned the unfamiliar man's grin with a determined lift of her chin. His dark eyes gleaming with amusement, the stranger paused and then took a step toward her - only to stop, when a shadow swooped from the sky, screeching sharply. A flash of ebon wings became a crow that flapped and dove, a feathered fury battering the poor fellow's head with each pass. Eyes wide, Corlissa watched her erstwhile suitor retreat from the assault, cursing the crow with each step. As the man disappeared around a corner, the crow whirled back to flap twice about Corlissa's head and squawk scoldingly before disappearing once again. 

Careful to keep in check the burble of amusement that yet threatened to burst free at the thought of her lost harvest dance, Corlissa retreated to wait for her friends near the open door. Head lowered as if in contemplation, she watched a steady trickle of strangers making their way to the halla. Harvest Festival as practiced by the Dunlendings was the occasion for settling debts and making payments to their ri, so attendance was more than mere courtesy. Thus, yesterday evening and the early hours of this morning were filled with the arrival of three outlying groups of O'Cernachs. And, despite that these additional fifty or so people camped, as seemed traditional, to the south of the fort, the village was bursting at the seams. 

With so many mouths to feed, Corlissa had spent all morning and afternoon helping with the frenetic preparations for the evening feast. By late afternoon, her early start left her feeling muzzy headed and snappish. Even Erin and Sevilodorf looked frayed at the edges.

Corlissa recalled the conversation not an hour before, when finally, with a brushing of flour from her skirt, the hobbit declared, "That's the worst of it - just a matter of warming and serving everything later. We should have the energy left for that."

"You shall do nothing of the sort!"

The three females spun around to see Murdagh's stern face. 

"Others will serve the meal: you, my guests, will sit in honor at my table."

Erin looked as if she might protest, and Corlissa knew she would hate to see good food spoilt. But when Erin opened her mouth, Murdagh had glared at her with such fierceness that she bit her lip.

By that stage of the proceedings, Corlissa wanted nothing so much as to crawl back into her bed. But there was barely time enough to hurry back to their lodgings and dress as fitted an official diplomatic retinue. Spying was far more exhausting than it had first appeared. 

Now, however, her mood was much improved; while she, Erin and Sevilodorf donned their finery, the healer woman had pulled a small flask from deep within her pack and added a spoonful of a clear fragrant liquid to the mug of tea she pressed into Corlissa's hands. 

"Miruvor, a cordial of the elves - a tonic, amongst other things, for interrupted sleep. You'll need your wits about you this evening. We all will."

Indeed, they would. After Murdagh's mysterious disappearance at dinner two days ago, Aerio managed to discover from the woodland birds that the ri tuath had met someone in the woods and ridden northeast, not returning until dawn the next day. Further inquiries, as to the exact destination and what the purpose might be, produced much the same reaction as the elf's questioning of the children about the O'Cernach's relationship with Saruman. After long thought, Anardil determined that more vigorous methods of observation were needed. The Harvest Festival should provide sufficient distraction for the Dunlendings to allow Anardil and Aerio to covertly exit the village, retrieve their horses from the grain fields, and ride north. If there were anything to discover, this would be their best opportunity to find out. As further cover for their absence, Anardil had enlisted Corlissa, Erin and Sevilodorf, assigning them various roles.

Now, Corlissa smiled broadly when her two conspirators emerged from the house to join her. Sev, almost a match for Anardil the Resplendent in a dark blue tunic with the cuffs and neckline embroidered with silver thread, had fallen victim to the hobbit's ministrations as well. Silver combs held her hair in a complex twist that gave her an almost regal elegance in spite of the frown upon her face. 

Slipping a silver bracelet of vines entwined about a bloodstone upon her wrist, Sev said, "How I let you talk me into this outrageousness, Erin, I do not know. It's bound to lead to trouble. Someone will declare us overdressed, or preposterous, or flaunting our foreignness, our excess wealth, our bad taste, our debauched morals. Mark my words, it will be at least one, and probably all of those."

Erin fluffed the three petticoats beneath her bright green gown and admired her well-brushed feet. "More likely the men will swoon and the women ask for sewing lessons." She touched her golden curls where Sev had helped her place hairpins topped with silver flowers shaped like elanor. "You two ladies look splendidly distracting." The hobbit winked mischievously. "And I think I've cleaned up rather well myself."

Smiling down at the hobbit, Corlissa nodded agreement. "You look like a Holbytlan princess."

Sev settled for just rolling her eyes, and slipping her hands beneath her long sleeves to check upon the knives fastened to her forearms. The blades' constant presence upon her person bespoke past experiences to which Corlissa had not been made privy. And in all honesty, she was not certain she wished to hear. The hobbit's attitude concerning adventure was rapidly becoming more and more appealing. Even the stultifying boredom of sitting through another meeting between the Lord Marshal and diplomat Telmereth held certain charms. 

"I would say someone's looking for us," Sev remarked dryly, drawing her companions' attention to the sky. 

Accompanied now by the shifty eyed creature that hovered about Cormac, and a smaller, bespeckled crow which had taken to perching nearby whenever Erin was cooking, Corlissa's ragged corvid escort was winging its way toward them. 

"So begins our task of drawing the eyes of not only the human occupants of this village, but the feathered residents as well," Sev said quietly, then slanted a look down at the little hobbit. "How do you plan to explain this to Meri?"

The picture of innocence, Erin replied, "Why, Sevi, I'm not doing anything but feeding Murdagh's pet birds."

Corlissa smiled as Sev retorted, "Say it enough times and you might just become convincing." 

Then flapping a hand toward the now circling birds, the healer woman called out, "We're coming already. Go tell those men that if they think they can squeeze into a corset any faster, they are welcome to try." 
An answering burst of caws almost sounded like laughter, but the birds wheeled to stay with the women as they walked towards Murdagh's halla and the harvest feast.

***

The crows soon flew off to join their mates perched atop the halla and the neighboring buildings, but by then, the gabble of human voices filled the twilight air, and the hall of Murdagh O'Cernach blazed with light. When they passed through the entrance, all three women halted in amazement.

"Oh, my!" exclaimed Erin.

Gone were the dim shadows and air of near-abandonment, replaced instead by bright lamps, bright clothing, and cheerful voices both rough and mild. The double row of tables bore several ornately braided sheaves of barley circled in colorful gourds, while the rafters were hung with boughs of fragrant pine. The heady scent of evergreen seemed to draw the clean air of outdoors inside, and Corlissa inhaled in pleased surprise.

"Why, would you look at that!" Erin said, nudging Corlissa's elbow. "What do you suppose that is?"

Corlissa turned to follow the hobbit's gaze, and saw a curious effigy hung upon a pole against the back wall, a thick sheaf of barley dressed in a pretty white frock adorned with gaily colored ribbons.

"The Harvest Queen," Sev replied, and shrugged at her companions' twin looks of surprise. "Something my mother always made. Though hers were considerably smaller."

"Oh, well that makes - oops." Erin prodded sudden sharp fingers in Corlissa's back. "Hurry, hurry, move, you're about to get in trouble."

Such rudeness was so unlike the hobbit that Corlissa hastened into motion before she even saw the cause of it, and then was glad she did. Creedon had appeared from the throng, and he bore down on them wearing a particularly unctuous grin. Fortunately, with Sev marching before and Erin behind, Corlissa managed to sweep past the man as if she'd not seen him at all.

Then she took the lead and guided them down the long room towards the safety of Murdagh's table. Yet even that journey became almost instantly interminable, their pace slowed by the crush of people, while greetings from the villagers rose to meet them, and around them flowed whispered explanations to the newcomers. In the Dunland fashion, the newcomers then stared at Murdagh's curious guests with disconcerting directness. Disconcerting to Corlissa, that is, for Erin merrily greeted everyone and anyone. Corlissa noted that Sev appeared more reticent, but she had somewhere found a less than severe look for the benefit of their audience.

Glancing ahead, Corlissa felt her attention drawn, as she was certain everyone else's in the hall must have been, first to the shining figure of Aerio. Fair Folk, his people were named and not without reason. Tall and straight as a young birch the elf glowed as if limned by moonlight. His blue eyes glittered and his voice rang with merriment as he leaned to respond to some comment from Anardil.

"My stars," said Erin, ever the voice of impulse, "who would have thought these folk could turn out so finely. Why, they look positively handsome!"

Though no less brilliantly hued than before, upon this occasion Anardil's finery did not appear out of place. Shirts, skirts, scarves and shawls of scarlet, daffodil yellow, brilliant green and sapphire blue had replaced the Dunlendings' drably colored workaday clothing. Every man wore the green and black shoulder belt of the O'Cernachs, while about the waist of each woman twined a green and black sash. Now that they approached the head of the table, Corlissa found the view nearly resembled a peculiar flower garden.

All sense of decorum vanished, however, when she overheard Sev murmur, "Erin, they've obviously warned their visitors about your 'no washing, no eating' edict." 

"Thank goodness," the hobbit lass answered in an equally soft voice. "I'd hate to have to stop the feasting to march everyone out to wash their faces."

Yet Corlissa's amused smile froze upon her face when she looked to the head of the table, and her eyes connected with Murdagh's. For a moment, she felt as if her breath had been sucked from her lungs. How could it be that the ri tuath's shirt was identical to the one she had been mending in her dream? 

A bump from behind jarred her to the realization she had stopped, and she shook her head, ignoring Erin's look of inquiry.

"Corlissa?" Sev questioned. 

Ducking her head against the puzzlement growing in Murdagh's eyes, Corlissa inhaled deeply and apologized. "Forgive me; I had a sudden stitch in my side."

Sev allowed the lie to stand; though she looked questioningly from Corlissa to Murdagh and back. 

"Ah, dearest, we've been waiting for you," called Anardil, holding out his hand to Sev. "Come meet Murdagh's counselors and their wives. Everyone's been asking about your work and you know I can't keep the names of all those plants straight."

Grateful for the call to duty, Corlissa straightened her shoulders and ushered Sev and the hobbit forward. Somehow, Corlissa managed to reply appropriately to Anardil's effusive introductions to the three heads of the outlying O'Cernach duns and their ladies. Again she found herself the object of a scrutiny which among her own folk would have been considered the height of poor manners, but this time she welcomed it as a means of avoiding Murdagh Dubh's dark-eyed gaze. 

Through judicious maneuverings, Corlissa was seated several spaces away from Murdagh between gray-bearded Dongal and his rotund wife, Aibinn. At first, the round-eyed matron and her husband divided their time between trenchers piled with hobbity delicacies and sending sidelong glances down the table to where Aerio sat across from Sev. As the meal continued and the elf did nothing more outrageous than to refuse all servings of barley wine, the couple turned their attention to Corlissa.

Dongal wiped a smear of clotted cream from his lips and in slow but well accented Rohirric said, "You are ward to Erkenbrand of Helm's Deep?"

"Aye, sir. He assumed the duty upon the passing of my grandfaeder last winter."

"May you never forget what is worth remembering of him," Dongal replied gravely, then repeated their conversation in Dunlendish for his wife.

Aibinn patted Corlissa's hand sympathetically and peered closely into her eyes. In her own tongue, the woman spoke swiftly and softly. All that Corlissa could grasp were 'sorrow passes' and 'new heart'. 

She looked to Dongal in the hope that he might translate, but he frowned at his wife and changed the subject. "Erkenbrand is a good man. Murdagh was wiser than we knew to seek aid from him. Murdagh says you will stay the winter." 

Corlissa shook her head. "Master Anardil and Mistress Sev plan to remain. The holbytlan and Master Aerio will depart for their home in a few weeks. As will I."

"You and your friends have accomplished much in a short time." 

Corlissa blushed at the misplaced compliment. "I assist where I can, but 'tis Mistress Sev's knowledge of herb lore and Erin's talent in the kitchen that deserve your praise. And Aerio's ingenuity."

"Aye, a clever idea and one easily accomplished." Dongal motioned to the rushlight sconces backed by hammered tin, then with a twinkle that reminded Corlissa of her grandfather, he continued, "Finan spoke at length concerning the elf's idea to connect the Wizard's well to pipes and thus allow water to flow directly to anywhere of our choosing. Is such a thing possible?"

"If Master Aerio says it can be done, he will do it." She smiled with enthusiasm. "Mistress Erin has spoken of such an arrangement being created in Ithilien by dwarves."

"Dwarves? Then the doing would not be so easy." Dongal stroked his beard thoughtfully and turned to his wife. Apparently still piqued over his earlier behavior, Aibinn at first refused to respond to his comments, but after several minutes, she shook her head and spoke at length. 

Head swiveling from husband to wife, Corlissa experienced a rush of sympathy for Anardil's prior complaint that he grew confused as to which conversations he was supposed to understand. How much of this exchange could she claim to know based upon the Dunlendish she had pretended to acquire during their time in the village? Was such trickery even necessary? Most of the knowledge gained thus far had come by more honest means than listening at keyholes.

Finally, Dongal spoke again in Rohirric. "Is it known beyond our land that for a time the Dwarves took shelter with us? 'Twas after the firedrake invaded their great stronghold beyond the Misty Mountains. Their stay was not long." He smiled wryly. "They did not find it restful to reside so near Isengard. Though many would think dwarves and Saruman could find much in common."

"Indeed," Corlissa replied coldly. The terms of the Dunlendings' past allegiance to Saruman the Betrayer yet remained amongst Anardil's list of unanswered questions. 

"Mention of the Wizard makes you uncomfortable?" Dongal took a slow sip from his cup. "We have as much reason to hate his memory as you."

All hunger dispelled by the sudden vision of the dead piled in mountains before Helm's Wall, Corlissa shook her head mutely and clenched her jaw against sharp words of denial. 

"You do not believe me? Has Murdagh not told the full story?" Dongal winced and aimed an almost furtive glance toward his ri. 

Again, Aibinn spoke in that fast, low way of hers, leaving Corlissa with only an impression that Dongal had just been scolded. 

"My wife reminds me that this is a celebration that should not be spoiled with disagreeable subjects. Given that my ri has not yet told this story, it is best I do not begin. Though be assured the O'Cernach's hatred and distrust of the former Master of Isengard is generations old."

Here at last, the information they sought hung within reach, but she did not possess the skills necessary to convince this man to reveal more. Desperately, Corlissa looked down the table toward Anardil. But rather than catching Anardil's eye, she found herself pinned by Murdagh's direct stare. For an instant, Corlissa felt certain that the Dunland chief knew every word that had passed between herself and Dongal. After all, the silences they encountered when asking about Saruman or the absence of so many women were of his ordering. He was bound to be furious that she received any hints regarding these subjects. 

When Murdagh did not immediately order her from the table, Corlissa relaxed. Then he smiled. Not a broad smile, but one just for her. One that lit his eyes and gentled his stern features, and caused a strange warmth to ignite within her. When had anyone graced her with such a smile, with a tender glance that simply said, "I see you"? For one long breathless moment, they were the only people in the room. 
But then she wrenched her gaze away. This was no dream world without a past. It was harsh reality. Where men, women and children of Rohan had fallen in unforgivable numbers beneath the thirsty blades of Dunland hillmen. Where the greatest insult a Rider of the Riddermark could offer another was to say his heart was as black as a Dunlending. Where even if it were true that Saruman had been as vicious an overlord as he was Rohan's neighbor, it would make no difference to the long-standing enmity between their peoples. 

Or would it?

Driving her nails into her palms, Corlissa understood Erkenbrand's true purpose for her inclusion in this mission. The Lord Marshal wished to test whether the average Rohirrim could accept the Dunlendings. 'Tis not that simple a question, she ranted silently. There was much to admire amongst these brooding hillmen, but did not the dead deserve to be avenged? How many possessed the depth of character to forgive the slaughter of the Westfold? 

Something almost like panic clutched at Corlissa's heart. She needed to be alone, to find air to breathe: air that did not carry the breaths of so many Dunlendings. Pushing herself to her feet, she tried to keep her voice calm. 

"Forgive me, Dongal, and please convey my apologies to your wife, but I have recalled an urgent errand that I left unfinished. It shall not take me long, and I will return immediately after."

As she passed along the table, Sevilodorf touched her sleeve. "Do you need any help?"

Corlissa bent close to the healer's ear. "No, only a few moments to think something through."

Squinting at her, Sev reminded quietly, "You have important responsibilities here tonight."

"Yes, and I will attend them. Grant me this short absence."

Sev glanced at Anardil happily relating his misadventures while herding cattle, then gave a nod. Corlissa murmured her thanks; schooling her feet not to run, she wove a hasty path through the crowded hall toward the door and its promise of solitude. 

***

Despite Murdagh's orders, Erin stood by the hearth where she spooned warm toffee into the little pots of dessert; it was essential that this finishing touch be at exactly the right consistency and depth. She then passed them, one by one, to those charged with serving the final course. The hobbit's toes tapped in time as Finan and Cormac led the hall in the table thumping ending of a many-versed song lauding the wonders of barley. Or so the fragments she managed to decipher led her to believe. 

Aerio, whose tallness even when seated was sufficient for Erin to hide her disobedience behind, leaned backwards to whisper in her ear:

"And they have taken his very heart's blood,
And drank it round and round;
And still the more and more they drank,
Their joy did more abound."

"Eww, don't tell me that's what the words mean." Erin stuck out her tongue in distaste. "I thought it was about barley."

"Your Dunlendish improves daily, mellon nin. It is indeed a song dedicated to the spirit of the grain."

"Then what's all that blood drinking business?"

"Wine." The elf's nose wrinkled with momentary distaste. "Or rather, what they name wine."

Erin grimaced an agreement and pointed to her own half-full cup beside the few remaining crumbs of fruitcake. "It certainly isn't Old Winyards, or that white wine from Dol Amroth. The stuff that tickles your nose."

"It holds little resemblance to either of those vintages." Aerio deliberately spilled a dollop from her cup and swirled it about with his finger. "In truth, it is most comparable to the beer brewed by our Ranger friend, Bob."

The hobbit's eyes widened. Bob's brews were known throughout Ithilien as the highest quality floor cleaners, but only Orcs, Dwarves and the occasional iron-stomached Ranger could keep down even a single mug. 

"And I drank half a cup. Why didn't you warn me?" Her mouth round with anxiety, Erin exclaimed, "Oh, this must be why Corlissa ran off without eating any dessert. The poor girl. Why didn't Sevi go with her? She knows the most wonderful potion for upset stomachs. I think I've some left over from last week when I ate those biscuits Brighid made. I'll just go fetch it. "

Bemused by her logic, Aerio was not quick enough to stop Erin from abandoning the hearth and marching toward the door. Recovering his wits, the elf leapt up and took three long strides, and set a firm hand upon her shoulder.

"You must stay here, little one."

"Stay?" 

Erin frowned at his hand, then a stubborn crease appeared between her eyes. Before she could put her hands upon her hips and begin a rousing scolding, Aerio pointedly turned her to face the high table where Anardil sat conversing with the Dunland counselors. 

Shrugging her shoulders to escape his hold, the hobbit declared, "Pshaw, I've plenty of time. I'll only be gone a minute or two."

"If you are correct in your assumption about Corlissa and then succeed in locating both her and the potion almost immediately; and if you are subsequently able to persuade the lady of the merits of the medicine…"  

Erin stamped her foot impatiently. "I could have done all that while you were talking about it!"

"What are the two of you arguing about?" Sev asked, giving a masking smile at odds with the sharpness of her tone when Erin started from her unseen approach. "You're attracting a bit of attention."

Before the hobbit could organize her words, Aerio explained the situation. That he did so in Elvish, a language for which Sev possessed a moderate fluency but which the hobbit, being distracted by gardens and cooking, had never found time to learn well, caused Erin to consider kicking him in the shins. 

To make matters worse, Sev merely nodded and reverted back to the Common Tongue. "He's right, Erin. You can't leave now. Corlissa was slightly overcome by the heat and will return in a little while."

Mindful of the interested looks they were beginning to earn, Erin protested, "But the wine…"

"Is perfectly safe," Sev completed firmly. "While not to our taste, the Dunlenders are quite satisfied with it. As," Sev rolled her eyes toward the head table, "is Anardil."

"Oh, Sevi, dearest!" Anardil's slightly slurred voice somehow found a moment of silence to fill. "Best bring Erin and Aerio back to the table. Gwar is about to begin the binding ceremonies."

Setting her hand firmly against Erin's shoulder and guiding the hobbit toward the head table, Sev muttered, "The payment for that behavior will be a swollen head upon the morrow. Unless I break it for him tonight."

No sooner did the three slip into their seats than Guaire rose and called for the hall to come to order. Thankfully, Murdagh interrupted to assign the task of translating proceedings for his guests to Dongal. Erin knew then that his smooth Rohirric could be easily rendered into the Common Tongue for her benefit by the quiet voice of Aerio. She could not imagine what it would be like if Cormac had been assigned the role. His inconsistent mixing of all three languages would have resulted in many a headache.

The rumble of voices that filled the hall began to fade as people ended their dinner conversations and turned their attention to the head of the table. Perched stiffly atop the cushion that allowed her access to the table, Erin felt her irritation spilling away. Sevi would never have let Corlissa go off alone if the girl had needed help, and though Aerio should not have been so high-handed – imagine him grabbing her shoulder like that—it would not have been polite for her to leave just as the ceremony began. A flash of shadow near the door caught her eye, and she inhaled sharply. 

Before she could turn to speak, Aerio whispered, "They've been entering for some time."

The glinty-eyed crow settled upon the back of Cormac's chair, and Erin woke to the fact that each of Murdagh's counselors, save Finan, had his own black winged companion perched amid the rafters. Before she could voice her hope that the birds were housebroken, Guaire began to speak. 

His speech, as translated for her ears by Aerio, soon reminded her of Mayor Will Whitfoot's nephew, who had a habit of climbing upon a stump after meals and reciting all the wonderful things the mayor had done for the Shire since his last election. Everyone in Hobbiton had already known whom to thank for the re-cobbling of the road near Bywater, and for the new feathered caps for the Sheriffs. Now in Murdagh's hall, Erin would wager a silver penny, or even a golden coin of the Mark, that there was no one here tonight who did not know how this year's harvest had exceeded the last by more than twenty bushels. Even the announcement of the plans for Cormac to reclaim one of the abandoned duns in the spring drew no gasps of surprise. Of course with the crows as messengers, such news had ample means of being exchanged.

Yet when Guaire referred to the improved health brought about by Sevilodorf's herb-lore for the third time, Erin frowned. Why ever did the man go on and on? Was Murdagh up for re-election? Never in all the discussions about how the village was organized had anyone suggested that Murdagh was Chief by choice, rather than birth. 

Certain that her deduction was correct, Erin wondered how she might make her thoughts known to the others without creating a fuss. Peeping around Aerio, she could see Anardil sitting with that same patient, if somewhat bored expression adopted during their trip to Dunland whenever Guaire launched into his complaints about delay. But Erin knew the man far better than their former guide; every word and gesture made within the halla was being stored behind those half-lidded eyes. Later, within the limited privacy of their quarters, Anardil would ask each of them to recall what they had observed. Always, Erin was amazed at how his questions would cause her to remember some detail she had not been aware of knowing. 

Happy that she would have something important to contribute to their next discussion, Erin gave a contented little bounce upon her cushion. Anardil flicked his eyes toward her, and gave her a tiny smile and an audacious wink. Swallowing her giggle, she sat back and focused her attention upon Guaire once more.

But it appeared that the man had completed his speechmaking. Now, he stepped over to Murdagh and with oddly formal grace accepted from him the strange bracelet Guaire had worn during his time in Rohan. Certainly, Erin had found the piece more interesting than listening to Guaire be grouchy and oddly handsome: pewter links with a wire-wrapped golden crystal. Yet its true purpose remained a mystery, and now she seemed about to find out.

Guaire held the bracelet aloft, swinging slightly, its silvery links glinting in the rushlight in nearly hypnotic measure.

Aerio whispered his translation as Guaire called in a ringing voice, "Come ye O'Cernachs, true blood of the old clans: cry aye or nay to Murdagh for our ri tuath."

Erin found herself holding her breath as a ragged chorus of ayes rounded the room. She exhaled in relief when nary a nay was heard. 

Then Guaire, visibly well pleased but maintaining his solemnity, asked, "Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach, do you accept the will of the people?"

"I do accept," Murdagh intoned, and he seemed to grow in dignity as he squared his shoulders and braced both strong hands on the table before him. "As our fathers before us, I shall guide and defend the people of our clan. Whether in peace or war, plenty or hunger, no loaf shall I take until eldest and youngest be fed. By the will of my people, it shall be so."  

Bending, Guaire then fastened the bracelet back on Murdagh's arm, where it began to glow. Or did Erin simply see some trick of the improved lighting within the halla?

After that came the oath taking, Aerio continuing his swift translations while Murdagh called his counselors forward first, confirming them in their posts whereupon they renewed their oaths. Erin watched as the rest of the men came to the ri tuath in groups, Finan leading the men of this village, while those of the outlying duns came separately. Upon taking his oath, each man touched the bracelet as a gesture of fealty or loyalty, some with interesting results.

"Did you see that, Aerio?" she whispered. "For that last man, his bracelet almost seemed to glow a little. But it doesn't do it every time. Or am I imagining things?"

"No," Aerio whispered. "I have also observed this phenomenon of illumination. Our curmudgeonly Finan, for example, elicited no response at all."

"How odd," mused Erin, and reserved the thought for later scrutiny as she settled in to watch the remainder of the observances. 

The oaths sworn, Murdagh addressed the halla again. "Of the Dunland clans, the O'Cernachs alone have duties beyond those to kith, kin and the ruirech. Long ago, we accepted the task of Guardians of a Great Force. As your ri I call upon you all, from the oldest to the youngest, man, woman or child, to renew your pledge to this Guardianship."

As one, the O'Cernachs rose to their feet and chanted.

"By circlets set with golden stone

O'Cernachs shield the olden one

We swear to be by blood and bone

Guardians of the Sean Aon."

The bracelet upon Murdagh's arm blazed with a light that could not be mistaken for casual reflection. Erin grasped Aerio's arm as the crows, almost motionless to this point, left their perches and swept twice about the room before departing with loud cries. 

"Goodness me," Erin exclaimed. "That was unusual."

"The olden one?" Aerio mused. "Circlets: but we've only seen one, the armlet. I wonder what Anardil is making of all this. Certainly, Murdagh is allowing his secrets to be slowly revealed. Why not just tell us?"

"Oh dear," said Erin and sighed. At Aerio's look of question, she pulled a wry face. "I'm afraid Meri is going to be cross. This is starting to feel like an adventure, after all."

Aerio paused, looked thoughtful, then sighed and propped his chin in his hand. "I suspect you are right. We shall have to throw ourselves upon Mistress Meri's mercy the very instant we arrive home."

***

Chapter Seven: Harvest Fest Aftermath

September 23, 1425 SR

Autumnal Equinox

As the tables and benches were pushed to the edges of the halla in preparation for the dancing and handfasting, Murdagh continued to scan the crowd. If the blonde woman were still present, she would stand out as surely as the holbytlan and the elf, but there was no sign of her. He bit back his irritation at Finan's prolonged grumble about outsiders witnessing the ceremony, and felt mild pleasure when Guaire spoke up.

"You swore the ruddy oath, Finan. You should have nayed then, not now. Show some loyalty."

Nodding agreement, Cormac said, "Crying into spilt beer just makes the loss look bigger."

"Murdagh's plan seems to be working well so far," Dongal commented.

Was it? The ri tuath wondered. "Sooner or later, they will have to know. Better to prepare them slowly. A sudden confrontation with the truth would probably scare them straight back to Helm's Deep."

"Aye," said Cormac, standing to slap Finan on the back. "And today's for celebrating. We can't do that with empty cups. Let's go and fetch another pitcher of my special."

That idea proved so popular that Murdagh was left with just Dongal for company.

The older man sat a moment before meeting Murdagh's eye, and a faint smile played about his lips.

"You made the right decision, Murdagh," he said. "There is an honesty about these guests of ours that bodes well for the future." His smile grew and he added, "Besides, the bloody crows had no objections and they are often better judges of men than anyone else. Tread carefully, however, when mentioning Saruman." Dongal raised a paternal finger in warning. "Your Rohirrim lass was upset by it. They have long memories, the Horse Lords."

Muffling a sigh, Murdagh nodded. He knew he'd opened a touchy subject, and now that he'd done so, he felt a bit reluctant to take the next step of full explanation. Not that he would admit as much to Finan, however, and he planted a hand on Dongal's shoulder.

"There's more than one dance to tread this night," he said. "I'll take care where I step. And now, I feel the need to disrupt someone else's evening."

With a brief grin, he stood, and fixed his attention on their most brightly plumaged bird, Anardil. The man presently sat smiling aimlessly with a cup of wine clasped in slack fingers, and Murdagh went to join him.

"Well," he said, as he took an uninvited seat. "How do you find our hospitality for Harvest Fest?"

Anardil beamed an instant smile and lifted his cup in salute. "Sublime, my good man. A most fascinating display of cultural curiosities. It makes a man wonder what would happen if Gondor had to elect her king each year. Though I dare say crows in the Hall of Kings would be a spectacle to behold!"

The very thought provoked mutual laughter, and Murdagh settled in for a game of wits. There were times when this fop of a Gondorian seemed everything he purported to be, fastidious, foolish and vain, but once in a while, something harder glinted through. It amused Murdagh now to watch the man perform.

True to appearances, Anardil waved his cup in a searching gesture, and asked, "This business with the crows, is it peculiar to the O'Cernachs, or are they part of all the Dunland clans?"

Placidly Murdagh replied, "The crébain, as other folk call them, have long been familiar to all our people."


Which was no answer at all, and Anardil frowned and pursed his lips. "I see. The oath taking of course is self-explanatory, but the business with that gewgaw of yours -" The cup made a pass above Murdagh's wrist on the table. "I take it this is also a tradition of sorts? What does it symbolize?"

As bold a question as Anardil had ever posed, but in the circumstances it seemed innocent. Yet, Murdagh slyly parried that thrust, too.

"It is an heirloom of the O'Cernachs," he said, lifting his sleeve briefly to expose the crystal in its setting. "Do your people not have artifacts of significance for things such as oaths?"

"Oh, of course we do. Yes, it makes sense." Anardil set down his cup so he could rub his chin. "Though I seem to recall Gwar wearing it when he came to meet us."

"Yes, sometimes such relics serve numerous purposes."

Murdagh struggled against the grin that tugged his mouth, imagining the stew of frustration Anardil must be feeling. Nonetheless, the one-armed man gave no visible sign of it, but simply nodded owlishly.

"Aye," said Anardil. "A sword can be used to swear an oath one week, and lop off a villain's head the next. Rather handy, really."

Laughing, Murdagh replied, "Yes, a bit like that. Speaking of Guaire, he continues to speak most highly of your lady."

Something flickered in Anardil's eyes and vanished, like a glimpse of hidden steel. "Does he, now? That is most kind of him."

"Yes, he considers her a rare find among women." Elbow on the table, Murdagh decided to prod the sleeping wolf again. "I am curious, and I hope you'll forgive my asking, but what are the terms of your arrangement with Sevilodorf? She names herself not wife, but companion. Is she unattached?"

In one blink, that grey gaze focused and caught like twin knives in Murdagh's skull. "No," said Anardil quietly. "She is not." The smile he forced looked decidedly brittle. "I trust you will advise your kinsman that his attentions are not wanted."

For an instant Murdagh thought he'd missed a step, but then realized what he'd heard: Anardil thought Guaire wanted Sevilodorf for himself! A great hoot of laughter burst from Murdagh's chest, and he gave up trying to contain the rest.

"His attentions?" he whooped, and thumped a fist on the table. He quieted only slightly as he said between guffaws, "Have pity, man! Guaire would sooner be boiled in oil than take on a female for himself! Why, he's like an old bear who's lived alone too long. The poor woman would bend a cast iron pot around his skull before the week was out, and Guaire - why, I'm not sure he even takes off his boots at night." 

Still chortling, Murdagh grinned at Anardil's puzzlement and said, "No, it is Guaire's belief that I should be married. He finds it scandalous that I am ri tuath with no wife to tend my hall." 
Though sheathed once more, the steel yet lay within the man. "I will remind you that Sevilodorf is unavailable for such an honor."

Resisting the urge to prod the man's sore spot, Murdagh raised an empty hand. "Be at peace, sir. Those with eyes to see know her choice. Guaire, however, wants only what is best for our people, which renders him blind to the desires of others. Truth be, at times, he's a ruddy nuisance."

A wry grin tugged Anardil's lips as he said, "Yes, well, I see your point. And his. So how might I save you from Gwar's matchmaking efforts? I do think it would be a bit much to challenge him to a duel."


Knowing Guaire, Murdagh snorted. "Duel? Fists and boots, more likely."

Anardil winced, and Murdagh stroked his beard in thought. "No, I think this can be solved painlessly, permanently, and even pleasurably." He tossed Anardil a wink. "You are aware that Harvest Night is also traditional for handfasting ceremonies. There is a couple from one of the outlying duns who intends to do just that, ere long."

Eyes widening, the more familiar, amiable Anardil donned a widening smile. "Oh, really? And I take it this is a public affair?"

"Very," said Murdagh smugly. "Everyone in the hall bears witness."

"Oh, splendid!" cried Anardil, and hoisted his cup, only to peer into it in sudden gloom. "Ah. Empty. But yes, I think this is a grand idea. Alas, poor Gwar!"

Murdagh joined him once more in laughter, and reached for the jug of barley wine and poured Anardil another cup.

***

Erin picked aimlessly at a braided ring of crusty bread while trying to order her thoughts. She'd been shepherded around the room by Sevilodorf, acting out her role as 'diplomat' by responding to the curiosity of different groups of people.

"I'm average height", "No, most of us have dark hair", "My mother taught me the recipes", "The fur keeps my feet warm".

At last a pause where no one was talking to her, or even looking at her. With a happy smile she broke off a chunk of the loaf and brought it to her lips.

"Don't!" 

The piece of bread shot away in a wide arc as Erin jumped in shock and then threw Sev a hurt look. 

Sevilodorf glanced about before mouthing, "Brighid made them."

"Oh," Erin replied and backed away from the table. "Are you planning on going all the way around again?"

Hearing the true question behind the hobbit's words, Sev laughed, "No, Erin, we've done our duty for now." After directing a frown toward the door, she added, "Without Corlissa to translate, I'm afraid we're not accomplishing much."

"She's been gone a bit. Should we go look for her?" 

Sev chewed her lip, then tipped her chin toward the head table where Murdagh and Anardil now sat deep in conversation. "No, we can't all go missing." 

"Maybe, I should take some of these braided loaves after all? I could feed them to the crows." 

"Good thinking," Sev said absently as the hobbit slipped two of the rings into her pocket. Her attention had been caught by the singsong murmuring at a nearby table. Motioning Erin to follow, they approached the group gathered about a steaming teapot.

Gráinne, the eldest woman of the village, beckoned welcomingly. "Màistreàs Sev. Màistreàs Holbytlan. Tea?"
"Buìochas, Gráinne. With pleasure," Sev responded and waited for Gráinne to direct the slow-witted Brighid, her grandson's wife, in the pouring of the tea. After sipping, Sev wriggled her fingers in the air to be certain her next question was understood. "How are your hands tonight?" 

"Well, well," the old woman replied with a nearly toothless smile and held up her knobbed jointed hands. Arthritis sometimes made it impossible for her to lift the lightest object, but Sev's recommendations of daily immersions in warm oil and steady doses of wild cucumber tea had produced a small improvement. "Some day, good. Some day, bad." 

Sev nodded sympathetically and replied slowly. "It is good you have Brighid to help."

Watching in admiration, Erin could now recognize many of Sevilodorf's strategies for gaining the co-operation and goodwill of her invalids, which helped when the medicine tasted unpleasant or didn't work instant miracles. It seemed clear that Gráinne understood more of the Common Tongue than she could speak. However, communication was further hampered by the old woman's lack of teeth. Words in either language often emerged garbled beyond recognition. Thus, any conversation took a great deal of patience. Surprisingly, though Sev had no reputation for patience - quite the opposite - she persevered with gentle tolerance of these women until she and they achieved mutual understanding. 
"She good girl," Gráinne said, a gappy grin directed at her grandson's wife.

Erin smiled as the "girl", equal at least to Sev's years, presented a tray filled with small tartlets. Do them both good to be called 'girls', thought the hobbit; she was more than familiar with that experience. But now she faced the dilemma of potentially lethal tartlets. Not wanting to hurt the woman's feelings, Erin accepted one and nibbled on it, then tried unsuccessfully to prevent Brighid from placing a half dozen on the table before her. 

Gráinne let loose a sharp scold and Brighid ducked her head and withdrew.

"You no eat, Màistreàs Holbytlan. No good cook, but Brighid good girl. She…" 

Abandoning the Common Tongue, Gráinne turned to her tablemate from an outlying dun, a thin-faced matron whose faint distrust of these strangers was evident by her pinched, pale nostrils. 

After listening for a while, the woman nodded reluctantly and said in a low voice, "Brighid not right since war. She try, but…." With a shrug the woman fell silent. 

Erin blinked in sympathy. "How terrible."

"Some people suffer more than others," Sev said. "Maybe with time."

"Aye, màistreàs. You wise woman. Know much." 

Again, Gráinne switched to Dunlendish to speak to her companion. Whatever she said, for Erin could understand only the names of several herbs, led the woman's distrust to lessen a bit. She smiled at the hobbit, then at the healer.

"Your tonics bring much relief. And you own far more lore than we O'Cernach women."

"I had good teachers," Sev answered. "First, my mother, then the herbal woman of the village where we lived. But you know much as well. Gráinne, weren't you reciting an herbal rhyme a few minutes ago?"

"No, no. Not enough," the elder woman said mournfully. "Bits and pieces, pieces and bits. All old head will hold."

"Still, if you have the time, I would like to hear your bits and pieces."

"Me too," Erin chimed in. "Please do let us hear them."

At first the old woman lapsed into pleased embarrassment, then she began,  

"In quantity the bud doth dry

to cleanseth water, home and blood."

Gráinne nodded as Erin mouthed the final words along with her. "Know that, you do." Then with a sly wink, she said, "Ri Murdagh think test you."

Erin resisted the urge to scratch her leg at the memory of the flea-infested mattresses while Sev inclined her head in thanks for the implied compliment. 

The healer said, "Pennyroyal has uses beyond keeping vermin away: 

Weave a garland of the flower,

to banish aches and evil power."

"Aye, pennyroyal much good. Good tea for woman." Then in the singsong of recitation without comprehension, Gráinne said, "Pennyroyal's virtues be bidden for maternity."  

Sev frowned as a rumble of drums all but drowned out the woman's words and the rhythm continued, so that only Erin heard the healer ask for a repetition of the rhyme. Too late, Brighid appeared to help the elderly woman stand and begin shuffling her way across the hall. The thin-faced visitor bobbed her head and left the table to provide support on Gráinne's other side. 

"Never mind, Sevi." Erin jumped up as well and fluffed her skirts. "The dancing must be starting. I wonder whether the musicians could play fast enough for a Springle-Ring. Aerio said he would dance one with me if I could get them to play a proper tune." 

"That wasn't right, Erin." Sev remained seated, her brow creased with confusion.

"What?"

"The rhyme. I must have misunderstood. Blast it all, where is Corlissa? I need her here." Sev sighed. "If this has been the problem all along…" 

"What problem?" Erin practiced hopping from foot to foot, seeing how her skirts swayed.

Ignoring the hobbit, Sev pushed back from the table and hurried after Gráinne. Totally confused, but determined to stick by her friend, Erin followed close at her heels. 

They wove between huddled groups of people, paused to exchange greetings, swerved to avoid obvious distractions then, the instant Sev caught up with the women, Anardil appeared at her side.

"I was just coming to fetch you, my dear." He clasped her hand and began to draw her toward the front of the hall. "The next ceremony is about to begin. Master Murdagh has given permission for our participation."

Clapping her hands with delight, Brighid then patted Sev's arm approvingly. Gráinne's wrinkled face beamed as she said, "Much good, màistreàs."
"Oh, are you two going to dance, Sevi?" asked Erin.

Sev pulled her hand free from Anardil's. "What mischief are you up to now? I need to speak to Gráinne. Take Erin. She will make a much better dancing partner than I."

When the Dunland women gaped, Erin shook her head at Sev. Obviously to be included in the dancing was an honor not to be refused. Giving the hobbit a wink, Anardil swept a low bow. 

"My regrets to Mistress Erin. For this dance, I will choose no partner but you, Sev." Taking her hand again, he ducked his head to say in a low voice, "Will you not choose me?"

Numerous emotions raced across Sevilodorf's face: suspicion prominent amongst them, but people were staring. "If you insist, I will be your partner."

Anardil placed a kiss upon her palm and said, "Indeed, I do insist, meleth nin. You have made me the happiest of men." 

"Loof," Sev murmured, her cheeks tinged pink, as the Dunland women beamed at Anardil's gallantry.

Directing an audacious grin at his female audience, Anardil replied, "Aye, but one with sense enough to choose a good woman." 

"How much wine have you had?" Sev hissed as they moved forward with Erin beaming happily at their side.

"Not enough to blind me to my opportunities," was Anardil's cryptic response. 

Erin's smile slipped a fraction at that. What sort of dancing involved opportunities? Sev frowned with the same thought.

"Opportunity for what?" she asked.

"To relieve Guaire of his delusions once and for all."

Sev rolled her eyes and pulled him to a stop. "You're still going on about that? It was a moment of weakness brought on by the wild lettuce juice. He's never said another word to me about leaving you."

Blinking up at Sev, Erin nodded her approval, but then spun to look at Anardil as he replied.

"He's been saying it to other people. Besides, it's past time to settle this issue."

Shaking her head and giving Erin a look which invited the hobbit to join in her disbelief of the workings of a man's mind, Sev asked patiently, "And how is a dance going to do that?"

Anardil hesitated for only an instant, then tightened his grip and tugged her the final few steps to stand before Murdagh. "It's not a dance."

Indeed, it was not to be a dance. Erin's grin began to blossom again as Aerio appeared at Anardil's side bearing a circlet of greenery in one hand and a long red ribbon in the other. The elf placed the circlet upon Sevilodorf's head and murmured something in Elvish. Erin thought it included the word 'indis', whatever that might mean. Then Aerio walked to stand at Anardil's other side, and Erin's suspicion about how much this resembled a wedding began to solidify into certainty. 

"Oh, Sevi…" the hobbit squealed, then clapped her hand over her mouth as Murdagh stood and raised his hands.

He did clean up most wonderfully, she thought, looking far more a noble chieftain than the rumpled fellow whom they first met. A smile glinted in his beard as Murdagh called the hall to silence in both Dunlendish and Westron, which he continued to use interchangeably. 

"My friends and kinsmen, I bring before you two couples. First, Doyle and Selia, of Dongal's dun. At Harvest past, they were joined with the loose knot of handfasting. Tonight, they return to be bound with ties no man nor woman may break save with death."

Calls of approval rang throughout the halla as Murdagh took the ribbon from the Dunland man and bound him to the gravid woman at his side. When the clamor died down and the couple withdrew with smiles and blushes, Murdagh turned to Anardil and Sev.

"We know not how it is amongst other people, but the muintir O'Dubhloach do not bind women without their consent. Thus, Anardil of Gondor, I charge you to make known to this lady your intent, that we might judge her willingness."

Anardil the Resplendent he indeed appeared, a veritable peacock among men. Nonetheless, few would doubt the warmth shining in his grey eyes, as he lifted her right hand in gentle fingers and gazed into her upturned face.

"Sevilodorf, meleth nín, jewel of my heart and the star I steer by ... wilt thou honor me with the keeping of thy heart, and with the blessing of thy embrace? Wilt thou bind thyself to me?" 

Eyes shining with either tears or the promise of retribution for her embarrassment, Sev replied simply, "I will bind myself to you."

Though some within the hall believed Sev lacking in feeling, especially given the length and eloquence of the Gondorian's proposal, Anardil displayed no disappointment with her words. Rather his smile threatened to dim the lamps, and to the delight of the crowd he pulled her tight and lowered his head to kiss her.

"Hold, man. 'Tis not properly finished yet," Murdagh cried and took the red ribbon from Aerio. With swift gestures, he knotted it loosely about Sev and Anardil's wrists. "At year's end, you may sever the cord or return to be bound for life. Now, you may kiss her."

Anardil answered their host, but his eyes were only for Sev. "Buìochas, Murdagh." 

Then he kissed Sev properly, and the resultant cheers nearly raised the roof. Erin squealed with joy and leapt in the air, landing to grab Aerio's arm and bounce in joyous abandon. The very instant Anardil released his ladylove, Erin fled forward and caught their hands to congratulate them, so full of joy she thought she might burst. Aerio joined them more sedately, offering a warm smile and a bow with his words of Elvish blessing.

When the tumult subsided, Murdagh grinned, his teeth shining in contrast to his dark beard. "As is our custom, those joined tonight will pass their night together in the grain field. Doyle and Selia have placed their tent in the southern fields. Master Aerio has gifted his tent to Anardil and Sevilodorf for the evening. May the joy of their unions bless our fields."

Again, the crowd cheered, though judging by the grins and winks, some of those shouts were ribald comments that Erin was happy not to understand. Musicians then struck up a merry tune that brought hands to clapping and faces to smiling, as the two couples turned towards the door. Erin bounced and clapped with happiness of her own, as the music escorted the lovers out into the night.

But the merriment did not stop there, oh no; the fun was just beginning. The rattling of drums and skirl of pipes and fiddles swept eager feet to the center of the hall, and Erin watched in delight as finally the stern Dunlendings showed they, too, knew joy. When she remembered her own task - to keep the villagers and the birds focused on her, and not Anardil or Sev - she set forth with mischief in mind.

Forward she skipped, her feet already moving in time, until she stood before their chieftain host.

"Good evening, Master Murdagh!" she cried, and grinned as he looked down. "Is the music not splendid?"

That rare and wonderful smile beamed again, as Murdagh bent in a rusty but no less sincere bow. "It is indeed, Mistress Erin. Will you honor me with a harvest dance?"

"Why, thank you!"

And so the halla rang with mirth and resounded with music and glee, while a hobbit lass of the Shire and a dour Dunland chief danced a measure beneath the autumn moon.

****
Corlissa rose from the chair as she heard people entering the house. First to appear, Sev offered a brief nod before she disappeared behind the curtains surrounding her bed where she started muttering and tossing things about. Then Anardil entered, a red ribbon dangling from his wrist. Of Aerio and Erin, there was no sign, though Corlissa had heard the elf speaking to Anardil.

Hands clasped tightly before her, Corlissa offered an apology to Anardil. "I fear I have upset Mistress Sev by abandoning my duty. Be assured, I am prepared now to return to the halla and assist Erin in drawing the eyes of the village."

Anardil's eyes twinkled. "Erin will welcome your help, though 'tis more likely Murdagh who will most appreciate your appearance more." 

Corlissa fought off a brief flutter of happiness at the thought that Murdagh might have noticed she was missing. Then she frowned, mentally scolding herself for such flights of fancy. Finally, she scowled - how many times a fool was she to be? In all this, she failed to note Anardil's reaction. 

"Has Murdagh done anything to offend you?" Merriment vanished; Anardil eyed her with almost grim concern. "I've noticed him looking at you, but did not believe he would go so far as to insult Erkenbrand's ward. Is that why you ran out? Sev did not say."

"No, no," Corlissa hastened to assure him. "Murdagh is not to blame. I overreacted to some comments concerning Saruman the Betrayer."

"What comments?" 

Corlissa related Dongal's words, then smoothed a crease in her skirt while Anardil studied her. "You are not being entirely honest with me, Corlissa. I have neither the time nor the patience tonight to spend sifting your denials for truth."

So accustomed had she grown to the foppish Anardil, that this return to the calculating King's Man set her stammering. "'Tis all that was said concerning Saruman, by my word."

Anardil fixed her with a sharp gaze and studied her for a long minute. "You deduced Lord Erkenbrand's true purpose for sending you."

Gaping, Corlissa could find no words to deny his statement. "How…?"

With a quick glance to the curtained area, Anardil said, "Like my lady, you see only that Erkenbrand used you to achieve his goal without your consent and believe he did so wrongly. In his defense, I will say it is not meant as an insult, but in recognition that he trusts your loyalty."

"Aye, I came to that conclusion as well. Though it took me a while. Did something similar happen with Sev tonight?"

"You might say that." Anardil smiled wryly. Then, as the elf entered the house: "I will leave Aerio to tell you the events of the evening while I change into something more practical for snooping about."

Sev's muttering stopped the instant Anardil went behind the curtain, but Corlissa winced to hear something hard whack against the wall.

She looked expectantly at the elf. "What could he possibly have done to upset her so severely?"

Aerio grimaced and rubbed the side of his nose. "He asked her to marry him."

"In front of the whole hall?"

Ruefully, Aerio nodded, "It seemed a reasonable idea at the time. Unfortunately, Mistress Sev does not use the same reasoning." 
Realizing the impossibility of explaining Sev's upset to any male, least of all to one of the Fair Folk, Corlissa asked, "Was that the only interesting event?"

"Most certainly not. But without a doubt, it will be viewed as a highlight."

Casting himself onto the unoccupied bed, while Corlissa took a chair, Aerio then proceeded to provide Corlissa with a description of the oathtaking and further detail about the handfasting. Concluding with Anardil's agreeing to spend the first night of their union encamped in the field, Aerio said, "Thus we are here only to retrieve those essentials deemed necessary for their sojourn in my tent. Which, of course, includes items needed for Anardil's and my foray tonight. Upon your return to the festivities, I trust you will explain that I have decided not to return to the party, wishing only to visit with a bottle of Dorwinion wine."

Chuckling, Corlissa said, "A believable tale, as you take no pleasure in a glass of the barley wine."

Tilting his nose regally, Aerio opined, "There is none to be found in such a glass. Even the Dunlendings sneer as they sip."  

Corlissa hid her smile as Anardil and an obviously still upset Sev reappeared; the latter burdened with a half-filled knapsack. 

"Stop looking like a puppy about to be scolded, Corlissa," said Sev, her silver combs gone and her hair bound once more in a tight braid. "It's the loof with whom I am furious."

The loof now dressed in dark clothing quite contrary to his carefully cultivated style said, "Dearest, you may spend the evening composing a list of my faults and the countless ways I have upset you. I promise to read each one, but only if you walk out that door now." 

"If I didn't owe your king a favor for not having me thrown in jail, I'd stay right here and let you try to explain why your 'bride' is not occupying your bed."

"But you do owe Elessar. Anyway, beneath it all you are just as happy to have it over with as I am. Instead of spending half our time with me nagging you to marry me, we may devote all of it to arguing about why I am such a difficult man."

"Now, there's the first real reason I've heard to be glad about this trap you set for me." Picking up the knapsack, Sev turned to Corlissa. "Find Erin. Have her tell you about my conversation with Gráinne. If possible, have Gráinne recite the pennyroyal rhyme. I need to know exactly what she is saying. Erin can help you get her to tell you the right one." 

Corlissa nodded, then Sev turned and pointed to the door. "Why are you still here, sir? We have places to be. What was it Murdagh said—the joy of our union is supposed to bless the field."

Anardil sighed at Corlissa as Sev slipped beneath the low door. "'Tis more likely to set fire to it. Go to Erin, please. She is far too trusting to leave completely alone."

"I will, and if I may dare say it, congratulations. You are well matched."

"A more clever insult I've never heard," Anardil replied, giving her a brief salute before following Sev. 

Aerio grinned and winked, and went out after the happy couple. Then Corlissa blew out all but one of the lamps, took a deep breath and stepped into the night.

***

Her feet unconsciously falling into step with the steady rhythm of the drumbeat throbbing through the village, Corlissa hurried toward the halla, her duties for this evening neglected far too long. Besides, an opportunity to watch the half-sized hobbit lass dance the legs off their bushy-bearded hosts was not to be missed. Having settled her mind concerning both her lord's purpose in sending her to this place and her strange attraction to Murdagh, Corlissa was determined to complete her assignments for Anardil and Sev, and if circumstances permitted she would find time to enjoy herself. Dancing, though not with Creedon, would be entertaining, and certainly the hobbit had set aside a supply of treats for sampling. 

Her mind occupied with thoughts of blackberry tarts, she did not notice the crows perched upon the roof of the halla until one squawked at her. Startled, she stumbled to a stop and peered up into the shadows. Glinty eyes reflected the light escaping from the hall's doors and windows. Swallowing a flicker of fear, she nodded at the creatures.

"Oiche mhaith," she called to them. 

"I did not know you spoke to our friends."

Hand pressed against her throat, Corlissa whirled to face the speaker of these words. Where had he come from? 

"Forgive me," Murdagh tipped his head in apology, "I did not mean to startle you."

"Shouldn't you be inside leading the dancing?" Corlissa immediately cursed herself for the stupidity of that remark. 

"Ack!" cried a crow, echoing the woman's thoughts.

"Haw!" called another.

"I was," Murdagh said. He aimed a sharp glare toward the birds, then stepped closer to Corlissa. "But not being a hobbit, I must occasionally breathe."

A giggle burst from Corlissa before she could stop herself, and Murdagh smiled in response. For all her good intentions, Corlissa found herself studying his smile, wondering whether his mustache would tickle. Without thought, she lifted her hand and reached out to stroke his beard. A sudden explosion of chatter from their avian audience made her jump and snatch back her hand. 

"I must be going. Erin will need my company."

"Erin is well attended," Murdagh said softly, ignoring the crows' continuing chatter.

"Regardless, I must go in."

"Why?"

"Why?" Corlissa repeated, certain there was a reasonable response, but unable to find it within her head. Then pointing to the tatter-winged crow, she said, "Why, to claim the harvest dance he promised me."

Murdagh looked from the crow to Corlissa, a furrow of suspicion deepening between his brows. "You understand them?"

Light and music spilled from the halla's as the door opened. With a soft curse, Murdagh took Corlissa's elbow and led her to the narrow space between two houses. They waited in the shadows until one of the village men mumbled off out of sight. In their shared stillness, Murdagh breathed the scent of lavender in her hair, and found his eyes drawn to the luminous paleness of her skin.

"You understand them?" he repeated, his fingers moving up her arm to grip her shoulder.

She felt the warmth of his hand through her sleeve, his breath upon her cheek, both unnervingly echoed by the growing warmth of the concealed ring.

"No, of course not." Corlissa shook her head. What had seemed at first a romantic encounter had become an interrogation.

"How then do you know what Ric says?"

"Ric?" The ring now lay upon her chest like a thing of fire.

"The crow. How do you know a dance is what he offered?"

"I didn't…" She frowned at him as if he had lost his mind. "I was just…. it seemed… nmad…. what else does one do at Harvest Fest?"

Murdagh gazed at the woman's face. Her skin pale as the moon, confusion written in the shadows there. "What else?" Around his wrist the bracelet blazed. Its heat feeding the flames inside him. The fey glow reflected in the woman's eyes as she stared at the golden stone. His lips curved in a smile and he murmured, "Awr ar y gwair" and slid his hands upward to thread his fingers through the starlight of her hair. Slowly, he pulled her closer, and kissed her.

She moaned quietly as she cast aside all thought of past or future. This moment, this man, were all that mattered. That his lips were soft, yet firm. That his mustache did tickle as he deepened his kiss. That though her knees were suddenly too weak to hold her upright, his arms were strong enough to prevent her from falling as she sagged against him and returned his kisses with the passion she had thought lost forever.

The knowledge that she welcomed his kiss, his touch, sent a rush of fierce anticipation flowing through Murdagh's veins. 

A taste, he thought. Only a taste. For this was neither the time nor the place to test the strength of this strange attraction. But whatever willpower he possessed crumbled as she surrendered her mouth to him and allowed him entrance to her warmth. 

Pressing her against the wall, his hand moved to a more intimate caress. For the barest of moments, she pulled away. In that single instant, the cold truth penetrated his brain and stilled his hands.

"You are yet a maid."

'Twas not a question, but a statement Corlissa saw no sense denying as he would discern the truth soon enough. "Aye."

Fisting his hands, he stepped back and inhaled deeply, eyes raised to the gibbous moon overhead. 

The transformation from passion to this sudden distance left Corlissa reeling. Did adding maidenly to her plainness make her too vapid for his tastes?

"You do not want me?"

The words pierced like daggers, and he cupped her face in both hands, to raise eyes filled with hurt, confusion and shame to meet his. 

"You are a maid, and the ward of the Third Marshal of the Riddermark."

"A ward by courtesy only. I am of full age to make a woman's choice." 

"You do not know what you offer." Dropping his hands and stepping back again, he shook his head. "No! Whatever this attraction between us, to take you here in this manner would bring ruin upon my people. "

She could not read him now, his face lost in moon-shadow, his body beyond her touch. Her pride would not allow her to beg, so she simply lifted her chin and turned her back to him. Then, as duty was all that remained, she brutally stanched her wounded heart and dry-eyed, as should be a proper woman of Rohan, she returned to the tasks assigned her.

In her wake, Murdagh ground his teeth, forcing back the words that would stop her from going. He listened to the door of the hall opening in a burst of music, then closing it away again, leaving him alone in the dark alley, a great a fool as ever walked. Gloomily he watched the bracelet's glow fade, lost like the brilliance that too briefly flared between him and that lovely Rohirrim maid. What if, he wondered, their ward had caused all this on purpose?

"Better that than blight on our crops," he muttered.

"Gak," said a solitary crow.

Murdagh scowled upwards. "Go to sleep, you lot."

Then he squared his shoulders and set a firm pace back towards his hall and duty.

***

Chapter Eight: Council of War   

September 25, 1425 SR 

Erin wondered why it was not possible for all of her friends to be happy at the same time. Yesterday, Aerio had been pleased as punch at his successes during the Harvest games, tossing the sheaf and leaping over the bull with the best of them. Sev and Anardil were apparently happily honeymooning in the Elvish tent for the entire day. And Corlissa managed to gently tease the rhyme about pennyroyal from Gráinne. Did this leave the Rohirrim woman in a good mood? No, it didn't, and try as the hobbit might, she could not find where Corlissa had misplaced her lovely smile.

Today, after a perfectly delicious midday feast, the visiting O'Cernachs cheerfully packed up their belongings and departed. Sev and Anardil returned from their honeymoon, cooing like doves. But Aerio now seemed overly deep in thoughts, and Corlissa continued to stare sadly into empty space when she thought no one was looking.

As evening fell, Erin put out plates of carefully selected leftovers in the main room of their house. Anardil had suggested a 'Council' during which the 'diplomats' could exchange their observations and insights. Erin thought this a perfectly splendid idea, as it might help unearth the reason for Corlissa's gloom. The hobbit knew that a supper of tasty treats and tea and wine would grease both memories and jaws.

The first item on the unwritten agenda became apparent when Sev directed her attention to Corlissa. "Erin said you were able to talk to Gráinne. Did you have any luck with the pennyroyal rhyme?"

Corlissa swallowed a bite of trout patty before replying. "She had retired when I returned to the hall and the dance, but Erin and I visited with her yesterday. We spoke of the rhyme at some length, though I'm not sure it's what you hoped to hear."

Sev sighed and dabbed at a bit of honeyed breadcrumbs on her plate. "Go ahead."

"The rhyme she gives translates thus: Pennyroyal's virtues be bidden for maternity."

"You're sure?" Sev's look suggested that she would much rather be mistaken.

However, Corlissa shook her head. "I am certain of it as anything we are saying right now. Gráinne repeated the words in both Dunlendish and Westron."

Briefly, Sev bent her head, pinching the bridge of her nose as if to fend off a headache. When she looked up, she blew a long breath and shook her head.

"Well, that's just wonderful. Now I have to find a way to tell that poor old dear she's practically committing murder - only without saying those words." 

Erin stared. "Whatever do you mean?"

The look Sev returned was bleak. "Pennyroyal is absolutely not 'bidden for maternity' - on the contrary. The verse properly goes: Pennyroyal's virtues be forbidden for maternity. Too much or at the wrong time may cause a pregnancy to terminate. If Gráinne has been recommending it to pregnant mothers..."

She did not finish the sentence, but she did not have to. Erin felt the color leech from her face.

"Oh dear..." she breathed, hand to her mouth. "And they've so few children already..."

Anardil and Aerio both looked at their plates as if their appetites had suddenly fled. Sev scowled and mashed a slice of cheese onto a wedge of apple.

"I am not looking forward to the next conversation I must have with Murdagh," she said. "Nor am I the least sure how I should approach it."

Nodding, Corlissa said, "The last thing we want to do is point the finger of blame at Gráinne. 'Tis an honest if terrible mistake. Nor do we know how often that mistake has actually been practiced. So many other things can cause the loss of a babe."

"Nor should we forget their fears of witchcraft," said Aerio. "It would be grievous indeed if Mistress Gráinne's mistake were cast in more sinister light."

Swallowing, Erin asked, "Perhaps we should snoop a little bit further before we say anything? Maybe try to find out how often the women really use pennyroyal in tea or what-have-you?"

"That might be wise," Sev replied. "Perhaps in the guise of more exchanges of herb-lore. And meanwhile, we should check on Glenna, and I'll recommend something else for her, raspberry leaf tea, I think. We must make sure neither Gráinne nor Brighid are administering pennyroyal to her."

Erin winced at mention of the very pregnant Glenna, the village's current greatest hope, and sighed. Meanwhile, Sev shook her head again, and looked at Anardil then Aerio.

"This matter appears to be a misunderstanding of lore. But what of your foray into the woods the other night?" A wan smile tugged at her lips. "I was so busy being put out at my abandonment on my wedding night that I never pressed you."

Anardil cocked an eyebrow and tried unsuccessfully to smother a smile. "I've been diligent as may be in making it up to you, meleth nin."

Erin grinned to see the faint blush in Sev's cheeks as Anardil spoke on. "And I appreciate being allowed to mull over that night, since I think Aerio and I are agreed that ... we don't know what we found."

He looked to Aerio, who frowned over his plate. "It was indeed a most curious endeavor," the elf said. "I, who have never been lost a moment in all my days, must confess to being entirely perplexed. Wherever we ventured, the ways shifted before us and we returned time and again to the very point from which our exploration began."

"You were lost?" exclaimed Sev, clear disbelief in her voice.

"Not lost," Aerio corrected. "Misdirected."

Nodding, Anardil took up the tale. "We rode about ten miles north of here, more moon than I would have liked, but I trusted Aerio's elf instincts to warn us of any watchers. All seemed well until we reached the edge of a strange wood."

"There is power in that place," Aerio said. "Old and watchful. Whatever resides, or once resided there, clearly had no wish for visitors."

"Aye. Though there seemed no true evil or ill intent." Anardil glanced at Aerio for his nod of confirmation. "It simply ... refused to allow us further passage." He frowned at the memory. "Oh, we could ride all we wanted, following this path or that without hindrance. Once we even found a pair of standing stones. But then it would seem either I had dozed without knowing, or the forest had tiptoed off to some new shape behind us, and there we'd be, right back at the birch grove where we started."

Erin realized she stared with her mouth open, and closed it with a start. "The woods changed shape?"

"Something changed," Aerio replied. "Or it changed our perceptions of it."

"Like the Old Forest," she breathed. "Oh, I wonder if it's something like that?"

"It is hard to say." Aerio's gaze shadowed. "In Mirkwood, I have known many mysterious places and many curious enchantments. This holds none of the stench of Shadow, but it is nonetheless not a trifling thing. Even the trees held their secrets and would not speak to me."

"What of the standing stones?" Sev asked.

Frowning, Anardil shook his head. "Boundaries, perhaps, or markers of some sort. They were of great age, older than several generations of men, but bore no markings. Of themselves, they simply seemed curious, a relic of another time."

With a nod of agreement, Aerio said, "Whatever lingers there is quite aged, in your reckoning, and not young in the estimation of the elves."

"Oh..." Erin's soft exclamation turned their attention back to the hobbit, who sat with her fingers to her lips. "The verse they spoke at the oath-taking. Do you remember?"

Aerio responded instantly:

"By circlets set with golden stone

O'Cernachs shield the olden one

We swear to be by blood and bone

Guardians of the Sean Aon."

"Oh, my," said Corlissa. 

Anardil frowned, his jaw set, and popped a piece of trout cake in his mouth. Quickly swallowing, he said, "The question then is, who or what is the Sean Aon?"

"And what," interjected Aerio, "has it to do with Murdagh's signet bracelet?"


"It glowed!" breathed Erin. When they looked at her, she insisted, "It did! I saw it, and so did Aerio, when they recited that verse."

"I have also seen it glow," Corlissa whispered, though she gave no further explanation.

"And if they are shielding," said Sev, "what are they shielding from whom? Is the Sean Aon the one they shield - or something they shield against?"


Erin shrugged uncomfortably, not liking the sense of hairs crawling on her arms. Aerio seemed to feel the same, for he spoke somberly.

"Let us not speak that name too carelessly, for there is oft power in names."

"I wonder if there's any power in Ric's name." Corlissa scowled an array of expressions as if too many thoughts whirled in her head.

Everyone stared at her, leaving the hobbit to ask, "Who's Ric?"

"The tatty crow that's been following me. When I spoke to it in jest, I apparently was understood. Now there are those who think I speak corvid."

"It is not so difficult to do," said Aerio, pausing to sip from his cup. "Not with the Crébain who are remarkably intelligent, polite and well-spoken compared to their rowdy cousins, the lesser crows. You would probably find that if you trusted your instinct, you understand them better than you realize."

After Corlissa and Erin waved the proffered bottle away, Anardil poured more wine for Aerio and himself. "What part did they really play during the time of the White Wizard?" 

"Ah, well," Aerio replied. "It depends which of them you ask. The ones who claim loyalty to the O'Cernachs say they have always answered to the needs of the village. There are others, now wild in the forests, who sneer at the puny strength of mere men while admitting nothing of their pasts."

Sev tipped more tea from the pot to warm her drink. "Would the village crows know about this 'thing' whose name we should not invoke?"

Surmising the question instantly hovering on Erin's lips, and doubtless in the other's minds, Aerio smiled wryly. "To ask anything of a crow is to ask for riddles within riddles. They speak seldom clearly, and then only to those in whom they choose to confide. Our Murdagh, for example. And I've little doubt they often vex him, as well."

"Who else speaks to the crows?" asked Erin.

Sev shrugged and looked to Corlissa who tallied the numbers on her fingers as she answered, "Guaire and Cormac, for certain. Though Guaire doesn't have a regular companion like the shifty-eyed creature that hovers about Cormac. Paidin listens to them when he's on guard duty. And I noticed yesterday Dongal and the other visiting counselors were shadowed by birds."

"They were in the halla during the ceremony, too. Remember they flew about the room, then out the door," Erin said, waving her arms in demonstration.

Anardil closed his eyes in thought for a moment. "It does not seem a general 'gift', if it may be called such, amongst the villagers. Only a select few possess the ability."

"And only a few crows actively 'speak'," added Aerio. "Most are faithful to the appearances they impart: rascally feathered imps who keep their own avian counsel, and count humans as merely a convenience to their comfortable existence."

"Yet the crows are generally accepted," noted Sev. "And their appearance at the election of their ri seemed almost part of the ceremony. At the least, it's a standard addition to the ceremonies."

Erin sat back and scowled, blowing an errant curl from her forehead. "So what do we know, now? First, that there are peculiar woods to the north that even confuse Aerio -."

"Perplex, not confuse," the elf corrected.

"Second, that the O'Cernach folk include an odd rhyme about guarding something in with their yearly oaths to their chief." Erin ticked off the second item on her fingers and looked for a third. "And third, Murdagh's armband bracelet thing must be tied to that rhyme, or tied to the guarding, because it glowed during the oaths. I don't know if the crows count as a fourth or not, since we already knew the Dunland crébain were mischief."

Looking at her upraised fingers, Erin slumped and let her hand drop to her lap. "Which seems to add up to exactly nothing. Am I wrong?"

Corlissa opened her mouth as if to speak, but then sat back with a shake of her head. The hobbit glanced at Anardil, who frowned into his cup of wine, at Aerio, who sipped from his, and at Sev, who chewed with such a scowl that she seemed to be punishing her meal. 


Swallowing, Sev said, "What is certain is that I need to do something about that blasted pennyroyal mix-up. I'll see about prescribing a burdock tonic for Glenna and any others who may benefit from it, but I must corner Murdagh and have a private discussion with him. Those are my tasks."

With a sympathetic smile, Erin said, "Which I suspect you are looking forward to like having a tooth pulled."

Sev snorted. "Bite your tongue. We don't need tooth-pulling added to our list of difficulties."

"There are pieces of this puzzle we do not possess," Anardil reflected. "Murdagh allowed us to see them within his hand, but would not place them upon the table. Has he had second thoughts, or is this a test?"

"The latter, I think," Sev said. "Though what he's testing for is anyone's guess, and is it a test we wish to pass?"

"He wants what is best for his people," Corlissa murmured. As every eye within the room turned upon her she flushed, but lifted her chin determinedly. "He plays a game of shadows, much as you do. It is a game the Dunlendings know well. Game or no, Murdagh is the ri tuath of the O'Cernachs and…"

She fell silent.

Anardil finished her thought: "He wants what is best for his people. Thus, we must find some way to pass his test, for our task as Lord Erkenbrand set it is to build peace and trust, and reach across the barriers between all of us who share these lands."

With a dismissive sniff, Sev rose from her chair. "I'll leave the peace and trust to you, and concentrate on the burdock tonic, if you don't mind."

***

After offering to fetch fresh water from the well for the supper dishes, Corlissa wandered there holding the pitcher in her arms as she gazed at the bright half-moon. She sighed when she reached her destination, and without thought, raised the bucket and filled the container. A flash caught her eye, and she saw that the ring had once again escaped her blouse to dangle in the moonlight.

"ARK!" 

Corlissa jumped in surprise as Ric settling on the well's rim. Holding the ring, she popped it back inside her collar.

"ARK!" Ric repeated. "Clet ritteh."

She peered at him. "I don't understand."

"Clet ritteh."

Shaking her head, Corlissa lifted the pitcher. "I have to take this back. No time for gossiping

"ACK!" said Ric, and he flapped his tattered wings and flew off towards the halla.

*** 

September 26, 1425 SR
Yawning, Murdagh worked the handle of the pump, then stood back to watch water gush down a wooden flume toward a trough set up in the barnyard. As far as he was concerned this repair alone entitled the elf to several dozen 'tra la lolly' choruses, and a fortnight of wandering about the woods in the middle of the night. Especially as it would do him no good. 

When the wards had been at the height of their power, even the White Wizard could not navigate the maze around the standing stones without the accompaniment of the ri tuath or his lady. Even now, with only one guardian jewel under O'Cernach command, the barrier would baffle the mind of any living creature. 

Murdagh grunted at the memory of Lonan's reaction to the shielding woods. The ri ruirech would be hard pressed to find other messengers willing to bring ultimatums to the O'Cernach's door after Lonan spread the tale of his evening with the Sean Aon. Would that all problems be solved so easily. 

Yawning again, Murdagh cursed. Two nights of broken sleep left him fighting the fog of weariness from his brain. He had no time to spare for dreams of moonlit hair, soft lips and clear blue eyes. Winter was coming. While the harvest had been bountiful, there were still many chores to complete in preparation for the winter. Though low enough on the western slopes of the Misty Mountains not to receive regular snowfall, there would yet be many days of freezing weather to face. Wood was needed, and repairs to the roofs. 

Working the pump with one hand, Murdagh stuck his head beneath the flow of cold water. Spluttering, he rose and sternly ordered himself to his duties. Mentally he assigned tasks to each man in the village, then considered his visitors. Would the elf be willing to turn his hand to thatching? It was best to keep Anardil, with his one arm and penchant for falling off a horse, firmly on the ground. Cormac had mentioned that the man possessed a talent for setting snares, mayhap the pair of them could be sent rabbiting or fishing.

As for Mistress Sev, she seldom let a day pass without tramping the woods and fields and returning laden with baskets and bags of vegetation. That it all looked like weeds to him was an opinion he would not state aloud again. Yesterday, Jillian, Cormac's ten-year old, had spent more than half an hour lecturing him about the healer woman's plans for all the roots, leaves and stems she was harvesting. Though little of what the child said regarding potions and tonics made sense to him, from the fact that nearly every sentence began with 'during the winter' or 'next spring' he could assume Mistress Sev intended to remain the winter. 

Where the healer woman was, so too would be her one-armed consort, but what of the others? Their presence had not been part of his original plan. Would they stay the winter or return to Rohan? And when did they plan to leave? Scorning the pang of distress at the thought of Corlissa's departure, Murdagh ran his hand through his damp hair and turned toward the barn. 

From between two houses, he saw Sevilodorf approaching. As ever, he was struck by the difference between the woman's choice of dress and Anardil's preferences. No bright colors for this woman of Rohan, a sturdy knee length leather jerkin over a dark linen shirt and wool trousers. Tucked into a braided horsehair belt was a knife with a warg's head carved into the handle. Guaire and the men who accompanied her on her expeditions told of two more knives strapped to her forearms and a short sword in a scabbard upon her saddle. For all that she was half Dunlender; the woman was Rohirrim to the core. And the Rohirrim were a strange lot. Dealing death with one hand and healing with the other. 

How ever had this stern woman come to be with the foppish Anardil? Their affection for each other was obvious, but the alliance seemed off kilter somehow. Remembering the hard glint of steel beneath Anardil's velvet exterior, Murdagh thought perhaps it was time to push the man a bit. After all, the Gondorian owed him a few more truths for contriving the situation whereby Sevilodorf agreed to a handfasting. That having the woman firmly tied to someone else had made his own life easier was not to be considered. 

Smiling and calling out a greeting, Murdagh was struck by the thought that, for a woman recently wed, she did not look particularly happy. Maybe it was simply lack of sleep, as the couple's daylong absence suggested. With an inward grin, Murdagh considered how Anardil's reputation had risen amongst the men at his ability to keep the woman occupied for an entire day. 

"Good morning, sir." 

Though her greeting sounded as pleasant as this plain-speaking woman ever allowed, Murdagh received the impression she was not pleased to see him. "May I be of some service?" he enquired.

"It is a rather delicate subject…" the woman began.

Instantly, Murdagh thought of Corlissa. Had she reported his advances? Could he divert this confrontation? 

"Delicate? After the harvest festivities, I'm feeling a bit frail myself - certainly slower and sleepier than usual. You must also be tired also considering the handfasting, which I told Anardil would be a good idea…" Judging by her expression, he ought to shut up now. "And then the lengthy sojourn in the grain field."

"You told Anardil that the handfasting would be good?" Sevilodorf's eyes burnt like blue flames. "Is it one of the duties of the ri tuath - matchmaking?"

Taking a step backwards, Murdagh floundered. "I thought to spare both of us the irritation of Guaire's heavy handedness." 

A frown of confusion was almost instantly replaced by tightly controlled anger. "Both of us? Us as in you and me?"

Without giving him time to answer, she went on, "Guaire was matchmaking for you." 

Against his better judgement, Murdagh found himself nodding. 

"His choice was not to your liking."

Not being a complete fool, the ri tuath refused to respond.

"And you sought desperately for some means of escape." Sev folded her arms across her chest and glared. "Was Anardil your first choice, or the only one who did not run in terror?"

"Now, mistress, I am not so blind as Guaire." Even as the words left his mouth, Murdagh recognized the folly of them.

"No indeed. While Guaire professes to hold me in some esteem, you see the reality of a strong willed female."

At a loss of how to retrieve the situation, he said, "You mistake my meaning."

"I mistake nothing. You looked about for some misbegotten loof to take the problem from your hands and managed to find one."

Before Murdagh could gather more words to explain, Guaire and Brighid's husband, Jacon, emerged from the barn leading their horses and two pack animals in readiness to escort Sevilodorf out to the woods.

With a sniff, she turned upon her heel and strode away from Murdagh calling out, "We've a lot to do today. That stand of burdock we found two weeks ago should be ready for harvesting the seeds by now. We need as much as we can gather for a tonic." Sneering over her shoulder, she added, "Though some people would do better with a purging."

Guaire detoured to hiss at Murdagh, "Now what have you done? First, you let that fop handfast her; and now you add insult to injury?" 

Watching as the man limped off after Sevilodorf, Murdagh wondered at how fast a fair day could go foul. However, if he thought things could not get much worse, he was soon to be disillusioned.

Taking a circuitous route to the halla, he heard Corlissa's voice.

"Leave go my hand, Creedon. I've work to do, and I've no intentions of walking with you anywhere."

Here was a situation where Murdagh could help. "Creedon, you whelp. If the lady says no, she means no. Let her be."

"But…" the persistent suitor protested.

"But nothing! Unless you want to dispute the matter with me by other means." 

The man would not dare a fight with his ri tuath, and not due to status, but rather Murdagh's superior strength and skill. Instead, Creedon breathed a heavy sigh and departed without further debate.

Satisfied to have resolved one encounter successfully, Murdagh smiled and nodded at Corlissa.

"How dare you?" she hissed angrily.

"What?"

"Do you take me for a child or a fool?" The woman glared. "You imagine that I am incapable of defending myself, that I haven't the wit to deter a besotted man?"

Murdagh's temper sped away like a stampeding horse. "For certain you have the wit to entice them in the first place: Creedon, Paidin and whoever else."

"Entice? As if I would entice a boy as young as Paidin. I've done no such thing."

"You are an unmarried maid in a village lacking women."

Corlissa turned to stone, her blue eyes ice, as the healer's had been flame. 

"So it is because there aren't any other women that I am good enough for you Dunlendings."

Having learned the futility of attempting to explain himself to an angry woman, Murdagh decided upon a bit of distraction. "Dunlender. Not Dunlending."

The frosty glare narrowed. "What possible difference can it make?"

"We are men," he said. "Not slaves or possessions."

"Dunlender then. That still doesn't give you reason to accuse me of enticing anyone."

Murdagh lifted his chin. "It was not an accusation, but a statement of fact."

"I suppose then that I am the one to blame for the other night." The steel of her dare impaled him.

Overwhelmed by the memory of their passion, his blood warming again beneath the bracelet, Murdagh performed a strategic maneuver. "No, it was my fault. I wasn't thinking clearly the other night."

"Ah, I see." The woman planted her fists on her hips. "Only when you aren't thinking clearly do you back a woman up against a wall and kiss her. That would explain quite a bit."

It being the day for him to put his foot in his mouth, Murdagh heard himself say, "What does it explain?"

"Why you Dunlenders have so few children. Herbal lore is not all that has been forgotten."
As Corlissa stormed away, Murdagh stood stunned by the slight to his manliness.

"Awk! Awk!" came the corvid cry.

The man glared up at the nearby roof where a whole flock of witnesses ruffled their feathers in amusement.

"Nawt! Nawt!"

Murdagh swore, but the crows just laughed louder. With a wave of disgust and dismissal, Murdagh stalked on about his business. At some point in time, he must have wronged Guaire terribly, that the man would wish to foist any woman on him for life.

*** 

Blinking, Erin emerged from the shadows while the man walked away. Well, who would have thought? But what a perfect couple they might be if they were not so cross with each other. Perhaps it was just something they had to get through before they could admit they actually cared for each other. Sighing, she put it from her mind and concentrated on the task in hand: delivering the last of Sevi's raspberry tea to Glenna.

She found the woman sitting in the sunshine front of her house, quietly tatting what might be a pretty hem for an infant's gown. The shadows under her eyes suggested the poor dear had not slept well, and undoubtedly, the unborn babe could claim the blame. Erin grinned as the woman looked up with a weary smile.

"Hello, Mistress Glenna," she said brightly. "I've brought you some dried raspberry leaves for tea. Sevi says it will strengthen you up for when the baby's due. Shall I make you a cup?"

"Thank you," Glenna said, dark eyes smiling.

Though Glenna rarely spoke the Common Tongue, she seemed to understand enough to make sense of Erin's friendly prattle. Thus, the hobbit continued her chatter, going on about recipes and the weather, what so-and-so said the other day, and any other bit of nonsense she could think of. Though never a mother herself, Erin knew how draining a pregnancy could be, and a bit of cheer could never go amiss.

It took her a moment to find the teapot, and when she did, beside it she found a small, unopened packet of herbs. Though still tied in its string, Erin's suspicions prompted her to pick it up. One sniff and the pungently minty aroma shocked her to momentary silence. Pennyroyal! Thank heavens Glenna had not taken any, or at least not recently. Hastily Erin glanced about the hut, looking for a quick means to discard the damning packet.

"Brighid bring," said Glenna, and Erin looked up with a start to see the woman leaning to smile through the doorway. Glenna motioned towards the packet in her hand. "She bring from Gráinne."

"Oh! Yes. Well." Erin forced a smile in return. "Sevi has sent raspberry leaf, which is ever so much better for you. We'll just leave off the pennyroyal for now, shall we?"

With brisk authority, Erin tucked the pennyroyal into her pocket and went on about her tea making, ignoring Glenna's frown of confusion. However, the hobbit lass did not truly relax until Glenna sipped the new tonic and smiled with her at some trifling bit of humor, the pennyroyal hopefully forgotten. When Erin bid good day, she took the pennyroyal with her - and tore the wrapping to scatter the leaves as soon as she was out of sight. Wasteful, perhaps, but at this point, she felt better for having averted danger to Glenna's unborn babe.

That done, Erin found herself at loose ends, and so followed her feet about the village. She stopped for a while to watch the potter at his wheel, coaxing shapes of grace from globs of mud, and paused again to observe rethatching work in preparation for the winter storms. Then a rare sight, even for a fine day, one of the women at her loom, shuttle flying with steady rhythm. At last, Erin came to the edge of the village and she slipped through the gateway towards a set of stout pens within a sturdy wicker fence. She smelled it ere she came near, the pungent odor of highly organic muck.

Scandlan, Glenna's husband and the village swineherd, bobbed about the pens, a bucket rising and falling in his hands. The slops from breakfast at Murdagh's hall and other houses along the way, she knew, and the contented grunting of Scandlan's porcine charges bespoke gladness for full bellies. The swineherd's tousled head bobbed towards the gate, and the man looked up as he stepped out of the pens.

"Hello, Master Scandlan," Erin called, letting herself inside the fence. "A lovely morning, is it not?"

A surprisingly shy smile split the man's beard, and he nodded in greeting. "Aye, fair day."

He spoke the Common Tongue better than most: he simply never used very much of it at once. Hands, which the war had deprived of three fingers, fumbled at the latch while he fastened the gate, then he turned towards his guest once more. Yet he offered only another bashful grin, and Erin understood she would have to carry the weight of any conversation.

"So, what will you do today?"

A sturdy grunting interrupted her, and she turned to see a fabulously huge sow pig stumping towards them. Why, the beast's back stood almost as high as Erin's head, and she surely weighed more than any man, or even two men, in the village. Yet Scandlan spoke to her and, just like a dog, the sow hastened her stride until she stood at his side, nudging the bucket in his hand. Scandlan chuckled and scratched her bristly head before reaching into his bucket and handing her a heel of bread. Munching noisily, the sow fell in beside the man.

"Who is this?" Erin asked, giggling.

"Alainn," Scandlan replied.

"She must be a special pig, then, if she gets to roam outside the pens at will."

"Aye."

"What makes her special, then? Her size?" Erin turned to walk at the side of the man not occupied by the sow, and looked up at him expectantly.

Scandlan paused at the door to his feed shed, frowning and stroking his beard. Erin waited, while he sorted through his mind for the right translation.

Abruptly the man beamed. "Truffles."

"Truffles?"

"Aye. She finds truffles. Right clever pig."

"Truffles..."

Erin's mouth watered and her eyes went wide at the thought of it: truffles, the nectar, the gem, the king of the mushroom world. Why, a gill of truffles in the Shire would be cause for the greatest celebration. To find even one...

Scandlan must have read her hungry expression, for he chuckled as he looked down at the hobbit. "Come along, you like. Might be holbytlan are lucky for truffle hunting."

"Oh, would you mind? That would be ever so wonderful! When might we go?"

Scandlan's fatherly smile indulged her. "I was going now. Oak stands out that way," he waved a crippled hand in a northeasterly direction, "took the brunt of a downpour two weeks gone. Truffles should be there, if anywhere."

Erin did not need asking twice; within moments, they were heading out of the village, Scandlan with a sack over his shoulder and Alainn, the truffle hunting pig at his heels. As they went, Erin spied Brighid walking with a pail of water.

"Oh, Brighid," she called. "Would you please tell Mistress Sevi that I've gone with Scandlan to hunt truffles? I'll be back in a few hours." 

The woman waved, and Erin hastened to catch up to her companions. 

Glancing at the hobbit's short legs, Scandlan frowned slightly. "We've about five miles to go. You could sit on Alainn? She'll be happy to carry you."

Casting a doubtful look at the sow, Erin asked, "Really."

"Really. Here let me help." Without further ado, Scandlan lifted the hobbit and set her on the pig's back.

Alainne grunted slightly, the vibrations tickling Erin's legs; then set off trotting again alongside the swineherd.

Perched atop the massive sow, Erin found herself enjoying the bouncy ride as well as bubbling with optimistic anticipation. Wouldn't it be a wonderful thing if she could bring truffles back for dinner? The very thought brought a broad smile to her face, as she, her mount the pig, and the man set off on their search for gastronomic delight.

***

Chapter Nine: Lost

September 26, 1425 SR
The morning seemed to pass almost before Erin realized it, as she and Scandlan and Alainne, the amazing truffle-hunting pig, scoured the woods for the delicacies. At first, pickings had seemed slim and Erin resigned herself to little more than a pleasant walk in the woods. But then Alainne began rooting eagerly beneath a tree, grunting her porcine pleasure, and the hunt truly began. Oh, truffles never came easily or often, any hobbit knew that, but finding one, then another, and a third - well, there seemed no point in stopping now.

At noon, the mushroom hunters paused only for a snack beside a clear-running stream. Now that the shadows began to turn, Erin realized she felt hungry again, but she had a handful of hazelnuts in her pocket, which Scandlan had given her, and the swineherd carried other nibblings in his haversack. 

She only turned her back for a moment; just took a few steps to investigate the cluster of umbrella-shaped mushrooms that were starting to collapse: an almost certain indication of truffles. Maybe a treasured white truffle lay beneath them.

"Try here, Scandlan," Erin said, twisting around to see the swineherd.

But he wasn't there, and neither was the massive sow. Odd, but she supposed they might be busy at another tree somewhere out of sight. Their hunt so far had been quite productive: several of the delectable fungi nestled in the basket over her arm. Alainne had proved a very clever pig, indeed, able to sniff out even the most elusive truffle, and then generously give them up for a simple wedge of apple and a scratch from Scandlan's maimed fingers. They made a curiously endearing pair, the Dunlending and the enormous sow, and Erin smiled as she knelt to gently brush aside the damp forest matter that hid her quarry.

Sure enough, a pale, lobed globe appeared under her questing fingers. Carefully she brushed the damp matter aside and lifted the truffle gently, dusting bits of earth and leaves from it before settling it in her basket.


When she looked up, filtered sunlight slanted through the trees, but of Scandlan and the pig, she still spied no sign. How long had it been since she last saw them? Could they have wandered so far apart in their eagerness to find the savory mushrooms?

Scratching her curls, Erin called out, "Scandlan! Alainne!" 

It was as if they had evaporated into thin air. The hobbit listened for a reply, or even a rustle of leaves, anything. She heard only silence between the occasional twitter of small birds.

How could that be, she wondered, and stood to begin retracing the few steps that she must have taken. She continued to call, certain that some simple explanation would emerge with both man and pig.

After yet more steps, Erin started to feel the worry that came with finding oneself alone in the wilderness. Not just any wilderness, either, but one devoid of friendly elves or helpful Rangers. What seemed benign mere moments ago now loomed about her full of claws and teeth and evil intent. 

Panic fluttered in the hobbit's chest, and though she tried to quell it, she couldn't help shouting, "Scandlan! Alainne!" over and over. Her voice echoed off the dense trees, mocking her. This simply did not make sense.

With relief, she spotted a clear path, and letting the sun be her guide, she followed the trail in the direction most likely to lead towards the village. Erin's woodcraft was, of course, excellent, and now the panic had subsided, she felt confident again. Perhaps the swineherd and his pig had somehow wandered out of earshot over a ridge, as distracted by their hunt as she had been in hers. No matter, a hobbit always knew which way was home, and she made her way with confidence.

Yet that confidence drained slowly away as her feet grew weary and the heat of exertion prickled down her back. How could she get so turned around? Taking a deep breath, she glanced through the trees towards the intermittently visible sun, and forged onward.

Only after realizing that she must have covered considerable distance did she pause and recollect what Aerio and Anardil had said about a forest tiptoeing out of shape. But that hadn't been here. Nevertheless, something was wrong: she knew perfectly well where the village lay, and yet she could not seem to find the edge of the forest. Were it not for the constancy of the sun, she would think she had gotten turned round about.

Her steps slowed, silent in the accumulated debris of years of autumns and springs. Why did the woods seem so utterly empty? And why had the air become so heavy and still? Her stomach clenched as the unwelcome suspicion arose that woodcraft could not serve against the malice of the very forest.

"Oh help," she whimpered aloud. "Something, somebody help me find my way, please. I mean no harm." Then she sat on a rock and sniffed back tears.

"Maw." A familiar speckled crow suddenly landed beside Erin, wings half folded, and it tipped its head this way and that to inspect her through beady eyes. 

"Oh, hello!" The hobbit grinned with relief. "You're from Murdagh, aren't you? Will you lead me out?"

"Maw," it repeated, and flew a short distance before waiting for Erin to follow.

Should she follow? It leapt to wing again and fluttered towards her, swooping to a halt on the ground just paces away. There it stood, head cocked, one bright eye watching her. Erin frowned and glanced about. Following a bird did seem a bit silly, but then Murdagh's crows were no ordinary crows, and they seemed friendly inclined towards their two-legged neighbors.

"Well, all right," Erin said. "Lead on, but mind you remember that I don't have wings. No diving off of cliffs or over chasms, you understand?"

"Ack!" the crow cried, and sprang to wing.

Thus she followed, the crow swooping in short flights from limb to limb, always watching her and waiting for her to catch up. It headed in the correct general direction, though the sun was soon filtered from view by ever-greater trees. That displeased her, for it made orientation difficult, not to mention keeping track of time. How long had she been walking? She must be getting tired, or perhaps suffered from lack of proper food: time and again, she blinked to an awareness of her surroundings as if she had dozed for several steps. Most disconcerting, and the hobbit paused to fortify herself with her last handful of hazelnuts.

The crow watched patiently from a limb overhead until she resumed walking, upon which she sternly ordered herself to pay attention to her surroundings. This must be a much older part of the forest, the trees heavy-limbed and the oaks twisted into gnarled and wonderful shapes. But the way stretched smoothly before her, and the speckled crow remained a constant escort.

Ere long, Erin spied sunlight through the leafy boughs ahead, and her heart leapt. At last! The edge of the forest! She hastened her steps, and the speckled crow swept on ahead and out of view.

Moments later, Erin stepped into sunlight - and her heart dropped. It was only a glade, sunny and green but ringed about by yet more trees. She clutched her basket and struggled against the burn of tears.

"Oh dear," she murmured, and gazed fearfully about.


Of her faithless speckled guide, she found no trace. But she did notice, on the far side of the little glade, a stony, tree-clad hillside and the black, arched mouth of a curious cave.

***

Within the healer's stillroom, Murdagh strove to control his anger. Glenna's concern about Erin taking away the pennyroyal had reached him earlier in the day. When he inquired of Corlissa, she responded as if he already knew the dire consequences that drinking the brew could wreak upon pregnant women. All afternoon, Murdagh's fury simmered as he awaited the healer's return. And now the woman confirmed the awful truth, and he felt as if he might explode 

"By what right did you withhold such information from me? I am ri tuath of this clan."

"And by your request, I am the herbalist. As Corlissa told you," Sevilodorf indicated the woman in the corner who watched the heated debate through wide eyes, "I only figured it out yesterday. I would find my job much easier if you would simply tell me what I need to know rather than having to piece things together." 

Murdagh opened his mouth but the healer continued. "Do not think of denying it, sir. I asked repeatedly, 'what happened to the women?' All I got was evasions. If someone, anyone, had bothered to tell me five women had died miscarrying, I could have traced the problem a good deal faster."

Biting his bottom lip before risking a response, the ri tuath snarled, "You should have come to me the moment you learned this."

"Why? What would you have done? Announced it to the halla? Floated Gráinne in the pond?" Then the lowering of the healer's voice mirrored a curbing of her temper. "I was handling the problem. She made a mistake - a tragic one. But it will not happen again."

Calming his own demeanor, Murdagh asked, "What of Glenna? And her babe?"

"I offer no guarantees. There are too many things that can go wrong, but the gods willing she will carry the babe to term."

"The gods willing?" He could not keep the pain from his face. "Woman, you do not know what you ask."

Sevilodorf paused for a moment to study his expression. What she saw clearly troubled her. "Then for pity's sake, tell me, Murdagh. What else must I guard against?"

"Nothing your simples and tonics have any power over." He shook off his moment of weakness, for indeed there was nothing she or anyone else could do. "You will be here for the birthing?"

"Yes, as agreed, Anardil and I stay the winter."

"And the others?" Murdagh's glimpse towards Corlissa did not touch upon her eyes.

"We accompany them back to Rohan in a fortnight," replied Sevilodorf.

He nodded curtly and strode from the room, his torment gripped behind his teeth. Alone, in the open air, Murdagh stared skyward and heaved an agonizing sigh. It had not been the Old One! He'd laid the blame where it most readily fit rather than seek for the truth. Not the Old One, but an old woman of their own whom tangled her lore. The clan survived war and wizardry yet nearly destroyed itself through ignorance. Let anyone tell him now that he was wrong to send for the outsiders! The weight of regret threatened to crush him as he recalled Glenna and her unborn babe. His deception might have cost their lives.

***

As the door closed upon Murdagh's anger, Sevilodorf blew out a long breath and sank onto a low stool near the hearth. Expression soft with dismay, Corlissa stepped forward hesitantly.

Sev lifted her hand. "Nay, do not apologize. It's my own fault. I meant to speak to him this morning, but we got into an argument over something else."

"It has been Master Murdagh's day for being disagreeable," Corlissa replied.

"What? With you as well?" 

"Aye." Corlissa ignored the invitation to explain the purpose of her quarrel with the ri tuath and pointed to the large sacks beside the door. "What do you want done with that?"

Sev frowned ruefully. "There's far more there than we'll need. I was so angry that I kept the men harvesting all day. We'll set as much as possible to simmering in a covered kettle. Tomorrow the rest can be spread to dry. During the winter, it can be ground and used to thicken soups."

At the mention of winter, Corlissa found herself frowning. Winter, when she would be home again, and what, if anything, could she claim from her sojourn here?

She realized Sev watched her, and the healer asked, "You will not change your mind and stay with us?"

Aye, whatever difficulties she had found here, Corlissa could claim this stern, good-hearted woman as a friend, and she smiled sadly. "No, I cannot."

Sev returned her smile with a touch of wistfulness. "You will be missed, Corlissa, and not just for the loss of two extra hands."

Grateful and touched, Corlissa's smile widened - but before she could reply, a perfect storm of wings and raucous cawing whirled past outside. Voices began to call out in question, and the cawing did not relent. 

"Whatever is going on out there?" Sev exclaimed.

"I've no…" Corlissa stepped outside and halted so fast, Sev almost collided with her.

At the other side of the village, a cloud of crows circled madly above Murdagh's head, while young Paidin waved and shouted from the ridge of earthen wall. Exchanging a quick glance, both women hastened forward, falling in with a growing crowd of villagers. Atop the earth wall moments later, they along with everyone else could see Scandlan the swineherd and his enormous sow marching across the fields.

"What on earth?" muttered Sev.


Corlissa mutely shook her head, trying to peer past the people in front of her. Seconds later, she could see that Scandlan looked decidedly the worse for wear, his clothing pulled every-which-way, his hair full of twigs, and livid welts on his face and lower arms. Even the sow sported a nasty weal across her back.

Murdagh surged forward from the watching throng, shouting questions in the Dunlending tongue. Scandlan's response came muddled, but the word "Erin" rang clearly enough amongst the Dunlendish. Corlissa frowned and tuned her ear to listen for the rest of Scandlan's reply.

"...only turned my back for a moment," Scandlan cried breathlessly, and heaved to a halt when Murdagh reached him. "Erin was right there, but the forest took her and there wasn't a thing I could do about it!"

Murdagh glanced northward and scowled. "You took the holbytlan mushroom hunting?"

Breathlessly, the swineherd nodded. "Aye."

"What about Erin?" hissed Sev, and Corlissa started, realizing the woman could not follow the exchange as she had.

"I'm not sure," Corlissa replied, then eased through the crowd trying to hear more from the two men as the swineherd put the pig inside the sty. 

"Where did you take her?" Murdagh demanded.

"The same place I always go! There's never been trouble there, before. I looked and I shouted but -." Scandlan gulped a breath and resumed marching toward the village, Murdagh striding alongside. "I barely got out, myself, thanks to Alainne. Ach, the poor lass."

A quick scuff of feet startled the women, and they turned to see Anardil and Cormac newly returned from rabbit hunting, Aerio not a step behind them.

"What has transpired?" asked Aerio.

"Something about Erin," said Sev. "I've been gone since shortly after breakfast harvesting burdock. I never thought to look for Erin. I assumed she was at the halla in the midst of dinner preparations. But the swineherd just mentioned her name."

"She was not present at lunch," Aerio said softly, "but it was my understanding that she was visiting Glenna. That must be where Erin and Scandlan met and decided upon a private expedition."

Worry drew new lines in Sev's face as she looked at the muttering villagers around them. There was no missing the fearful looks they cast northward; several made warding signs against evil.

"Really," muttered Anardil darkly.

Corlissa glanced over in time to see the one-armed man assume the earnest face of Anardil the Resplendent. That done, he leapt down the earthen wall to meet the chieftain. Corlissa swallowed, but dared not feed her friends' fears until she knew what was actually going on.

"Murdagh!" called Anardil merrily. "I say, what seems to be the bother? Did I hear you mention Erin? Why, she missed lunch and we've not seen a hair of her curly head!"

Murdagh stumped to a halt at the base of the wall, scowling briefly up at all the watching faces. "Ah," he growled, "she went mushrooming with Scandlan and has managed to get herself lost."

But Corlissa shook her head in disbelief. "That is not what Scandlan said," she whispered.

Sev meanwhile went from worried to furious in a single bound. "Erin lost?" she repeated incredulously. "Why, a hobbit getting lost so close to home is unheard of! This is just -."

Still muttering, Sev marched down to meet the men, though Anardil greeted her with his hand on her sleeve and a strained smile.

"Lost, you say?" he echoed. "Good heavens, Murdagh, that does seem improbable. And, Scandlan, you look a fright. Why don't we retire to the stillroom or hall? Sevi can patch you up, and then we can sort this out. Come along, now."

Anardil did at least keep either Murdagh or Sev from doing a public impression of Mount Doom, but Corlissa struggled mightily against her own surge of outrage as Anardil ushered them all through the whispering throng of villagers. How dare Murdagh make light of Erin's disappearance, as if she were but a wayward child? Furthermore, Corlissa got the distinct impression Murdagh went along only so he could monitor what was said to or by Scandlan. Jaw set, Corlissa exchanged a glance with Sev that promised nobody would rest tonight until some proper answers were had.

Moments later, Scandlan perched on a bench in the empty halla, while Sev cleaned his cuts and abrasions. The flock of crows had abandoned their group hysteria, leaving only the tatty-winged Ric to flutter inside and perch in the rafters overhead.

Anardil meanwhile continued his attempts at charm, and directed his next question to Scandlan. "Now, good man, where did you manage to lose Erin? It's so unlike a hobbit to get lost, you know."

Yet Scandlan flicked a glance at his chieftain and let Murdagh answer for him.

"It's no matter," Murdagh replied, frowning. "That bit of woods can be confusing, that's all."

Anardil shifted his attention to the chieftain, eyebrows climbing. "Confusing, you say?"

Murdagh shrugged, an uncomfortable-seeming gesture in Corlissa's eyes. "Aye. But as she's a clever lass like you say, I'll find her sitting by a stream waiting to be found. Even folks who live here sometimes lose their way in those woods."

And that proved the final straw. Corlissa took one rigid step forward, fists clenched at her sides, and glared full into Murdagh's stubborn face.

"That is not what Scandlan said outside," she growled.

"Brrk," said the tatty-winged crow.

For an instant, Murdagh simply stared at Corlissa, dark eyes unreadable. Then he snorted and folded his arms across his chest.

"So you did understand the crows, did you? Then you are already aware the woods are mysterious. You know the stories of Fangorn. Our forest has its own secrets."

Sev's hands remained gentle as she laved the swineherd's injuries, but the look she shot Murdagh could have set the basin to boiling. 

"Is this what we have to guard against?" she asked, the words bitten off. "Fangorn's little brother, perhaps? And Erin's out there..." Jaw tight, she splashed her cloth back in the basin and began applying salve to Scandlan's hurts.

Murdagh at last had the grace to look uncomfortable, uncrossing his arms to set his fists on his hips. Scowling, he said, "They won't hurt her, just scare her a bit. I will go myself to bring her back."

Aerio lifted his chin and said, "Then Anardil and I shall come, too."

"No, no." Murdagh shook his head sharply. "They react poorly to men."

"Aye, that's the truth," Scandlan agreed, offering his wounds in evidence.


"But I am no man," the elf declared.

"You are male," Murdagh observed. "That is enough."


"Very well," said Anardil mildly. "Then Sev and Corlissa will go."

Eyes on the floor, Murdagh again shook his head. "It's not safe for anyone but me."

"Why?" shot back Corlissa. "Because of that bracelet you wear? What is it that the O'Cernachs are Guardians against?"

The heavy shoulders clenched. "Nothing I can explain right now. You must trust me."

Sev hissed a sound of supreme scorn and looked to Anardil and Murdagh, blue eyes blazing. "As you trusted us with the information about the women? Have not enough innocents died because of a lack of trust? This has gone far enough. No more deceptions." Her gaze narrowed as she turned the full force of her wrath on Anardil. "It is time for both sides to reveal the truth. Tell him or I will."

A slight tilt of a brow was Anardil's only response, and Murdagh asked suspiciously, "Tell me what?"

Wincing, Scandlan scanned each stern face then looked yearningly towards the door. Corlissa sympathized with his desire to escape the impending revelations.

Something changed in Anardil's demeanor, then, a stillness coming to his posture and a thin smile appearing that absolutely did not touch his grey eyes.

"You see, Murdagh," he said quietly - not at all the blithe voice of Anardil the Resplendent. "Aerio and I were in your mysterious woods three days ago. We did a bit of observing, you might say. Enough to know that Erin is not simply 'lost'."

"Ack," said the crow.

Murdagh glared upwards accusingly, and the bird shuffled its feet on its perch almost as if ashamed. Returning his attention to Anardil, Murdagh said, "Then you know."

Coolly Anardil replied, "Not enough." 

But Corlissa could see the obstinacy returning to Murdagh's face, as if it were a favorite garment he could not bear to put off. "No. It is not safe for you until morning. It can only cause more harm to go wandering about in the night." 

"Why?" demanded Anardil. "Aerio and I were led up hill and down dale, but no harm came to us. For all that we are both male."

"But you…" Scandlan began then thought the better of it.

"I will go," Murdagh insisted, shifting already towards the door. "I will not let anything happen to -."

"Unacceptable," spat Aerio.

"We go with you," Anardil said softly. "Or we go without you. But whatever you do, don't get in our way."

For an instant their eyes locked, the chieftain of the O'Cernach clan and the man whom he had known only as Sev's foppish mate. Corlissa felt a humorless smile curling her lips to see the unyielding steel behind Anardil's gaze, the very real threat and promise latent in that tall form.


With a grunt, Murdagh looked away. "Be it on your own heads then."

If Anardil owned two hands, Corlissa thought he might have smote them together, and he wheeled towards the others, instantly planning. "Aerio, weapons. Sevi, you know what you need in case Erin is the worse for wear. Corlissa -."

"Blankets and warm clothing," Corlissa responded crisply.

Anardil grinned, fiercely alive as the last vestige of the gay popinjay vanished. He smote Murdagh on the shoulder and was out the door and gone, Aerio close behind him, doubtless to change into clothing suitable for the hunt.

In his wake, Murdagh sighed. With a weary glance at the women, he asked, "Who is he, truly?"

Sev wiped her fingers clean of salve and her chin lifted in unmistakable pride. "A Northern Ranger, one of the Dúnedain, and kinsman to Elessar the King, himself."

With that, she scooped up her basin and swept out the door, leaving Corlissa to cast Murdagh a sardonic grin.

"Poor little chieftain," she said. "Duplicity is not a game for the unprepared."

And she left him there, doubtless to exchange sighs and woes with poor Scandlan, who would be delighted to get home to a far more biddable woman.

***

In the gathering gloom of evening, the hobbit set down her basket of truffles and then explored the clearing, wondering if perhaps she ought to think of setting up a makeshift camp to spend the night.

"Oh my, aren't you pretty?"

Erin spun around at hearing a girl's voice. Standing by the mouth of the cave, a small, brown-haired child peered through dark eyes that looked enormous in the milky paleness of her face.

Relief at finding another person rushed through Erin, despite the unexpectedness of the encounter. "Goodness, you made me jump."

"Sorry." The girl prettily returned her smile. "But I haven't seen golden hair in ever so long."

The hobbit closed the distance between them and found the girl to be a few inches shorter than her. "I'm Erin," she said. "What's your name?"

Yet she did not immediately answer, and Erin found herself briefly disconcerted by the child's close study of her face.

Her focus shifting from Erin's freckle-dusted nose to her blue eyes, the girl replied, "I am Duil. I am very pleased to meet you."

Duil dipped a curtsey, holding out each side of the plain, brown wool skirt that she wore below an equally plain blouse. Her feet, like Erin's, were unclad.

Returning the curtsey, Erin felt slightly taken aback to notice that Duil's face was not quite as flawless as she had first thought. Indeed, it was lightly speckled as if caught in warm sunshine for just long enough to tease out the seeds of a tan. What such a young child was doing in the forest mystified Erin, unless perhaps, her parents lived nearby.

"Are you hungry?" Duil asked.

"Yes," said Erin, the very question setting her tummy rumbling, "but more importantly, I'm lost. Can you tell me how to get back to the village, or perhaps your mother or father can?"

"Oh, don't worry about that. They'll be here soon. Waiting will be much safer than wandering about alone. Why don't we have something to eat in the meantime? Look."

Turning around, Duil bent and picked up a metal platter that Erin had not noticed before. Upon it were sweet cakes and biscuits, with all manner of fancy toppings: whipped cream, cherries, walnuts, strawberries, and flowers made of sugar. 

Scents drifted towards the hobbit, sweet and fruity, succulent and warm. Her mouth watered. Surely, there must be a house nearby, and the prospect of a night alone in the woods blessedly faded.

"Here. Try this one." Duil held up a confection of flaky pastry filled with thick cream and luscious berries, and frosted with sugar. 

Erin's hand delicately took the offering. "Thank you," she said before risking a bite.

Seconds later, the pastry was gone, only its rich flavor lingering on her tongue. "Hmm." Erin licked her fingers. "That tasted enchanting."

***

Chapter Ten: Searching

Evening/night September 26

As they rode in gathering darkness towards the forest, Murdagh felt the strength of the invisible wards maintained by his bracelet. The Old One could not break free, though her malice oft reached as far as the village, polluting wells, infecting crops, setting animals and plants to strange behaviors.

He'd warned time and again against venturing here at night, but the outsiders insisted; the ri tuath thwarted in his own domain by the fop transformed into a deadly sword, and a singing elf into a spear. Even then, Murdagh pointed out the folly of leading the women into danger. Of all things, it was the crows that gainsaid that, drowning his protests beneath a squawking insistence. Surely the birds had their reasons, but they refused to say why.

And worst of all, none could be trusted: not the man, the elf, the women or the crows. Whether of their own choosing, or perhaps influenced by the Old One, all practiced deceit: in appearance, character, knowledge, or whatever else. Oh, he'd done so too, but to protect others, including these who now ventured into the clutches of something beyond their comprehension.

Nor did Murdagh consider the crows any help at all, and he cast a glance at the dark-winged shapes still pacing them as twilight thickened. Blasted feathered fools - even they seemed smitten by the women riding with him - against his own best advice, mind, but whatever won the crows' favor, they cackled and cawed with delight at Murdagh's discomfort.

"Confounded nuisances," Murdagh muttered, as a set of ebon wings flashed past his head. "Probably they won your loyalty with a handful of corn."

Then he glanced over his shoulder towards the women behind, but saw no sign they had heard him. Thankful at least for that, he turned his face forward to the darkening woods.

On horseback, it was not far to the point where Scandlan, Erin and the truffle-hunting pig had been about their hunt. Darkness gathered fast beneath the trees, and Murdagh hunched his shoulders against the sense of eyes - a foolish notion, since eyes would be the least of the Old One's manifestation, if the Sean Aon chose to trouble them.

"Here?" Anardil asked when Murdagh halted his horse.

The man's grey eyes glinted briefly, oddly silver in the fading light. Aerio slid from his horse's back already casting for sign on the ground.

"Aye," said Murdagh, peering uneasily about.

Leaves rustled in rushing whispers of sound that sighed away into the wood. Aerio glanced up, a smirk tilting one corner of his mouth.

"Fear not," he said. "The forest wills us no harm."

Murdagh clamped his jaw shut with valiant effort, though it nearly choked him to do so. The impertinence of the elf, to tell Murdagh what did and did not threaten in his own land! The chieftain flinched when a shadow-shape ghosted past his stirrup - Anardil off his horse and going to join Aerio.

"This way," said Aerio, and the two hunters moved ahead, their horses trailing after.

Shrugging away the tightness in his shoulders, Murdagh nudged his horse to follow, deeper into the forest's thickening gloom. He pretended not to notice that Corlissa wore a smirk that very nearly mirrored the elf's.

Night fell swiftly beneath the forest's boughs, until only Aerio could follow the traces that a light-footed hobbit lass might leave. The crows had, one by one, departed to whatever roosts they chose, and nothing moved among the trees but the whisper of breezes and the dull thud of their own horses' hooves. Almost it seemed the woods swallowed sound, and Murdagh curled his free hand about the bracelet, assuring him its power still held.

"She was lost," murmured Aerio, after tracing the fourth or fifth wandering circle. "A most curious thing for a hobbit to be."

Anardil paused to look up between dark branches to the first stars now winking above. "She seems to have tried to go the right direction, but something must have confused or misled her."

"Or someone," Aerio added, and bent again to his tracking.

Then of a sudden, the faint signs of Erin's passage ceased meandering and headed very decisively north.

"Aerio?" hissed Sev. "Are you certain this is right?"

"I am, Mistress Sev," the elf replied lowly, without looking up from his scrutiny of the night-dark forest floor. "Here she establishes a sure course bearing almost due north."

"That makes no sense," Sev muttered. "What would prompt that?"

"A guide?" suggested Corlissa.

"Aye, perhaps," Anardil said, as he fell back to walk between the women's horses. "Though we should ask what kind of guide that might be, in this place."

Murdagh felt their eyes on him even without looking, and scowled despite the gloom. "It could have been anything," he replied grimly. "Something that would seem commonplace or acceptable to a hobbit. Don't trust anything you see or hear."

"Ah," murmured Aerio, long fingers brushing stems of bracken as he passed. "Illusions and apparitions for a forest that treasures its secrets. Under normal circumstances, I do so enjoy a good riddle."

They continued onward in silence for a time, but Murdagh also found little to enjoy. All his plans and hopes of bringing Gondor and Dunland to terms might be coming undone right within his hands, as mystery and subterfuge piled one atop the other. He could only imagine what Finan would have to say about it all. Then he hoped he would be safe home by morning in order to hear it. He hoped that for all of them.

***

Why had she entered the cave? Every single decision the hobbit made throughout the entire day led her deeper and deeper into danger. Now, in the depth of night and the depth of a pitch-black cavern, Erin shivered and called out, "Duil, please light a lamp. I'm frightened."

Full of mischief, the little girl had lured her inside then through a honeycomb of tunnels until the hobbit no longer knew North from South, or where the exit might lay. Like a rabbit warren or a meandering smial in which nobody ever lived - the place at first struck Erin as quite marvelous. But the brightly-lit cavern had plunged into instant darkness as soon as Erin asked about where Duil lived. 

"Then you should trust me!" came a petulant echoing voice.

She might not have children of her own, but Erin understood their naughtiness well enough from both observation and her own less-than-perfect girlhood. 

"I do trust you." Erin hugged her arms about herself and fought to sound calm and adult. "I just wanted to know more about you. Please come back, Duil, and let me see you."

"No more questions unless I say so? Promise!"

"I promise," said Erin with her fingers crossed.

Just like that, the cavern welled with golden light, and Duil stood at the entrance to a yet another tunnel, a broad grin wreathing her face. "Here I am. And now you can see my pictures too." The girl gestured to the rock face beside her. "Do you like them?"

Continuing to indulge the child, Erin felt suspicion creep up her spine like cold fingers. A child: one who could bring light into being without flame, and who could draw such a lifelike image of Scandlan, Alainne and the hobbit looking for truffles?

"Oh," breathed Erin, even more intent on keeping Duil at ease. "You are a very clever artist. I do so admire your gift."

"Look at this one." The girl pointed to the opposite wall where another image showed Aerio and Anardil leading their horses with Murdagh riding in front, and Sevilodorf and Corlissa riding behind. "I told you they'd be here soon. They get closer by the minute, these friends of yours."

Erin rubbed her arms to suppress a shiver: no child drew such things, strokes of color and charcoal that appeared to have adorned the rock for years, but which depicted events even now unfolding. Suddenly, Erin did not want to see any more.

"These are very good, Duil," she said. "Thank you for showing them to me. But I really should go out to meet my friends, since they must be coming to find me. I've been gone for much too long, you see, and they must be worried to death."

Duil cocked her head, bright eyes studying Erin sharply. "Why would they worry?"

"Because ..." Befuddled, Erin fumbled to reply. "Because I said I would be back for lunch, and here it's way past bedtime. They must think I am hurt or lost. And I do want to go home. I'm hungry and I'm terribly sleepy."

Duil's smooth brow briefly furrowed, as she appeared to contemplate the explanation. But then she abruptly tilted her head the other way, and her expression grew impish once more.

"Oh, no. No, you have to stay here for a while. I'm not through, yet."

Cold seeped from the surrounding stone. Though dreading the answer, Erin asked, "Through with what?"

"You'll see!" A dazzling smile lit the not-child's pretty face. "It's great fun."

With a silvery giggle, Duil turned and fled, leaving Erin alone again, but this time at least surrounded by that unnatural golden light, as if from torches mortal eyes could not see. Tears pricked Erin's eyes and fear clogged her throat as she turned to look around her. Each tunnel and archway looked just like the next. Nor had she any idea which direction led out, or which might only lead deeper into some horrid dark place beneath the earth.

"I want to go home," she whimpered.


She faced back the way Duil had vanished, and could take no comfort in the appearance of a cup, a pewter pitcher, beaded with cold, and a plate with a fat cucumber sandwich resting where Duil had just stood. But water and food held little appeal as realization stared from the endless passageways. Erin the hobbit was truly lost, and worst of all, lost in a place from which no simple escape seemed possible.

***

"Alassiel!" Aerio cried, and he took a few steps towards the black trunks of surrounding trees. Then he stopped and shook his head, pale hair swaying beneath the moon. "But that is not possible."

"What?" Corlissa asked, gazing down from her mount. "Who is Alassiel?"

Murdagh, a frown deepening the shadows of his benighted face, halted his horse to stress once again, "Don't trust anything you see or hear."

The elf seemed torn. "But if it is her…?"

"Someone you cared for, is she?" Murdagh asked. "Perhaps someone long lost or beyond reach?"

"Aye," Aerio confessed, sorrow weighting his words as he exhaled. "Far beyond reach."

"Then accept it is an illusion born of your own longing."

Longing? Could that be what even now teased the edges of Corlissa's senses? Flashes of sight - or was it Sight? - painted her dream anew: a dark-haired babe burbling with contentment and a shadow spilling upon her doorsill - No! She shook her head fiercely, willing her eyes to fill only with the shifting shadows of night.

But Corlissa heard a fierce intake of breath alongside her, and alarm cleared her thoughts as will alone could not. She turned in the saddle to see Sevilodorf with eyelids squeezed shut. Reaching across, she touched the healer's arm. 

"Are you in pain?"

"So many failures," came the quiet reply.

Anardil was instantly beside his lady's horse, staring up into Sevilodorf's face. "Which failures? It is a delusion, Sev!"

"No." She opened her eyes and shook her head sadly. "My memory is clear enough. The failures were no mirage - the lives lost. I failed so many times."

Grabbing her hand, Anardil said insistently, "What about the many times you succeeded, the many lives you saved? Stop this! We have been through our agony together and come out the other side. Don't let this - whatever it is - twist your thoughts and deceive you." 

"If I were a worthwhile person, why did I have so many enemies?" A tear rolled down the woman's cheek, silvered by moonlight.

Anardil stroked her arm. "Sev, you know the answer dwells in them, not in you."

"Do I?" Her voice sharpened and she reined her horse from his reach. "How can you speak for people you've never met? Do you add speaking to the dead to your talents?"

"No, I do not. But I know you, and -."

"You don't know everything, Anardil, and wishing cannot will away the facts."

"Facts through whose lens?" Anardil persisted. "Meleth nín, at this very moment, my mind keeps straying to when I lost my arm, telling me that if I'd trained harder, moved faster, thought more sharply, then I would still be whole. But," and he raised his voice so that the forest might hear, "I reject that! Instead of an arm, I have Sevilodorf, my wife, whom I would not otherwise have met. I will not regret the path that led me here, be it paved with my own errors. Whoever you are, illusionist, whatever you are, you fool yourself more than you fool me - for you think you understand me, and you do not!"

"Come," Murdagh intervened. "Your words are noble but you may as well argue with the wind. You will not stop it blowing until it is ready. Meanwhile, it will tug whatever threads it can find to unpick you. You must be stronger than it."

It. A thing that barely had a name, and which had never been given shape or form. Corlissa tried to will her thoughts to stillness, but even the shadows could not be trusted. No daughter of the Rohirrim feared the night once she had outgrown petticoats, and Corlissa had long found comfort in the constant stars and the stately march of the moon. But here in this place, the stars seemed to blur and the darkness to shift and breathe. Things moved in the blackness beneath whispering trees but disappeared when she looked directly at them, things that may or may not have ever been there.

Their horses traveled quietly, seeming undisturbed by their nocturnal travels, but as they passed beneath the boughs of yet another stand of trees, Corlissa shrank within herself and clutched her cloak tighter. The rustling leaves in the branches overhead almost sounded like whispering voices, voices that sighed accusations and breathed dreadful taunts, cruel and bitter and spiteful.

Cold ... they sighed. Alone ... Forever...
"Blast!" snarled Anardil, and Corlissa flinched and looked back.

Behind her, the former Ranger walked stealthily, eyes gleaming oddly in the gloom.

"Lying, deceitful ..." His words growled in the dark.

Sev's voice lacked its usual steadiness when she replied, "It's not real. It can't be."

"It is illusion," Murdagh stated, and Corlissa swung her glance forward to the chieftain's sturdy silhouette. "Illusion and lies. Pay them no heed."

"Aye, you may say that," Anardil replied through gritted teeth, "but it's not your wits being peeled like an onion, with that blasted trinket on your arm."

"They pick at the chinks you give them," Murdagh said. "Steady yourself, man."

Lies ... the rustling trees whispered. Secrets ... Trust ... not...
"Extraordinary," breathed Aerio in the darkness, his tone almost reverent. "What sort of being must your Sean Aon be, to wield such power and yet employ such subtlety, each of us visited with our own particular ordeal? Truly I have not experienced its like before."

Corlissa could only set her teeth against rebuke, for their mortal perceptions knew only torment, and not at all Elven wonder. 

On they forged in a journey become nightmare, along paths that only Murdagh knew - and Corlissa wondered if even he could truly distinguish the way. Through glades filled with starlight and woodland corridors roofed in sighing boughs, their path seemed to own no landmarks, no direction.

After a time, Sev spoke lowly above the steady thump of hooves. "I think we've been here before."

"Aye," grumbled Anardil, still afoot and seeking signs of Erin. "Once if not twice. For pity's sake, Murdagh, if we are lost, let us cease wandering!"

"We are not lost," Murdagh answered.

"The blazes we're not! I know we passed that twisted tree once before, and that stream - we've crossed there twice."

"No, we have not."

"Confound it, man -."

"He is correct," Aerio interjected quietly. "What you perceive is a deception perpetrated by the powers in the forest. What seems familiar is not."

"And I'm supposed to believe that? Why?"

Corlissa winced, shoulders tightening, for Anardil never spoke so harshly, and certainly never to his friends.

"Because I tell you, mellon nín," Aerio replied sedately. "You know I do not deceive."

She heard Anardil's sigh, and they journeyed on in silence. Lost ... whispered the trees ... Lost ... Lies... Die...
And starlight spilled before them, revealing a small, silver-grey meadow thick with tousled grasses. Here and there amidst the grass lay skeletal trees, fallen forest monarchs whose limbs jutted forth, stark white as broken bones. As her horse plodded on, Corlissa found her gaze transfixed by a bleached log with thin, curved branches. Oddly, they bent in unison almost like some dead thing's ribs.

Nearer her horse carried her, and nearer, and the night played tricks upon her vision, casting knots in the aged wood to resemble a mouth and eyes. A gaping mouth, frozen in a silent scream, and eyes that stared in horror, fixed forever on the uncaring stars - and the mouth moved, bending into a leering grin.

She shrieked before thought could provide any saner action, whipping her startled horse into a leaping plunge that snapped branches and cracked boughs underfoot.

"Corlissa! Corlissa!"

The shout caught her and she wheeled her mount, staring and breathless and ashamed.

"I saw - I saw -." And she knew herself to be babbling, for what she had seen could not, did not exist.

"Steady, lass."

A firm hand caught her wrist, and she snatched her attention to the bearded face beside her. Murdagh leaned from his saddle, and the circlet on his arm softly glowed. Yes, this was real, this she trusted, the warmth of his grasp and the thunder of her heart and the rasp of her breath in her throat.

Sev appeared white-faced at her other side, Anardil and Aerio led their horses close, and Corlissa bowed her head, sucking in a long, unsteady breath.

Though she had lived within the shadow of Isengard and its wizardly resident, Corlissa had never experienced sorcery. Here, in the midst of wicked magic, she felt dragged towards the devouring center of a maelstrom. Her companions proved much more equal to the challenge, surrounding and comforting her even as she feared she might faint and thus compound her disgrace. A liability  - that's what she was. 

"Forgive me," she whispered.

"No need," Murdagh replied, voice rumbling gently. A final squeeze, and his hand fell away, and she missed that clasp on the instant. In a stronger tone, he said, "We'll get no closer tonight. There is only one way to protect us during the darkest, coldest hours when souls are easily chilled. Follow me."

Yet Anardil stood his ground. "And abandon Erin to whatever cruelties this … thing might dream up? Are you not supposed to be able to control it?"

"Only contain it," Murdagh shot back. "We've lost much of the power we once had. You have a point about 'dreaming up' though, for the night and weariness make us more vulnerable to illusions."

The man drew in a deep breath as if tasting the air, and he turned in his saddle to look around him. "I don't believe the Sean Aon intends to harm the holbytlan, but there is anger at our intervention. Our presence increases the malice, and the threat to Mistress Erin, and ourselves. Look at your ladies' distress, feel the clawing inside you. If we fight now, we will fail. If we await the morning, we will be better equipped for such a battle. Trust me in this. I have dealt with the situation for many years."

Aerio's slender hand touched Anardil's shoulder; the elf thus advised that they do as Murdagh asked.

"It appears there are layers of artifice at work here," Aerio said, passing his hand through the air before him, seemingly testing its textures. "One is inherent to the forest, not a curse so much as a wish or desire that over time has become a part of the forest itself. It is this that diverts our path and confuses our senses. But there is another force, a conscious thought directing the assaults on our minds. I do not think it evil ... but it is exceedingly careless with its play."

Anardil turned to Murdagh. "You know a place that can shelter us from these thoughts?

"Aye," Murdagh said, relief gentling his voice.

Watching the Dunlender as he waited for Anardil and Aerio to remount, Corlissa felt her pulse quicken again - images of intimacy came unbidden into her mind. She shook her head in an attempt to shatter the mirage of Murdagh and focus instead upon the reality of the man.

His dark glance raked Corlissa once, and as he urged his horse ahead, she shivered the full length of her body, gladly lending her heels to her horse's warm sides. Dreams in darkness though she rode fully awake - she could only hope illusion did not include a dawn that never came.

***

They continued in silence but for the thud of their horses' hooves and the whispering of breezes in the leaves overhead. Color and sound seemed leached out of a world of night: even the sliver of waning moon cast but a pallid light, and the shadows pooled ever darker beneath the trees.

Yet Murdagh forged grimly on, and Corlissa could but follow, though her thoughts spun as if fever tossed her in a world between sleep and waking. Did she relent but a moment, her wits simply scattered. She saw things she had no wish to see - the babe she would never bear, the looming silhouette of the husband she would never know, even glimpses of her lost beloved smiling so dear, as he had when he rode away forever. The starlight flickering through the trees seemed to fragment into shapes and movement that taunted the eye. Worse yet were the tormenting flashes of Murdagh when they embraced, his strong arms encompassing her, his warmth soaking into her, his kiss - How she wished for the sun!

"This way," Murdagh said, and Corlissa opened her eyes with a start, unaware she had screwed them tight shut.

She felt the ground rise beneath her horse's stride, felt his muscles bunch and push as they began to climb. Now rocks clattered while the company moved upwards, and larger swatches of sky began to appear as the trees opened up. Whether it was the sight of the clean, unchangeable stars that eased her, Corlissa found her thoughts clearing, her breathing steadying.

"Interesting," murmured Anardil somewhere behind her.

"Indeed," Aerio quietly agreed. "A remarkable circumstance appears visited upon this place."

Baffled, Corlissa glanced over her shoulder at them, but then wondered if they felt the same return of clarity as she did. Ahead of her now, Corlissa thought Sev sat straighter, perhaps relieved of her own torments.

At last, the path leveled before a frowning stone outcrop. There, Murdagh turned his horse, a monolith of shadow and starlight in a grassy glade.

"Here," he said. "We'll wait sunrise here. We will not be troubled here."

Hooves clacked stone beneath short grasses as the riders came to a halt, and Corlissa heard her own sigh of relief echoed quietly as her companions dismounted. Without speaking, they loosened girths and slipped off their horses' bridles. Then, leaving the animals to crop grass, the two-legged folk followed Murdagh's example and sought rest on the ground nearby. Corlissa for her part sat well to one side, close enough to see and hear the others, but wishing to be as alone as circumstances would allow.

"What is this place?" asked Anardil.

Murdagh's shoulders moved in a brief shrug in the starlight. "It is shelter to those foolish enough to be out at night."

Aerio alone remained on his feet, prowling and peering, finally fixing his attention on the ledge looming above them. "The stone is different here," he observed.

"Aye," Murdagh answered, but no more than that.

The others watched while the elf wandered near to pick at the crumbling rock, turning fragments of it in his palm. He cocked his head and then bore his findings to his companions.

"Look," he said, as he knelt among them. "Iron pyrite."

From her vantagepoint, Corlissa could not see the rock he held, but neither did she know what it might mean. As if guessing her thought, Aerio spoke on.

"It is a stone of various properties, some say. It appears that in this instance, it has the consequence of deflecting the delinquency of our mysterious friend."

Anardil reached to pluck one of the stones from Aerio's hand and turned it in the dim light, before handing it to Sev. "Are there other places like this?" he asked.

"Yes, a few," Murdagh replied.


"How does it work, then? Why is this place shielded where others are not?"

"It has always been this way. The Sean Aon appear to those they choose to entice or repel as the mood strikes them. Best not to be in the woods at night."

Only with effort did Corlissa bite back the retort that surged into her mouth. Confound the man for overstating the obvious, and for continuing to obfuscate when a little clarity and trust might have saved everyone a good deal of trouble.

Aerio, however, nodded and folded to sit cross-legged besides Anardil. "So we are dealing with an 'old one' of some description - a creature of some power - perhaps a spirit of nature."

The speculation of elf and Gondorian scattered from Corlissa's mind as Murdagh approached. The visual illusions might have stopped, but her emotions were still being manipulated; they had to be for her to swerve from irritation to powerful attraction when the man settled beside her. At her throat, the ring seemed to gather heat from the flush that rushed up into her cheeks. Thank goodness for the darkness.

***

Murdagh had long since learnt to recognize the Old One's mischief, and separate it from the vagaries of his own nature. Here, by the rock outcrop, he was well shielded. Thus, despite the thrumming of the bracelet on his arm, his dizzying desire for the woman must be from true emotion. Not that he doubted his hunger for Corlissa; that proved a constant ache that increased the more he grew to know her. But at moments like this, the intensity almost frightened him.

Nor was it just a physical need but something - something that shook him deeply, simply because he could not will it away. He was no callow boy to lust after a comely lass, to let baser urges cloud his thinking and drive him to foolish impulse as Creedon did. But even now, here in this cursed place, with an innocent hobbit lass lost in the dark and at the mercy of the Old One's mischief, Corlissa's presence blazed beside him like a tower of flame.

He sighed without meaning to, and Corlissa stirred, lifting her shining head. Murdagh thought she might speak, but then she folded her hands in her lap and remained mute. Almost he reached to clasp those hands, but he anchored his own firmly between his knees.

Yet her visible distress wrenched at him, and he said, "The sun will come. Morning will banish the worst of it."

The whisper of her inhalation preceded a soft reply. "I know."

"You're a brave lass to take such risks for a friend."

She tilted her head in lieu of a shrug. "Not brave - it is what friends do."

"Then your Erin is twice blessed."

"If I am not more hindrance than help," she murmured in reply.

"You are not," Murdagh countered, though he knew that no words of his would ease her troubled thoughts.

They fell silent for a time, but Corlissa did not rise to leave him, and from this Murdagh took comfort. Stars glittered in the black dome of sky above, and for a time it was enough simply to sit beside her in peace. Yet the recollection of their last bitter encounter still gnawed at him, and at length he spoke, though he did not look at her.

"Lord Erkenbrand can be proud. You have done good work here."

"Oh?"

He winced, feeling the knifepoint behind that single soft word, knowing his own cruel accusations still rang in her ears. Blast, how had he been such a fool? The only temptation she offered was to his own foolish heart, and well he knew it.

"Aye." Murdagh kept his gaze fixed on the dark silhouettes of trees against the sky. "The women speak well of you. The children are fond of you. They say you are gentle and kind."

"And the men?"

There the blade cut, and he took a deep, cautious breath. The shining veil of her hair shrouded her face from his quick glance.

"Few say aught of you, any more. But those who do think a good woman should not live so much alone."

"But I am not alone. I have friends and kin. I have a place in my lord's house, work for my hands, and he is grateful for the things I do. My life is full."

"Aye." Murdagh fumbled for a reply that would not offend. "It is well."

Again, quiet descended. Glancing about, Murdagh saw the horses grazing in starlight, while Anardil sat with his back to the ledge that shielded them, and Sev curled against his side as if asleep. Although whether sleep could find anyone in this place, Murdagh doubted. Meanwhile, Aerio sat cross-legged at the center of their glade, gazing up at the stars, humming softly.

"Besides," Corlissa said suddenly, and her voice had acquired a harder edge, "a Dunland man who took a Rohirrim wife would soon find himself much scorned among his kin."

For a moment, Murdagh scowled at his clasped hands then let his gaze stray to Sev's dim shape. Never yet had the healer woman said whom her Dunland kin were: had her parents suffered ridicule for their union?

Murdagh shook his head. "You are a fine woman, lass. The right man would have no care for the wagging tongues in foolish mouths."

And he clamped his own mouth tight shut, inwardly cursing himself. Fool, he would give himself away yet, and the scorn would be hers aimed at him.

Corlissa breathed a sound that may have been a sigh or perhaps dismissal. "That man is laid in his barrow, along with his warrior brethren. Let ladies of beauty and comeliness win the ardent-hearted, now."

Frowning, Murdagh puzzled at her words, and permitted himself a sidelong look. How he wished to set a finger beneath that pretty, stubborn chin and lift her face to the stars, to see their pale, silvered light caress her skin. Did she truly think herself plain and unlovely?

A saying came to mind from a back room of memory, and he quoted, "An awkward colt often becomes a beautiful horse."

She snorted softly. "I am neither young nor beautiful. Your men may be drawn to something new and unusual, but I know the truth of who I am."

Frustrated, Murdagh clenched his jaw and sighed. "Your truth, lass, may not be the truth of others."

And with that, he spoke no more, lest he create himself an even greater fool. The dawn would come, if not soon enough, and he turned his gaze to the east. At least she sat beside him and did not leave him alone. Let that be enough for now. Let it be.

***

Slowly the dark hours crawled, until dawn lay just beyond the unseen horizon. Now the women slept, while cool breezes sighed through the trees. Corlissa and Sevilodorf lay curled beneath their cloaks, as the men sat watch and Aerio drifted silently about the perimeter of their small haven. Murdagh envied the women their repose, but dared not rest: indeed, he doubted sleep would claim him.

Cloth whispered, and he turned his head as Anardil stiffly rose. He watched the dark silhouette as it stood, stretched, then turned and paced towards him. Without speaking, Anardil sat down beside him. Curious, Murdagh waited. The things he thought he knew about this man had been proven false: not fop, but hunter, not buffoon but canny, and now Murdagh wondered if he would discover Anardil's anger that their hobbit friend had been taken. What a terrible fool Murdagh had been not to foresee the treachery of their unnatural neighbor. He had been foolish about many things, and now his foreign guests, unwittingly or not, managed to bring his every mistake to blinding light.

Yet he sensed nothing but quiet in the man beside him, and perhaps the stillness of deep thought.

When Anardil still did not speak, Murdagh finally said, "Not long until first light."

"Aye," Anardil replied, and sighed as he shifted to a more comfortable position.

"I am curious," Murdagh said.

"Aye?"

"If not for this ... when would I have discovered who or what you truly are?"

A soft exhalation sounded like silent laughter. "Perhaps never."

"Why?"

They kept their voices low so as not to disturb those sleeping, but Murdagh heard the edge in his own tone.

Anardil responded placidly, "Sometimes the best place to hide is in plain sight."

"Hide from what? Us? Why? You came as an embassy from Gondor and Rohan, did you not?" The questions surprised Murdagh himself, pouring as they did from a font he did not until this moment realize wanted spilling.

"No. My lady did. I am merely her companion."

Murdagh snorted, glancing towards the elf drifting at the far side of their clearing. "And your infernal singing elf?"

"He is here as a student of the world."

"At whose bidding?"

"No one bids the elves, friend. They travel the earth to their own motivations."

For a moment, Murdagh was silent, trying to decide whether he liked this enigmatic calm in Anardil, when he had grown used to the harmless, jolly fool.

"Why the tricks and ploys?" he then asked. "Why not come to us as your true selves? What need to hide at all, if you come in good faith?"

Anardil took a breath, flexing the fingers of his solitary hand upon his knee. "We remember things, you and I," he said. "The bitterness of war. How much and who would you trust, if you came among us beyond your borders? For you are not without secrets of your own."

Grey eyes glittered in starlight, and Murdagh scowled. "I asked for help for my people. I did not ask for court jesters, or spies sent to discover our weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Tell me; was your ridiculous disguise your idea, or your king's?"

"Mine alone," Anardil said calmly. Then he chuckled and added, "With a little help from our hobbit friend. The wardrobe was her idea. She thinks Big Folk tend to dress too drably."

Mention of the merry wee lass whose plight brought them to this place dampened Murdagh's urge for conversation. If he had only planned ahead, if he had only realized Sean Aon would perceive the hobbit, with her open, trusting nature, as the easiest to ensnare and -.

Veering from self-reproach to anger, Murdagh demanded, "Then answer me this. What does your king want from us, now that Gondor is reclaiming power? What lands, what tributes will he take from us, now that we lack the strength to resist?"

"Elessar does not wish to take anything from you," said Anardil. "Neither cattle nor lands nor anything that is Dunland's."

"Then what does he want?"

"Gondor whole, Gondor and Arnor reunited, and his people at peace and plenty." His face a pale blur in the dimness, Anardil looked at Murdagh. "He will ride to war if war is threatened, know you that. But he wishes most for peace. Elessar mourns our dead even as you mourn your own."

Unbidden, Murdagh's mind catapulted to the chaotic, desperate night they faced Helm's Deep, and he clenched his fists, closed his eyes. Dare he believe that this mighty king, who had overseen the changing of the world, would be so magnanimous?

Frowning, Murdagh gazed at his companion. "And what of you, Man of Gondor? What do you want, now that you're here?"

Anardil shrugged. "Our lass safe. My wife happy. A comfortable bed. And a hobbit-cooked meal. I should like that very much."

"A man of simple wants, eh? Yet you still carry a sword, and far more easily than you swung a scythe in our fields."

"We still live in a world of perils."

Eyeing the shadowy figure beside him, Murdagh wryly noted, "It makes a man wonder. Do you want peace? Does your king, truly?"

Quietly Anardil added, "Has he not already sent his emissaries of peace?"

Indeed, Gondor's king had, scarcely before the tools of war were set aside. Yet how hard it was to believe in peace, to expect benevolence from a people who had been Dunland's enemies for generations beyond mind. Murdagh sighed.

"And one emissary of foolishness," the chieftain retorted. "I had no idea that hue of yellow was possible to attain in cloth."

Anardil burst into a sudden laugh, quickly stifled, at mention of that dreadful shirt. "Nor did I," he chuckled. "And I fervently hope never to see its like again - unless it's a hobbit waistcoat, which I can be certain won't fit me."

Surprising himself with a grin, Murdagh said, "What amazes me most is that your lady went along with it!"

"I think she secretly took a perverse delight in seeing my dignity compromised."

"Women," Murdagh snorted, though without heat. His glance touched on Corlissa's pale hair where she slept. "They are nature's greatest mystery, creation's unsolvable riddle."

"But the world would be a poorer place without them. Women and mysteries, both."

"Aye."

Chuckling, Murdagh settled into silence. To his surprise, the subtle discomfort of Anardil's presence beside him had faded away. It dawned on him that here tonight was the first conversation he'd ever had with Anardil as the man truly was. What had he learned? Not a great deal he could put names to, but the feeling left behind comforted him. Perhaps they had stripped away some of the layers of secrets between them. Perhaps it might be so in the greater shape of things, Gondor and Dunland and all their folk in their separate lands.

But for now, and Murdagh sighed to think it, they must set their attentions on a much smaller yet no less vital goal: solving the problem of a missing hobbit lass.

***

Chapter Eleven: Finding

September 27, 1425 SR

Erin awoke with a start, wrapped in her cloak and curled in a patch of sand. The same source-less golden light still glowed in the cavern around her, giving her no sense of whether it was night or day. Instead of feeling rested, she discovered she ached from lying on the hard ground, rather than a proper, comfy bed, and her stomach told her that some hours had passed. But what time was it? What day? And where was her peculiar host?

Sighing, she pushed herself to sit up and combed her fingers through her tousled hair. She must look a fright, and she would dearly love a basin and a cloth with which to wash her face. None appeared, however, as the mysterious trays of food seemed wont to do. Her meager toilet complete, the hobbit stood and dusted herself off.

"Oh, there you are!"

Erin gasped and wheeled to gape at the not-girl who abruptly stood ten feet away. Duil smiled winsomely and added, "Good morning. Do you want breakfast?"

In both hands, Duil offered a tray - or perhaps the same tray? - bearing a bowl of porridge, a pitcher of cream, and a lovely blueberry scone. Yet Erin paused, a tickle of dread stirring in her empty stomach. What if the food were enchanted? What if eating it was part of the reason she kept getting so lost in here?

"Well, I'll just leave it right here," Duil said, and laid the tray beside her feet. "You can eat when you want to. Oh, it's going to be such a lovely day!"

She leapt aside and turned about, skipping lightly as the child she appeared to be.

"They came to play my game!" Duil trilled as she spun.

Her hair whipped about her face when she twirled, arms flung out in gay abandon, as if dancing to music only she could hear. Erin meanwhile watched this unexpected effusion of merriness guardedly.

"They played, they played -." Duil jerked to a halt, facing Erin with a sudden petulant scowl. "Though they did not play very fair last night."

"Who played?" asked Erin warily.

"Them!" Duil pointed sharply. "Your finding people!"

Finding people?  Erin faced where Duil pointed and saw yet another of those curious drawings - which positively had not been there a moment ago. This one glowered with murkiness and shadow, depicting the dark shapes of several horses and three riders, led by two figures on foot ahead of their horses, whilst towering black trees seemed to reach towards and around them. With a chill, Erin easily recognized the silhouettes of Sevi, Corlissa, Anardil, Aerio and Murdagh.

"They came and played the finding game, but then they cheated." Duil crossed her arms sullenly on her chest, scowling at the picture. "They went to the quiet place. That's not fair."

Erin's eyes followed the curve of the rock wall and she realized another picture adorned a spot a few steps on. In growing dread, she moved past Duil to study this new image. Again, a study of shadows and silhouettes, this time her friends sitting beneath a rocky ledge, hunched in poses of great weariness and gloom.

Duil huffed a brief sigh behind her. "But never mind, they won't stay in the quiet place always. They'll come out to play the finding game some more. Then we'll have fun! Then it's lots of fun."

Erin turned at Duil's silvery giggle, the delighted laugh of a happy child that absolutely did not belong in this place of false light and endless tunnels. I want to go home, Erin whispered in the silence of her mind. But as she looked upon that pretty, freckle-kissed grin, fear began to form a cold little knot in her stomach.

"What kind of fun, Duil?" she asked. "It's not nice to hurt people, you know."

"Oh, don't worry!" Dimples appeared in those flawless little cheeks. "It's only a game. Now you must be a good girl - if everybody plays properly, soon we'll all have fun together. Just wait, you'll see!"

And whisk, she was gone, fleeing down one of the passages on the breeze of her own laughter. Erin knew better than to follow, knew the maze would only turn her around just like before. With a whimper that became a sigh, she looked at the drawings once more. Another new one had appeared, and her breath caught: Murdagh, Anardil, Aerio, Sevi and Corlissa, all riding with bowed shoulders down a tree-clad hill ... and strange shapes seemed to hunch through the trees behind them, or perhaps the trees themselves made those ominous forms.

With a quick intake of breath, Erin turned away. Planting her hands on her hips, she surveyed the corridors and passageways around her. There had to be a way out, since after all there was a way in. Illusion was the key, illusion was the puzzle. Stone could not truly move, only one's perception of it, the same as if one turned in enough circles and the world appeared to tilt and spin. How, then, to separate the dizziness of illusion from what was truly real?

"It's a riddle," she murmured. "And every riddle has an answer. What is the riddle here?"

Frowning, the hobbit set herself to think.

***

Corlissa rode in silence beside Sevilodorf, neither woman troubled by the phantom thoughts of the previous night. It would seem the Sean Aon, whatever it was, had wearied of sending visions, or chose some other wickedness for the new day that had yet to manifest. 

Not all memories of the night were unwelcome. Recalling the companionable silence in which she had rested by Murdagh, Corlissa felt her face glow with warmth. She looked at the bearded man who now led the way through the forest.

"The path is only slightly tangled," Murdagh announced to Aerio whose keen eyes continued to scan for signs of Erin. 

Anardil rode rear-guard. "So we will be able to get where?"

"The Old One's home," the Dunlending responded. "A cave in a clearing. I suspect that is where we will find the Holbytlan, safe but hostage to our discomfit."

Aerio's brows rose. "Discomfit?"

"Sean Aon will wish my humiliation, at the very least, before releasing our friend." 

"Why?" Corlissa demanded.

Holding out an upturned palm, Murdagh shrugged. "Why is the grass green? Why does water flow downhill? 'Why' is because that is what the Old One does."

Sevilodorf sighed wearily. "At least describe the creature so we are prepared for what we might meet."

"If I describe the Sean Aon to you, you can be quite certain that is not what you will see. I remain silent so that I don't inspire greater mischief." The man looked at the surrounding trees then nodded. "Yes. We are almost there now, Mistress Sevilodorf, so soon your curiosity will be quenched."

***

"Illusion," whispered Erin. "What I see, what I hear."

She closed her eyes and touched the wall to steady herself. The rock beneath her hand felt clammy whereas she had expected the golden glow to have somehow heated and dried the cave. Keeping perfectly still, the hobbit explored the atmosphere with her skin and her nose. Scarcely perceptible, a warm breath of air touched her right cheek. She turned her face towards it and inhaled: a faint aroma of pine. In all other directions, the coppery chill of wet rock, but in this direction a hint of sunrise and green.

Opening her eyes, Erin scowled to see solid rock in the path of the breeze. 

"Illusion," she told herself again, and squeezed her eyelids shut. 

Step by tenuous step, her hands held before her, the hobbit inched upriver of the flow of air. Ever expecting to meet the cold hardness of stone, Erin went on and on … and on.

'I must have gone past the wall somehow,' she thought, and she opened one eye very carefully upon the faint golden light.

She stood in a tunnel, but it was short and blocked at both ends. Panic leapt at the thought of being sealed within solid rock, but she stubbornly willed it away. Illusion, pay no heed to illusion. Shutting out vision again, Erin continued inching forward and felt the breeze blow stronger and warmer here, and now the scent of moss, fir and dewy grass tickled her senses. 

'It is the way out!' Confidence and hope blossomed inside the hobbit, and she smiled and followed her nose.

***

When the riders stopped, the dark cloud of crows, which had gathered in the sky above them, silently glided down to settle upon the branches of nearby trees. Copying Murdagh's example, Corlissa and her companions dismounted, and tethered their horses before approaching the shadowy maw of the cave at the far side of an oval clearing. Tall conifers towered above thin grass, the light of the rising sun still held at bay by the evergreens' lofty crowns. No sound greeted them but the sighing of the trees, no movement but the flutters of the watching crows. Corlissa eyed the cave-mouth warily, imagining it as a blind, black eye peering from beneath the earth. Who - or what - waited for them there?

Holding his arms slightly outwards, the Dunlending indicated that they should all remain behind him. With confusion and fear coursing through her, Corlissa had no intentions of competing for the honor of facing the Sean Aon. 

On Murdagh's advice, no one carried a drawn weapon.

"Such things are worse than useless," he warned. "They cannot harm the Old One, but they will provoke anger." 

Grass whispered against their shoes as they approached. When they were just a few yards from the cave, Aerio had the first glimpse of the creature, if his sudden intake of breath were anything to judge by. 

Murdagh halted and peered into the darkness yawning before them. "Greetings, Sean Aon. We have come seeking our friend. You should not have captured her."

Both Sevilodorf and Corlissa gasped as a small girl, skinny and dressed in tattered clothes, stepped into the daylight.

"I am the one who is captive." Sorrow pooled in the waif's brown eyes as she spoke in the piping, broken voice of a distraught child. "Locked here by the key you wear on your arm. No freedom, no happiness, not even my own name."

Teardrops spilt when she glanced into faces of the others. "He does not even allow me my real name. I am Duil. Would I name Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach, 'Man'?" Her gaze paused upon Aerio. "Or you, Aerio, would I call you 'Elf'?"

Wonder glowed clearly in the young elf's expression. "I am pleased to meet you, Duil."

That brought a ghost of a smile to the child's mouth until Anardil stepped forward and demanded, "Is Erin safe?"

Her lips compressed for a moment before Duil blurted, "Of course she's safe. I'm not a bully like him!" She glared at Murdagh. "Erin saw how lonely I was and she came to play. She's little and nice, not like you big, cruel people."

Baffled and distressed, Corlissa turned to Murdagh. "Surely this is a Dunland child. Why is she kept here alone? She looks half-starved."

"I have said, do not trust what you see." The man shook his head. "Recall the visions of last night. This 'child' created those."

"Aye," Anardil agreed, his grey eyes wary as he took up a position at Sevilodorf's side. 

Stamping her foot, Duil hissed, "If you want to know about deception, Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach, you should know what this woman hides from you." She pointed at Corlissa. Seeing the man's bewilderment, Duil burst into a merry peal of laughter.

"That's not true," Corlissa exclaimed. "I'm concealing nothing from Murdagh. You are a very naughty girl to say so."

An impish smirk spread across the young face and Duil spun about to point at Anardil. "Oh, but you like to hide things from each other, don't you?" 

When Anardil refused to respond, Duil tipped her head and laughed, a childish tinkle that nonetheless dribbled chills down Corlissa's spine. "I have never met a man with so many secrets, Ranger-man. Though yours do not compare to those of the lady."

When Sev frowned at the accusation, Duil wagged her finger. "Not you. Your secrets are more secure than those of this Ranger-Man. 'Tis the other…she who keeps hidden what has long been sought."

Feeling the regard of her companions rest upon her before returning to the girl, Corlissa watched mesmerized as Duil's dark hair grew paler and paler, her skin fairer, her eyes somehow melting from brown to blue, until she appeared as a child of Rohan.

"You've become an Elven child!" Aerio exclaimed.

"No." Anardil gazed disbelievingly. "A Númenórean."

"A minx, is my suspicion." Sevilodorf raised her brows at Murdagh.

"If that were all," he said with a shudder.

"Ha!" cried Duil, her childish face - that impossible, Rohirrim child's face, at least in Corlissa's eyes - screwing into an expression of pique. "Why don't you tell them everything? Why do you still keep secrets, Murdagh O'Cernach?"

"I protect my people," Murdagh replied stolidly.

"Against what? I've done everything you wanted - everything! But you never keep your promises - never ever!" Duil stamped her small bare feet, and the crows lifted into the sky as a breeze rushed, whispering, through the treetops and was gone. "You don't visit or bring anyone interesting to talk to - only silly old men who are scared of their own shadows."

"And you are dangerous."

Duil's face crumpled and the surrounding forest soughed more strongly. "You lied to me."

"No, I did not."

"Yes, you did!" She slashed her small fists and a heavier gust cuffed the towering firs and sent the crows spiraling higher. "You lied!  You lied, you lied, you lied!"

Scowling blackly, Murdagh rumbled, "I have not lied to you."

"Yes, you have!"

"Have not."

"Have too!"

"Have -." Murdagh caught himself, cheeks darkening above his beard.

"I know you have them both!" cried Duil, voice cracking in girlish wrath. "But I won't do what you say. I won't, I won't, and I don't like you!"

Harder the wind pushed through the evergreens and a shadow skated across the sun, though no cloud marred the clear morning sky and the crows had fled. Corlissa hugged herself against a sudden chill. Do what he says? She slanted a look of befuddlement at Murdagh. Whatever demands could or had Murdagh put on this ... this child? No, whatever this being was, it had just proven before Corlissa's own eyes 'twas no ordinary child. Fear trembled in Corlissa's belly when the little creature's attention fixed once more upon her.

"She has it," Duil hissed, finger jabbing to point rigidly, and Corlissa flinched. "You think I can't tell, you think I'm stupid, but I know! She has it, and she's hiding it!"

Murdagh glanced at Corlissa before turning back to Duil in scowling puzzlement. "What games are you playing, now?"

"I'm not playing games!" Duil retorted, and she crossed her skinny arms tightly. "You're the one not playing fair. But I won't do what you say, and you can't make me. You lied!"

Again, the wind pressed and bent the crowns of the watching trees, the rush of its passage then fading away.

Murdagh sighed, a sound equal parts growl. "Duil," he said patiently, "I have not lied about anything, and I don't know what you think she has. But we would very much like to find our friend. Erin has to go home, now."

Duil glared, but abruptly her expression changed - in fact, her entire appearance altered, wavering as if Corlissa's vision had gone watery, and by the intakes of breath around her, Corlissa judged the others saw the same. The changeling child blurred, then solidified into a pretty girl of middle years, whose wide dark eyes and delicate features took on a look of sly cunning drastically at odds with her innocent appearance.

"You really don't know, do you?" purred the girl, and tapped a finger to her lips. She giggled and squirmed her shoulders in odd delight. "Oh, this is an even better game. Guess what is hidden right before your eyes. So many secrets. Will you keep them forever?"

Dimples appeared on Duil's soft cheeks as she shifted her gaze once more to Corlissa. "Or do you wish to share those secrets, dreaming alone at night?"

Flames of mortification scorched Corlissa's face, scalding from collarbones to hairline. "Oh, you wicked thing!" she gasped, though aware of Sev's cautionary hand on her back. "You should know better than to talk like that! You are -."

"Poor Corlissa," said Duil, smiling sweetly. "You don't know what I am. You're not even sure who you are. But I know many things. I know one of your secrets. I know what you have."

Dark, the not-child's eyes were, dark and without light and Corlissa could not look away, those eyes prying, pulling - a flash of heat scorched Corlissa's breast and she flung a hand to clench it - the ring! Through the fabric of her clothes, she felt its warmth, fading now that she clutched it, if indeed that heat had been real.

"Corlissa?"

She started at that deep-voiced query, and looked up to find Murdagh studying her.

"What do you have?" he asked.

"N-nothing." Words seemed to stick in Corlissa's dry throat, and her fingers sought the chain about her neck. "A trinket, something I found years ago. I -."

Two strides brought Murdagh to stand beside her, too close, those dark eyes boring into her even as the not-child's had done.

"Found where?" he asked.

"At Helm's Deep. On the field ... afterwards."

Murdagh's gaze briefly lifted towards the treetops; and he inhaled then exhaled a long, deep breath, before looking at her once more.

"I would like very much to see it," he said.

Nor was this an idle request, the intensity of his interest forbade that. With fingers grown curiously clumsy, she drew the chain from beneath her clothing and held the ring in her palm for his scrutiny. Its warmth intensified again, as if drawing heat from the touch of the sun, though no sun reached within this shadowed glade. He looked at the ring, for an uncomfortably long moment he looked, before meeting her eyes again.

"We have sought that," he said, "since the end of the war."

Aware of her companions watching, and unaccountably irritated, she closed her fist around the ring she had carried for so long.

Chin lifting, she said, "Now you know it has been found. I intended it as a gift - for my betrothed. But of course he never returned, and thus it is my only memento of him."

"I am truly sorry. But it belongs to the O'Cernachs."

"Why should it? I-."

A silvery giggle interrupted them, followed by Anardil's not-so-subtle cough.

"If I may," Anardil said, "let's save the discussion of trinkets until later, shall we?"


Yet Murdagh's attention never wavered, fixed on Corlissa with deep sobriety. "This trinket," said the chieftain, "may hold the key to your friend's safety. The O'Cernach ring is certainly the key to my people's safety and their well being. Along with this!"

He thrust his wrist forward and the stone bound thereon flamed with its own inner fire, pale in the daylight but no less potent. Corlissa gasped as the ring sprang alive in her grasp and she almost dropped it, catching it at the end of its chain as shards of light fractured upon its hitherto-familiar surface.

"What is -?"

"NO!" shrieked Duil and a whirlwind thrashed the clearing in a tumult of leaves and debris. Corlissa and Sev cried out together while Aerio and Anardil ducked their faces from the blast. "You can't make me! I won't, I won't! It's not FAIR!"

Faster the tempest spun and faster, yanking clothing, tugging hair, whipping and whooping with stinging abandon. Distantly Corlissa heard the drumbeat of their horses bolting away in panic. And then -.

"Be still!" thundered Murdagh. 

Corlissa wheeled beside him, grit in her eyes and weeds in her hair; and she shouted with all her heart, "Stop it! Stop this instant!"   

And something flashed and flared and the wind fell shockingly still, leaving only a pattering rain of little twigs. For an instant, Murdagh and Corlissa stared at each other, she at a loss as to what had just happened. 

"Well, my goodness sakes," exclaimed a new but familiar voice. "What on earth is going on out here?"

Corlissa turned, they all turned, and there stood Erin in the mouth of the cave, blinking at them with almost comical perplexity.

"Though I am very glad to see you all," she continued. "Goodness, what a night I've had! Oh, and I see you've met Duil. Duil, that was not a very nice thing to do. Tricks and whirlwinds are not a good way to make friends."

***

Murdagh could not recall a time, ever, when the Sean Aon was lost for words, but now the being stared open-mouthed at the hobbit. Then tears began to roll down a face suddenly void of expression.

"I'm broken," Duil said, her voice bleak as winter. "The powers reunited, and my friend walking freely from the labyrinth where I am condemned to remain." Something in the abrupt stillness of her manner made this seem real sorrow, rather than a tantrum or one of her feigned moods. "My enchantments have grown pitiful during my entombment, and what remains will wither beneath the cruelty of tighter wards."

Grimacing, Anardil caught Erin's eye and urgently beckoned. Though clearly perplexed by the situation she had walked into, the hobbit stepped towards her friends - and Anardil caught her arm the instant she came in reach, pulling her behind him and Aerio with a squeak.

Turning to Murdagh, Aerio asked, "Why is Duil imprisoned here?"

Frowning, for the answer seemed obvious, the ri tuath grumbled, "Because, as you have seen, she is dangerous, and the wizard said she must be confined or she would destroy all the Dunlenders." 

"Aye. That I might; given the chance," Duil hissed, porcelain features twisting. "For what you people have done to me."

Anardil and Sev exchanged wary glances while Murdagh scowled. "You've tried hard enough, often enough."

"Wizard?" asked Sevilodorf, staring at the chieftain. "You speak of Saruman the Deceiver? You do this," her hand swept to indicate the Sean Aon, "under his orders?" 

Corlissa added her disbelief. "Even now - now that he is destroyed and his lies are exposed - you still act as the wizard's puppet?"

Aerio merely cocked his head as if observing a particularly curious phenomenon, but Murdagh felt the heat rising up his neck while his human companions stared at him as if he'd sprouted wings and claws.

"What would you have me do?" he almost shouted with indignation. "You've witnessed the powers of this …" He couldn't bear to speak her name. "Believe me, she is no child; nor ever was. And she deceives as freely as ever did Saruman." 

"I am not like him!" Duil cried, and a whirling gust of air ruffled the grasses in the clearing. "I let the spirits of earth and rock remain intact. The wizard took metal, and twisted and burned it, and made it captive, as with that by which you hold me prisoner." She stabbed a finger towards Murdagh's wristlet. "You are closer in nature to Saruman than I! And with the return of that ring," she stabbed the finger in Corlissa's direction, "you again have powers you should not, Man." 

"You may let earth and rock be," Murdagh shot back while the leaves rustled around them, "but not the wind, not the forest, nor have you mercy for anything living. You injured Scandlan and even his poor harmless pig so you could capture Erin and force her to keep you entertained. Of all things living, you value only yourself." 

Murdagh braced for another explosion of temper - but none came. For a moment, Duil frowned then her expression went blank.

"I do like living things, and I do them no lasting damage. I will see to the pig's healing. I don't kill animals as you do. You Men slaughter each other by the thousand, yet you won't even let me have one of you to look after and keep as a friend." She turned her gaze towards Erin. "You would be safe with me. I won't let orcs or trolls or other people harm you."

Chill prickled the backs of Murdagh's arms as comprehension struck: Duil's idea of 'friendship' likened to keeping a dog as a pet. Unbidden sprang the image of merry, trusting Erin bound to this place, confined and tethered and forever under the dominion of a creature neither human nor hobbit. Judging by the tight expressions of Erin's friends, they had come to the same realization, and he resolutely ignored the silent accusations he imagined shadowing their eyes.

Yet Erin absorbed this monstrous suggestion with equanimity. In fact, the hobbit stepped forward, slipping nimbly past Anardil's restraining grasp.

"That is only one kind of safety," she answered. "Loneliness hurts, doesn't it, Duil?" 

"Yes, it hurts." 

For a moment, even Murdagh perceived her as a sad little child. His heart ached even as he despised what she could do, and he knew she would betray any attempt at kindness. 

"Not being able to see my friends hurts too," Erin explained gently. "And poor Alainne, the pig: though you might heal her wound, you still hurt her, and she will remember the pain." 

"Will she?" Duil looked at her hand. Slowly, gruesomely, a gash opened there and blood welled. "It doesn't hurt me. Men cut each other all the time. Surely they wouldn't, if it hurts." 

She gazed toward Anardil's empty sleeve as her self-inflicted injury vanished.

A grimace creased the man's face and beads of sweat gathered upon his brow. Through gritted teeth, Anardil snarled, "Stop."

He clenched his fist, the cords of his neck tightening as if he braced against a physical force. Meanwhile Duil simply cocked her head in clinical curiosity. Aerio inhaled sharply, reaching for Anardil's shoulder, but a growl curdled in Anardil's throat.

"Curse you -." he choked.

He took a step towards Duil, his expression murderous, but gasped and stopped short, stumbling as he seized the stump of his left arm. From experience, Murdagh guessed that the Old One was making the man recall whichever battle cost him that limb, tasting his pain as he re-lived it. Apparently, his woman reached the same conclusion.

Evading Aerio and Corlissa's attempts to intercept her, Sev stormed forward, setting herself between Anardil and the cool-eyed waif who caused his pain.

"Stop this! You are being cruel!"

The Sean Aon did stop, albeit with a bland look of incomprehension, and Anardil sucked in a sharp breath of relief.

"I didn't injure him," Duil declared, patting Sev's arm as if to assure the woman of her sincerity. "I only looked at his memory."

"No torture could be worse," Sev muttered, retreating to Anardil's side. 

"Even memories can hurt," Erin said softly. "Surely you can understand that now?"

Her eyes filled with a naive bewilderment that for once appeared genuine, Duil slowly nodded. "That's all I was trying to do - to understand."

"And what did you learn?" Though scarcely taller than the Sean Aon, the hobbit folded her arms across her breast and projected an air of matronly authority.

Duil's eyes flickered, blinking as she seemed to look inward then glanced sidelong at Anardil. The former Ranger now stood with his head bent while Sev massaged his temples, whispering fierce comfort.

"I've learnt that pain is horrid," Duil replied, and bit her lip. Her gaze touched on Murdagh, for once without rancor, and slid past the others, lingering on Aerio. "But I don't know why people do it to each other."

Erin sighed. "There are many reasons, few of them good. Most of them are just misunderstandings. Sometimes it's because people are greedy or spiteful. You see, Duil, one must always try to imagine what the other person is feeling. That is the only way one can avoid hurting other people. If you never think of anyone else ... how can you know what hurts them?"

Though the hobbit lass never looked at Murdagh, he felt the quick sting of rebuke and scowled, crossing his arms on his chest. Enough of this foolishness, it was time to whisk Erin away from this creature and -. Yet Aerio caught his eye as if hearing his thought and the elf laid a finger to his lips. Taking a deep breath, Murdagh set his jaw and gathered his patience.

"I don't know anyone else," Duil replied, and swallowed. "Only the creatures of the forest, and they are kind or cruel according to their natures. Are people cruel, then?"

"No," Erin replied. "Only a few. Most people are just ordinary folks, if you give them half a chance. That's all you need to do: give people a chance to be kind to you. They can't do that if you're scaring them and doing nasty things to them."

Duil's flawless features crimped into bewildered sadness as she again cast her gaze over the people before her. She appeared to be listening, genuinely listening, and Murdagh realized something was happening here. Something new and unforeseen and possibly of great consequence, and he almost held his breath.

Her fingers twisted in the thin fabric of her shift while Duil said, "I am sorry if I was cruel. I didn't mean to be. But I really don't see why people act as they do - going where they know they will be hurt - harming other people. I fear I will never understand, and that I might upset people if I try to know them and be friends with them. And that's all I ever wanted."

Her golden curls shaking sadly, Erin asked, "Is there no one else of your kind who would be your friend?"

With a sniffle in her voice, Duil replied, "Saruman was closest to my kind, though not of it. I tried to be friends with him when he came to the tall cave, but he was too much like a man: big, cruel and cold as steel. Then he betrayed me."

Murdagh shot sidelong looks at Erin's friends, Sev's expression intent and Anardil's somber, Corlissa with a hand to her mouth and her lovely eyes deep with sadness. Meanwhile, Duil stared up into the trees, and a long, sighing rush of breeze whispered through the boughs as her chin wobbled in distress.

"He…" She paused for a sob. "He made those vile things - the ring and the bracelet - to hold me captive here. He made them to keep me here and to stop me finding friends. They hurt me. I didn't choose to be hurt, and I never wanted to hurt anyone. I just wanted not to be lonely. I've been alone for so long. Years and years, not the moments of men." Her glance sliced across Murdagh. "And he makes it go on and on and on."

The ri tuath saw Anardil and the elf exchange glances and knew they realized the significance of the words 'Ring' and 'Bracelet'. The two women frowned at their inner thoughts, while Erin grimaced mournfully.

Sighing, Aerio intervened, stepping towards her in long, silent strides then sinking to one knee before her, close as no mortal soul would dare to go. His expression seemed almost paternal as he met her sorrowful gaze at eye-level.

"Saruman betrayed you, Duil, but he also betrayed the men who abide here, and legions more besides. You are all his victims. Despite that, it is very challenging for you to comprehend Murdagh, and dauntingly difficult for him and his people to appreciate you."

Duil blinked dazedly, a tentative smile curving her lips, and looked at Erin. "The elf says I'm hard to understand?"

Murdagh saw several smiles suppressed as Erin translated. "He says that Saruman lied to everyone, and that you and Murdagh are different kinds of people who haven't had a chance to get to know each other."

When Duil nodded, Aerio continued his earnest argument. "Men might seem manifold and ephemeral to someone so singular as yourself, but they treasure their kindred in ways you have yet to realize. Only by gaining intelligence of each other's dispositions can you move towards confidence and perhaps camaraderie."

To Murdagh's surprise, Corlissa stepped forward to stand beside Aerio, where she smiled down at Duil and, following the hobbit's example, attempted to paraphrase. "Even though there are lots of Mankind, and we don't live very long, we love all those who are our friends and family. Perhaps if you learnt more about us, and we came to know you, we would be friends."

As Corlissa finished speaking, Sevilodorf added, "And, Duil, you learn by asking and observing and by trying to feel what others feel using your imagination, not by going inside people and stealing their thoughts and emotions."

Duil nodded, then frowned, "But to do that I need to meet people, and he won't let me out of here. How can I learn anything? No one's brought anyone to visit with me for ever so long, even when I try to help."

"Help?" Murdagh could not disguise his disbelief.

At the crack of his voice, the vague sense of cooperation vanished as if it had never been.

Her slight body rigid, Duil shot him a scathing glare and retorted, "I've always helped … or tried to."

"I see: sending the sheep off wandering for miles so that we had to search for days. That was a help, was it?"

"Yes, it was!" Duil's anger whipped amongst the branches, and Corlissa hurriedly retreated to her human companions.

"How?"

"Work it out for yourself, Man!" With a long heavy sigh, the trees leaned away from Duil, as if bent by a gale, but oddly, the people did not feel its force. "Use your imagination! Try to think good of me for once."

Another game. Murdagh fought the rising fury inside him. If he could, he would hurl a storm back at her.

"Just tell me!"

Duil whirled around and threw up her hands, and squealed with childish frustration, the blast of her pique almost uprooting the bushes around the cave mouth. Then she whirled back.

"You're always trying to force me to do things! No. No. No!"

So much for an accord, if such were possible with a creature as mercurial as this, and Murdagh ground his teeth. "You can't tell me. There was no good reason."

Duil stabbed both small fists to her narrow hips. "Oh yes, there was."

Stepping hastily between them, Corlissa held up the ring, the first beam of morning sunlight flashing across its face. "Stop this, both of you, or someone is going to get hurt!" 

Her blue eyes were fierce as Murdagh and Duil both stared at the woman: he, slightly abashed; the Old One with eyes narrowed in spite.

"Someone else to bully me," hissed Duil, recoiling from the woman with her childish face contorted in ancient wrath. "Realized finally what it is you have there?"

Yet Corlissa lowered her hand and stared at the ring, distaste written across her features. "A thing wrought by evil."

"Aye," Anardil agreed, a note of speculation creeping into his voice that grated on the ri tuath's temper. "Designed by Saruman to work in cooperation with the bracelet. Is that right, Murdagh?"

"Which is why I need it," Murdagh replied, almost relieved to come back to a familiar argument. "Since the loss of the ring, Duil has been able to wreak havoc. I must have it back!"

A blast of wind hit the group with enough force to stagger them, and almost bowled the hobbit over. Tussocks of grass leapt spinning into the air, Aerio ducked his head where he knelt, and upon the storm flew Duil's screamed outrage.

"Don't let him have it! He'll be meaner than any of the others. He hates me!"

"Hush, Duil," Aerio called, his hands held to her in earnest supplication. "We will not harm you, I promise!" As she stared at him, nostrils flaring, the air gradually gentled, and the elf favored her with a beautiful smile. "The ring would not give Murdagh extra power over you. That is not the manner of its design, unless I am very much mistaken."

Frowning, Murdagh tilted his head questioningly. In unison, Anardil and Sev voiced that question.

"Then what is it for?"

"Murdagh must know its traditional use," said Aerio, glancing at the ri tuath. "But perhaps not the full significance. For now, however, I think it best that we do not speculate, nor change the current ownership."

Hands on hips, the healer woman scowled. "And then what? For clearly we cannot leave things as they are."

Aerio sighed and got to his feet. "Maybe after all these years of force, it might be worth a risk of friendship. I sense that Duil is sincere in her desire to learn a better way. She should be given the chance. Is not our commission from the lords of Rohan and Gondor to remove the barriers that have resulted in years of misunderstanding? Should we not begin our efforts here with Duil?"

The Sean Aon, her eyes fawn-like, dark and liquid, gazed at the elf, while Anardil scowled almost as deeply as Murdagh. Hiding the ring beneath her collar, Corlissa blew out a long-suffering breath.

Only Erin managed to meet, and indeed surpass Aerio's optimism. "Better still," she said, grinning broadly, "why not have Duil visit the village and meet everyone?"

Her mouth forming an astonished 'O', Duil's mood changed as capriciously as any spring storm, and she astounded them all by jumping up and down on the spot. "Oh, can I? Can I really? What an utterly wonderful idea."

She grabbed the hobbit's hands and danced her around in a skipping mayhem of happiness. "Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!"

Dazedly trying to grasp some sort of control over the situation, Murdagh overheard Sev's whisper to Anardil and Corlissa: "Oh dear." 

'Indeed,' the chieftain agreed soundlessly, and swallowed against the sinking in his stomach. He had devoted his life to protecting his people against one great evil: the encroachment of the Sean Aon into the O'Cernachs' lives. Now, in one instant, that effort had been rendered to naught, overturned on a whim - and for what? Peace with a creature whose moods changed more readily than the weather, and who scarcely understood what humankind was? Yet he feared what new disasters he might unleash if he voiced his rejection right now. What he needed was a few quiet moments to think. 

"Oh," exclaimed Duil, letting go of the breathless hobbit. "I am such a bad hostess. How ever will you forgive me? Sit down." She flapped her hands at her guests. "Sit down and I'll serve breakfast. Don't look at me so. The ground is dry and warm, and the sun will soon clear the trees. We shall have such a merry feast." Then she vanished into the darkness of the cave.

***

Erin ignored the scowls that her comrades threw at her, for she understood the greater truth. Without the help of magical devices, or years of knowledge and tradition, or fighting skills and weapons, she'd overcome the cunning of the Sean Aon. The hobbit had been afraid, but not now. Though Duil might be a creature of power, and far more dangerous than an angry child with a sword, Erin realized she was also a young girl by her very nature, and one who had endured unimaginable sorrow. Erin could identify with that - most hobbits could. More often than not, hobbits managed to haul sunshine into the very pits of despair, and Erin intended to be there when the sunshine arrived. Besides, she had not eaten her first breakfast, so was now starving. She plonked herself down in the long, fragrant grass.

"Well!" she said, for want of anything better.

Sevilodorf squinted at her, hissed through her teeth, and then plopped down alongside her overly optimistic friend. Hand on the pommel of his blade, Anardil folded, cross-legged, beside his wife, then shrugged at Aerio and Corlissa who shrugged back before sitting. 

Only Murdagh remained on his feet, and thus he received the first platter.

"For you," said Duil, appearing from nowhere, thrusting a silver plate into his hands.

Erin smiled with glee as Murdagh sank into the grass and suspiciously eyed the delicious selection before him: bread, eggs and cheese, fruit, honeyed porridge, and steaming aromatic tea, with a pipeful of the best Southfarthing leaf laid alongside. 

"Don't worry, Murdagh," said the hobbit, "I ate some of Duil's food last night and still managed to escape. I don't think it held any magic or danger."

"She wants you as a friend," he muttered, and picked up a piece of bread to give it a cautious sniff. 

Meanwhile, in ones and twos, the crows silently returned and found perches in the surrounding trees.

When the second tray arrived, Erin took it and then asked Duil, "May I swap this for Murdagh's?"

Grinning, Duil replied, "Because you want the poisoned food, or the pipe?" She winked at Murdagh. "Erin's portion of porridge is much sweeter than you would like."

The man huffed and dug his spoon into the creamy mixture and ate as if it were an act of defiance. 

***

Thus transpired perhaps the oddest breakfast any of the party had ever known. The food tasted very well, although its origins did not bear too close a scrutiny, and both Anardil and Murdagh ate with far less than their usual appetites. Duil's abrupt shift into prattling cheerfulness caused Murdagh's brows to gather in small thunderclouds, while Sev and Corlissa ate their meal with silent stoicism. But Erin determined to make the most of their hostess' change of temper - and listened to Aerio turn on a charm his friends scarcely knew he possessed.


By easy questions and artful comments, Aerio drew the strange girl out, and made all the appropriate noises of appreciation to her litany of doings in her forest. As she listened, Erin began to find it oddly appealing that Duil spoke of local animals and trees as if they were old neighbors.

Upon Duil ending a little tale about a family of three does and five fawns, Aerio asked, "Then you look after the creatures of your wood?"

"As much as I can," Duil said, dimples briefly and charmingly touching her cheeks as she sat. "They must live as creatures do, but they are pretty, and they are not afraid of me. It pleases me to see them and know they are safe."

"Ah, then the sheep wandering so far from Murdagh's village must have been an accident."

"Oh, of course not!" A pretty frown creased her brow. "I sent them away."

Aerio took on a look of surprise. "But that's dangerous, isn't it? Predators could find them, when there are no people near to protect them."

A long-suffering sigh escaped Duil's lips as she cast the elf a forbearing look. "No, silly. I sent them away because wolves were coming, and they would have gone right through the sheep's pasture. But since the sheep weren't there, the wolves kept going and moved on."

Erin muffled her grin behind a bite of eggs, for though Murdagh pretended not to notice the conversation, his expression grew positively stormy. A chorus of cackling overhead announced the amusement of the watching crows.

Corlissa looked up with a trace of a smile and asked, "I believe I also heard of an incident involving an infestation of frogs. Frogs in the sheds, frogs in the rafters, frogs everywhere."

"Infestation." Duil sniffed and folded her hands primly in her lap. "The frogs ate the flies that were bothering the new lambs. Don't you big people know anything?"

And so the morning passed, Duil graciously gathering up everyone's dishes, when through, and then offering them more tea.

At length, however, Duil paused in her storytelling and anecdotes and heaved a sigh of exasperation. "Oh for pity's sake," she huffed, suddenly shifting her gaze to some point in the forest beyond the clearing. "I suppose he's really not going to go away."

All eyes turned in the direction she looked, but saw nothing but sunlight through tall fir trees.

"Who?" asked Murdagh, speaking for the first time since sitting down.

"One of your fellows, I assume," Duil said, annoyance briefly twisting her mouth. "He's been blundering about for ever so long."

Anardil froze, his glance gone sharp and cool. "How long? What have you done, Duil?"

"Nothing, of course. He's done it all himself, wandering in circles and shouting like a ninny. If he had any sense, he would just go home. Home is always easy to find."

"Duil," said Erin chidingly. "It's not nice to make people lost. It scares them and makes them angry."

"Well, I certainly didn't ask him to come in my woods!" Duil flounced to her feet, aiming a scowl into the trees. "I'm entertaining guests and he was not invited."

Erin caught the look Sev slanted towards her, and the group began to rise to its collective feet. For one moment, the hobbit thought of inquiring about her missing basket of truffles, but decided against the risk of further delaying their departure.

"And we are very glad of your hospitality," said she. "But we really must go home now. People will worry about us, what with being gone all night."

Added Corlissa, "The man in your woods is probably one of Murdagh's friends. He must be afraid Murdagh has been hurt - or worse."

The waif's shoulders sagged as she exhaled a long breath of resignation. "Oh, all right. But I did so enjoy having people to talk to."

She flicked a glance in another direction - and a gentle thudding of hooves brought the company's horses ambling from the forest, some of them still munching long stems of grass. Erin could see the relief sweep over Murdagh and Anardil, and wondered that she herself had become so unconcerned about such odd doings. But then again, after last night in the cave, perhaps willing horses to appear looked ordinary by comparison.

At any rate, Erin found herself bustled towards the horses with rather unseemly haste, Murdagh boosting her up behind Corlissa's saddle. The party was mounted in moments, and when Erin looked down from her perch, the leavings of breakfast had vanished as if they had never been. Uneasily, she wondered if the feeling of fullness in her tummy would likewise soon disappear.

Duil meanwhile beamed and waved in front of her cave, for all the world like a little girl bidding favorite relatives goodbye.

"Thank you for coming!" she cried, blithely ignoring the reason for her guests' presence in the first place. "I look forward to seeing you in the village. Goodbye!  Goodbye!"

Only when the branches of the woods swept to behind them did Erin hear Murdagh's grumbled response.

"And good riddance. Though someone needs to explain just how I am to tell my people that the Sean Aon is coming to pay a social call."

Not long after, Murdagh's horse flung up its head, ears sharply pricked, and then blasted an ear-splitting whinny. A thin reply drifted through the sunlit trees, followed moments later by a rapid drumming of hooves, and Guaire burst into view. Disheveled and wild-eyed, the man pelted towards them shouting in Dunlendish that sounded angry and relieved, at once.

His tirade only grew in speed and volume as he hauled his pony to a halt and wheeled it to pace beside Murdagh, his flailing hand gestures and sharp motions towards the trees punctuating his ire. Erin felt Corlissa smother a silent laugh, but for her own part felt a little sorry for the man.

"It's a long story," Murdagh finally interrupted in the Common Tongue. "A very long, very improbable story. Come, I want to sit at home in my own house, with a mug of good ale in my hand."

And so they left the enchanted wood, the lost hobbit and her rescuers, their path untroubled, cheered with birdsong, and lined by flowers Murdagh muttered should not be seen until next May. Yet as they lifted to a trotting pace towards the village, Erin cast a glance over her shoulder. She saw nothing but the marge of the forest receding behind them, but she could not help but wonder if, in some way, Duil secretly watched them go.

***

Chapter Twelve: Visits

September 28, 1425 SR

By the following day, the outrage of the villagers had cooled to a steady simmering. Murdagh did his best to ignore the sharp stares thrown at him by all and sundry, and in particular, Finan. The head farmer refused to even consider that the Sean Aon had sent sheep astray for good reason, or any of the other explanations of her various acts of 'mischief'. Scandlan soundly reinforced this opinion by saying the wounding of his sow was unforgivable. Of the counselors, only Guaire took the time to consider the Old One in a new light, despite his experience in the forest. And though skeptical, Cormac garrulously contributed to both sides of the debate that had raged around the halla late into the night.

Walking in the bright morning sunshine, the chieftain could not help but concur with the majority, that he must have lost his mind. Perhaps the creature had bewitched him along with the outsiders. If so, the magic must have struck the holbytlan lass particularly hard, for she showed not even a glimmer of doubt, let alone regret. While Anardil and Sevilodorf held their peace - thus leaving Murdagh to guess whether the man would return to his foppish disguise - Corlissa had lent her support to Erin, and the elf also backed her. 

"AYYYY," agreed a crow perched on the halla roof, as if it read his thoughts.

Murdagh looked up, but could not raise enough enthusiasm to scowl.

The sound of running feet brought the ri tuath's attention back to ground level where Scandlan rushed towards him, grinning.

"Alainne's healed! There's not a mark left on her."

Murdagh nodded an acknowledgement. "So the Sean Aon kept one of her promises."

"Aye," said the swineherd. "If only putting right what it did wrong in the first place. But I still don't want it coming anywhere near my Glenna, if and when it turns up. Goodness knows what it could do to an unborn babe."

When Scandlan wandered off again, Murdagh shook his head and murmured, "Goodness knows, indeed." 

He felt a heart-piercing stab of guilt for the misplaced blame heaped upon Duil for the blighted pregnancies, which he now knew were due to the mistaken use of pennyroyal: an error corrected, kindly and subtly, by Mistress Sevilodorf.

What other gaps in his knowledge might be a threat to his people? Given that he had become chieftain by default, and had never been trained for the position - unlike the unfortunate Niall - there were many things about which Murdagh felt unsure. He also suspected that much of the lore regarding Duil might have eroded or mutated over the years. Take the rhyme: 

'By circlets set with golden stone 

O'Cernachs shield the olden one 

We swear to be by blood and bone 

Guardians of  the Sean Aon.'

He suspected that the word 'shield' not only implied that the village be guarded from the spirit, but also that Duil herself be kept secret from outsiders. For this possibility, and other reasons, he had been reluctant to let his visitors know about the Sean Aon. Now neither form of 'shield' held: the tale of the Old One would surely travel to Rohan and on to Gondor; plus Duil was about to come a-calling to the village. 

If only he possessed both ring and bracelet, and the influence inherent in the two acting together, he would at least feel that he could protect the safety of his people from her capriciousness. But the elf had implied that the assumption might be incorrect, that perhaps the traditional use of man and woman power-sharers would be essential to wielding the true force of the stones. Sadly, Corlissa would not be able to fulfill the female role as she was not of the clan and therefore could not have the mystical skill that ran uniquely and rarely in the O'Cernach bloodline. Yet the Old One had obeyed her command, or at least seemed to.

Murdagh shook his head again as confusion resolved into a sharp ache at his temples. Once more footsteps alerted him to someone approaching, some two in fact, Anardil and Aerio, though the elf trod too lightly to be heard. Anardil wore clothes more practical than foppish, the bright green waistcoat being the only real echo of his 'resplendent' self. Perhaps the man planned a gradual transformation for the benefit of the villagers rather than the sudden and shocking change he had revealed to Murdagh. That would certainly be the wisest course. However, from the serious expression on his face, Anardil wished for a frank and private discussion. Giving a nod of greeting, the chieftain joined man and elf, and walked with them to the earthen wall at the southern edge of the village.

Just outside the wall, the small orchard provided a protected place in which to grow delicate fruits, berries and nuts. Dappled by sunlight through the canopy of autumn leaves, Murdagh leant against a narrow trunk and squinted at his companions.

"There are no more secrets, if that is what you seek."

The stern gray eyes looking back at Murdagh did not gentle. "Perhaps - perhaps not," Anardil said, "but there are many things yet to be fully explained."

"If you imagine I can explain the Sean Aon, you're mistaken. She's a mystery to everyone."

Aerio smiled at this, and deftly caught a scarlet leaf as it tumbled from a branch. "Mistress Sev has mentioned that the people of Rohan tell tales of the ancient spirits of the world. I suspect Duil is a spirit of earth, sprung from the very fabric of Arda, and of this area in particular. I doubt she could journey beyond certain bounds, and is thus confined by her own nature more strongly than the talisman you use." Aerio peered pointedly at the bracelet on Murdagh's wrist. 

Scowling, the chieftain replied, "According to O'Cernach lore, she moved into the area shortly after the wizard came to Isengard. He made our tribe aware of the threat she posed and gave us the ring and bracelet to contain her."  

Aerio's golden hair shimmered as he shook his head sadly. "Another of Saruman's deceits, I am certain. Duil has surely dwelt here for the entirety of her existence, which may well have begun in an age far beyond the memories of either the Edain or the Eldar."

"Why would the wizard lie about that?" Murdagh demanded.

With a shrug, Aerio ventured, "Conceivably, he thought to exploit her to enhance his own powers, yet found her unwilling. Fearing Duil might oppose him, he gifted your tribe with the means and motivation to keep her subdued."

A massive sigh heaved from Murdagh's chest. "He said that if we kept her evil spirit restrained, he would ensure our tribe thrived and prospered."

"Did you?" Anardil asked somberly. "Did you prosper?"  

The chieftain stared into the distance and focused upon bitter memories. "For a time. He gave us knowledge and equipment. The pump that Master Aerio repaired was one such gift. No enemies assaulted our settlements as they did the other muintir O'Dubhloach. Yes, we thrived and prospered, and we listened and believed." 

Murdagh's hands balled into fists. "From other clans, the wizard stole women and children as hostages to guarantee loyalty. But when war drew close and we saw the creatures that the wizard bred, even the O'Cernachs began to question. As if he read our deepest suspicions, he seized our women and children too."

From his companions' expressions, Murdagh knew that they guessed the fate of the captives.

"None returned?" Anardil asked.

"A handful. But none unscathed. What they endured left them..." The chieftain cast his gaze downward. 

Eyes narrowed in silent calculation, Anardil glanced toward the village wall, then completed Murdagh's words. "Walking the edge of madness…like Brighid?"

"'Twas Brighid who returned this to the clan," Murdagh answered, lifting his arm to allow his sleeve to fall back and reveal the golden stone of the armlet. 

Leaning across, Aerio tapped Murdagh's bracelet. "That is intended to be worn by a woman, is it not?"

Gladly grasping the change of subject, Murdagh agreed. "Yes, by tradition, the bracelet is worn by a woman and the ring by a man, as the sizes indicate. Both people must be able to wield the power within their respective amulets, which is a trait carried by some of the O'Cernachs, though very rare now."

The crease between Anardil's brows deepened. "Only by the O'Cernachs?" 

"So it is said."

"Then it is said wrongly." Aerio inspected the leaf that he twirled between his fingers. "Unless Corlissa has an O'Cernach ancestor. I felt the force when she used the ring. In truth, it is a trait rarely found in mortals, but by no means confined only to your clan."

"It is possible then for others to control this being," Anardil declared.

"Conceivably," the elf nodded. "Yet, to wield objects of power one must not only possess the innate talent, but be schooled in their proper usage."

Catching Murdagh's fleeting wince, Anardil prodded, "Knowledge, whether it be herb lore or the proper handling of weapons, is easily lost in times of war."

"Aye," Murdagh responded.

At the heaviness of that single word, however, Aerio took pity, saying, "Ah, but as the wise say, the first step to eradicating ignorance is recognizing you are ignorant."

Their conversation halted when Aerio abruptly turned and faced at right angles from them. Anardil frowned and cocked his head, but Aerio said nothing, stepping forward with his expression queerly intense. Then a slow smile touched the elf's lips.

"She comes," he said, and glanced at his human companions. "Here is your chance to shape change, ri tuath. For change is walking to your village as we speak."

Murdagh glanced at the bracelet and saw that it glowed. If Duil approached, then either the alert came late, or he had failed to notice it before now. He growled a sigh and pushed himself from leaning on the tree. He had only taken a few steps when a shout went up from beyond the orchard, a cry from the lad, Paidin, set to walk sentry on the earthen walls.


After countless generations of men, and centuries of misunderstanding, the Sean Aon had left her secret wood.

***

Word sped through the village with almost the speed of thought, the people coming from their tasks and their homes to stare from the fort walls. She looked entirely harmless, a small, child-like figure strolling towards them across the fields. The Sean Aon did not hurry, and in fact wandered a bit, with a child's curiosity for things like plowed furrows or the now-discarded straw effigy of the Harvest Queen. 

To Corlissa, Duil almost seemed unaware of the many pairs of eyes that riveted on her approach, and once stopped to look up when several crows winged from the village to wheel in a cloud above her head. A white flash of teeth suggested that she laughed or smiled at their appearance.

But she came on, and voices murmured amongst the watching villagers, their faces anxious and curious, and the women calling the children close and clasping the younger ones' hands with white-knuckled fingers. The Sean Aon - the words passed on a breath of air from mouth to mouth. Yet puzzlement furrowed many brows for, despite the rumors, no one expected their oldest fear to materialize in the form of such a slender and fragile-looking waif walking barefoot across the remains of harvest.

As she drew near, Duil finally gazed up and after several steps appeared to falter. Yet Erin pushed her way forward and scrambled ahead of her friends' grasp.

"Duil!" the hobbit sang, and she ran down the embankment waving as if greeting a favorite neighbor. "Hello, hello! How good of you to come!"

The waif's bright smile encompassed Erin and the two grumbling women, Corlissa and Sevilodorf, who had been obliged to clamber after their impulsive companion. No matter the powers of rings and bracelets, Corlissa wholeheartedly shared the general view that a certain hobbit lass should be watched a little more closely. Then Duil's eyes wandered further afield and a frown drew her brows together. Corlissa turned in curiosity. Out from the gate, Brighid walked, a look of wonder on her face. As the woman drew closer, Duil's expression became almost a match. 

"Brighid? Is it you, all grown up? But…" Duil's astonishment faltered as she spoke, and doubt ruffled her brow.

"My little friend," said the woman, her smile still broad and bright. "Why, you have not grown up at all."

Corlissa realized these two had met before, mayhap when Brighid was a little girl. How often and for how long, who could tell, but they must have made quite an impression on each other. A quick glance aside showed Erin and Sevilodorf frowning in unison, obviously trying with limited success to follow this Dunlendish conversation.

Duil smiled, though it seemed to Corlissa that smile lacked conviction. "I am as I've always been. But how did your hair turn color? It looks like you've been in a frost."

Only then did it dawn on Corlissa that Duil might have little or no experience with mortal aging, and the heavy grey streaking Brighid's hair rightly belonged to a much older woman.

"Oh." Brighid raised her fingers to pat the silvery braid coiled on her head, but then her smile faded and her hand drifted as if forgetting its destination. "I've ... Well, you know I can't come play with you, now. There are things I must do ..."

"But we can visit!" said Duil hopefully. "And sing. Remember our little song?"

In a sweet, small-girl voice, Duil sang:

"Merry grow the flowers, O,

A-down the meadow gay,

Where I shall meet my pretty lad

And dance myself away.
And he shall bring me silver rings 

And bring me ribbons fair

To tie around my snowy neck

And twine my long black hair."
Brighid smiled wistfully, her gaze drifting to the fields beyond. Yet only the brittle straw of autumn greeted her eyes, and she blinked and lowered her gaze to her hands.

"Yes, it is a very pretty song."

Clearly, that was not the response Duil hoped for. Corlissa looked up at the many solemn faces watching from atop the village's earthen wall, the folk who had known Brighid all her days. They knew Brighid as the quiet, simple woman in their midst, but obviously Duil's understanding of her was otherwise.

Duil glanced over at Erin, face troubled, before engaging her old friend of earlier days once more. "Well, now that you are grown up, you must have children. Do you have any daughters, Brighid? I should like very much to meet them."

"Children ..." Thin fingers plucking at her dress, Brighid frowned. "Oh, dear, I must bring in the laundry. If the things have blown off the line, I'll have to wash all over again."

"She has no children," a male voice said, and Corlissa realized Murdagh now stood nearby, with Aerio, Anardil and Brighid's husband, Jacon, watching from the earthen wall some distance behind him.

The ri tuath met Duil's look of question with one of infinite regret. "At least, none that lived."

"Oh. I see." Sadness shadowed Duil's delicate face, sadness and growing bewilderment. To those nearest, it seemed her features subtly shifted, grew oddly older and more solemn. "But ...."

Turning to Brighid again, Duil stepped closer and clasped one of those idly fluttering hands. "Well, then, we can simply sit and talk. We can still do that, can't we, Brighid? You can tell me all the things you do, and the pretty things you dream about."

For a moment, Brighid studied Duil, eyes clearly focused on the odd forest sprite before her, but all recognition seemed to have fled. Slowly the woman shook her prematurely graying head.

"No pretty dreams." Her fingers slipped from Duil's grasp, and she wrapped her arms about her thin body, head bowed. "No, no dreaming. I must bring in the laundry. The linens will be dirty. The wind will blow them down."

That despite the fact there was not a breath of wind, and Brighid rocked herself where she stood. Meanwhile, Corlissa heard a low murmuring among the villagers watching, and saw pity on many faces. Poor, simple Brighid, they undoubtedly thought, lost in the shadows of her own mind. 

"Oh, Brighid," said Duil softly, gazing up at the fragile woman who had once been her friend, and Duil's dark eyes seemed to become wells of immeasurable loss. "Oh, Brighid, where did you go?"

Then the woman flinched from Duil's feathery brush of fingertips, and Corlissa feared that Duil might be probing for memories as she had with Anardil. Touching the girl's arm, Corlissa whispered an urgent "No."

"She is there," Duil exclaimed, in equal parts joy and dismay. "Hiding in the darkness, away from her memories. Oh, but they are foul. Wicked creatures." A sob broke Duil's voice, and she pressed her fingers to her lips. "But she does not see them anymore. She does not look."

"Perhaps that is best left," Murdagh said quietly.

Corlissa glanced up to meet Sev and Erin's looks of anxious concern. What must they fear, being unable to follow the conversation as she did?

Duil stared up through liquid eyes. "I can make a way out for her. I can bleach the pain from the memories so that they are no more than a story in her mind. She will only suffer a little for a short time…"

Abruptly the waif turned and focused all her attention upon Brighid. The air between them almost sparked, and color drained from the woman's cheeks until her face appeared grayer than her hair. 

"Oh stop, please," Corlissa said, her hands going to her mouth as she watched Brighid sway slightly.

But Duil either did not hear or did not heed; her concentration remained intense upon her old friend despite the sweat that began to bead Brighid's brow. The woman's knuckles clenched white upon the taut embrace of her own arms and a thin, keening moan escaped her throat.

Corlissa could never have named the compulsion that came over her now, knowing only that she must act upon it. With one hand, she withdrew the ring, and with the other, she touched Murdagh's arm. Then in unison, the bearers of the amulets raised their hands together and, in silence, compelled the Sean Aon to stop.

Duil's eyes flashed towards Murdagh, and in that moment, Brighid collapsed, unconscious, to the ground. The anger that marred the waif's face quickly changed to distress.

"Oh no. Now she is all in darkness." Duil gasped. "What have I done?" Then she wheeled around and ran like a deer towards the forest, her tattered skirts swirling around her legs. 

Few watched the waif's retreat, or saw her change into a dappled hind as she sprang amongst the trees. All attention now fixed upon Brighid. Corlissa watched, shaken, while Erin blinked away astonishment and confusion then knelt beside the prostrate woman, and Sevilodorf leant over to check for a steady pulse and breathing. A scramble of footsteps brought Brighid's husband to her side, dividing his anxious glances between his stricken wife and Sevilodorf.

"She's fainted," the healer concluded. "Take her home, make her comfortable and keep her warm."

While some rushed to do so, others turned their eyes upon the phenomenon of Corlissa still holding the long-lost O'Cernach ring.

"Well, do you fancy that," said Cormac to no one in particular. "If we'd known you would bring it to us, we could have saved Guaire a trip to Rohan."

***

"But what does it mean?" asked Finan, work-worn hands clenched around his mug of beer as he leaned towards his chieftain. "She is not even of our people!"

Heads nodded and faces scowled along the table when Murdagh surveyed the men sitting with him: Finan, Guaire, and Cormac. Speaking in undertones, so as not to disrupt the clatter of supper preparations at the other end of the hall, the men sat discussing the day's events.

"I don't know," Murdagh replied, in the weary tones of a man who has made that answer too many times already.

"What's more," Finan grumbled, "the whole thing is backwards! She's got the ring and you've got the armlet when it should be the other way around."

Murdagh poked at his sleeve to partially reveal the ornament in question. Clearly crafted for a much smaller arm, the thing did look a trifle foolish tied around his brawny wrist. Sighing, he shook his head and pulled his sleeve down.

"But it worked," he said, and clasped one hand about the other fist. "Their elf hinted there is more to it than we know. Perhaps it is but another of the wizard's deceptions, to think that the powers only work one way."

Eyes cut towards the woman in question, Corlissa bent next to Erin at the hearth across the room, helping with the evening meal. The clank and rattle of pots and pans now began to emit marvelously savory aromas.

"Either way," growled Finan, "you need them both, ring and bracelet together. To let that woman gallop back to Rohan with the ring is unthinkable."

'"And what do you propose I do? Wrestle it from her?"

Guaire choked and spewed beer, and crammed his sleeve to his mouth to both stop the mess and stay his laughter. The laugh became coughing and Cormac thumped his back.

"Now, then," replied Cormac, "it just depends on the type of wrestling."

Which response sent Guaire into paroxysm again, while Finan scowled.

"Are you all right?" called Erin, she and Corlissa both eyeing the foursome worriedly. "Whispering like silly old women - do you need a drink of water?"

"No, no." Cormac waved a hand in dismissal. "Guaire just took his beer down the wrong chute."

The women watched them rather suspiciously, but then returned to their labors. While Guaire cleared his throat and composed himself, Finan resumed his grumbling.

"The plain fact is, Murdagh, the ring must stay. Today, only it and the bracelet together stopped that creature from doing ... whatever she did to Brighid."

"And how fares Brighid, now?" Murdagh asked, a brow lifted.

Cormac offered a rueful sigh. "She's quite well, actually. My Roisin talked to Old Gráinne who said Brighid took a nice nap and woke up in a sunnier mood than she's seen in years."

"Then all is not ill," replied Murdagh. "Perhaps Duil did do more good than harm."

"Duil," snorted Cormac. "Now you call the Sean Aon by name."

"Aye. I do." Murdagh jabbed a stiff finger on the tabletop. "And like it or not, our duty does not end. She remains our neighbor and that of our children and great-grandchildren as well. Thus, it behooves us to find better ways to keep the peace between us."

"Then get the ring from Corlissa," hissed Finan.

Guaire coughed a final time and said, "Or keep it - and her."

"CAW!  Bwak!" cried a raucous voice overhead, and Murdagh flinched, glaring at the crows hunched in the rafters.

"Idiots," Murdagh growled, though without specifying whether he meant the crows or his councilors, and pushed himself to his feet. "She would sooner slip an adder into my bed. I'm going to wash up for supper, and if any of you old fools hope to do more than lick the spoons, I suggest you do the same."

With that, he stalked away, though knowing full well that the new questions regarding the Sean Aon fell leagues short of finding answers. For that matter, the question of Corlissa refused to be silent, no matter how ruthlessly he shoved the thoughts away. Standing beside her in a common cause, however briefly, held a rightness and steadiness of feeling that he had not known before. Blast the woman.

Yet he knew one thing for certain. He had wanted change and now he'd got it, even if it was more than he bargained for. Nonetheless, the steps were already taken and he would not falter now. The Sean Aon had come, and dawn would rise on a changed world for the O'Cernachs.

***

As the first stars winked in a darkening sky, Corlissa slowly walked alone. Among the rounded houses of the O'Cernachs she strolled, plain houses that once aroused her disdain, but the sight of which now touched her with odd melancholy. Light shone within them, warm and inviting, while ever and anon laughter filtered through the walls, and once the sweet melody of a mother's voice soothing a fretful child. She let her feet carry her until a robust odor told her she drew near the pen of the truffle-hunting pig. At the woven fence, Corlissa paused, and found the enormous sow sprawled comfortably in a thick bed of straw.

And even this could not be ordinary, for the raw welts upon Alainne's hide, got when she and Scandlan fled Duil's wrath, were utterly healed. Willed away by little more than the Sean Aon's thought. Even as Duil had wrought something, though no one was sure what, upon poor, simple Brighid.

What did it all mean? And whatever prompted her, a Rohirrim, to meddle in Dunlending affairs? Corlissa had felt the men's eyes upon her at supper, and deliberately closed her ears to their muttered voices. Yet she had acted on instinct, on the unthinking impulse to protect Brighid from hurt - and Murdagh had stood beside her. That alone thrust a spear of unease to pierce Corlissa's peace of mind. It had felt ... right. Like something meant to be, something just and unquestionably fitting, and she did not want to feel any of that for Murdagh O'Cernach, ri tuath of his clan.

No more than she wanted the memory of his warm hand on hers, when it was over, a somber gaze of steady dark eyes and his touch - ai, what a fool she had become! A surge of emotion clogged her throat and she inhaled sharply to dispel it. Muttered grunting marked Alainn making herself more comfortable, and Corlissa only wished she could find her own comfort as easily.

"I wish I knew what to do," she whispered, hand pressing the ring hidden at her breast.

The pig twitched an ear, but no more, and Corlissa smiled wryly at her foolishness. On impulse, she drew the ring forth and dangled it on its chain. It hung there, turning gently, exuding neither heat nor light, holding only the warmth of her body. Today she had called forth its powers with little more than an instant of pure and perfect intent. But how? Who was she to wield a talisman never intended for one of the Rohirrim race?

That question chilled her oddly, and she tucked the ring once more from view. Time enough for questions on the morrow: for now, she should seek sleep and the company of those she could call friends.

***

September 29, 1425 SR

Dawn had scarcely spilled its light upon the harvested fields, and Murdagh just rose from breakfast, when a flash of heat upon his arm halted him at his door. Without looking, he knew the bracelet kindled once more with its fey light, and that could only mean one thing. When he stepped outside, he nearly collided with Corlissa, who flinched to a halt with lips parted and eyes wide.

"I think -." Her words faltered and her hand fluttered towards the woolen mantle wrapping her breast.

"Aye," said Murdagh, and a strange gentleness swept through him, that she would turn her eyes from him and somehow look so ... lost. "It seems our neighbor is paying another call. Would you like to come with me?"

He almost reached for her hand, when her expression seemed that of a startled fawn and he feared she might bolt and flee. But instead, she took a quick breath and lifted her chin to meet his gaze evenly.

"Yes. Let us see what she wants."

They turned together and walked through the awakening village, the haze of breakfast fires hanging low and sifting out over the stubbled fields. From atop the earthen wall, they could see the forest beyond the fields, wreathed in thin tatters of fading fog. No movement stirred, and Murdagh wondered if perhaps Duil would not show, after all. But the warmth of the bracelet remained steady on his arm, and Corlissa's fingers again clasped the ring through the fabric of her mantle and her dress. Did the Sean Aon employ some means of announcing her arrival?

So it seemed, for several minutes later, a small figure appeared at the distant forest's edge. Carefully, slowly, Duil picked her way across the fields. After what seemed an interminable time, the dark-eyed not-child stood at the foot of the wall, gazing pensively upward. 

"Is Brighid all right?" she asked.

"Yes," replied Murdagh. "She is quite well."

The girl's smooth face registered uncertainty, but she nodded. "Good. There were ... shadows ... in her thoughts. Evil things." Her gaze shifted to Corlissa and her eyes were suddenly large and liquid with a plea for understanding. "I shut the evil things away. I don't want her to have to look at them any more. They hurt her and now she's broken! Brighid is my friend! Why did they break her?"

"It's all right," said Corlissa gently. "She doesn't hurt, now. I promise."

"You're sure?"

"Yes, I'm sure. Mistress Sevilodorf and Mistress Gráinne both watched over her through the night, and when she woke, she felt very well."

"All right. I'm glad." Duil looked about, twining her fingers together.

And it dawned on Murdagh, like seeing the sun for the first time that something had happened here. The Sean Aon, whom generations had believed incapable of awareness of anything but her own whims and needs ... felt pity. She felt sadness. She had tried to help, not harm, a human being.

What this meant, Murdagh had no idea, but he dared not misstep now. "Have you come to see her?" he asked.

"Yes." Duil looked up, blinking and finding the semblance of a smile. "I should like to see Brighid. And your village. May I see your village?"

 With Corlissa beside him and the power of the talismans between them, Murdagh felt there could be no better moment. "Yes, you may. Come. We will guide you."

He stepped back, Corlissa matching him, and Duil clambered up the steep earthen wall. At its top, she stopped and her eyes widened while her mouth formed an O.

"Look!" she gasped. "Why, there are houses and people - and children! Are those children?"

"Yes," Murdagh said, and found himself chuckling, knowing Duil was anything but a child herself, and yet unable to resist the childlike wonder in Duil's voice. "Come along, we'll walk with you."

And they set off together, the Sean Aon's slight figure between them, walking openly for the first time amongst the people of the O'Cernach clan.

***

The ring seemed to hum with warmth and life against Corlissa's breast, and she found it hard to say who stared with greater curiosity, Duil or the O'Cernach folk around them. The sight of the strange being that had loomed so large in the villagers' imaginations brought murmurs of surprise and disbelief. How could something they had feared for so long appear as little more than a fey foundling child?

That Erin greeted the girl again with glee rather than trepidation was an encouraging sign. But, with a promise to return in time for lunch, the hobbit soon skipped off to ensure that Sev was resting after sitting up all night watching over Brighid. 

Duil meanwhile looked back at the villagers' staring faces and even smiled, seeming quite aware of people's hidden fears.

"Oh, don't worry," she said to Finan, though the man had done naught but silently glower. "I promise I'll not hex your crops."

To Scandlan she simply smiled, and said, "Of course I healed Alainne. She's only a good old pig." 

Duil then paused and frowned, "And I'd never hurt a babe. You've no need to worry. Yours is whole and hale and will remain so. A lively little lass she'll be." 

The muttering rose anew that she could answer questions not even spoken and foretell the future. Several oldsters made furtive gestures of warding. To that, Duil laughed merrily. 

"Oh, don't be silly. That only works against bad things, and I'm not bad!" 

But as she continued her little excursion, she gaped at everything in broadest wonder, and exclaimed over trivialities.

"Chickens!" Duil cried, and her laughter rang when a red hen dashed across her path on twinkling yellow feet.

She examined a woman's loom with infinite amazement, touching the half-finished weaving with delicate fingers. A set of horseshoes caught her attention next, newly forged for Finan's pony, and she watched in a mix of amusement and doubt as Finan attempted to explain how they would be nailed on. A potter's wheel, a basket maker's weaving, a child's toy horse carved of wood with a straw tail, Duil greeted them all with joyful delight.

"It is noteworthy," murmured Aerio, who along with Anardil had stood as silent observer to Duil's touring of the village, "but also manifestly sad. She has only perceived these ordinary things through the minds and thoughts of those few others with whom she has come in contact."

But Corlissa saw, also, that Duil's smile wavered and her eyes lingered on the old marks of war upon some village men. One fellow bore a livid scar from the bridge of his nose to the hinge of his jaw, another lacked an eye, while a third missed one hand, and Guaire walked with his perpetual limp.

"What happened to them?" Duil asked, one slender hand at her mouth in dismay.

Murdagh replied simply, "War happened."

"The White Wizard happened," said Anardil, and met her look of question solemnly. "His lies led these people to this. His lies sent them to hurt and be hurt."

Duil's gaze flicked to Anardil's pinned-up left sleeve, though evidently she refrained from touching his tender memories again. "Did he cause your hurt?"

"No. That was caused by the minions of Saruman's master."

Frowning, Duil nodded slowly and resumed walking. A moment more, then she looked up with a brilliant smile.

"May I see the children?" she asked.

Corlissa noted the matching scowls on Finan and Cormac's faces, but Murdagh staunchly ignored them.

"You may," Murdagh replied.

He glanced at Corlissa, who nodded assent to his silent question. Yes, she would stand by him should Duil need curbing.

But she did not, rather waiting almost bouncing in anticipation while Roisin and none other than Brighid led a small group of children to meet their storied guest. The eldest among them, the thin, pale-faced Una, carried a garland of big blue daisies which she presented to Duil with a timid curtsy.

Much bolder was Cormac's adopted daughter, Jillian, who peered closely at Duil and exclaimed, "You have freckles just like I do!"

"No, she doesn't," proclaimed Scandlan's nephew, a sturdy lad of seven. 

"You're both right," laughed Duil. "Sometimes people see me the way they want to see me, and sometimes they see me as I want to be."

"Can you have hair like her?" asked the more courageous of the two small girls holding tightly to Roisin's skirts while pointing toward Corlissa's pale braids. 

"She can, indeed," declared Brighid, smiling with an alertness of expression that Corlissa had not seen before. "But it would be more polite to allow Duil to choose how she wishes to appear, rather than demanding."

"Brighid!" Duil cried, glancing up from the children, but then her face crimped to consternation. "Oh, but my friend, are you ...?"

"I am well, Duil," Brighid replied, eyes twinkling. "Last night I had the best sleep, and I feel so wonderfully rested. Gráinne tells me I may owe this to you."

Listening to the murmurs around them - Brighid had not looked so well since the war - Corlissa could only believe that, while perhaps Brighid would always be a little odd or off, Duil had somehow restored a measure of peace that Brighid had lost for too long. Perhaps, as Duil claimed, she had locked away the memories of terror and evil that had tormented the woman's mind.

Brighid's husband appeared behind her, his hands settling gently on her shoulders, and offered a tentative smile. "We both owe you," he said.

Duil beamed a beautiful smile in return. "Well then, this calls for singing. Let us sit in the sunshine and teach the children songs. Come, sit with me!"

As the dancing sprite caught Jillian's hand and led the children towards a patch of grass beside the halla, Corlissa caught Murdagh's forbearing look and smothered a smile. Somehow Murdagh managed to shoo the staring villagers back to work, then motioned Aerio and Anardil to join him and followed to supervise festivities. In moments, an uneven but thoroughly cheerful chorus of voices sang the morning sun into the sky.

However, even this could not long hold Duil's attention, and she soon scrambled to her feet, wanting more.

"What else can I see?" she asked eagerly, and Murdagh again glanced at Corlissa with a wry smile.

"Well, I can show you the smokehouse," he said, scratching his bearded jaw. "And where Bressel brews his beer."

"Splendid!" cried Duil, and clapped her hands.

As she walked between her much-taller wardens, Duil hummed to herself, surprising them both when she looked up and asked, "What happened to Brighid, to make her hide that way?"

Murdagh caught the gloating gleam in Anardil's eyes and gave a rueful grimace at having yet more of the O'Cernach's private sorrows laid before these outlanders.

Corlissa touched his arm lightly and murmured, "All here want only the best for the O'Cernach's."

Resisting the urge to grasp her fingers, Murdagh sighed then replied. "Brighid and the other O'Cernach women were being taken to Isengard. Then Fangorn Forest itself rose up against the evil creatures under the wizard's command. Huorns, I have heard them named - trees that are aware and capable of taking revenge for the damages done to them. Only a triple hand of women managed to escape both the wrath of the forest and the horrors of Saruman's Uruk-hai."
"Ah. Then the White Wizard caused many hurts." A frown passed like cloud shadow upon Duil's smooth brow and was gone. "Well, now you must tell me about beer."

The tour continued until, at the southern gate, Duil faltered. Her companions did not at first notice, going beyond the fort walls before realizing their visitor was no longer amongst them. 

Corlissa glanced back. "Come on, Duil, there is a lovely orchard out here."

"I can't." The Sean Aon's pressed her lips together as if she struggled with inner forces.

Aerio nodded sagely and stepped back to the gate. "This is the southern boundary of your territory?"

"It must be," Duil replied. "I've not been here before."

Frowning, Anardil also retraced his steps and the others followed. He asked, "How can the ground keep you there?"

Duil scowled in return and reached for an explanation. "Because this is my ground." She pointed a finger to her feet and then to where the man stood only a short distance away. "But that is not my ground."

"If I may?" Aerio interjected, and bowed slightly towards the Sean Aon. "I believe your nature, in some small ways, resembles that of mushrooms which can only appear where an area of mycelia, the root system, is established beneath the surface."

This made Duil giggle. "Yes, yes, it may be something like that … maybe."

The crease still etched between his brows, Anardil probed further. "What is the extent of your territory?"

"I don't know how you measure land," Duil replied, "but if a crow started here and now, and flew around my borders, it would come back not long after the sun rose to its highest point. 

Anardil raised his brows. "And does the area change? Does it move or grow wider or smaller?"

"It is as it always is." Duil sighed dramatically. "Why do men ask such silly questions? My land is me - I have always been here and never anywhere else. I may change how things look but I cannot change my true nature, including my ground."

"I think I comprehend," said Aerio. "We, the Eldar and the Edain, are the opposite. We cannot change our appearance as you do, but we may travel freely about the land."

"Yes." Duil clapped her hands once and laughed. "Yes … maybe."

Murdagh watched as Corlissa abruptly walked a short distance away. "Can you tell me what I'm thinking?" she asked Duil.

"Of course not," came the immediate and somewhat irritated reply. "No more than you can see in the dark."

Returning and walking back through the gate, Corlissa asked the same question again.

Duil smiled now. "You are thinking about the walnut tree." The smile became slightly wicked. "And trying very hard not to think of other things."

Despite the woman's blush, Duil continued, "If you and Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach must wear those bothersome stones, at least wear the right ones." Her grin widened as she looked towards the ri tuath. "You would find the swap interesting, all things considered."

"Aye, well," Murdagh murmured, seeking to change the subject. "We should head back to the halla now, taking in the other half of the village on the way. There will be time for you to watch lunch preparations when we get there."

"Oh, yes," Corlissa agreed, her cheeks still glowing - most fetchingly, Murdagh's unruly subconscious noted. "Perhaps Erin will make one of her delicious desserts. That would be quite something to watch, Duil, as well as to eat afterwards."

Seizing the chance, the chieftain added, "By which time, you'll no doubt be tired and wanting to go home." 

Things had gone well so far, but given that Duil possessed some of the characteristics of a child, over-stimulation and weariness might make her fractious. Murdagh would prefer not to find out. 

Luckily, just as the Sean Aon began to frown, Aerio provided reinforcement. "You must have seen more things this day than in many a century. If I were you, my head would already be spinning."

Smiling at the elf, Duil shrugged and sighed. "But it's been such fun. And I do get to eat lunch before I go home?"

"Indubitably," said Aerio, giving a conspiratorial wink. "To depart without partaking of Erin's cookery would be as ill-mannered as attempting to overstay your welcome."

"Am I welcome?" Duil asked, peering up at Murdagh. "To come again, I mean. I know you're thinking I am keeping everybody from their work. You're worried about the roofs that still need mending and the wood that needs to be cut."

"Autumn will not last forever. It is my responsibility to see my people are prepared for the winter to come. But you are welcome to return in a week," Murdagh held up his arm and allowed his sleeve to fall back revealing the faintly gleaming bracelet, "if you promise to warn us of your arrival as you did this morning."

"It happens whether I want it or not," huffed Duil. "I can't stop the stones from working any more than I can pass through the gate or cross the wards at the standing stones if you reset them." A small crease of irritation wrinkled her forehead. "Oh dear, you didn't want me to say anything about the wards. Why do you people have so many secrets from each other?"

Murdagh caught Anardil's barely hidden mirth, and sighed while Corlissa saved him from answering.

"It is a problem we are working on, Duil," she said, and then smiled. "Look, there's Erin, come to fetch us to lunch."

As if ushering a child, Corlissa shooed their guest towards the waiting hobbit, but not before casting a stern glance over her shoulder at both Murdagh and Anardil. Time to stop the nonsense, she seemed to say, and speak like grown men.

Aerio gifted the two men with an amused smirk, then excused himself to catch up with the pair as Duil's voice could be heard asking, "How long is a week?"

Meanwhile, Murdagh exchanged shrugs with Anardil. "First, your lady, now Corlissa. Only the holbytlan lass remains to chide us." 

Anardil chuckled. "Aye, but let's not admit they're right too soon."

Muffling a grin, Murdagh fell in beside the former Ranger and set his feet towards lunch. In truth, there was a certain amount of enjoyment to be had in playing the game just a little bit longer, particularly with a master of subterfuge as adept as Anardil.

***

Chapter Thirteen: Pieces Face Up

September 30, 1425 SR

As Murdagh approached the house wherein his guests stayed, a flurry of ebony wings caught his eye. There before the door stood the hobbit, Erin, tossing stale bread crumbs to an eager flock of crows. When he drew near, the hopping, flapping crows paid him no heed at all, their raucous attention fixed solely on the next fling of Erin's hand. Only Ric deigned to look up, fixing Murdagh with a bright, beady eye while it clasped a chunk of bread in its beak. A toss of its head, and the bread vanished.

"ACK!" shouted Ric. "Aye!"

Murdagh snorted. "Aye yourself, feathered fool. Soon you'll be too fat to fly."

Erin laughed at the exchange, and gave the man a merry wink, as if settling something in her mind. "Come in, Murdagh," she said. "Mistress Sev is waiting for you."

She threw the last crumbs, then turned and went inside. Murdagh followed, bending to clear the low doorway - and straightened to blink in amazement. Turning slowly, he gazed about a room that in no way resembled the dusty, flea-infested hut of a month ago. Anardil's foppishness, whether feigned or at the core of the man was more than evident. No Dunland home would have the beds enclosed within hanging panels of fabric, nor would there be fine rugs to cover the dirt floors. As the elf had done in the halla, thin sheets of tin were behind the rushlight scones, and the room glowed with light. Placed within the kerbed hearth, a reflective screen directed the warmth from a low brazier toward a sitting area created by a multi-colored rug, four cherrywood camp chairs and a small table

Sevilodorf, amusement dimpling her cheeks, spoke from the doorway of what the ri tuath knew was the kitchen area. "Fàilte, Master Murdagh. Do the changes we made meet your approval?"

Now how on earth did a man answer when a woman posed a laden question like that? Carefully, Murdagh replied, "It looks ... homelike."

"Aerio and Anardil will return…" Sev began, then, "Ah, here they are now."

Murdagh turned as the pair ducked through the door behind him, Aerio brandishing a bottle of wine.

"There you are, Murdagh," said Anardil with a quick smile. "Please, make yourself comfortable. We had to make a detour to Aerio's tent for wine."

Aerio's eyes twinkled as he held up the bottle, and said, "In wine there is truth and tonight is to be an evening of truthfulness …on both our sides, if you are in agreement."

Intrigued at the chance of sampling the elf's private reserve, Murdagh nodded and took a seat in a cushioned camp chair. In but a moment, he found himself sipping a finely crafted glass filled with a wine that teased the senses rather than bludgeoned them in the way of Finan's home-made barley wine. His efforts to conceal his surprise must have failed miserably, for he looked up to see Aerio smirking.

Scowling, Murdagh directed his gaze to Anardil. Though not dressed in his eye-searing yellow, the former Ranger's dark blue shirt was nevertheless finely woven and the brooch pinning the empty left sleeve was probably worth as much as a quarter of the village.

"What do you think?" Anardil asked, lifting his own glass.

"Not bad," Murdagh replied, and took another sip.

The three women appeared from the kitchen area, and Murdagh found himself wondering if he should have dressed for the occasion. Even Sevilodorf had forsaken her customary serviceable clothing and looked very much a high lady of Rohan. Quietly elegant in a tunic the color of dark red wine, stiff with gold-and-green embroidery upon the bodice and hems, the healer placed a lacquered platter filled with sweet cakes and biscuits upon the table between Anardil and Murdagh.

Taking the chair upon Anardil's other side, Sev suggested, "Try the ones sprinkled with slivered nuts. Erin's been puttering about the kitchen all afternoon. Adding a dash of this and a splash of that."

"Oh, yes, do," the hobbit urged, plopping down upon a pile of pillows arranged against the wall, her own private plate of pastries safely upon the floor beside her. "Duil suggested the nuts and told me where to find the berries. I wanted her recipe for the cream filled bun she served at her cave. But she really couldn't give me any measurements, just a list of ingredients. I think she blinks her eyes and all the things combine to form something tasty."

"I wouldn't be surprised," murmured Corlissa, ignoring Aerio's offer of the remaining chair and sliding past the hobbit to settle upon a low stool in the corner. 

Murdagh could not help noticing Corlissa wore the same gown worn for the harvest fest, and how the lamplight shone upon her hair. It seemed wrong for her to sit in the corner as if she were unimportant to these proceedings. She was after all the wielder of the Ring of the O'Cernachs, and as such entitled to a better place than the corner stool.

"Nor would I," seconded Murdagh, shaking himself to matters at hand. "I am curious to know how Duil acquired the pipeweed. Did she create it out of one of our memories?"

"She can't make things out of nothing," Erin said with a frown. "She explained that she has to have the real ingredients to begin with. Though she doesn't actually bake or broil or simmer anything. She thinks about what she wants the things to be, and they become that thing. Pipeweed would have to be pipeweed."

"It was Southfarthing leaf," stated Anardil. "The best grown in the Shire."

"However did something of the Shire end up in Duil's cave?" asked Erin.

"You ended up there easily enough," responded Sev dryly.

"That's different, Sevi. I walked in on my own. The leaf couldn't, so who carried it in?"

Murdagh shook his head in denial as all eyes fastened upon him. "None of the O'Cernachs would have done it."

"What of Saruman?" asked Aerio. "He dealt with the Shire in secret for years."

"Aye, that is possible. We did not interfere with the wizard's messengers - strange men who went where they wished. Perhaps one became ensnared in Duil's woods."

"A likely enough supposition," said Anardil.

He shifted in his chair, glass balanced on his knee, and Murdagh braced for the real discussion to begin. Steel-grey eyes met and held his coolly.

"I can now say," stated Anardil, at once the cool diplomat and not the fop, "that the original, public purpose for our journey here has been met. My lady has made great progress in creating a storehouse of herbs and beginning to teach herbal lore to your community. She also has a list of items she deems necessary that cannot be supplied from the surrounding countryside at this time of year." He glanced at Sev and got her confirming nod. "But much of that can be found in Erkenbrand's storehouses. With your permission, she will bring quantities back to the village when we return from escorting Erin and Aerio to Rohan." 

Sev hesitated, then said, "'Tis necessary now to divulge a further deception, or rather reveal an omission."

With raised eyebrows and a snort of laughter, Murdagh said, "There's more? The muintir O'Dubhloach have a reputation for being conniving, but it is my opinion that you lot best anything even Cormac has attempted."

"Thank you." Anardil dipped his head in acknowledgement. "A compliment from a master is to be treasured." 

"If I may get back to my confession," said Sev, after rolling her eyes.

"By all means," Murdagh answered.

"Provided so little information about the O'Cernachs, we deemed it more prudent to leave our son with relatives in Rohan."

"Son?" Murdagh exclaimed, nearly spilling his wine as he leaned forward. "And you've made no mention of him. How old is the boy?"

"Ten. You have no objection to our bringing him back with us?"

"I'll warn you before you answer, Murdagh, the lad is a scamp," Anardil proclaimed with a broad smile. "Takes after Sev's side of the family." 

Aerio added, "There is a great similarity in their propensity to fall into disastrous predicaments."

Erin laughed from her pile of cushions, and said, "Oh, goodness, like the time he tried to save one of the barn kittens that'd climbed up a tree? The kitten escaped, but Nadim got so far up there he couldn't figure out how to get down!"

Aerio echoed her laughter, saying, "Aye, and like his mother, he has a discernible resistance to being reminded of his imprudence. It's surely an inherited peculiarity - along with a sense of independence second to none."

"You loofs," Sev scolded. "This is supposed to be an evening of truthfulness. Don't believe a word they say, Murdagh. We adopted Nadim a year ago, while traveling in Harad."

"A Haradrim child?" 

"Our child," replied Sev firmly. "By all the laws of Gondor and Harad, he is ours. Will he be welcomed here?"

The upward tilt of her chin and the quiet challenge in Anardil's gaze convinced Murdagh that he could easily find himself with neither healer nor ambassador. Ach, a fine time Finan would have nattering in his ear upon learning about the boy, but Guaire's opinion of his chieftain's losing Sevilodorf's lore would be more violently expressed. 

Choosing the course least likely to result in injury, Murdagh said, "We have not so many children that one more would be a burden. He will be made welcome."

The moment the words left his mouth, Murdagh realized he had walked blithely into a carefully set trap. The quick shifting of Sevilodorf's eyes and Anardil's slight nod to encourage her allowed only enough time for a fortifying sip of wine before the healer asked the question he had been dreading the most.

"I have traveled many lands since the War, Master Murdagh. Harad, Nurn, Rohan, Gondor and the Eastern Borders. Everywhere people mourn those who were lost to the war. But, sir, only here is it that the men outnumber the women. Gráinne's error with the pennyroyal cannot be blamed entirely. Will you not share with us the full tale of what happened to your children and women?"
"The wizard took them," was Murdagh's blunt response.

Uncomfortable with the weight of bitter memory, he avoided his companions' eyes. From his peripheral vision, he noticed Erin's wince and knew she would have offered sympathetic words had not the elf touched her arm to discourage her. There were no words that could comfort men who failed to protect their wives and children. He felt gratitude to Aerio for realizing this. The bracelet warmed upon his arm, and he turned to see Corlissa clutching the ring, her eyes full of sorrow. Inhaling deeply, Murdagh decided to tell of the past in its ugly entirety. 

"Hear now the truth of the matter, as far as I know it. The O'Cernachs marched to war with Saruman's words soothing our fears. The years of guardianship would be rewarded. No harm would come to our families. At the Isen Fords, we learned the shallowness of his promises." 

"A week to take the Fords - a week in which the Uruk-hai and wargs feasted upon our dead. Yet, the Ri Ruirech remained in the thrall of the wizard's voice; and the Clans would not forsake their oaths."

"A strong woman, my uncle's wife. Far more able than I to bear this talisman." Murdagh twisted his wrist to reveal the bracelet. "To her, fell the duty of guiding our people and continuing our task of guarding the Sean Aon." 

"The third day after our departure, my aunt woke from a troubling dream. Perhaps, in hindsight, a warning sent by the Sean Aon or a foretelling resulting from my aunt's own power. " He shrugged. "Who knows? She sent runners out, ordering the outlying duns to seek safety in the hills. But it was too late."

"The details of the slaughter do not bear relating. Some few escaped into Duil's woods where no orc or evil beast would follow. The women and young girls were bound together and led toward Isengard."

"Brighid, and others who have since died, were all that returned. Broken in mind and spirit they could not tell us what happened. Only that the forest itself turned upon Saruman's creatures and slew them. Somehow Brighid took the bracelet from my aunt's body and carried it back. To only a few would it respond. And not very well."

"It glowed when some of the men touched it during their oath taking," remarked Erin. "Aerio and I saw it."

"Aye, a pale spark is all most call forth. Guaire, to his disgust, manages a commendable response. Thus, putting him in the position of assisting in my dealings with the Sean Aon. But what the two of us could do was so much less than what we needed. We had lost so much. Our main fear was that the Old One was responsible for several women dying in childbirth. There were too many instances for it to be natural, so we made an assumption."  

Murdagh shrugged a shoulder. "A wrong assumption, as it turned out, but we were fighting for the survival of our clan. With only the bracelet, we could keep Duil in her forest, but we could not ward off her interference. Thus, Guaire was sent to Helm's Deep in an attempt to locate the ring."

"You should know, Corlissa," Murdagh turned to glance at her, "he now realizes that the bracelet warmed whenever you were near. However, so locked in his mind was the idea that the ring belonged to a man that he focused only on confronting the men - knowing the bracelet would react if he provoked the bearer's temper."

"Ah." Anardil shook his head ruefully. "The quarreling diplomat explained."

With a sheepish look, Murdagh said, "Aye. A crude way, perhaps, to conduct the search, but at least Guaire is suited for it. We dared not ask openly, you understand."

"Yes," Sev replied, her expression troubled. "So much sorrow and confusion. If anything comes of all this, perhaps it may be that Dunland and Rohan will one day realize they were equally deceived by the White Wizard."

"If I had known ..." Corlissa spoke unexpectedly, and Murdagh saw that she held the ring in the palm of her hand. Sadness touched her gaze as she looked at him. "But I did not. And perhaps even then I would not have given it up. A token of power in the hands of men who had been our enemies ..."

She looked down, but Murdagh nodded. "I understand," he said gently. "How did you come to find the ring, if I may ask?"

"By chance," she said, golden hair falling forward to partially veil her face. "I walked the fields before the Hornburg, when all the battle was done, and my betrothed had ridden away with Théoden King. When I found the ring, I thought to keep it in remembrance of our great battle, and to give it to him when he returned ... as a sign my thoughts had been with him."

She paused, then closed her fist around the ring and looked up. "But that was then. Now I know it to be far more than a trinket lost on the field of battle."

"Aye," said Anardil. "It is at the least a tool of some power. Whatever peace we've made with Duil now, there will be questions as to what she is capable of."

Aerio leant forward. "You should not fear Duil overmuch, for she is of an earlier age and, like the elves, her time is fading. I'm not certain of her fate, but I suspect that her boundaries will shrink, and she with them." 

At Erin's sad sigh, Aerio explained, "Because she is of her land, she will most probably not even notice her own diminishment, unless she realizes that her powers also decline."

Now the elf spoke directly to Anardil. "Were it not for Saruman, her very existence would probably have remained a secret to all but the friends, like Brighid and Erin, who she lured into playing with her. I see no reason to give her further notoriety and thus risk those of curiosity or ambition seeking her out."

"But such is only speculation," Anardil said, and from his tone Murdagh concluded that this was a discussion Aerio and Anardil have already had - maybe several times considering the persistent nature of the elf. Anardil then added, "And there is no denying that Duil, while in appearance naïve, is extremely powerful."

"A power the O'Cernachs have kept in check for centuries," the ri tuath emphasized.

"When you possessed both amulets. And though Corlissa has indicated to me that she is willing to gift the ring to you when she returns to Rohan, I will not allow that. Such a decision is outside my province. My task is to observe and report."

Only by great effort did Murdagh shut his teeth on the rush of indignation at what this man could or could not allow with an heirloom of the O'Cernach clan. Diplomacy, he reminded himself, carefully schooling his face and his thoughts, this is supposed to be a meeting of diplomacy.

Sev looked soberly at her husband. "If you recommend it, Elessar will listen."

"Perhaps. My lord Aragorn has an appreciation for the esoteric, and though an agent of change, he values much from earlier ages. However, will Éomer of Rohan be of the same mind? Duil sits upon his borders. With the wrong people controlling the amulets, she could be coerced into wreaking great mischief."

Murdagh stiffened. "Do you consider my clan 'the wrong people'?"

Meeting his eye steadily, Anardil replied, "Personally, no, but there are those who would point out that the last time the Dunlendings wielded both amulets, they were at war with Gondor and Rohan, and that since losing some of that power, they have lived in peace."

As Murdagh sucked in an impatient breath, Anardil held up a hand. "Yes, I know that is faulty reasoning. Were I Elessar, I would grant your wish, and also ensure as few people as possible knew about Duil or the amulets, for that would be a good way to prevent others from trying to use her. But I am not Elessar, nor Éomer, and I cannot make the decisions of kings."

Reluctantly nodding his acceptance of Anardil's position, Murdagh said, "You may not make the decisions, yet your lady proclaims you kin to Elessar and suggests that you have his ear. Your word will weigh in the final counting."

"She exaggerates my influence," Anardil said, casting Sev a frown. Her look in return seemed decidedly unrepentant.

With a wry, humorless smile, Murdagh countered, "Or you underestimate it."

He held the former Ranger's steely gaze without blinking, willing the man to realize that Murdagh Dubh O'Cernach was no fool. He knew good and well the face Anardil showed to the world was but a façade to the whole man.

A moment, then Corlissa hissed a sharp and unexpected breath of exasperation. "For pity's sake, the two of you will have all winter to argue about it. I can't see either Gondor or Rohan acting before spring. We are talking about diplomacy here, something that requires numerous days spent talking in circles."

Thus spoke a woman privy to Lord Erkenbrand's inner councils, and Murdagh snorted. "Ach, better to be uncivilized, things are decided much more quickly."

No sooner were the words said, than Anardil's smug smile signaled Murdagh's fall into another snare. "Speaking of which," said Anardil, "How are your actions being taken by the other Dunland chiefs and by the Ri Ruirech?"

Murdagh heaved a bottomless sigh and bent to set his now empty glass beside the nearly empty platter. "Like old bears take to being prodded by a stick. But if you've a mind to attend the winter feile, I'm certain you can convince them - or at least blind them with that yellow shirt of yours."

"Very well." Sev folded her hands in her lap, chin lifting in a way that, in Murdagh's experience, generally signaled any male ideas would from here on be overruled. "In 

order to get our report back, and get the wheels of diplomacy in motion, we should make the trip to Rohan as soon as possible. Erin, you and Aerio will want to get on back to The Burping Troll before foul weather sets in."

"I should like to see Duil again, though," Erin offered. "Murdagh gave her permission to return six days from now. I know she'll be here then, if not sooner. Aerio had the most dreadful time explaining how to reckon the passage of time."

The hobbit's frown was replaced by a grin, when Anardil muttered, "Aerio's comparisons of Elven and mortal calendars would be enough to confuse anyone."

"Anyway, I think she would find it comforting that I waited to say goodbye," Erin concluded. "A gesture of friendship, you understand."

"Of course," Sev agreed. "It's only the polite thing to do. We can plan for us to go back the day after her next visit. Then Anardil and I will make our report to Lord Erkenbrand, and Aerio and Erin can continue home. Murdagh, I assume you wish to send an escort."

Aerio tilted an eyebrow, clearly affronted at the idea that an elf needed an escort, or that he and Anardil together might not be a better escort for his friends than an entire battalion of O'Cernachs. But Murdagh caught the lift of a finger from Anardil in subtle communication, and Aerio shut his mouth with the words unspoken.

Shaking his head, Murdagh said, "Guaire will go with you. If only to repair his reputation as a diplomat."

Anardil chuckled and said, "Or perhaps enhance it. I'd find it a shame to change his rustic charm, now."

Corlissa snorted most unladylike and clapped a hand to her mouth, while Sev smiled and the elf and hobbit laughed aloud.

Chuckling as well, Murdagh straightened then drew a good breath and placed both hands on his knees. "Then it's settled. Meanwhile, I'm trusting you, Anardil, to extend your best efforts to see that our people get just treatment. When you're not masquerading as one thing or another, I suspect you are a decent and fair-minded man. Therefore, I will send Guaire as my voice to Lord Erkenbrand, whilst you send your messages to Rohan and Gondor, and I will anticipate fruitful discussions to come between the O'Cernachs and your kings."

"My lord Aragorn is both wise and just," said Anardil, with a respectful tilt of his head. "And Éomer King is a man of honor and shrewdness. Neither will slap aside the hand of peace when it is offered."

"So be it."

Murdagh stood, and the others rose with him. He looked at them, stern Anardil, inscrutable Sev, enigmatic Aerio, Corlissa who possessed the power to twist his heart with a glance, and Erin the hobbit whose simple kindness had opened the first door to understanding the Sean Aon.

"I am weary," he said, "of worry and fear. I shall hope the spring brings many new beginnings. Good night."

Their chorus of well wishes followed him out into the cool of evening. He would seek his bed soon, but he doubted sleep would come swiftly, for he had a great deal to think on. The future, it seemed, was taking on a different shape. For the first time in too long, that future began to carry real hope.

***

After Murdagh left, a restful silence descended upon the companions. Corlissa watched the hobbit lass nibble the last of the sweet cakes on her plate in an 'I'm full but this is too delicious to waste' kind of way. Sighing without sound, Corlissa reflected on how Murdagh's absence was almost as much torment as his presence - almost. When he was near, she longed for him despite the agony of knowing she could never meet his expectations. Thus, her choice would be to return to Rohan and remain there to live out her life, laboring for the benefit of her people and her lord. She had been content before with good works and quiet deeds. Surely, she could find that contentment again.

She roused with a start when she heard her name spoken, and realized the others had resumed conversation without her.

"Corlissa will have much to tell Lord Erkenbrand," said Anardil, "as will we all. But I'd say that however peculiar our ventures have been, we've arrived at a good end."

"Yes," said Sev. "At the least the channels for dialogue between Dunland and its neighbors are open. With one clan, even if the others may be less enthusiastic."

"But where one leads ..." Anardil gave a hopeful smile.

Grinning, Erin said, "I only regret I won't get to see Murdagh's face when you two bring Nadim back here. I have every faith that imp of yours will liven up the O'Cernach children in no time."

Aerio laughed outright, eyes twinkling. "Indeed, the abstemiousness and decorum of the village shall suffer a marked alteration from its original sober mien."

Yet when Erin's bright gaze fell on Corlissa, she cringed inwardly, for she suspected what the hobbit's question would be.

"Well, then what's your decision, Corlissa? Will you come back with Sev and the family to spend the winter here? I know you would be welcome. The women and children are especially fond of you."

But the one whose affection she most craved stood forever beyond reach, and Corlissa looked down and shook her head. "No, I shall not return here."

Four sets of eyes stared at her. The elf's gaze narrowed.

"Why?" he asked.

"Because I have done all there is for me to do here. There is no real need for a translator. Everyone knows enough of the different tongues to get by without me, and there are things I should be doing back home."

Aerio still squinted. "But you are the intermediary between Murdagh and Duil, the temporizing force, the feminine to which Duil can more readily relate." 

"I can hardly make that my life's work. I am of Rohan not Dunland, and I am homesick. I can leave the ring here for one of the Dunlenders to use."

"No," said Anardil with finality.

Her Rohirrim pride provoked, Corlissa felt the ring upon its chain warming. Only long practiced habits of duty prevented her from debating Anardil's right to command her actions. 

Whether to scold him for his sharpness, or for some other reason, Sevilodorf rose abruptly from her chair and coaxed her husband into the kitchen where they could speak privately. Meanwhile, Aerio continued his questioning.

"How do you imagine it is that you, of all people, unearthed the ring?"

"I was in the right place." Corlissa frowned in confusion. "There is no significance. Anyone could have found it."

"Possibly, but do you not think it extraordinary that the person who discovered the amulet also had the very rare ability to employ it?"

Erin's eyes widened. "Oh, I never thought of that."

Inclining her head so that her hair veiled her face, Corlissa contemplated the idea for a moment before dismissing it. "Coincidences happen, Aerio. That is all it was."

"So you will admit to no reason to wish to remain here and assist the ri tuath?"

Wondering what on earth the elf meant, Corlissa shook her head, but then Anardil returned.

"Come with me, Aerio. There's a small matter of diplomatic relations that I forgot to mention to Murdagh. Hopefully we'll catch him before he goes to bed."

The elf raised an eyebrow to which Anardil replied cryptically, "Recall earlier speculation, and a certain bottle of wine?"

"Ah, yes, indeed."

Glancing around the room, Anardil said, "I'll not be long." And with that, man and elf went out into the night.

*** 

October 1, 1425 SR

Murdagh sat alone at his table, stoically shoveling thick porridge into his mouth. He ate because it was breakfast time, and eating is what one did, though he neither tasted the food nor attended to any of the conversation around him. If anyone had asked, he would not have been able to account for any of his actions since Anardil had come to him last evening with the news that Corlissa was leaving for Rohan and would not return. His senses had gone numb at that moment.

The clan councilors demonstrated their good sense by avoiding him - Murdagh knew his surly mood must be writ large upon his face. Alas, when Anardil and Aerio arrived for breakfast, they showed their usual lack of tact by taking seats on either side of him. Ignoring the outlanders, he set his eyes on the bowl before him, attempting to appear absorbed by the contents.

"Far worse than I imagined," said Anardil gravely over Murdagh's head. 

The elf shuddered delicately as Murdagh ingested a large spoonful of lumpy, grey porridge. "Yes, it is clear you underestimated the depths to which he would sink." 

"You do however admit that I have won our little wager?" Anardil drizzled honey over a large roll bursting with cherries then slid the pot past Murdagh to Aerio. 

"Without hesitation," Aerio replied, nodding his thanks for the honey. After pouring a small pool onto his plate, the elf broke off a corner of his own roll and dipped it into the golden liquid. 

"I believe your error was in giving too much importance to the differences in their ages," suggested Anardil.

"Possibly. It is difficult to judge how meaningful fifteen years is to a man. Among the elves, a difference of even a thousand years is seldom remarked upon."

"Indeed." Anardil nodded wisely. "And has there ever been a case of unrequited love leading an elf to feeling as forlorn as our friend here?"

"If the pair of you are finished, I would like to enjoy the remainder of my breakfast in peace," Murdagh growled.

"You are enjoying that?" Anardil pointed into Murdagh's bowl, his disbelief obvious. 

Looking down and focusing, Murdagh finally noted the color and texture of the glop in his bowl, and he realized Brighid must have prepared it. While her ability to think might have improved, her cooking had not. He shoved the bowl away and snarled, "I was until you two showed up."

"You could hardly expect me to pass up an opportunity to win a bottle of Dorwinion wine, could you?" declared Anardil. 

Murdagh grunted and considered storming out of the halla, but he couldn't muster enough energy for even a mild sulk. 

"A second wager, Aerio. Double or nothing, he hasn't even told the girl he loves her."

"Such a wager would be without merit, mellon nin. As would a similar one concerning Mistress Corlissa's feelings about Master Murdagh."

"You both lose," mumbled Murdagh. "I've already botched things up, and any thought Corlissa has of me would include a very sharp object."

"Unless you truly wish to commit suicide by porridge," Anardil remarked, "there's only one possible solution."

"What?"

"Grovel. Admit you're a loof. She'll believe it easily enough, and it has the added weight of being the truth."

"How do I manage that when she won't stay in the same room alone with me?"

"I'm glad you asked." Anardil grinned. "Aerio and I have a plan."

Murdagh folded his arms and glanced from man to elf warily. "It won't involve wearing that yellow shirt of yours, will it?"

"We considered that, but Erin assured us your complexion was wrong for that color," Aerio said, giving a sly wink. "Allow me to elaborate the strategy we have devised."

The three then inched closer together in a conspiratorial huddle.

***

"That belongs over there." 

Startled from her reverie, Corlissa bumped a bowl of ground eyebright with her elbow. Sevilodorf stopped the skittering pot just before it tumbled over the edge of the worktable. 

"The burdock root goes … oh, never mind. Give it here."  Sev took the small bundle and placed it on the shelf above the door. 

Words of advice visibly hovered on the healer's lips, and Corlissa dearly wished to hear them spoken. But Sev's shoulders gave a small shrug, an apparent dismissal of the urge to intervene.

Somebody needs to intervene, Corlissa thought, for she could not bear the humiliation of broaching the topic that troubled her so much - her feelings for Murdagh. The man had rejected her once; she could scarcely throw herself at him again. Yet, if there were a chance, a way…

The sudden appearance of Anardil, the plume of his outrageous hat brushing the top of the doorframe, stopped Corlissa's contemplations in their tracks. Elegant cloak about his shoulders and a bedroll tucked under his elbow, the man entered, set down his burden, swept his hat from his head, and bowed low before them.

"Sevi, dearest, I have pried the most wonderful secret from Gwar." 

"He's told you where he hides the barley wine." 

Anardil dismissed her guess with a roguish grin. "I gained that secret only a few days after we arrived. No, he's told me the location of a hot spring. However, it is a bit of a ride up into the hills. Erin's packing our saddlebags as we speak. And I'm certain Corlissa won't mind finishing up here. Will you?"

"Of course not."

"But I can't, there's too much…"

"You, my dear, sweet wife, work far too hard, cooped up away from the glorious autumn sunshine." 

A gleam sparked in Sevilodorf's eyes and a faint blush colored her cheeks. Corlissa wondered if the woman was aware of how she reacted to the word 'wife'. 

"What sort of husband would I be, "Anardil went on, "if I did not ensure that my helpmate took rest and enjoyment at least for a little while?"

A wry smile curved Corlissa's lips as she saw Sev's resistance melt away, thus allowing Anardil to lead her outside. Turning back to the workbench, Corlissa noticed that they had forgotten the bedroll. She opened her mouth to call them back then promptly closed it again. Murdagh's voice filtered in from beyond the doorway where he and Anardil spoke quietly together. 

The only words she could actually decipher were those hissed by Sev. "What game are you playing now?"

Whatever was happening, Corlissa decided to avoid it at all costs, but before she could close and bar the door, Murdagh appeared within the frame. Behind him, flapped a tatty-winged crow leading a small flight of others that took up perches on a nearby house. With a squawked greeting and a bob of his head, Ric settled upon the windowsill just as Murdagh stepped inside. Feeling trapped, Corlissa attempted to squeeze past the man to escape.

"Please, wait. I…you...we…" Murdagh swore as Ric's corvid laughter erupted. Cursing the bird, he shooed it away, closed the door and turned back to Corlissa. "Anardil suggested I speak to you."

"About?"

"Exchanging the ring for the bracelet."

"He agreed to that?"

"It is for you to agree. He fears if the O'Cernachs possess both the ring and the bracelet, we would use their power to force Duil to act against others. I do not think such a thing is possible, but he is right to defend against such an occurrence. Yet, if you are willing, he will allow an exchange of the amulets so they at least reside with the proper gender."

Oddly, Corlissa did not quite meet his eyes, as she answered lowly, "If you like. The ring after all belongs to your people."

She pulled it from its hiding place, slipped the chain over her head and without hesitation offered it to Murdagh. The ring dangled, swinging, between them. Murdagh plucked at the leather thong binding the bracelet to his wrist. Once free, he held it up so that the sunlight glinting off the crystal sent sparks of gold about the room. Without speaking, they traded the items off. Though long accustomed to the bracelet's power, he hesitated ere he dare slip on the ring. Lifting his eyes to study Corlissa, he saw his indecision mirrored in her actions, as she held the bracelet in her palm.

With a mental shrug, he slipped the ring onto the third finger of his right hand - and was nearly overwhelmed by a surge of vertigo. Bracing his feet, he shook his head and blinked hard, biting back the urge to curse his disorientation into submission. Foolishness, since he was far from new to the magic of these talismans, but then the sensation swooped into change - lightness and floating, as if he were instantly awash in strong wine, and he looked up to see Corlissa gone white as wool. Her free hand flew to the bracelet clasping her slender wrist, fingers tugging urgently at it.

"This is - I cannot -" she stammered and could not seem to pry the talisman off.

Murdagh reached out and closed his hand over her wrist, imprisoning it and her in his grasp - and himself in a surge of feeling that spun his wits. Confusion - fear - need - grief - awareness - awareness that Corlissa struggled on the verge of tears and something much, much more powerful.

"Corlissa," he gasped, desperation draining his voice of substance.

She went still, a bird captured in his hand, and the whirling, sinking, flying welter of sensations began to slow - slow and deepen to a current that rose and tugged at his insides.

Gently he said, "You see now why the bracelet cannot leave this village."

Biting her lip, she tugged to free her arm. "I will leave it here. It's not mine. I don't -."

"But you have the power to wield it. You cannot deny it. Feel it within yourself. I do."

Oh, he felt that, felt her, felt her fear, if it was fear, batting at him like trapped wings and he wanted so very much to sweep her into his arms, to hold her body against his and will the fear away, to hold her and -.

"I don't want it." She stood rigid, eyes tightly shut. "Give it to someone else."

"There is no one else." With a short, helpless laugh, he added, "Believe me, we tried every man, woman, child and dog in the village, else I would not have the bracelet in the first place."

"There must be someone else."

"No." He offered a tentative smile, though she refused to look at him. "What would you have me do, go to every village in Dunland and try the bracelet on every woman I meet?  My luck, I'd find some wizened, toothless old crone."

Yet his humor missed his mark, for she clenched her teeth and yanked her arm again, tears filling the eyes that still would not meet his.

"Please - let me go. Let me go!"

"Corlissa!" Dismay swept through him and her name was a song, a hymn, and a paean of all he wanted and yearned for and needed to the very marrow of his bones. "Corlissa, I don't want to let you go."

She froze and stared at him, only now looking at him, looking into him, the summer-blue of her eyes piercing him to the soul, seeing him naked and human and needing - needing -.

"Why?"

A single word in a fragile voice, but a storm of emotion swept behind it, dizzying him once more. Say it now, his heart shouted, say it now, you fool, or cast yourself into the wilderness as the witless oaf you are.

He let go of her wrist, freed her to say no. "Because I want you to stay."

And the stillness between them resonated as if a great bell had been struck in some place beyond the world, and the storm and confusion fell silent.

"Because I need you. We were meant to be together."

He could see a faint pulse jumping beneath the pale skin of her throat, right where he wanted to press his lips, to taste and smell her, now and evermore. Forever, always, the perfection of the idea so blinding and pure that he wondered why he had not seen it before.

"Stay with me, marry me, and bind yourself to me forever."

"M-marry?" she asked.

Her breath brushed his lips though he did not know which one of them moved first. She stood so close he could feel the warmth of her body, though they no longer touched.

"Yes. Please, Corlissa. Marry me."

Hope shimmered amidst wells of tears in those magnificent eyes. "But I thought -."

"I was a fool. I'm often a fool. In fact, I'm told I'm very good at it."

Oh, her smile, like the sun bursting forth from snow and storm, and her laughter rang in his ears and struck the chords of his heart.

"But you are a very dear fool," she said, and lifted a hand to stroke his cheek and beard. "My fool."


With that, she came into his embrace, wrapped her arms around him and filled all the empty places he had ached in for too long. In this moment, there existed but one thought, one word: Yes. All else drowned in the joy of her kiss, her touch, her taste and scent, and eventually Murdagh realized, albeit dimly, that he owed someone a debt of gratitude for leaving extra blankets in the stillroom.

***

Miles away, Duil sat in her cave, surrounded by golden light and humming to herself. With smooth, careful gestures, she drew her fingers across stone and images slowly appeared where her hand passed. A golden haired woman sat comfortably smiling with a swaddled, dark-haired babe, while sunlight spilled across the doorsill. In that doorway a silhouette appeared, the father coming home. Duil hesitated a moment when she reached the figure's face, and cocked her head as if listening. Then she smiled, and brushed the stone with delicate fingertips.

The man in the doorway wore a neatly trimmed beard, and his eyes and mouth bore Murdagh's smile.

EPILOGUE

October 21, 1425 SR
Atop the Deeping Wall, a small figure stood once more upon a stepladder and leaned over the battlements. This time, Erin the hobbit waved farewell to her friends as they rode back to Dunland. Beside her, Aerio the elf also waved, for tomorrow he and Erin would travel back to their home, the Inn of The Burping Troll.

Far below, the slim figure of Corlissa turned in her saddle to raise her arm in a final salute. On her wrist, the O'Cernach bracelet glinted in the morning sun. The woman thus left her maidenly home to return to her betrothed, and she carried with her the blessings of her guardian, Lord Erkenbrand. 

Corlissa's insistence, over Murdagh's objections, to return to the Hornburg to explain her decision, proved a wise move. Given the happiness that clearly radiated from the woman, no one who witnessed the transformation could have denied her. The alternative, of Guaire announcing the wedding plans, might well have resulted in a repeat of the Freca and Helm disaster. As an ambassador, the man had much diplomacy yet to learn.

On the plus side, young Nadim took immediately to Guaire, and treated him like a favorite uncle. Below the Deeping Wall, the boy and man rode side-by-side, Nadim chattering away in animated conversation while Guaire's gruff replies were belied by the glint of humor in his eyes. Anardil and Sevilodorf - riding behind - were no doubt relieved that the boisterous reunion between parents and son had finally run its course.

"Nadim will love the O'Cernach village," said Erin, waving again as Guaire looked around. "And Duil."

"Indubitably," Aerio agreed, and he smiled knowingly. "Though I very much doubt Guaire's claims that everyone will fade away to nothing when deprived of your cooking."

Erin laughed. "That was just scandalous flattery to win the last of the honey cakes for his journey home."

Hobbit and elf stood in companionable silence as their departing friends gradually dwindled into distant silhouettes. Then Erin turned to sit upon the top rung. 

"Meri will never forgive me." She sighed, recalling her hobbit friend, left behind at the inn.

"She will certainly never believe this was not an adventure," Aerio replied. "You did suggest you might take her something as a peace offering."

"Yes, I did." Erin's face brightening as she dug into the pocket of her pinafore. "Duil gave me this."

Aerio took the small object that Erin proffered, and he examined it closely. "It appears much like a four-leafed clover, which would be considered extremely providential if it were authentic rather than carved from stone."

"It is real," Erin exclaimed. "Duil found it many, many years ago. To keep it from withering away, she placed it in one of her caverns where it became petrified. She said that people like her could give luck but not receive it, so the clover was wasted on her."

The elf inspected the object with even greater interest. "So, you intend to bequeath this to Meri?"

"Yes." 

Aerio returned the clover to the hobbit's hand, and he said, "Then she will have no reason to be cross, for that lucky charm is a veritable adventure all by itself."

THE END

Additional Information

Characters: Those in italics mentioned in passim

Of The Inn of the Burping Troll—making their home at Ithilien's finest inn.
Aerio: Mirkwood Elf 

Anardil: former Ranger of the North, now in covert operations for Elessar

Erin: hobbit 

Meri : hobbit

Nadim: adopted child of Sevilodorf and Anardil

Sevilodorf: Rohirrim healer

Of Dunland:

Freca: Dunland chief who sought to marry Helm's daughter

Clan O'Cernach:

Aibinn: wife of Dongal.

Bressel: oldster, husband to Gráinne.

Brighid: wife to Jacon.

Cormac: the boaire of Murdagh's village, husband to Roisin.

Creedon: would be suitor to Corlissa.

Crinan: Ri Tuath of the O'Cernachs before Murdagh, died in Battle of Helm's Deep, great-uncle to Murdagh.

Dongal: head of one of the outlying O'Cernach duns, husband to Aibinn.

Doyle: man of Dongal's dun, husband to Selia.

Finan: head farmer of Murdagh's village.

Flann: Great-Grandfather of Murdagh. 

Glenna: wife to Scandlan. 

Gráinne: oldster, wife to Bressel.

Guaire: Murdagh's second in command.

Imchad: head of one of the outlying O'Cernach duns.
Jillian: Cormac's adopted daughter.

Jocan: Bressel's grandson, husband to Brighid.

Murdagh Dubh: current Ri Tuath of the O'Cernach Clan. 

Niall: grandson of Crinan, cousin to Murdagh, died in Battle of Helm's Deep.

Paidin: youthful guard of Murdagh's village.

Roisin: wife to Cormac.

Scandlan: swineherd, husband to Glenna.

Selia: wife of Doyle.

Una: niece to Brighid and Jacon, great granddaughter of Bressel and Gráinne. 

Clan NaCoam: Clan of the Current Ri Ruirech

Toran: Ri Ruirech, Chieftain of all Dunland

Lonan: cousin to Toran

Clan O'Maelgaen 

Raemonn: comrade in arms of Murdagh at Helm's Deep.

Of the Maiar:

Duil: a spirit of nature.

Saruman: The White Wizard, the Deceiver. 

Of Rohan:

Corlissa: granddaughter of Gamling, now ward of Erkenbrand 

Éomer: King of Rohan
Erkenbrand: Third Marshal of the Mark

Esdav: oldest son of Esiwmas

Estev: middle son of Esiwmas

Esiwmas: Sevilodorf's cousin by marriage, head of her Rohirrim family

Eswidan: husband to Sevilodorf, died in orc raid on the family landhold

Gamling: Erkenbrand's lieutenant

Grima Wormtongue: counselor to Theoden King
Grimbold: man of Rohan

Helm Hammerhand: Marshal of Rohan, centuries ago.
Kembryll: daughter of Esiwmas

Wymund: Captain of Erkenbrand's Riders
Of Gondor: 

Aragorn the King Elessar: King of Gondor
Gilrad: King's messenger 

Goldur: Lord Judge of Gondor
Telmereth: Elessar's ambassador to Dunland

Languages:
Dunland phrases: (based upon Irish Gaelic)

ard ri: high king

Awr ar y gwair- an hour in the hay

boaire- cattle lord, in charge of livestock

buìochas- thanks, thank you

Dubhloach- Dunland

dun: fort, enclosed household

Fàilte- welcome

feile—fair

Fianne Dun: Ring Fort, enclosed village

Forgoil: strawheads

halla- hall

màistreàs- mistress

Mám O'Ainnir : Pass of the Lady

muintir O'Dubhloach- people of Dunland

Oìche mhaith- good night

Ri Ruirech: King over the muintir O'Dubhloach 
ri tuath: local king, clan leader

Ruirech: Council of ri tuaths 
Sean Aon- Old One

smólach – song thrush

tuath: local council of all land owners and craftsmen

Rohirric: (based upon Old English)

Faeder: father

min heorte: my heart

min leof: my love

Modor: mother

Trollisms: (these words are used by both Dunlenders and Rohirrim as the two have exchanged a few words over the years)

nmad: damn

loof: fool
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