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What Hope Remains

Sevilodorf, Celebsul and ErinRua

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.

(This story begins during Chapter Two of Southern Exposure. The tale also incorporates elements from Homecoming, set in fall of 1422, and Deby's short story, Fool's Hope, which gives us Elanna and Hal's reactions to Anardil's disappearance.)

Chapter One

Inn of the Burping Troll, Northern Ithilien  

Mid January, 1424 SR
Regardless of the dedicated efforts of the Royal Road crews, winter travel was only for the intrepid. A fact that found The Inn of the Burping Troll entertaining a scant handful of guests one dreary evening in mid-January. Regardless of the scarcity of their numbers, guests were heartily welcomed and settled with plate and mug in little time. Even as the hour drew late and those who made their homes at the inn departed to bed, the barkeep remained to tend to the needs of the single occupied table.

"Was all a bloody waste of time, Ferd. I told you they were pullin' our legs." The aggrieved sentiments of someone sorely mistreated by his fellows were nearly drowned by a final swallow of beer.

Ferd, more willing to see the best in his neighbor than the worst, replied, "Told the truth about the halflings and the elves, didn't they? What's to say the rest ain't true as well? Been a slow night."

His companion pointed a stern finger about the room.  "Don't see no bleedin' warg, do you? Nary an orc either, and they've got them back at The Black Cauldron. Swabbin' out the kettles and such."

Forced to agree that neither warg nor orcs were in evidence, Ferd scratched behind his ear. "No, but I've been thinking."

"That's what got us all the way out here in the first place. Don't rightly know if I can take much more of your thinkin'." 

"That's hardly fair, Vinn. You were eager enough to come." In a placating tone, Ferd added, "The food was mighty good."

Folding his hands across his well-rounded stomach, Vinn replied, "Not denying that, but can't see myself going back tomorrow braggin' as to how we rode half a day to eat six slices of pie. We was told there were orcs and wargs and balrogs. Ain't seen none of them. Easy enough to see how the rumor started. What with that orange hair and skin black as coal. But it's clear as the nose on your face that feller's no fire demon."

Obligingly, Ferd twisted about to stare at the bartender who looked to have dozed off in his seat by the hearth. At eight feet, Raug, as he had introduced himself, proved an imposing figure. But as Vinn could rightly argue there'd been no signs the man was anything other than he appeared. No flame. No smoke. No wings of shadow. Yet, Ferd's hand twitched toward the short knife he wore at his waist. 

He struggled to find arguments to convince his friend. "There's something about his eyes. Something peculiar. Why is it so warm in here? Cold enough outside."

"Dwarves is how come," Vinn answered knowingly. "You saw that steamin' pool out front. Dwarves figured some way to bring the heat inside. Heard they did something like that back in the City. Right canny with such things dwarves are."

"True, but…"

Vinn smacked his hand on the table. "No buts about it, Ferd. We been had. And there's nothing for it but to resign ourselves to hearin' about it night and day for the next month. I'm for bed. Long ride back to the village tomorrow. 'Less you're plannin' on stayin' a day or two to wait for the warg to show up." 

Unconvinced in his heart, but not prepared to argue with his friend, Ferd drained his own mug and followed Vinn upstairs.  

Bidding the men 'good-night', Raug gave no sign of having overheard their conversation. They were not the sort to listen patiently to his tale of seeking redemption from the Valar, and he was unwilling to provide displays to give truth to the rumors they had followed. Once, he would have been hard pressed not to respond to their behavior with flames, but steadily he had regained control over the powers he had abused for evil. True, there were occasional mishaps - Bob's eyebrows would never be the same again and there was that party of dwarves whose beards had been singed - but more often than not visitors departed confused as to how such an outrageous tale of a bartending balrog had ever begun. Only residents of the inn and long time regulars knew the truth; along with those with their own inner demons that called to the surface the glowing eyes, smoky breath and searing heat.

Setting aside thoughts of the men, Raug focused once more upon the banked coals glowing within the confines of the fireplace. The voices of the flames called to him, bearing images and whispering tales of what their brethren elsewhere in Middle-earth witnessed, and urging him to listen with his mind's ear to the thoughts of one he now named friend.

***

Elsewhere, a candle flickered in a stray draft and the words blurred upon the page. Yet, the voice of memory continued without pause: first in the fluid tongue of Harad, then in the staccato wording of Westron. 

"To live on hopes, false or true, for so long, for how long.

To drink heart's blood instead of wine, for so long, for how long 

Consider, we'll either cross the river or will drown

This boat rocked by the storm, for so long, for how long

On the promise of one month, you spent a year and still did not return

This promise of one month, for so long, for how long

All the sorrows of the world are in front, and still we are alone

Hundreds of stones and just one mirror, for so long, for how long."

"Alone."

The word slid past the guards set upon the woman's tongue and echoed in the room's cold silence. Jaw clenched against further escapes, Sevilodorf scrubbed at the tears slipping rebelliously down her cheeks. She had sworn to shed no more tears. 

A foolish vow: a childish attempt to keep the emptiness of the night at bay, as naïve as scurrying to the safety of her stillroom whenever a King's messenger appeared. Pretending the reports would bear the desired tidings if she delayed their hearing had not changed reality. 

Eyes closed and hands clasped against her ears, Sevilodorf fought to block the memory of Halbarad's low voiced recitation of the latest courier's report. A one-armed man's body had been placed at an isolated crossroads of the eastern borderlands. Though absolute identification proved impossible, Anardil, her Anardil, missing these last months, had vanished into the mysterious east while on a covert mission to observe Rhûn's new warlords, the Wolves, for Elessar the King. 

In the dark rooms of her mind, the inner child wailed, 'He promised. Anardil promised I would never be alone again.' 

Yet Rohan had trained her well. Dry-eyed she had sent father, son and husband to their barrows, and she would do no less for the Ranger who had captured her heart and led her from the shadows of the past into the light of hope. Her duty, by Anardil's command, was to hold tight to that hope until his return. 

Thus it was, rather than comforting a grief stricken woman, Ranger Captain Halbarad found himself confronting the blank face of Rohirric stoicism. No other resident of The Inn of the Burping Troll possessed the fortitude necessary to pierce Sev's sternness - to have her accept that the body was most likely that of Anardil - and Halbarad's own grief for his friend ran so deep he could not steel himself to the task. 

Only within the confines of her echoing chamber did Sevilodorf remove her armor and draw forth memories to staunch the flow of her heart's blood: Anardil's voice whispering her name; his fingers clasped warmly within her own; and the clear grey eyes that saw into the depths of her being. But with each passing day her hope diminished until only ragged threads remained - frail protection from despair.

A sharp tapping at the door heralded an unwelcome intrusion upon her misery. Sev rose and prepared to repel whoever offered well meant but unwanted companionship. Rather than facing one of the ever-worrying hobbits, she was forced to lift her gaze three feet to confront the clear-eyed scrutiny of an elf. Once, the incongruity of the elf's ethereal features and the freshly baked apple pie balanced upon his hand might have brought a smile to her lips and a twinkle to her eye. Now, the echoes from grief's chasm drowned any of life's laughter. 

"Anbarad," she murmured, but extended no invitation for entrance.

"I pray your forgiveness for the disturbance, Sevilodorf, but I have been commissioned by our hobbit lasses to bring your dessert." With a solemn smile, the elf glanced over her head and added, "And if you are willing, to serve as company for the evening." 

Sev raised her chin and defied the elf to mention the remains of a scarcely touched dinner. Taking the pie from his hand, she said firmly, "Thank them for me. But, if you will excuse me, I desire no company."

Accustomed to meeting no opposition to her chosen path, Sev moved to close the door. Ignoring her efforts, Anbarad crossed over the threshold, leaving her no choice but to step back and clear the way. 

"That which we do not desire is often that which we most need." 

Anbarad's eyes held an understanding of misery that, unlike the sympathetic gazes offered by others, she was unable to reject out of hand. In the darkest of his long years, Anbarad had also stared into the abyss of terrible grief. The empathy in his gaze was nearly more than she could bear, and for a horrifying instant, her shields slipped. Retreating to the table, she fought to regain her composure, only with effort setting the pie down gently.

Finally, she pivoted to face Anbarad with a look of challenge and brusque rejection of his words. "Having proven impervious to the platitudes of the hobbits, am I now to be treated with those of the elves?"

Her tirade met only grave comprehension.

"No platitude, mellon nín, but truth gained by an age of experience."

Her fists clenched at her sides as she flung the tempest of her ire against the stone of his elvish calm. "Though my years number centuries less than yours, Sir Elf, I have experienced sufficient loss to make me expert enough. Loss which I must endure without the solace of Elvish memory. By what right do you chastise me? Was it not you who said, 'Ú galad, ú vín arnor hen?'
 A sentiment I find myself in much agreement. In truth, I see no light from the sun, feel no warmth from the fire, gain no sustenance from the food I eat." 

Then all emotion drained from her and she sagged, a hand braced on the back of the nearest chair. "There is nothing left for me."

"You do not believe that."

"Why should I not? Halbarad and the others say as much when they think I can not hear." Sev sank into her chair and leaned an elbow on the table, fingers tracing the beginnings of an ache in her temples. "Even Bob has consigned Anardil to his barrow. I remain the only one who will not see 'sense'. All the sorrows of the world are in front of me, and I am alone in the dark."

"Nay, not alone. Ú i vethed nâ i onnad. Si boe ú-dhanna.”

Merciless Anbarad's voice seemed in its kindness, and Sev slashed him anew. "Do not throw more platitudes into my face, even if they are ones I've used myself. I was wrong - a toidi to ever believe there could be hope. This is not a beginning. It is the end. The end of all hope."

How she wished to see some wince or wound in response to her words, but lamplight shone on naught but quiet compassion as the elf sat down opposite her. "Hope remains. 'Tis not the end meant for you or your Ranger."

Through tight jaws, she said, "Do not offer me the hollow promise of meeting in the Halls of Mandos."

"Not beyond this world." Anbarad placed his hands on the table between them, fingertips lightly touching as he watched her expression. "You have tasks yet to complete. Tasks you must achieve together."

"Why do you say this?" Naught of duplicity could she read in those ageless eyes, and he had ever been her friend, but she dreaded false hope as much as she hated grief. "How can you...have you the gift of foretelling?"

Gently Anbarad cautioned, "The future may be changed by the smallest of things, but Anardil is meant to be by your side."

"Is?" Her traitorous heart catapulted into her throat. "He lives? You know this? How?"

"No foretelling is certain. Too many things can interfere."

"I do not need certainty, only the possibility." Riddles; worse than hobbits were the elves for riddles, and she quashed the urge to reach across the table and shake Anbarad bodily. "Speak plainly. Does such a possibility yet remain?"

Lamplight seemed to kindle a faint smile in Anbarad's eyes as he replied, "All things are possible for the strong of heart."

Sev threw up her hands and proclaimed, "Toidi indeed I am if I thought to receive plain speaking from an elf."

Forcing her hands to settle upon the table, she drew a deep breath. Long she looked at curves of her fingers twining amongst themselves. Though her mind still fumbled through a chaos of doubt, new certainty crystallized in her heart. 

"It is enough. I will remain firm in my word to Anardil." She stabbed a resolute finger at the pie. "Come, as you carried it, you must help me dispose of this. I might be forgiven for not eating the stew, but to leave untouched a pie would earn me more lectures than I wish to endure."

Anbarad gave no reply but his smile, and she cut slices for both of them. Each then ate in quiet companionability; she reordering the landscape of her thoughts; Anbarad wandering in whatever peculiar contemplations had brought him there.

When finally every last, luscious crumb of fresh apple pie had been consumed, with rather more enjoyment than Sev had expected, Anbarad rose to leave.

At the door they paused, and Sev said, "Yet the problem remains, what trouble has Anardil gotten himself into and how do I get him out of it? 'Tis not a matter I may take to Halbarad." She slanted a look up at Anbarad. "Perhaps I will find others to support me in my quest. As you have, my friend. Namarië, Anbarad."

***

In the common room of the inn, Raug considered the scene he had witnessed with the aid of the candle's flame. While able to observe those he knew well amongst Ilúvatar's  Younger Children, seldom could he distinguish more than the basic tenet of their emotions. That Sevilodorf's despair and loneliness had communicated itself to him so clearly this evening spoke volumes of her state of mind. The words of the elf had renewed her spirit and the steady determination Raug long associated with the woman had returned. To rekindle hope, that was a true gift. Someday, after his years of atonement were served, he might lay claim to such abilities. For now, he could only watch from afar.


***

Walking back towards the inn carrying the empty dish, Anbarad met the eldest of The Burping Troll's elves, silver-haired Celebsul returning to the carpentry workshop, which adjoined Sev's residence.

"You devoured the entire pie?" the silver-haired elf asked.

"No, Sevilodorf ate her fair share."

A slight tilt of Celebsul's head indicated his disbelief. "What did you say that restored her appetite?"

"The truth - where there is cause for doubt, there is reason to hope." At the older elf's increasingly skeptical look, Anbarad confessed, "Perhaps I phrased it a little stronger than that, but I told no falsehood. Do you not counsel your apprentices to learn wisdom from all the races of Middle-earth?"

A raised eyebrow expressed Celebsul's perplexity at the irrelevance of the question.

Anbarad smirked. "Were you aware that our worthy Master Milo Burfoot's second cousin on his mother's side engages in the art of ropemaking?"

"No, but a hobbit of Milo's many talents undoubtedly possesses numerous relatives with a vast array of interesting occupations."

"Indeed he does. I must ask Milo to tell you the story of his third cousin, Horace Silvertooth.  A cousin from Milo's father's side, mind you. As Cousin Horace was a woodwright, like yourself, I believe you would find the subtleties of the tale highly entertaining."

Celebsul nodded in acknowledgement of a carefully laid trap. "Perhaps, but only after the next shipment of Dorwinion wine arrives. For now, please clarify the connection between Milo's ropemaking second cousin and our Rohirrim healer's renewed appetite."

"Cousin Gilbert Twiner. A suitable name for a ropemaker, is it not?" Then sensing he had pushed his luck as far as he dared, Anbarad smiled. "To continue, Cousin Gilbert had a saying: when you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on." 

With a nod toward the window of Sevilodorf's room, where a candle now burned as a beacon for hope, Anbarad concluded, "I merely tied a knot."

Chapter Two

February 1424 SR

Confident his chosen seat amidst the branches of a grandfather pine would remain undetected, Anbarad settled back to observe the circling figures below. 

"Two, six, five. Good. Again." 

The taller of the combatants paused only a moment before initiating another series of offensive strikes. Clad in the greens and browns of an Ithilien Ranger, his dark hair and grey eyes marked his Dúnedain heritage, while his ease with the blade bespoke his proficiency in the arts of war. Unlike his brother-in-law, Captain Halbarad, Luicious, or Bob as he much preferred, would never be accused of deep thinking. He did however possess the patience and skill needed to be an excellent instructor. 

His pupil was, unexpectedly to some eyes though not to the watching elf, a woman, also dark-haired but bearing a Rohirrim family crest upon her worn tunic. It was not out of the ordinary for Bob to be tutoring Sevilodorf.  During the past two years, The Burping Troll's Rohirrim healer had taken full advantage of Bob's willingness to drill with her. Ranger Captain Halbarad and the young Mirkwood elf Aerio often jested that anyone who managed to fall into trouble as easily as Sevilodorf needed as much practice as they could get. That such practices also provided a means of distracting her thoughts during the long months of Anardil's absence went unspoken.

Bob's good-naturedly buffoonish behavior had even managed to earn the odd smile or draw an occasional laugh from Sev. However, over the last few weeks, a grim determination crept into Sev's demeanor that curdled even Bob's sense of humor. Thus, Anbarad watched from his green hiding place and felt the seeds of worry stir in his heart. Had his words to her, however well intended, awakened something other than simple hope?

"Three, five, four. Break." Stepping back and shaking his head, Bob said, "Stay behind your shield, Sev, that's why you've got it."

"I can't reach you if I stay behind it," Sev retorted with an irritated frown.

"And I can't get to you if you do. So use it." 

The Ranger's sharp tone was at odds with his normal easygoing manner. Hearing it, the worry that led Anbarad to adopt his lofty perch set down creeping roots. 

"Again," said Bob, his own sword at low guard. "This time slower. Pay attention to your feet. Keep that right leg forward, whether you advance or retreat. Stay on the balls of your feet."


With a curt nod, Sev readied her blade and let Bob begin another bout. Surrounded by the heady fragrance of pine, Anbarad watched as round and round they passed, forward then back, drilling to the steps of a deadly dance. Though Bob focused on his task as instructor, worry shadowed his expression. The tendrils of concern embedded themselves ever deeper. 

At last, she stumbled and Bob stepped back. "Enough. The light is going." 

Anbarad noted with unease that Sev could not disguise the tremor in her arm when she relaxed her guard and allowed her weapon to droop. Too much: she drove herself further than was needful. The elf drew a long, soundless breath in a failed attempt to ease the tightness of anxiety, and pressed the back of his fist to his mouth, listening.

Though the pair below had stepped out of sight, nothing interfered with Anbarad's ability to hear Bob say gently, "You push yourself too hard." 

"It keeps me busy."

All too familiar with Sev's rejection of the slightest hint of sympathy, Anbarad easily envisioned a frown accompanying her words.

"Tell the others I won't be in to dinner. I've accounts to write up." 

"Oh no," Bob briskly replied. "If you want the hobbits to find out you're skipping another meal, you'll tell them yourself. I like my head attached to my shoulders."  

Anbarad gave a silent nod of approval to the Ranger's rejection of Sev's attempt to sidestep the hobbits' tender sympathies. Rough bark pressed the palms of the elf's hands and cool needles brushed his face as he eased himself forward to a position more conducive to spying. 

"I've food in my room," Sev stolidly observed. 

Bob propped his sword point-first between his feet and drummed his fingers on the cross-guard. "Which would suffice if you planned to eat it. But you don't and they know it."

Reading her mood, Anbarad expected Sev to argue the point. Instead, she gave a one-shoulder shrug and pulled her cloak from the branch where it hung. 

"Tell them or not as you wish," she snapped.

With an outstretched arm, Bob blocked her path. "You can't keep doing this to yourself. You don't sleep. You don't eat. You barely talk to anyone. Do you think Anardil would want you to behave like this?"

"I do…" Sev's jaw clenched, and then in a voice laced with repressed anger, she all but shouted, "I do as I must! And who are you to ask what Anardil would want? I heard you and Hal. You believe him dead."

Bob replied with patient firmness, "I recognize the probability. Sev, you heard the last report. Who was it you think the Wolves of Rhûn executed? Just how many one-armed spies are there prowling in the East?" 

Anbarad considered briefly what he would do if Sev revealed the details of his attempt to restore her hope. How would the Rangers look upon his interference? Then his attention focused once more on the scene playing out beneath him.

"Yes, I heard the report." Contempt rang in Sev's every word. "I read it as well. Halbarad extended me that courtesy. Or was it a plot meant to turn me to your way of thinking? The Sube tribesmen never said the man killed was a spy. You assume that because the Wolves left the body hanging at the crossroads. There's more than one reason for doing that."

"And the lack of an arm?" asked Bob. Anbarad heard the raw edge of grief in the Ranger's voice. "How do you explain that?" 

Yet Sev replied with unequivocal disdain, "Beyond that, identification was impossible. I dare say the man lost his arm the same way Anardil lost his: during the nmad war. I know at least three men in Henneth Annûn who lost a limb; countless others who lost fingers and two who lost an eye. Not everyone was so lucky as you, Bob, to emerge unscathed from battle."

The whip of her words stung Anbarad. With dismay, he saw that the sneer behind her final blow struck Bob to the core, causing the Ranger to step back numbly. Grasping her chance, Sev swept past him and around the workshop towards her room. 

In an agony of guilt, Anbarad could only watch while Bob stood dazed, head lowered, until the thud of her door broke the spell. With a stifled snarl, the Ranger swung his sword in a savage arc to decapitate a helpless twig. But Anbarad's momentary thought of approaching the man was set aside as a new voice spoke. 

"Sidh, mellon. You know her words were spoken out of grief and anger."

The hidden elf sank back to his resting place to see this new scene play out. Bob sheathed his sword with a heavy motion.

"I would have thought she would be the first to think him gone. Not the one to hang on to a forlorn hope."

Beside the Ranger, and barely within Anbarad's view, Celebsul asked, "Can hope ever truly be considered forlorn?"

"I suppose not, but she'll get herself killed because of it."

Anbarad's anxiety transformed from a seedling into a full-grown tree. Would the consequences of his well meant meddling be Sevilodorf's death? 

"She intends to go to Rhûn." Resignation deepened Bob's voice.

Horror washed over Anbarad in a prickling wave: why had he not anticipated this? He barely registered when Celebsul asked gently, "How would you know this?"

"Because I'd be on my way myself!" Bob exploded. "If Hal hadn't spent days talking me out of it. Though it seems certain Anardil is dead, there are others who still hunt for him and for the information the King needs. Sending anyone else endangers everyone." He ran a hand through his hair and heaved a sigh. "Sev, as we both know, shuns Halbarad's company. I suspect to avoid hearing any possible sense."

Celebsul nodded thoughtfully. "That would also explain why she drives herself to become more competent with the sword and knife."

"That's been my thought as well." The Ranger bumped the heel of his hand against his sword's pommel. "But I'm damned if I do and damned if I don't in that matter. If she goes without training, and she would, she'll be dead in seconds. But no amount of effort will make her better than the average man. She lacks the patience to be a great swordsman, though she's fair enough with the knives. Given luck, she might survive a contest or two. But I dislike trusting to luck when it comes to my friends."

In his hidden perch, Anbarad shook his head. Luck was not the answer. It would not prevent Sevilodorf from going east into danger. His meddling had borne foul fruit, but the visions he had spoken of were honest enough. Sevilodorf and her Ranger were fated to be together for many years: a future that could not come to pass if the healer insisted upon unnecessarily placing herself in a position of danger. But what could be done now to stop her? 

Celebsul drew a slow breath and touched Bob's sleeve, turning him towards the inn and supper. Then he looked directly up into Anbarad's eyes with stern command before saying, "We will trust then to vigilance and give her no opportunity to depart."

***

The brisk clangor of the dinner bell roused Anbarad from the reflections to which he had turned upon the departure of Bob and Celebsul. A glance across the now-shadowed yard revealed Erin, one of inn's hobbits, calling those folk who made the inn their home from their various chores.

"Supper's ready!" she cried, giving the bell one last imperative jangle.  "Hurry up before it's stone cold and I throw it to the chickens!"

As each of the residents appeared, Erin performed a brief but thorough inspection. Nothing escaped her eagle eye, and Anbarad controlled a smile as both Milo the hobbit and his current stable assistant, Aerio of Mirkwood, failed her scrutiny.

"You know better than that - return to the pump and wash behind your ears. Land sakes, you could plant barley on the backs of your necks. Hurry on, now!"

Elf and hobbit lad retreated with smirks and grins. From the elvish enclave hidden amongst the trees to the west came the flame-haired elf, Pippin, accompanied by Carcharien and Firnelin, two of Anbarad's brothers by blood and spirit. Up the path from the garden came Elanna, Halbarad's half-elven wife and Ranger in her own right, with her assistant in pottery making, when he was not on duty in the common room, Raug the Balrog. Lost in a discussion of the crockery left to fire in the kiln, the pair passed directly beneath Anbarad's position with no sign of having seen him. 

Of the many oddities of The Inn of the Burping Troll, Anbarad ranked the Balrog highest. Among the Maiar corrupted by the treachery of He Who is No Longer Named, the spirits of flame and shadow were the most powerful. Upon the defeat of the Great Enemy at the end of the First Age, the remaining few retreated to the chasms of the world. Millennia later, the vanquishing of Sauron and the passing of the Rings of Power spelt the fading of magic and the beginning of the Age of Men. Feeling the changes in the very stones of Middle-earth, Raug emerged from the hidden depths and petitioned the Lords of the Valar for mercy. Commanded to dwell no more apart, but to learn again to sing in harmony with the Music of Eru, the Balrog found his way to The Inn of the Burping Troll. Unlike his companion, who bore smears of clay upon her garments and her cheeks, Raug had committed his lessons to heart, and thus passed the hobbit's inspection without problem.

Finally, all those who would heed the call to dinner had appeared. While the hobbit lasses had nearly given up on requiring the elves to appear at every meal, not one of them was willing to admit defeat in their campaign against Sevilodorf's abstention. The light of battle lit Erin's eyes as she descended the steps from the kitchen and marched in the direction of Sev's room.

"We'll just see about this," Erin muttered, fairly stomping her furry feet. "Bless her foolish heart, starving never solved a thing."

But before the hobbit lass could reach the halfway point, her way was blocked by Celebsul's lithe figure. Whatever persuasion the Eldar tendered proved sufficient to alter the hobbit's course. With muttered protests and more than one glance over her shoulder, Erin allowed herself to be led into the inn.

Hoping Celebsul had not chosen to save Sevilodorf from the hobbits' wrath by turning it in his direction, Anbarad allowed a suitable span of time for the diners to become occupied with their meal before leaping lightly to the ground. A quick look through Sev's window revealed the healer occupied with the task of feeding her cat. Since the feline took his duty to keep his mistress company seriously, Anbarad left Sevilodorf in Tac's capable paws and trotted down the path toward Erynlond. 

Chapter Three
As with all Elven architecture, the homes of The Burping Troll's elves blended nature and function to create havens for both body and spirit. Nowhere was this more evident than in the hall erected at the center of the elvish community of Erynlond. From the stately oaks that held the roof to the rivulet winding a path through the hall, the building stood as an ode to serenity. 

Seeking the calm necessary for clear thinking, Anbarad settled cross-legged before the hall's stone hearth. Eyes closed, he allowed the splashing voice of the water to guide his thoughts. 

Had his actions been the catalyst for Sev's determination to abandon patience? Would further action on his part do more harm than good? What could be done to prevent Sev's departure into danger? And what if such a journey was what she was meant to do? Could that be the path to the future he had foreseen? 

Upon this question, his thoughts ran aground. Was another journey into danger meant to be Sev's path? 

Foresight was an uncertain guide: images of what might be rather than must be. Though his visions of an older Sev and Anardil possessed a depth and texture far beyond a will o' the wisp fancy, any prediction could be altered. Such was the labyrinth of thought regarding the affects of action or inaction upon foretelling that elves were known across the land for saying both yea and nay to the same question. 

But the luxury of long debate was no longer available. His decision to interfere had borne a bitter fruit now ready for harvest. Celebsul's command to be vigilant was the most practical response, but how to set bounds upon a woman who owed no man obedience save the one for whom she was preparing to forfeit her life?  

Tracing alternative after alternative to their logical ends and finding no clear path, Anbarad felt a growing empathy for Bob. "Damned if he did and damned if he didn't" summed up the situation very well. When he found himself wondering if perhaps stripping the leaves from a few of the branches brushing the roof of the hall would prove a catalyst to his thoughts, Anbarad muttered a curse learned a thousand years ago from the dwarves of Erebor and abandoned the hall to seek refuge in the forest itself. The shadowed glades and sunlit knolls within distant Mirkwood's borders had once provided solace for his tortured memories. Perhaps the woods of Ithilien now held the solution to his current dilemma.

Without conscious thought, his feet followed the hall's murmuring rivulet out of the elvish settlement. To avoid becoming ensnared in the same cyclical debates with himself, Anbarad considered how the waterway was another feature unique to The Burping Troll. The stream's origin, a brook nearly three miles from the inn, had been the location initially selected for Erynlond. However, when the hobbits declared the distance too far for easy visiting, the elves had acquiesced, though the site closer to the inn meant foregoing the pleasure of incorporating moving water within their hall.

During a subsequent evening, Gubbitch, leader of the local orcs – another source of countless hours of elvish consideration – abandoned his game of cribbage with Celebsul to listen to the elves' deliberations. After studying the assorted maps and sketches from various angles, he declared, "Just bring water to thy house in pipes. Like dwarves did with kitchen."

Ignoring the horrified looks on the elvish faces, Gubbitch had continued, "Fancy it up with a fountain or two when tha gets it where tha wants it. My lads'll help. Learned to make things reet prettylike while working on Beorning's place up in Wetwang."

In spite of elvish skepticism, and more than one shock to elvish sensibilities, Gubbitch's "lads" became the construction force for the community. And when all was completed, in a far shorter span of time than expected due to the stamina of the orcs, the structures blended into the forest in such a manner as to be overlooked by the casual eye. As for the waterway, save for the youth of the vegetation along its banks, few would recognize it as anything other than a natural stream. 

Now, long hours Anbarad wandered, heeding neither the stars wheeling through their nightly dance nor the wind singing in the upper branches of the trees, for his thoughts were turned inward. Deep in the waking dream of the elves, he walked sightless through the forest. Reliving, with the clarity of memory possessed only by elves, the chain of events leading to his residency at The Inn of the Burping Troll. 

Never in all his many years had he foreseen that one day he would choose to make his home among Men. Though the elves of Mirkwood, unlike their cousins of the Golden Wood of Lothlorien, had maintained some contact with Men through the long days of the Third Age - most notably the wine merchants of Lake-town - the meetings provided few opportunities for the revelation of commendable qualities. In fact, some of his fellow elves had stated it was impossible for such ephemeral creatures to achieve true nobility of spirit. Most, himself included, had chosen not to waste time thinking about humans.

After all, what purpose could there be in close association with a people whose lives were scarce more than a flash of light in elven reckoning? Here for a blazing moment, forever in haste to fill their brief years, quick lived, quick-tempered, quick to great passions whether right or wrong, Mankind often seemed shallow or childish to elves.

Then came the final decades of the Third Age. The Shadow, held in check for so long, grew ever darker within the borders of Mirkwood. Never of great numbers and prone to the dwindling affecting their entire race, the elves stood no chance of holding the Shadow at bay. With their kin in Rivendell and Lothlorien as beset as they, their Lord, Thranduil, sent emissaries to the men of Dale, Esgaroth, and those who dared to build beneath the very eaves of the forest along the River Celduin. Joined in purpose against the Evil which threatened all good folk of Middle-earth, Elves and Men had fought, and died, together beneath the forest's dark boughs. 

Slowly, for the habits of millennia are hard to change, the Elves grew to recognize the worthiness of their allies. Loyalty, tenacity and honor Men possessed in full, though often demonstrating it in ways that eluded elvish comprehension and reinforced the impassible gulf between the races. So it was that when victory finally came, Anbarad and those he named as brothers returned to their homes deep within the woods with no intention of furthering their acquaintance with humans. 

But no peace did they find in the vales and meadows of Eryn Lasgalen, as Mirkwood was renamed. Instead, restlessness grew within Anbarad and his kinsmen. When the call came from Thranduil's son, Legolas, seeking those willing to aid in filling Minas Tirith with trees and fountains, Anbarad and his brethren took counsel amongst themselves and chose to leave the forest for the White City of Gondor. 

Entering a starlit meadow, the fleeting glimpse of a red fox slipping into the underbrush brought to mind Anbarad's brother of the heart, Firnelin. A dedicated hunter, their sojourn amidst the stone canyons of Minas Tirith had reduced Firnelin to a pale shadow. Other members of their band of brothers found the White City more tolerable – Esgallyg, the frustrated loremaster, immersed himself in the tomes housed in the great library as readily as Belegalda, the youngest member of their brotherhood, disappeared into the Healer's Halls within the city's sixth level. 

However, finally Anbarad and his brother by blood, Carcharien, confessed to feeling nearly suffocated by the ever-present walls. Thereupon their leader, insomuch as a group based simply upon mutual fondness has a leader, Dimereg, urged a compromise. They would journey to Ithilien under the command of Morgaran of the Emyn-nu-Fuin and work to establish an elvish community near the Gondorian settlement of Henneth Annûn. In a season or two, Esgallyg and Belegalda would be free to avail themselves of the pleasures of hall and library, while the others remained in Ithilien to assist with the renewal of the forest. 

Within a stand of recently planted seedlings, Anbarad knelt to lightly touch the pliant branches. Prevented by the Ithilien Rangers from occupying the forest completely, Sauron's forces engaged in random destruction from the Crossroads north to the Black Gate. Abandoned orchards, like those two miles south of The Burping Troll, stood only yards away from tangled graveyards of wantonly felled trees. And though heartsick at the devastation, the transplanted elves of Mirkwood began the task of assisting nature in mending its wounds. A task that would be centuries in the completing, for the goal was not simply to restore the Garden of Gondor but to reclaim the Ephel Dúath, and someday to take the effort to the blighted plains of Gorgoroth. 

'Twas a task imminently suitable for the immortal hands of elves, but they were not alone in their efforts. With Elessar the Renewer upon the throne of Gondor, the hope of the people of Gondor rekindled. Ever they looked to the future rather than the past. This would be a time of initiating projects that would not reach fruition for many decades. Though the Gondorian foresters who claimed the fallen timber would never see the plan's completion, they worked with full hearts and minds alongside the elves. Unfortunately, they also worked with blunt-minded hurriedness that had little patience for studied elvish deliberation and protracted planning.

More than one elf found the continued proximity of Men disastrous to their peace of mind and retreated to the forests of Eryn Lasgalen. Others, like Anbarad and his brothers, felt renewed and discovered a sense of contentment long absent in their homeland.

Rumors soon reached their ears of a most unusual inn. Though nothing like the tales, or gross exaggerations as the hobbit lasses declared them, which were told about the inn today, 'twas enough to stir their curiosity. Thus, with Firnelin in the lead, they made the journey from the village of Henneth Annûn along the shattered remains of the road leading to the Eastern borders, Elessar's rebuilding of the roads not yet having progressed further.

Never before had there been such a place in Middle-earth. Elves and dwarves, hobbits and men, even orcs, frequented the common room of The Burping Troll. A wry-witted Warg kept the scraps cleared from the floor, and behind the bar stood the hulking shape of a Balrog. That alone should have sent any sane elf fleeing in blind panic, but the stolid creature simply drew six pints of ale in welcome, and spoke never a word. None could explain exactly how the inn came to be, though most believed enigmatic Celebsul held more knowledge than he chose to tell. Whatever the inn's origin, within days of discovering it, Anbarad and his brothers knew this place was where they were meant to be.

Perhaps it was where all the residents were meant to be - even the disconsolate woman around whom his musings centered. Anbarad realized his feet had led him to the small building that formed Sev's stillroom. Even in the hush of night, the clean, brisk fragrances of drying herbs wafted through cracks in the door. A glance at the stars informed the elf that in spite of Sev's propensity for early rising several hours remained before she might appear to accuse him of trespassing. At a light touch, the door swung inward and he slipped inside. 

To those not gifted with elvish sight the room would be Moria dark; but enough starlight filtered in the shuttered windows to allow Anbarad to settle upon the high stool before the worktable without mishap. Eyes closed and breathing deeply, he allowed the herbal scents to return him to his first months at The Burping Troll.

Not even the tales of the Ringbearer and his kin had prepared the elven brothers for the reality of three hobbit lasses and one entrepreneurially inclined hobbit lad. Granted, the hobbits of The Burping Troll were unique amongst their own kind or they would never have wandered so far from the Shire. Perhaps it was the bit of Took blood all four of their hobbits claimed to possess in various amounts. No matter that they had traveled a thousand miles to search for adventure, the halflings set about making the Troll into home. Not only for themselves, but for the others cast upon the doorstep by the tides of war and grief.  

Castaways indeed. From the tribe of orcs awakening from Sauron's subjugation with the simple desire to live and let live to the dwarves turning their talents to rebuilding the roads and walls of Gondor, each arrival at the Troll had drifted upon currents set in motion by powers far beyond their control. Bereft of hearth and home, they entered the common room silently, expecting no more than a temporary shelter and casual courtesy. Only to find themselves greeted as long lost kin who had been dearly missed.

Esgallyg and Dimereg fell beneath the hobbits' spell immediately and formed special friendships with the hobbit lasses Meri and Erin. Firnelin, ever the hunter, bonded just as swiftly with the quick witted Warg. And to the elven brothers' quiet pleasure, the flame-haired Pippin, her elvish name left behind in Mirkwood, managed to breach the dense walls of shadow Carcharien long ago set about his heart. In the darkness of the stillroom, Anbarad laughed softly at thoughts of the pretty dance in which his brother and Pippin yet engaged. To once again see Carcharien smile was ample reason to have moved from Mirkwood to Ithilien. 

For a brief span, Anbarad immersed himself in the pleasure of reliving Carcharien's courtship of Pippin. 'Twas such moments that made Elvish memory a blessing, but the ability could prove a trap as well. More than one elf over the ages had chosen the dream world of memory over a harsher reality, or become prisoner of sorrow and grief. The waking dream was a luxury to be used sparingly; a truth each of their brotherhood had learned through painful experience. Inhaling deeply to allow the mixed scents of the stillroom to cleanse his mind, Anbarad set his thoughts once more to the Troll's beginnings.

Reserved by nature, Anbarad initially kept his distance through a deliberate use of Elvish and acerbic wit. His fellow, Belegalda simply preferred to spend his time until he could return to the pleasures of Minas Tirith's Halls of Healing in cataloging the properties of the Ithilien foliage. For lack of alternate occupation, Anbarad joined Belegalda in his endeavor. Within days, the two elves discovered another embarked upon the same task. 

At that time, Sevilodorf inhabited an upstairs room at the inn, or more correctly a portion of a room as her residency was of a transitory nature. A traveling herbalist and trader, she declared herself to be, and except for confirming her accent as that of Rohan, Mistress Sev offered few details of her past. The wheedling ways of the hobbits initially elicited only that she had passed several weeks in the village of Henneth Annûn and accepted a commission by the local apothecary to gather herbs. 

Even now, Anbarad knew Sev would describe herself as she had three years ago: a simple herbalist and trader. When necessity demanded, she admitted knowledge of the healing arts. But as Belegalda was fond of saying, such a statement was akin to declaring the Anduin a stream of water. 

Lacking Belegalda's proficiency in matters of botany, Anbarad had taken longer to recognize the actions of the stoic Rohirrim woman as those of a healer well trained in herbal lore. Yet, after the fifth meeting in a glade so far removed from the main road that it was impossible to imagine how a cart and horse could arrive in one piece, even Anbarad acknowledged there was something unusual about the woman. Subtle questioning, and there was no one so subtle as an elf, revealed not only the extent of her knowledge, but the intensity of her grief. By Elvish tradition, a wounded spirit was allowed the freedom to retreat from the world. Though they might speculate as to the path she had trod to reach this place, no elf would attempt to breach her privacy. Hobbits, however, did not subscribe to such beliefs. 

In a campaign worthy of Gil-Galad, the Burping Troll's trio of hobbit lasses besieged Sevilodorf from all sides. Steadfastly, they ignored her silences and chattered blithely about family and friends to the third generation in either direction, though never asking direct questions about Sev's own kin. And when it became painfully obvious that while Sev was quite capable of brewing what might have been the only true hangover remedy in all of Middle-earth there was no possibility of the Rohirrim woman living up to hobbit expectations in regards to cooking, the hobbit lasses pasted on encouraging smiles and put her in charge of keeping the larder and pantry well stocked. A scheme working quite well on more than one level. By making certain Sev never departed the Troll without a list of required supplies, the hobbits were assured she would return and there would always be a full larder.  

Yet, Anbarad believed Sevilodorf would have held steadfast against the hobbits' efforts if fate had not taken a hand. During a series of adventures, which even Raug the Balrog classified as bizarre, the residents of The Inn of the Burping Troll forged links of friendship as strong as the bonds of family. Fierce loyalty to family proved a tradition of Rohan Sev had not abandoned. Thus, when Celebsul the Eldar journeyed down the Anduin to lay ghosts of his past to rest, the healer accompanied him. 'Twas a trip resulting in changes to more than one life.

Sev's meeting with Anardil, a King's Man as storm-tossed by war as any resident of the Troll, in a rain soaked alley of Pelargir was a favorite tale in the inn's common room. The hobbits delighted in seeing the rosy blush upon Sev's cheeks whenever Anardil, for he often claimed the conclusion of the tale for himself, declared that though Elessar, his Captain and King, had healed his body 'twas Sev who returned him to the living. 

"Ah," exclaimed Anbarad as the images of the past led the way to the present. Fanned by his well-meant encouragement, the dying embers of Sev's hope had burst once more into flame. Combined with her fierce loyalty and the specters of her past, it now raged as a conflagration out of control. Bob had seen the truth most clearly. Casting aside caution, Sevilodorf would journey to Rhûn seeking to discover what had become of Anardil.

With a shrug, Anbarad acknowledged that his hours of contemplation had garnered only a confirmation of the problem at hand. The future hinted at to Sevilodorf was yet a possibility. Whether dependent upon the healer remaining safely in Ithilien, as prudence urged, or hinged upon some action she might set into motion by seeking her Ranger, was impossible to know. More intelligence of current circumstances in Rhûn was needed to even begin logical speculation. However, Rhûn's leaders barely tolerated merchants from Gondor and would object most violently to the appearance of an elf. 

Murmuring the ancient Dwarvish curse once again, Anbarad thought how seeing the end without knowing which path to tread to arrive there was the unique curse of the elves. For the moment, he was left with no choice but to follow Celebsul's order and prevent Sevilodorf from departing. 

Enlisting the eyes and ears of others would enable the setting of a subtle watch. Bob, for certain, would recognize the necessity, and an increase in Belegalda's presence could easily be disguised by the creation of some botanical project. Considering the remaining residents carefully, Anbarad settled upon those to be recruited for the task. Secrecy was vital, for Sevilodorf's wrath would be tremendous if she became aware of any attempt to thwart her plans.

Even more subtle must be the campaign to gather information of the situation in Rhûn and the borderlands. Neither Captain Halbarad nor the silent coterie of King's Men passing through the inn would share their reports without questions Anbarad preferred to avoid.  However, this task he refused to delegate. Harsher penalties than Sev's anger would fall upon the head of anyone discovered spying upon the guardians of Gondor; thus he would keep the greater risk for himself alone. A fitting consequence for his meddling. 

The strident crowing of the master of The Burping Troll's chicken coop signaled the nearing of dawn and brought Anbarad to his feet. Sevilodorf would soon arrive and it was best to avoid her suspicion. As he glanced about to be certain nothing remained to betray his occupation of the room, Anbarad found himself face to face with the object of everyone's concern. Though a simple charcoal sketch, the artist had rendered a startling accurate likeness of Anardil. Smooth black strokes caught the warmly sardonic set of the man's mouth and grey eyes that gleamed with the suggestion of some private and very enjoyable secret. Anbarad smiled faintly in return, chagrined to realize he had not given much thought to the man, himself, for who so much sorrow flowed. In recompense, he let his memory reach to a montage of moments and conversations.

Anardil was indeed fitting mate for the formidable woman who made this herb-scented room her workspace. The blood of Westernesse flowed strongly in his veins, his moods and thoughts a deep tide kept hidden behind a crooked smile; just as Sev's heart remained an enigma wrapped within riddles to all but her grey-eyed man. Anbarad had seen the sudden ferocity of Anardil in battle, but he knew, as well, how from that great heart easily flowed quick kindness and quiet laughter. A loyal brother, a faithful friend, a kind companion and a willing helpmate, the folk of The Burping Troll knew Anardil as all of these, but only Sevilodorf knew him truly.

The elves saw no oddness in Anardil's discomfort with too many people, too many walls. His eagerness for challenges of the mind, for new languages, strange places, and undiscovered peoples resonated in their understanding. They understood, too, the shadows of memory that sometimes darkened Anardil's eyes, blood and pain and loss echoed ever in the empty sleeve at his left side. When the war ended and he found himself a maimed shade of the man he used to be, not even Bob and Halbarad, his sword brothers and closest friends, had been able to pierce that veil of dark self-contempt. No, only Aragorn, his Captain and King, could stand Anardil squarely on his two good feet again. And only Sevilodorf had kindled the light that brought him forth from the shadows for good.

Aye, they were a pair, Anbarad wryly reflected. A cheerfully devious man who insisted that the duties he performed for his King were not spying but calculated observation, and a woman who could plan a solitary invasion of Rhûn to rescue the man of her heart - and do so whilst fending off hobbit pastries and Ranger captains with equal equanimity.

Last, and Anbarad sighed at the remembrance, he pictured Anardil as he was most missed: here, safe home in the bosom of his however peculiar extended family. In the common room with his long legs comfortably stretched and laughter wreathing his face at some ridiculous thing Bob had said. Sitting hunched at a table deep in discussion with Celebsul on some obscure topic that would leave most men cross-eyed. Struggling gamely to defeat offers of third or fourth helpings from hobbit cooks convinced Big Folk never ate enough. And finally, in the soft shadows of evening walking with his lady close beside, bending to her kisses, her touch, with a light in his eyes that shone for no one else.

Aye. Anardil and Sevilodorf deserved that much, and more. No flame of the soul should kindle so bright and be allowed to die without a struggle. With a nod of promise to the image, Anbarad slipped from the stillroom to set his plans in motion. 

Chapter Four

February 27, 1424 SR

The loss of a series of hotly contested Evens matches and the accompanying wagers of household duties provided Anbarad with an excuse for spending evenings hovering about the common room of the Troll. Twice, one of the elusive King's Men appeared. Canny and well accustomed to keeping secrets, the messenger spoke no words in public beyond pleasantries to the hobbit lasses and thanks for meals and lodgings. Any conversation with Captain Halbarad took place behind the locked door of the captain's office. While Anbarad eyed the courier pouches longingly, he had yet to determine a way to acquire one without the owner's knowledge.  

Reports from his co-conspirators indicated that Sevilodorf was stealthily setting aside supplies and provisions. And two days ago she had engaged in her own bit of information gathering. 

Kasweld, the young Rohirrim charged with the task of trading with the dwarves of the Ash Mountains, was a member of that vast net of traders established by Mistress Sev's family, so it was only proper she dine with him. That their dinner conversation included a number of questions concerning the doings of the nomadic Sube tribe, which made its home on the plains to the north of the dwarves' mines, made perfect sense. After all, Sev and Anardil had established the initial trading contract with both dwarves and nomads.  Furthermore, the man's answers merely confirmed knowledge common to everyone at the inn. 

When Sev, her frustration evident to those who knew her well, bid the young trader goodnight, Anbarad's keen eyes witnessed a most interesting scene. Kasweld, after downing the remainder of his ale in a relieved gulp, was invited to partake of a second mug, a pipe and a game of draughts by Halbarad. A bit of sleight of hand resulted in an exchange of tobacco pouches. The trader then proceeded to defeat the captain most soundly before departing to bed.

Whether tonight's appearance of Ranger Tarannon was connected to the trader's delivery or not, Anbarad could but speculate. Captain at the village of Henneth Annûn, a half-day's ride to the south, Tarannon had served as an important link between Anardil in the East and the King's council in Minas Tirith. Having ridden the miles between Henneth Annûn and the border on a regular basis since Anardil first embarked upon his mission in the spring of the previous year, Tarannon was a familiar sight at the inn. Three months ago, it had been his unfortunate fate to bring the first word of Anardil's disappearance to The Burping Troll. 

Setting the heavy bar into place across the inn's main door, a task interrupted a half-hour ago by Tarannon's arrival, Anbarad then moved to draw the shutters across the common room's wide windows. Outside, dense fog shrouded the courtyard. With the thin trickle of winter travelers reduced to a pair of merchants on their way to Dale, the residents of the Troll had chosen to go off early to their separate hearths. Only something of importance would bring a man out on a night like this.

Studying Tarannon's reflection in the glass, Anbarad noted the past months had left the man's face etched with a grimness previously absent from even his stern countenance. A grimness only partially eased by his reception. Served first with a sound scolding by Erin for traveling so late in such horrid weather, the captain then received a round of rebuke from Master Milo for subjecting his horse to the foul weather. That the hobbits scolded and rebuked while settling the Ranger into a cushioned chair near the fire, pouring him a glass of Dorwinion wine and directing Anbarad to provide him with a plate of nibbles to stave off starvation until a proper hot meal could be prepared had left the man in a state of stoic contentment.

That was until the hobbits returned with a well-laden tray and proceeded to settle in for a long gossipy retelling of all the doings at The Burping Troll.  They began with the sewing of new curtains for the upstairs bedchambers, a task currently being attended to by Milo's wife, Camellia, and the inn's third hobbit lass, Meri. As Tarannon struggled to frame an opinion regarding the relative merits of valances versus swags, the Troll's own Ranger Captain, Halbarad, appeared to rescue him.

"Ah, Captain!" he called, strolling from the direction of the bar with a wineglass in hand. "Just the man I've been waiting for. There are a couple of things I need your advice on, protocol matters for our reports."

Halbarad's smile included and politely dismissed the hobbits, all in one gesture. Erin and Milo took the hint readily, for the tedium of enumerating the Rangers' affairs on paper held no interest for hobbits.

"Mind you clean your plate, Captain Tarannon," Erin called, ere she disappeared in a whisk of petticoats.

"Protocol?" Tarannon said, one brow lifted.

Halbarad simply smiled and took a seat, and the two men sat in companionable silence while Tarannon finished his meal. Anbarad continued quietly closing up, letting his peripheral vision take in details. Tarannon of the Southern Rangers, weary, travel-stained and grim, closely resembled his northern brethren. Both men were tall, dark-haired, and well made, though Tarannon's eyes were dark rather than the common Numenorean grey or Hal's more unusual blue-green. Anbarad turned to gathering the last dishes off the empty tables and wondered what brought the Ranger here.

The hobbits' voices drifted from the kitchen, laughter and gossip mingled with the clatter of washing dishes. Tarannon devoured the final morsels of his meal as if it were the first he'd had all day - which it may well have been - and Anbarad stepped over to take the man's plate.

"Another glass, gentlemen?" Anbarad nodded toward the nearly empty wineglasses. 

Halbarad shook his head. "Thank you, but no more for me. Tarannon?"

Shielding a yawn with his hand, Tarannon refused as well. "No, thank you. It's been a long day, and we must…"

Standing, a look of profound disgust twisting his features, Halbarad finished his friend's sentence, "Complete those reports Lord Faramir's chamberlain requested. If I didn't know better, I'd swear Willelmus devises them merely to plague me."

"So long as he doesn't come to collect them himself," muttered the other Ranger rising slowly from his seat. 

"Aye," Hal agreed with a shudder, for he had endured the chamberlain's persnickety ways on previous occasions.  "To that aim, we'd best get to it, so that you may leave with them bright and early tomorrow. Anbarad, will you convey our good nights to Erin and Milo?"

"And my thanks," Tarannon added, with a weary nod.

"Certainly." Careful to keep any trace of mischief from his face, the elf asked, "Would you like me to bring you a pot of kaffe? If I'm not mistaken, there was a small bag of beans in the last shipment of supplies."

Anbarad awarded Hal full points for dissembling, as the captain appeared to consider the matter seriously before replying, "No need. It shouldn't take us long. Assure the hobbits I'll send him off to bed shortly."

Bidding the elf good night, the Rangers, Tarannon favoring his left leg, made their way to the back stairs. Anbarad waited only for the unmistakable squeak of the third step from the top before heading to the kitchen. Depositing the tray piled with dishes upon the table between the two chattering hobbits, he deflected their attempts at inquisition by gathering up mop and pail and exiting the room with the stated intention of cleaning the bathing room floors.

As the door closed behind him, Anbarad paused to be certain neither of the hobbits followed, then tucked the mop and pail into the corner beneath the front stairs and proceeded to climb quietly. He checked the hallway was empty before emerging completely from the stairwell to slip past Celebsul and Aerio's room. Empty, as the Eldar and his apprentice were in the nearby workshop, the room posed no threat to Anbarad. Neither did the vacant room separating the elves' chamber from the corner room housing Bob and Morling, two of the Rangers stationed at the Troll. Even a thick door could not completely silence the discordant chorus of snores erupting from that particular room. Perhaps this was the explanation for Celebsul's habit of working at his woodcraft in the late hours of the night.

A quick glance down the long hallway proved that only the room set aside as an office for the Troll's Rangers revealed any sliver of light. With the Dale merchants safely abed at the opposite end of the hall, and Hal's wife, Elanna, away on a wide patrol, Anbarad's way was clear.

Centuries of battling the evils of Mirkwood made it child's play to slip into the chamber beside the office room undetected. He lit no lamp for the layout of the room was clear in his mind. Only yesterday, the hobbit lasses discovered the curtain rod in this room had begun to pull out of the wall. Willingly, Anbarad offered to make the needed repairs. After completing the task, he proceeded to drill a hole through the wall shared with the Rangers' office. Less than three feet from the floor and hidden by a table on the office side, the hole should remain unnoticed by Halbarad or anyone else. Settling into the space between the bed and the wall, Anbarad placed his ear against the tiny opening.

***

After shifting again in a futile effort to ease the ache in his leg, Tarannon retrieved the single well-creased sheet to read once more. It was hardly the report he had expected to find when he departed Henneth Annûn mid-afternoon. Nor one the trader should have left with those of The Burping Troll. The web of deceits had become too entangled for safety. New protocols would need to be established, but first to discover what Halbarad deduced from those clues he possessed.

"Did Kasweld have anything to say?"

"Not to me."  Hal made little attempt to disguise his resentment at the limited information from the East. "Nor to Sev."

Save for a twitching beneath his left eye, Tarannon managed to remain impassive. The restrictions concerning those facts to be told to Anardil's lady had long been in place. Mistress Sev had a reputation for attracting trouble, and this situation needed no further complications.

His finger tapping the message from the trader, Tarannon attempted to steer the conversation in a safer direction. "He'd be in Emyn Arnen by now?"

Regrouping, Hal nodded and replied, "Aye, Kasweld's not one to dally. I gathered he expected to meet with you before going to Lord Faramir." 

The lines about Tarannon's mouth deepened in disdain as he shrugged. 

"I was delayed. I've been passed from one member of the High Council to another for the last two weeks. Yesterday was spent listening to some imbecile from Lamedon lecture me how grain taxes are more important than rumors from Rhûn. I left the White City before first light with the hope of spending this night in my own bed." 

Hal pounced upon this bit of information with equal parts suspicion and irritation lacing his accusations.  "So why aren't you? You were certainly aware Kasweld had gone on south. What did you expect to find that could not have waited until tomorrow? Your arrival here makes no more sense than that report."

Inwardly cursing the twisted logic keeping him silent, Tarannon berated himself for having acted so rashly as to come riding out to the Troll rather than heading south to confront Kasweld. 

Silence reigned until Hal slammed his fist upon the table between them.  "Blast it all, Tarannon. Anardil was my friend for years. I don't appreciate being kept in the dark."

There was no possible answer to this so Tarannon returned Hal's glare with as blank an expression as he could muster. But some small movement betrayed him or perhaps all of the pieces fit themselves together, for Hal's face suddenly hardened. 

Through clenched teeth, he said, "The body. That's what you expected to find here."

Again silence filled the room, until Tarannon gave an almost imperceptible nod. There was no purpose to keeping silent now. Rather it was necessary to convince Hal to keep his suppositions to himself. 

"As you know, the mangled body of a one armed man was left where the road from Dorwinion crosses an eastern trail. Certain the Wolves watched our reactions, Aragorn elected to maintain a pretense of disinterest. But our allies, the Sube, sent their war chief, Qara Oyugen, to attempt identification."

"And?"

"And if the worst proved true to claim the body."

"Claim? How do you claim a body without showing interest in it?"

"If anyone could, it would be the Sube. And without anyone connecting them to the deed."

Hal frowned and took up the report to glance through it, though Tarannon knew the man had memorized every word days ago. "Kasweld was to bring the body back here. Only, when Qara Oyugen arrived at the crossroads, there was no body."

"Which goes against custom. The Wolves prefer to leave them as a warning until there's nothing but bones."

Hal lowered his head in thought. "They took it down so no one could get a good look at it."

When Tarannon answered, "In all probability," Hal's shoulders sagged.

There was no need for either of them to spell it out. The Wolves had taunted Gondor with their knowledge of a one armed spy in their midst, then removed the body to prevent the King's Men from discovering the body was not Anardil's.  Somehow, their friend had evaded the Wolves. Or at least, he had once. Who knew what now passed in the lands to the north and east? 

"What now?"

"We try to find him, before they do. If they haven't already."

"I," Hal snarled the pronoun, "am under direct orders not to go haring off on an independent search, nor am I to let anyone under my command do so." 

Careful to keep hidden his own resentment at also being denied the chance to cross the border, Tarannon allowed Hal to release his frustration without interruption. Indeed, it was worse for the Rangers of The Burping Troll. Anardil had long been their sword brother, and they were to be refused the comfort of action.

"What am I suppose to tell Sev?"

"Nothing," Tarannon replied sternly. "Nor may you tell anyone else."  

Halbarad appeared ready to argue the point, then sighed, "So be it, but inform Faramir it's a mistake not to keep Sev up to date. Past all reason she's held to the belief that Anardil lives, and she's begun to make plans of her own."

"Plans?" Tarannon's face tightened against a stab of pain in his leg as he leaned forward. "You must stop her."

"How do you suggest I do that? Tie her up? Arrest her?"

"If necessary. She can not be allowed to interfere at this point."

"She doesn't see it as interference." 

"Captain, you have your orders. No one goes off on their own. Furthermore, no one else is to be given even a hint that Anardil might yet be alive. Especially Sevilodorf. Need I get it in writing from Lord Faramir?"

Tarannon instantly regretted the harshness of his response, but clamped his lips together and offered no apology as Hal leaned back to study him with narrowed eyes. 

"You're not allowed to go either," Hal stated quietly. "And it's eating at you as much as it does at us."

"I will pass your comments regarding Mistress Sevilodorf to Lord Faramir." Tarannon rose in an attempt to close the interview. "If you'll excuse me, I'd like to…" 

His left leg crumpled, and the table slanted as he clutched it to keep from falling face first at Hal's feet. 

"Whoa," exclaimed Hal steadying the table and standing to grip Tarannon's elbow in support.  "You've strained that leg again. Sit down, I'll call for Sev. She'll have some liniment."

"No," snapped Tarannon shaking free of Hal's grasp and forcing his leg to obey through sheer determination. "There's no need. I'll get something from the apothecary in Henneth Annûn tomorrow."

"Why wait? What Banazîr would give you is of Sev's making anyway."

Tarannon grunted, but continued his slow course toward the door. 

"Wait, there's probably a bottle here somewhere. Let me at least look."

"Don't bother. I'll be fine."

Even to his own ears, his words sounded rude and Tarannon was not surprised to find himself once again the object of Hal's intent scrutiny. Though younger than the Northern Captain, twenty years of playing cat and mouse with the orcs of Mordor had left him with little of his fellow captain's elegance, or peace of mind. For a moment, Tarannon was overwhelmed by simple jealousy. Halbarad had found peace and happiness. Why couldn't he? 

His captaincy in Henneth Annûn, when the residents of The Burping Troll weren't setting the village on its ear with visits from talking wargs and orc handymen, was more than he had ever dared dream. Never had he felt so honored as when chosen by Elessar to act as go between for Anardil on his mission to the East. Beyond honor, it offered the opportunity to make up for the moment he had failed both king and country; only things had gone so horribly wrong. 

Tarannon hissed at the sudden pain shooting through his thigh as his muscles tensed in memory of the mad dash across the plains last fall. He had cursed the necessity of leaving behind a comrade with every thud of his horse's hooves, but had not gone back. He should have waited longer for Anardil to arrive at the meeting site, should have gone in search of him, should have… but as his father used to say, "Should have is insight that's come a day late." 

"She doesn't blame you." 

Tarannon frowned at how close Hal had come to reading his thoughts and only just prevented himself from snarling, "Of course, she blames me. I blame me."

Instead he ignored the comment and replied, "It is far too late to disturb Mistress Sev. A soak in one of the inn's hot baths will be enough."

As Hal opened his mouth to continue the argument, the sound of breaking glass was followed by several voices. Stepping into the hall, the two captains found the door of the adjacent room open and a pair of hobbit lasses taking turns berating Anbarad for frightening them out of several years of their lives. 

"Lurking in a dark room. Whatever were you thinking!" declared Erin as she gathered the shards of a painted basin into her apron. 

For an instant, Tarannon would almost have sworn the elf was embarrassed by the question.  But the seeming sheepishness must have been the product of his own weariness for no elf in his experience had ever been caught off guard. Anbarad replied coolly enough that he had been retrieving his carpenter's square, misplaced the previous day.

"Only an elf would do so in the dark," huffed Erin. "Careful where you step, Meri. There's another piece by your right foot."

"But why did you have the door closed?" asked Meri, confusion clouded her face as she gathered a swath of trailing material and stepped out of Erin's way.

Leave it to a hobbit to get to the heart of a matter Tarannon thought watching Anbarad's demeanor carefully for the slightest hint of hesitation. But the elf merely slanted an eyebrow and said, "There was sufficient light for my purpose. Closing the door is simply a habit. I beg pardon for the shattered basin. Will you need any assistance in hanging the curtains?"

"As you're here, would you?" asked Meri with a bright smile. 

"You hang the curtains. I'll dispose of this mess." Erin indicated the broken pieces in her apron. "And I'll bring up a broom so we can be certain we got all the slivers."

From the doorway, Hal said, "If you're going downstairs, would you find a bottle of liniment for Tarannon?" 

Instantly, the hobbits focused upon the Rangers. 

"Oh dear," exclaimed Erin. "Is your leg still bothering you? It was hurting when you were here last too. Wasn't it, Meri?" 

"Yes, it most certainly was." Meri turned a disapproving frown in Tarannon's direction. "You've not been resting it like Sevi told you."

Resisting the urge to duck his head as he was wont to do whenever his mother scolded him in just the same tone, Tarannon said, "Duty required my attention."

"But what will it serve if you cripple yourself? Riding all this way just to fetch a few reports.  And on a foggy night like this!" the hobbit lass retorted, then her face grew grave. "You must take better care of yourself, Captain. We wouldn't want to lose you too."

"No," said Erin solemnly, "that wouldn't do at all. One of our Rangers lost is more than enough."

The hobbits' simple inclusion of him as a member of their "family" left Tarannon at a loss for words. That all the residents of The Burping Troll would discuss his comings and goings for days was something he had always accepted, but until this moment he had thought their attentions only those courtesies they showed any traveler. Stammering a bit, and very aware of the amusement gleaming in Hal's eyes, Tarannon made a solemn vow to get more rest. 

After accepting his promise with approving smiles, the hobbits turned back to the practical matters at hand.  

Gathering the folds of her apron tight, Erin stepped between the two tall Rangers saying, "Come along, Captain. I'm certain Milo keeps a bottle of liniment in the cupboard outside the bathing room. First, we'll soak you in a warm bath filled with lemongrass and rosemary. A bit flowery for a man perhaps, but it works wonders. Especially when followed by Sevi's liniment."

With an inward sigh of resignation, Tarannon returned Meri's gentle "Sleep well" with a murmur, exchanged nods with Anbarad, and directed a glare at Halbarad. Turning to limp after the briskly stepping hobbit, a sparkle of light behind the bed caught his eye. Had a splinter of glass become embedded in the wall? 

But as he paused, intending to take a closer look, Anbarad pushed the bed against the wall saying, "Now, we've room enough to reach that side." 

Then from the hall, Erin called, "Captain?"

With no effort to hide his grin, Halbarad slapped Tarannon's shoulder. "You'd better go, man. These hobbit lasses can be downright dangerous when they get angry."

As Meri began an indignant defense, Tarannon firmly squashed the irrational thought that the elf's action had somehow been deliberate. After granting Hal another frown, he made his slow way down the stairs. At least a hot bath would be his for enduring the hobbit's attentions.

Chapter Five 

February 27, 1424 SR

Tendrils of fog swirled damply about his knees as Anbarad hastened through the darkness. Intent upon the information gleaned from the captains' conversation, the elf paid no heed to the course his feet set until he arrived upon the step of Sev's stillroom.  A poor choice for a sanctuary as, whether the good captain wished it or not, the hobbits would brook no nonsense regarding his injury and consult Sevilodorf. Thereby increasing the probability the healer would require some item from her workroom. Given his poor luck this night, the chance was too high. Another location was needed to continue his thinking. 

"What do you now?"

Heart in his throat, Anbarad spun to face the shadow emerging from the fog. 'Twas a shape which had haunted the nightmares of elves and dwarves for all the Ages of Middle-earth. Wrapped in the twin cloaks of fog and darkness, Raug loomed over the elf. The balrog's inner fire veiled by the form he had adopted though yet visible in the fieriness of the eyes casting a glow reflected by the swirling fog. No hint of emotion marred the ebony surface of his visage, though his eyes shimmered as he flicked a glance down to the steel now clutched in the elf's hand. 

Instantly, reason, the small amount which had not fled in reaction to the balrog's sudden appearance informed Anbarad the knife was as unnecessary as it was useless against the only resident capable of taking an elf unaware. However, convincing his fingers to relinquish the blade's hard comfort required an act of determined will. 

"Do?"

Raug shook his great head slowly and ignored Anbarad's attempt to sidestep. "To linger here is not wise. The hobbits inform Sevilodorf of the Ranger's discomfort. Come."

Wondering how the balrog possessed knowledge of the hobbits' comings and goings and how he arrived at the conclusion that Sevilodorf was best to be avoided, Anbarad warily followed Raug around the corner of the stillroom. 

Abutting the rear of the stillroom was Elanna's pottery shed, and a short distance away, in a clearing studiously maintained by the half-elven Ranger, was her kiln. Or rather at Elanna's insistence: their kiln. Whenever duties as a Ranger drew Elanna away from the inn, it was Raug who supervised the firing of the kiln. Together, the Ranger and the balrog kept the inn well supplied with every imaginable type of crockery. 

Intent upon feeding the fire, the balrog made no conversation. Silence being no enemy to an elf, Anbarad remained quiet as well. The kiln's reflected glow cast strange shadows upon the fog-shrouded woods beyond the clearing. Though welcome at first as a counter to the night's chill, the heat gradually intensified until the elf was forced to retreat a short distance. Raug however knelt down to study the flames intently, then tipped his head toward the pottery shed. 

Two voices, muffled by the fog but clear enough to the sharp ears of the elf, could be heard coming along the path from the inn.   

"I'm dreadfully sorry to be calling you out on a night like this, Sev. But there was only a drop of that liniment left in the bottle."

Without difficulty, Anbarad pictured the curly-haired hobbit with a bright red muffler wrapped about his throat to ward off the fog trotting along beside the Rohirrim healer. 

"It's not your fault the man's a loof, Milo." Her Rohirrim accent thickened by irritation, Sev continued, "I warned him months ago he'd have problems if he didn't rest that leg. Should have saved my breath to cool my porridge. He's a nmad Ranger and they…"

Sev's words faded to a familiar grumbling regarding the habits of Rangers as she and the hobbit lad entered the stillroom. Within moments, they completed their errand and were heading back toward the inn with Milo chattering about the various aches and pains of the Troll's residents.  

As the voices retreated, Raug turned his attentions back to the fire while Anbarad frowned thoughtfully before asking, "What else do the flames show you?"

Raug turned his head slowly and studied Anbarad as intently as he had the flames. When Anbarad held steady beneath his searing inspection, Raug gave a small nod. Plucking an ember from the fire, he nestled it in the palm of his hand where it grew into a clear orange flame. Eyes glinting with the flame's dance, the balrog sat motionless as the elf watched. Then with a shrug, Raug returned the coal to the fire.

"The doings at the inn are all these little ones show me."

Though it confirmed what Anbarad had deduced, that the balrog was able to see anything at all was unnerving, even to an elf. That there were limits to this power provided but faint comfort. 

"What of Erynlond?"

"Your lamps of starlight are beyond my ken. Only that within the bounds of true flame."

"What do you with what you see?"

"No harm to Eldar or Hildor who dwell here, I vow. I seek only to complete the task set me by the Valar, so that I might rejoin the Great Music."

The story of the balrog's arrival at The Burping Troll was as familiar to the common room as tales of Frodo the Nine-fingered.

"Were you not commanded to live in harmony with those of the world? Trespassing upon the privacy…"

Anbarad stopped as Raug slanted one eyebrow at him, then glanced toward the flames. A pointed reminder that Anbarad's recent forays into spying - or calculated observation as the missing Anardil preferred - occurred within reach of the Balrog's sight.  A pot should not name a kettle black, as the hobbits would say. Nor should a Mirkwood elf claim the right to censure a Maia about his manners. 

"The ability is part of me," the balrog said softly. "I can not deny it if I try. Yet, much of what I see is inexplicable. Men are … bewildering."

"There we are in agreement," responded Anbarad. 

Shaking their heads over the strangeness of men, the two immortals settled once again into silence. Worrying upon all that he had seen and heard this night, a strange plan began to fit itself together in Anbarad's mind. If there was a way to use the Balrog's abilities… Aiee, how could he even entertain such a thought? Yet, could this be what the Valar meant to happen? Celebsul often speculated that each castaway at The Troll was there to create a sum greater than the parts: a harmony of music from the scattered notes of their unique talents. 

"How far do you see?" The abruptness of the question startled them both, for Anbarad had nearly decided to keep his bizarre thoughts to himself.

"Dare you think to use me for some purpose?"

A feeling of stern resolve filled Anbarad, 'twas best to try something rather than sit and do nothing, especially when fate had given him the chance. 

"I do. Though not of the High Elves and without the Sight of those who dwelt in the Blessed Realm, I believe your repentance honest. You have proven yourself friend to those who dwell here."

"Your trust honors me, but there are those here who yet believe differently."

Truth this was. The Rangers, long resigned to their solitary stand against the evils of the world, had a difficult time of relying upon the abilities of the assorted groups living at the inn. Especially Captain Halbarad.  Ah, well, to borrow wisdom from Gubbitch and his band of orcs,  "One might as well be hanged for stealing the sheep as for stealing a lamb." 

Firmly, Anbarad declared, "For now, it will remain between us two. If revelation becomes necessary, I will endeavor to have any blame fall upon myself."

As if seeking permission from the flames, the balrog looked once more into the heart of the kiln's fire. Whether what he saw there pleased or displeased him, Anbarad could not say, but Raug sighed a smoky breath. 

"You seek the healer's man. He is far from here. Once I could draw upon the strength of the flames that ever burn within the earth and see with the eyes of every candle and torch from the Sundering Sea in the west to the distant Eastern Sea. No longer. I used my powers for ill and am now reduced as consequence."

Anbarad could not prevent a small sigh of disappointment.

"Yet, there might be a way…but it could not be done here."

"Where then?"

"The mountains." Raug pointed into the fog-shrouded darkness toward the Ephel Dúath. "To reach to the shores of the Rhûnnish Sea, I will need to draw upon the power of a far greater flame than could be created within the forest safely."

"Very well."

"Also, I will need an object belonging to the man. To go to an unknown point is difficult at best. Easier to seek a place or person known."

"What sort of object?"

"Something handled frequently. One that might pass through a small fire with little harm."

Anbarad wondered what qualified as a small fire to a creature who breathed flame, but asked only, "Of metal or stone?"

Raug nodded, then in a smoky whisper, "Success is not certain. There are many flames between here and Rhûn."

"Certainty is not necessary, only possibility," replied Anbarad, hearing the echo of Sev voicing the same sentiment weeks ago. 

"The day after tomorrow. I will meet you at the river by the three large boulders the hobbits name The Stone Trolls."

Accepting his dismissal, Anbarad slipped into the greyness of the fog contemplating the addition of burglary to his list of crimes. 

***

February 29, 1424 SR

The earth tremors initiated by the fall of the Dark Lord nearly five years ago had shattered the peaks, leaving great slabs of stone scattered about the upper reaches of the Mountains of Shadow as if spillikins discarded by giant children. A short distance south, somewhere beneath a mountain of tumbled stones, lay the ruins of Durthang. To the east, its ruddy glow ever drawing the eye, lay Orodruin.  

Picking his way through the scree to the sharp edge of a narrow chasm, Anbarad wondered where in this wasteland of stone did the balrog think to find fuel for his fire.

"All is prepared." The gravel voice of the balrog responded to the unvoiced question, then as the elf turned to regard him gravely, Raug shrugged. "Amidst the silence of the stones, your thoughts shout."

"I will take care to quiet them," Anbarad replied.

"Nay. Men are strangers to me. The healer's man very much so. Your thoughts of him will be needed if you are willing."

Tamping fiercely down upon the automatic rejection of this idea, Anbarad said, "What few I have will be open to you."

"Have you an object belonging to the man?"

"Aye." 

Only the certainty that permission would be granted if requested had made it possible for Anbarad to enter the room belonging to Anardil and his lady.  Living transitory lives, personal possessions were restricted to those items fitting within the single chest of a wandering Ranger and the traveling cart of an itinerant herbalist.  Even two years of residency had not resulted in an excess of acquisitions. A single shelf of bound books, a trio of ships carved from the tusks of a sea creature, a woven hanging depicting a warrior of Far Harad astride an oliphaunt and a pale green stone in the shape of a rearing horse were the only items Anbarad could be certain belonged to the missing Ranger, save for the curved Haradrim sword hanging over the hearth. And even that did not meet the balrog's requirements. 

A quick search of the wardrobe against the far wall produced only clothing. Finally, Anbarad turned to the battered iron bound trunk at the foot of the bed. Beneath a thick blanket and a carefully tied packet of letters rested a small metal tin. Though plain, the workmanship was evident and the tin gleamed dully in the afternoon light. Prying up the lid revealed a man's ring, a woman's brooch in the shape of a dove and wrapped in soft leather, the rayed star of a Northern Ranger. 

"Aye," repeated Anbarad, touched the leather wrapped star tucked beneath his shirt with a silent apology to its distant owner for taking it. "I have it."

Raug nodded, then led the way over the ridge of the mountain and round to a small hollow. Smoke on the stones indicated this was not the first time a fire had been built here. A tumbled heap of wood bearing the axe strokes of an orc sat to one side while upon the other was piled a quantity of black rocks.

"Coal. I had not heard the orcs possessed a supply," said the elf.

"Sufficient for their own use. They feared to displease the Elves by cutting down trees; yet they needed the warmth. I directed them to a narrow vein. It will create a hotter fire than wood alone."

Anbarad nodded his acceptance of this explanation, then watched as the balrog set about igniting a fire with a snap of his fingers. As the temperature increased, a subtle shifting occurred. Raug's inner heat pulsated through the thin covering of his skin like coals through a grate. His hair no longer merely the color of flame, but a mane of fire flickering in the wind blowing cold across the ridge. No one viewing him now would hesitate to identify him as one of the Valaraukar.

"Now." The balrog's voice had transformed into the roar of a bonfire in a glade upon midwinter's night.

Hesitantly, for such heat could do nothing but destroy, Anbarad delivered the Ranger's star into the outstretched hand even as Raug responded to the unspoken thought.

"The flame flows at my command. No harm will come to this token, I vow. Think upon the man. What you know of him, his inner fire. The miles are vast between us, and I must have a guide."

Beyond the rim of conscious thought, Anbarad sensed a watchful presence. Neither demanding nor giving, merely observing. Closing his eyes, the elf allowed the fullness of memory to overtake him. As he had done that night in Sev's stillroom, Anbarad called up images of Anardil as the man appeared to those at the inn. Then with a deliberate effort, he offered those thoughts to the watcher.

His offering met first with surprise, then appreciation. The warmth of a spring day surrounded Anbarad, rising and ebbing as the fire flared then cooled.  Uncertain of the connection to his companion, he strove to keep his thoughts upon Anardil. Slowly, he became aware of the Balrog's thoughts moving out from their pairing, searching north and east in ever widening arcs. How much time passed in this conjunction proved immeasurable. Finally, however, the sensation of casting about for a response was replaced with a narrowed, focused examination. Though what was being examined, Anbarad could not tell. 

Then a searing flame of thought blazed within his mind, only to immediately lessen with a faint sense of apology. 

"There are many men. Dare you share my sight?"

"How?" A pale spark his voice appeared against the incandescence that was the balrog.

Heat engulfed his hand, then raced along his arm to spread throughout his body. He burned, save for a single point of coolness: the Ranger's star, caught between the palms of the two immortals.

Sweat beaded Anbarad's brow while the hairs upon his arm curled as a wall of flame veiled his sight. 

Raug's voice blazed again, "His fire is here. Which of the many is he?"

Jaw clenched and muscles tight against the desire to escape, the elf despaired. He saw nothing but flames. Then as a sheet of ice upon a lake thins beneath the sun's rays, the flames became transparent. Men, a dozen or more with the wary eyes and sharp-edged faces of those hunted, huddled within the fire's circle of light. Bearded and braided in the battle dress of the eastern tribes, the warriors' council focused upon some object laid upon the stony ground before them. No words could Anbarad hear though the vehemence of their discussion was plain. Then from the side appeared another man. Taller, but no less grim, the man brought to mind a hungry wolf. About his shoulders a thick cape hung, shielding from view the absence of his left arm. 

"There," exclaimed Anbarad. "That man."

"Know you who these are he is with?"

Ignoring the white heat coursing his body, Anbarad watched as the object of their search mouthed words that seemingly dashed cold reason upon the heated tempers of his fellows. Here was a hunter leading his pack, a pack which to Anbarad's dismay bore no insignia to indicate tribal allegiance or location. As if sensing he was watched, Anardil turned and gazed into the flames. His stone grey eyes gleamed and for a moment it looked as if he might speak directly to his distant watchers, then his head went up and his attention turned elsewhere. As Anardil gave one last puzzled glance to the fire at his feet, the campfire was extinguished. 

With the death of the flames, searing heat bearing the unmistakable taint of anger flashed through Anbarad's body. He cried out; as his hand, clasped in the blistering grip of the balrog, became the focus for that heat. At the heart of this grasp, lay a coolness, a shield from the torture of burning. Clutching the Ranger's star, Anbarad gave a mighty pull. The nightmarish form of a balrog in full fury stood before his eyes. A roaring filled his ears, and he fell into darkness. 

***

The murmur of water over stones and a welcome coolness laved upon his limbs returned the elf to consciousness. The stars shone overhead and for a time he lay unmoving watching their stately dance across the sky. How he came to be lying naked upon the riverbank he did not know, but it was enough to be nowhere near a flame. So he remained unmoving as he took an accounting of himself: his muscles ached with the weariness of long battle, his skin radiated heat and an unaccustomed heaviness enveloped his right hand. 

Even as he thought to raise his hand, a voice spoke from the darkness,  "Be at ease and allow the poultice to do its work."

With the balrog's words, Anbarad became aware of the scent of plantain and wondered idly where Raug had learned of the plant's properties. 

"Sevilodorf showed me. In her words, minutes spent teaching me would save her hours of nursing." There was a small pause, then Raug continued somberly, "She worried about the hobbits. How they touch everyone…even me. She was right not to trust my control."

Anbarad sought to reassure his companion. "As you carried me to this place, yet I am not reduced to ash, your control was adequate." 

Head shaking in denial, the balrog returned to the task of dipping a broad plantain leaf into the river to bathe the elf's heat flushed skin.

With careful deliberation, Anbarad placed his hand upon the balrog's arm. Immediately, the stars shimmered as if a bed of coals separated them from him; but only subtle warmth lay beneath his hand. Once again, he was aware of the balrog's thoughts. Not words, nor even images as he had shared before, rather ever changing waves of emotion: shame tinged with guilt, then fear—not of the elf, but for him. 

Tightening his grip, the elf said firmly, "I discern no lasting effects to my person by our venture. We have determined it is possible and also gained the vital information that Anardil yet lives." 

A current of contented relief flowed through them both before Raug gently removed the elf's hand. "But we know not where. Farther east and north than has hitherto been supposed, I will say. The darkness hid any clues as to the surroundings."

"Aye, and the men bore no recognizable tokens."

"And now?"

Indeed, what now? To go to Sevilodorf with this knowledge would merely exacerbate an already miserable situation. Decades spent fighting in similar circumstances left Anbarad all too aware of how unwelcome an addition the lady of Rohan would be. Not that she could ever be convinced. Best to warn the guards he had set to increase their vigilance. 

As for Halbarad and the Rangers, explaining how he gained his information would be…

Raug completed Anbarad's thought, "Difficult."

Anbarad lifted his shoulders in a small shrug. "For now, unnecessary. They search using their methods. We will continue with ours. If you are yet willing?" 

The balrog's eyes glowed indiscernibly as he answered, "For my part, there is no risk. I found the man once and the token will continue to work as guide. Yet, I hold no hope of recognizing either the place or his companions. Men are too strange to me, and I have never traveled to the east. Now, you must rest. "

Setting aside all memory of flesh-searing heat, Anbarad focused upon the stars above the treetops. Somewhere in the east, he felt certain that Anardil watched the same stars. 

Chapter Six
March 22, 1424 SR 

A gentle rain pattered merrily upon the covered porch of The Inn of the Burping Troll. Such weather was just what the newly planted garden needed. Or so Ranger Captain Tarannon was assured by the pair of hobbit lasses who settled him by the front window with a pint of dark ale, a large bowl of soup, and a small loaf of freshly baked bread. 

"Are you certain we can't bring you anything else?" inquired Meri, straightening the assortment of wildflowers arranged in a small vase upon the table.   

"No, ladies. This is more than sufficient." Then in a blatant attempt to forestall further mountains of edibles being pressed upon him, Tarannon said, "Did you say you expected Captain Halbarad to return shortly?"

"Oh, yes. He's only gone for a brisk ride up to the orcs' trading glen." Meri waved her hand vaguely toward the north. "His horse, Mithraug, needed the run. We've been planting you know, and Hal hasn't given him proper exercise."

"Caused a ruckus in the barn yesterday. The devil managed to open his own stall, then every other stall. Horses were everywhere." Erin bobbed her golden curls emphatically. "Milo lost his temper and swore he'd turn Mithraug into pony biscuits and feed him to Warg if Hal didn't take care of the matter."

"With Sevi gone Milo has all the barn chores to supervise as well as the spring planting. It's only understandable that he's a bit frazzled," Meri explained. 

"Where has Mistress Sev gone?" Tarannon asked. Though rumors of the healer's behavior had brought him to the inn, none suggested she would not be here.

Meri and Erin exchanged glances, then shook their heads at the Ranger.

"You won't make us believe you haven't heard all about it, Captain." Erin pointed to a table across the room. A much-marked map held the attention of two Gondorian road surveyors and a rather irritated looking dwarf.  "Master Galin and the surveyors surely found great amusement in retelling the tale of Sevi dragging Morling in by his ears. And they were in Henneth Annûn yesterday."

"Don't exaggerate, dear," admonished Meri. "Sevi didn't drag him anywhere. Though he's lucky she decided to turn him over to Hal and not just teach him a lesson herself. Imagine, standing about the bathing room watching her."

Tarannon managed a credible denial of any prior knowledge regarding such a shocking event and earned a meticulous retelling of Mistress Sev's accusing Ranger Morling of spying upon her by Captain Halbarad's order. 

"Hal denied it," Meri concluded. "Beyond his insistence she take an escort whenever she traveled about."

"If Hal ordered her to be watched, she'd never have noticed, and he'd never have asked Morling." Erin nodded wisely. "Other folk though …well, Sevi should have thought about it a bit more before she left." 

Amazed at the hobbit's insight, Tarannon adopted a puzzled look. "But where did Mistress Sev go?"

"Why to Minas Tirith, of course," declared Erin. "She's gone to see King Elessar himself."

"Not about Morling, of course." Meri glanced over her shoulder, then whispered, "About Anardil."

"Celebsul went with her," added Erin. "He'll help her get a meeting with the King. He knows all the right words to use. Oh, look, the rain's stopping. Meri, we must go pack those loaves of bread for Master Galin to take back to his crew."

As the two hobbits hurried away, Tarannon gratefully turned his attentions to his meal and his thoughts. The doings at The Inn of the Burping Troll provided amusement for the folk of Henneth Annûn on a regular basis, and Mistress Sev's confrontation with Ranger Morling had lost little in the retellings bandied about the village streets over the past two days. What had been ignored or dismissed as being inconsequential was that the woman had departed The Troll for an audience with the King. Not even the Rohirrim traders based in the village had known. Or was it that the traders' family loyalty to Sevilodorf stilled their tongues?

At least if the lady was on her way to the White City, she was not traveling toward the eastern border. Tarannon would wager his sword that King Elessar was capable of dealing with the woman. 

His meal finished, and the amusement of the surveyors and Master Galin fending off the motherly kindnesses of the hobbit lasses over, Tarannon retired to the porch to watch the last of the clouds roll away to the east. Birdsong filled the air and the sun shone with the mellow light of spring. From the south came the steady rapping of a hammer and the occasional neighing of a horse. After years of war, Ithilien was at peace. Yet, Tarannon feared peace would forever be bittersweet for him.

Over a century ago, his great-grandsire helped create the hidden stronghold from which the village of Henneth Annûn took its name. For all the years since, the men of his family had fought to keep this land free of darkness. His grandsire, Tarsen, had been among the last to abandon his home. Family legend said only his wife's stubborn refusal to leave without him convinced the man to finally accept the lands offered within the Rammas Echor. But his heart belonged to Ithilien, so he left his young family safe behind Gondor's walls and returned to fight the orcs and other evil creatures sent from Mordor. For three generations, the family served the Steward of Gondor with pride and honor.

Like his brothers before him, Tarannon took up the Ranger's sword as a young man. Two decades he had now spent in service to Gondor, battling an increasing army of orcs with dwindling hope, until the day their beloved Captain, the Steward's own son Faramir, led them in the final retreat to the city. The slavering faces of the orcs and the triumphant howling of the Southrons as his comrades, Rommel and Belian, fell beneath their knives were but a few of the nightmarish memories of that terrible march across the Pelennor. Only Captain Faramir prevented their passage from becoming a rout.  

But then, one of the Nine astride a fell beast of the air descended upon their remaining men. Chaos reigned as man and beast scattered across the fields. Only the memory of Captain Faramir defying the enemy survived that moment for Tarannon fell to the ground witless with terror. Hours later, he found himself outside the buttery of the Guard of the Fourth Circle, with no recollection of how he came to be there.

Having few visible injuries, Tarannon returned to the Rangers of Ithilien and joined them upon the walls of Minas Tirith. Yet, as the Nazgûl circled above the besieged city, the dread and despair thrust into his mind and heart upon the Pelennor sank ever deeper. Then when all seemed lost, their hope returned.  Aragorn, the King Renewed, appeared with the dawn and shattered their enemies' hold upon Minas Tirith. 

His despair lifted, and Tarannon believed himself free of the Nazgûl's power. Answering the King Returned's call for men to assault the gates of the Dark Lord, he marched north. At the Morgul Vale crossroad, a thin fog crept over his thoughts, thickening with each step he took nearer the Black Gates. Reaching the desolation of Cirith Gorgor, terror overwhelmed him once more. So deep was the horror that he and other stout swordsmen of Gondor and Rohan could neither walk nor stand. Elessar refused to name them coward and gave to them the task of retaking Cair Andros. He and his fellows managed against great odds to clear the orcs from the river-island; and though his King did not condemn him, he would carry the knowledge of his failure forever. 

Shaking free of the memories, which continued to sour the peace of this new age, Tarannon folded his arms and resolutely began to count the boards in the ceiling over his head. After counting one hundred thirty-seven, he welcomed the appearance of Halbarad upon the road approaching the inn. Stepping from the porch to greet his fellow captain, Tarannon considered that Hal looked even more irritable than would be expected for a man who'd gone visiting orcs riding a fractious horse in the rain. Avoiding the muddiest patches dotting the courtyard, Tarannon followed Hal to the corral beside the barn. 

"I hope the reason you're here is to return Morling," said Hal, dismounting and jerking sternly upon the reins to forestall Mithraug's attempt to bolt.

Tarannon lips twitched with amusement. "Morling? You've misplaced him?" 

"Blast it all. You mean he's not in Henneth Annûn?" 

"Not to my knowledge. If I may be so bold, given Mistress Sev's route, north would have been the wiser path for Morling."

"So you would think. Which is why I went that way this morning to look for him."

"Strange. I was told you and your unmannered beast left to escape the wrath of Master Milo."

Hal began an immediate defense of his horse, only to be stopped midword by Mithraug's attempt to take a bite from the corral's railing. Hard put to hide his grin, Tarannon watched the Ranger and his horse engage in a contest of wills, which Hal won by only the smallest of margins. 

"You were saying?" Tarannon said, once order had been restored.

"You've obviously heard how Sev flew into a rage when she found Morling outside the bath house." Hal frowned as Tarannon explained he'd heard at least four versions of the incident. "The end of the tale is that Sev left to lay her case for following Anardil before Aragorn. In all the hubbub of her departure, Morling disappeared before I could speak with him and discover who put him up to watching her that day."

"It wasn't you?"

"Morling?" Hal snarled and turned to the task of unsaddling. "Give me more credit, Tarannon. I'd sooner set Mithraug to watching her. At least, Sev would deign to speak to my horse." 

"Morling is…"

"A competent Ranger, but of a straightforward viewpoint. Setting him to watch our devious Rohirrim healer would be worse than useless. As whomever set him the job now knows."

"Who do you think that was?"

"Bob," Halbarad responded tersely. 

Leaving Tarannon to digest this bit of information, Hal settled his saddle over the fence rail and led Mithraug to the corral gate. Slapping the stallion's rear to send him into the enclosure, Hal smiled indulgently as the horse raced madly about, tossing his head and throwing up his heels. But Halbarad's face sobered when he turned back to Tarannon. "Another reason I rode north today. Bob's done a miraculous job of avoiding me."

Tarannon opened his mouth to comment, then took note of the gleam in Hal's eyes and wisely reconsidered. In a carefully modulated tone, he said, "Bob was here when I rode in about three hours ago. He was helping…"

"Bob here?" When Tarannon nodded, Hal muttered a series of jaw cracking Dwarvish curses before asking, "Where is he now?"

"He went toward Master Celebsul's workshop: something about repairing a latch. But hold a moment." Tarannon put out a hand to stop Hal from storming off. "Tell me your version of the events leading to Sevilodorf's departure. There's bound to be a request for information sitting on my desk when I return to the village."

Hal gave a quick accounting of the uproar two days before when Morling was caught outside the bath house shadowing Sevilodorf and her further claim that several of the elves and one or two of the nearby orcs were also trailing after her. Every one of whom, save Morling, had come forward at some time to volunteer to go into Rhûn to search for the missing Anardil. 

"When I admitted to being under orders to arrest anyone attempting to go east, she took it in her head to speak to Aragorn himself. Celebsul agreed to draft her request for an audience and accompany her to the city, and they left that afternoon."

"No reflection on your brother-in-law, but I can't believe Bob organized such a diverse group of watchers. He's more likely to sleep across her doorstep," Tarannon said thoughtfully.

For a minute, it appeared Hal would agree, but he finally shrugged and said, "Who else would it be? Bob and Morling vanished before I could get around to questioning them. Which I took as an admission of guilt on more than one level. But if Bob's still in the workshop, I'll get to the bottom of all this right now."

Thinking that was rather more than could be hoped for, Tarannon stepped aside and allowed Hal to lead the way to the elves' workshop on the southern side of the Troll's courtyard.

***
Someday, Tarannon vowed to himself, he would return to The Burping Troll for the sole purpose of requesting a tour of this workshop from Master Celebsul or one of his apprentices. Redolent with the scents of varnish, paint and wood, the room held an amazing array of projects. How so much could occupy one space was beyond his understanding. Equally beyond him was the purpose of much that he saw. The teakettle clamped in a vise obviously needed a new handle, but the function of the strange apparatus occupying one entire table before the window could not be determined. That the device combined a hammer with more gears and levers than he had ever seen fitted together was all that Tarannon knew.  

Abandoning his study of the inexplicable machine, Tarannon leaned against the doorframe and turned his attention back to the continuing argument between the Troll's Rangers. If one could call a one-sided conversation an argument. 

After an initial exclamation of regret that he had become so involved in his task that he forgot to watch for Hal's return, Bob steadfastly ignored his captain's interrogation. His only reactions to the stream of questions hurled at him were an occasional tensing of his jaw or tightening of his grip about whatever tool he used upon the piece of ironmongery before him. Finally however, he set aside his tools and swung about to face Halbarad's tight-lipped anger. 

"You ought to be thanking me." Bob tossed the object of his efforts toward his brother-in-law. "A latch guaranteed to keep that nmad animal of yours in his stall."

Catching the latch automatically, Hal exclaimed, "Don't change the subject. Answer me."

"Why? You already know the answers. Of course, I was avoiding you. I'm not a fool, and everyone with sense has been avoiding you. Losing a round to Sevilodorf always puts you in a bad mood."

"I didn't lose."

"Not how I heard it."

Halbarad glared. "What have you done with Morling?"

Bob's eyes widened with innocence. "Me? You're the captain. Don't you remember what you did with him?"

"Bob…"

"You wanted a Ranger to go check the reports of fires seen on the heights of the Ephel Dúath."

"I assigned that job to you."

"No, Captain," Bob replied stiffly. "You assigned me to get the job done. And I did. I sent Morling. It was his turn for a long patrol. Besides he volunteered. Something about not wanting to face you after you lost to Sev."

"I did not lose. Are you going to deny you've been watching Sev?"

Bob shrugged. "Someone had to, and you're too leery of stepping on her toes."

"What of the others? Did you put them up to it as well?"

"Wasn't me."

"Bob."

"Hal, I swear to you, it wasn't me. If you want to know who it was, find out on your own. Though I'll give you a bit of advice. Something Anardil told you more than once. You aren't using your resources to their fullest. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll go install that new latch. Captains."

Giving Tarannon a private wink and a nod, Bob plucked the latch from his brother-in-law's hand and slipped through the door before a stunned Halbarad could respond. For a long moment, Hal glared slit-eyed at the open door, then slapped his hand upon the workbench.

"People keep telling me that."

Tarannon pushed free of the doorframe to say placidly, "Maybe it's time to listen."

"Aye, maybe it is." Hal began pacing the room. "Sev accused orcs, elves, Rangers and hobbits. With Bob's denial of being the mastermind behind all this surveillance, the Rangers can be crossed off the list. The hobbits have driven her to distraction with their attentions, but I can't see any of them as the ringleaders of such a conspiracy."

"They might surprise you," Tarannon answered. "But from my most recent conversation with Erin and Meri, I would say they don't know who the leader is either."

Hal paused as if to reconsider the hobbits, then dismissed them with a wave of his hand and continued, "The orcs…well, Gubbitch is more than capable of heading up any number of devious plots and plans. But it's hard to believe the elves or Bob would take orders from him."

"Have you given thought to the possibility more than one group is involved? The orcs following their chief's directions; the hobbits being their normal selves; and the elves…"

"Please," Hal pleaded, "let's not make this any more complicated than it already is. Besides, Bob all but admitted there is someone guiding all of this. As it isn't a Ranger, therefore it must be an elf."

"That sounds a bit of a stretch, but it's a starting point. What now?"

"We go to Erynlond."

Tarannon glanced out the door towards the stand of trees hiding the elven enclave. "To do what?"

"Sit." In response to Tarannon's raised eyebrow, Hal continued, "To borrow again from the absent Anardil, if you sit and look like you know something, it's amazing how many people come up and start talking to you."

"We're not talking about people. They're elves."

"All the better," Hal said, his mood suddenly almost elated. "There's not an elf in Middle-earth lacking insatiable curiosity. If they think we know something they don't, they'll come running like hobbits to a picnic."

Privately, Tarannon thought that a shakier supposition than the first, but any action at this moment was better than none. Shrugging, he said aloud, "It's your call, Hal."

"Then we're off to see the elves."

***

Amidst the branches of Erynlond's hall, lanterns of starlight began to glimmer. The faint sound of the dinner bell, though discernable above the burbling of the brook, went ignored by the two men as they reclined upon the cushions before the empty hearth. Nor was the dampness lingering from the earlier rain any deterrent to their vigil. Unbeknownst to them, Anbarad watched the Captains' highly suspect behavior. Rangers did not normally seek the solace and sustenance of the water's song, preferring more solid fare. In the hopes of hearing a reason for this visit, Anbarad listened carefully when Halbarad spoke. 

"Given it must be an elf, the only question remaining is which elf?"

'What?' thought Anbarad, a frown of fascination deepening on his brow.

Tarannon observed, "As we are here, I take it you have discounted Celebsul and his apprentices?"

"Yes. He does not operate in such a manner, and would not allow Aerio or Gambesul to do so. I'm inclined to think this is someone used to complex teamwork, however."

Anbarad's frown took on angles of worry, and Hal's speculation drew ever closer to the truth.

"I'm trying to think if any of the elves has behaved differently lately. The only thing that springs to mind is how little I have seen of Anbarad's famous wit, but then the situation has sobered everyone."

Unable to contain his curiosity, Anbarad hid his injured hand inside his sleeve and then materialized from the shadows. "Captains," he greeted them. "Did I hear my name mentioned?"

Catching the momentary gleam of triumph in Hal's eyes, Anbarad sensed the jaws of a well-laid trap closing upon him. The moment had arrived when all schemes and plots must be revealed. Each step taken to guard Sevilodorf and gather information concerning Anardil had seemed logical at the moment, but would it appear so to Halbarad? Or would the man regard his actions as interference or worse? 

With better grace than most men were capable of, Hal had accepted the evolution of his original assignment from patrolling the northern bounds of Ithilien and maintaining order along this section of the Royal Road to being the representative of Gondor's law to a unique collection of balrogs, elves, dwarves and hobbits, as well as appointed guardian of the largest group of orcs to sue for Elessar's pardon. However, for many lifetimes of men, the Northern Rangers faced the evils of the world without allies to aid them. Continuing the habits of old, Hal assumed responsibility for all who passed within the bounds of his command with no expectations of assistance from any but his fellow Rangers. That most folk at the Troll had passed through trials and troubles on level with those of the Rangers made no difference to the worthy captain. And while the independent Sevilodorf dared to chastise Halbarad to his face for being overly protective of those more than capable of caring for themselves, the Erynlond elves would not. 

With the departure of the Ringbearers, the time of the elves drew ever closer to its end. Those who lingered in Middle-earth would have to accept the rule of men. And while Master Celebsul made evident to Halbarad that the elves were ever at his command, save for occasions involving members of the Troll's extended family, never had the Ranger Captain called upon their expertise or assistance. Thus, the elves of The Burping Troll, though warriors with centuries more experience in battle than any Ranger had of life, kept their swords sheathed and focused upon the tasks of renewing Ithilien. Until now. 

Lamplight spilled into the rippling brook and fractured, scattering bright dapples across the benighted figures of the seated men and the standing elf.

Waiting for Hal's response, Anbarad recognized that he was far over the line separating the duties of Rangers and the elves. Would his motives excuse his actions or damn him forever in the eyes of this man?

"I was just remarking that you've not been around the common room much." Beneath Hal's pleasant tone there was an undercurrent of interrogation. "It's been quite some time since we've had a game of Evens."

Settling onto a cushion across from them, Anbarad asked, "Has it been that long?"

Hal's smile did not quite reach his eyes. "Come to think on it. You've not played since you lost all those games to Dimereg at the end of February." He turned briefly toward Tarannon to remark, "Wagering for chores. One night of closing the common room for each game lost," before directing the conversation back to the elf. "You ended up with twelve evenings, didn't you, Anbarad?"

"Fifteen," Anbarad answered dryly. Hal either enjoyed toying with him or did not know as much as he originally thought. 

Wearing a suitably impressed look, Tarannon said, "Easy enough to understand why you haven't been playing lately."

"Especially as I've never known him to lose more than three in a row to anyone except Celebsul," said Hal. 

"Everyone has their off days." Anbarad affected a sheepish shrug and berated himself for not stopping at his original plan of five losses. 

Eyes narrowed with the sudden memory of the elf wearing an almost identical expression of embarrassed guilt, Tarannon said slowly, "If one were the suspicious sort, it might be thought that you lost deliberately."

Though Hal hastily covered his momentary confusion at Tarannon's statement, it was enough to allow Anbarad to realize the two captains had not shared all that they knew with each other. What had Tarannon discovered to make him suspicious in his own right? Would the layers of secrecy ever be completely removed?

The starlit lanterns cast pale shadows across Tarannon's face, but the distrust in his voice was evident. "From there it would be necessary to speculate as to why you wished to be present in the common room so many evenings. What did you hope to see or hear?"

Hal's sudden sharp stare cut the elf to the quick. "I assure you," Anbarad chose his words with care, "I heard nothing in the common room that was not known to everyone." 

Unblinking, Tarannon met the elf's eyes and said, "Perhaps the common room is not where you heard it."

Winded by this statement, Anbarad wondered what wild logic prowled and pounced in the minds of men. Or had he been more careless than he knew? The silence grew almost palpable, and though elves tended to deliberate long on thorny questions, the men would surely judge his lack of response as an admission of guilt.

Tarannon's face became a stony mask. "The last time I was here, Hal, he left no carpenter's square in the room next to your office. He was listening to us."

Hal turned a look on Anbarad that spoke of shock and disappointment. "The elves of Ithilien are here as guests of Elessar. Even Legolas and Morgaran in Henneth Annûn have given their word to obey the laws of Gondor. I had not realized that the oaths of your leaders were not biding upon the individual."

How had the situation disintegrated so badly in a matter of moments? Stinging from the accusations, Anbarad sought a truthful response. "I did not break any laws."

With a hiss of contradiction, Tarannon said, "You sought information which was not intended for your ears."

"What I sought…" Anbarad enunciated carefully, aware that fury and guilt warred within him, "what I have always sought, is to protect those I hold dear."

Tarannon dug deeper. "In this case, your friend, Sevilodorf?"

The elf did not get a chance to reply. Hal cut in, "So it was you that organized people to watch Sevilodorf, and thus interfered with my men and our duties."

"No interference was intended," Anbarad retorted. "I judged Sevilodorf on the verge of acting rashly and sought to forestall it."

"Why didn't you come to me?" Hal asked.

"What would you have done if you really suspected she might go after Anardil? Arrest her?" Anbarad's brow furrowed at the prospect of a friend imprisoned. "Your duty would have given you no choice, and you would have hated it as much as she."

That appeared to leach some of Rangers' anger, and Hal's voice held slightly less heat as he asked,  "So you took it upon yourself to interfere with the duties of my Rangers?"

"I repeat, no interference was meant by setting a guard upon Sevilodorf. Bob saw nothing wrong with participating when I approached him, and there was no dereliction of his duties."

"Not informing his captain was dereliction enough," replied Hal stiffly. "And what of Morling?"

The elf peered back in irritated perplexion. "Morling's actions were his own."

"How am I to believe that?" declared Hal. "Considering that you've all but admitted spying upon me."

The final guard upon his temper snapped and Anbarad declared imperiously, "By giving me credit for intelligence. I can think of no one less suited for the surveillance we engaged in than Morling."

Stunned by Anbarad's anger, Hal did not respond until Tarannon muttered, "So you said yourself, Hal."

After a fiery glance at his fellow captain, Hal shook his head and scowled, "You want me to believe Morling just happened to be standing outside the bathing room door and that Sev's accusation was unjust."

Anbarad's bright eyes locked onto Hal's. "As I did not ask Ranger Morling to watch her and have enough respect for your capabilities to know you did not assign him the task, that is the only logical conclusion."

***

Chapter Seven

March 22, 1424 SR

Beyond the pools and winking sequins of lamplight, night lay swathed in its many shades of darkness. Occasional tiny pale flashes marked the forms of misguided moths, and the deepest darknesses of all, the fluttering silhouettes of feasting bats.

Tarannon observed the stalemate between Halbarad and the worryingly fierce elf. In his own experience of Morgaran's people in Henneth Annûn, elves were aloof and cool and did not trouble themselves with the affairs of men, least alone to claim friendship. But that did not apply to Anbarad, nor did any of Tarannon's other preconceptions. Perhaps it was time to reconsider. Elves and Men fought side-by-side in the war, and though Tarannon had not witnessed elven warriors in battle, the fey light in Anbarad's eye would give the most ferocious enemy pause for thought. What other mysteries might reside within these extraordinary beings? Surely the long years of their lives must garner a wealth of experience.

As if anticipating his question, Anbarad looked at Tarannon just before the man asked, "Why did you suspect Mistress Sev might act rashly?"

The grimness fled as a mixture of guilt and embarrassment flitted across the elf's countenance, and Tarannon feared he had opened another unwanted kettle of worms. 

"Because of her re-ignited hope." 

Hal growled, "You told her? You spied on us and then told her?"

"Nothing I overheard was ever repeated to anyone." Anbarad's words were edged with steel. "This I will swear by Elbereth. Even before I learned you had reason to believe Anardil yet lived, I reminded his lady that where there is cause for doubt, there is yet cause for hope."

Wishing to keep the discussion calm, Tarannon posed another question. "Had you any proof that Anardil would return?"

"Guren bêd enni," the elf murmured, then, "At first, no proof, only my own feelings."

"Feelings of what?" asked Tarannon.

Then slowly and carefully, and to the astonishment of the men, Anbarad related how he told Sev of his visions of the future. With a rueful sigh, he concluded by saying, "When Bob made plain to me that my interference increased Sev's determination to go east, I organized a team of watchers. Only elves and Bob to begin with. Then Gubbitch and his orcs demanded to be included. No Ranger other than Bob was ever part of our group."

Tarannon was learning a great deal this evening, not least, how to read the subtle expressions that may haunt an otherwise flawless elven countenance. Unless he was much mistaken, the elf spoke the truth, but not yet all of it.

"There's more?" he asked. "You said at first you had no proof, implying you have some now. What you overheard would be corroboration, but not proof. "

Anbarad nodded. "Once I learned of Trader Kasweld's message and that you were of the opinion the body left at the crossroads was not Anardil, the probability of my vision being truth increased. Yet, I desired more certainty before returning to Sevilodorf with further advice."

A wry smile crept onto Hal's face. "I thought the Elvish motto was 'advice is a dangerous gift, even from the wise to the wise'."

Looking as if he wished he'd held to this motto, Anbarad said, "Aye, especially when based on foresight which shows only what may come to pass. A little knowledge oft sends all courses to run ill. Yet, once I began, I could not retreat. Thus, I considered ways of learning more of what transpires in the east."

"Beyond unreliable foresight, what resources do the elves of Ithilien possess which the Rangers do not?" asked Tarannon, ignoring Hal's wince at the use of the word resources.

"None." 

"Then how…" began Hal, only to stop as Anbarad spoke again.

"While elves are superior to men in both strength and the ability to remain unseen, no elf would be able to mingle with the people of Rhûn in the manner necessary to gather useful information. As difficult as it was to accept, Elessar's decision to restrict the hunt in the east to his trained observers was the best strategy." 

Whatever reassurance the Ranger captains gathered from these words shattered with those that followed. "However, there is another amongst us with abilities far beyond those of man or elf who also names Sevilodorf friend."

Dread settled deep in Tarannon's heart as he mentally cataloged the residents of the inn. What madness had led to a complacent acceptance of orcs, a warg and a balrog? 

From Hal's expression, he held similar thoughts. With a disbelieving shake of his head, he asked, "The balrog? Using his powers? How? What?"

As plainly as possible with an eye to allaying the dire misgivings writ upon their faces, Anbarad described how Raug's affinity with fire allowed him to see whatever occurred within the circle of a flame's light. 

After a long moment of silence, Hal glanced up at the lamps within the branches of the trees forming the hall's ceiling and asked, "He can see anywhere there is light?"

"No empathy exists between the balrog and the starlight captured within Elvish lamps."

Tarannon's mind raced. How could one guard against someone who could see anything, anywhere?  "Are there any other limits?" 

"By Raug's account, his power is presently but a shadow of what he once possessed. Unable to tap into the fire within the earth, the distances across which he can see are limited by the heat of the flame he has available as a conduit."

Hal exclaimed, "The fires on the ridges? That was you!" 

An expression of virtuousness lit the elf's countenance. "Raug judged it unsafe to attempt farseeing within the forest."

"You take playing with fire to a new level," Hal said, his tone brittle. "Don't forget what Raug used to be."

"I don't forget. He was once an enemy, now he is a friend - someone willing to do what it takes to help his friends."

Despite his concerns, hope flickered in Hal's eyes. "Could he find him?" There was no need to explain who the 'him' was.

The elf nodded. "Anardil was alive two days ago."

Relief flooded through Tarannon, momentarily overwhelming his discomfort at the idea of a far-seeing balrog. "Where is he?"

"That we can not determine." Briefly, Anbarad explained the difficulties of focusing upon one person, especially one whom Raug did not know that well and who constantly moved about. "Never have we seen him in the same location twice. To this point, we have been unable to see any helpful landmarks, and the men he is with are strangers."

"We?" Hal asked. "Another can share the sight?"

"At a cost." Anbarad pulled back his sleeve to reveal a mosaic of blisters and shiny scars, then he rotated his left hand to present his palm. Dark, swollen skin surrounded an unblemished star-shaped patch. 

Seeing the wounds settled Tarannon's last remaining doubts concerning Anbarad's trustworthiness. While the elf's methods were suspect, his motive was clear enough and he had brought them information at great price. However, final judgement regarding the balrog was yet to be tendered. 

Hal stretched out a tentative finger toward the untouched skin in the center of Anbarad's palm. "What reason did you give to Sev for needing that?"

"Another item to add to my list of crimes, she remains unaware I borrowed it."

"You didn't go to her for healing either."

"Again, credit me with more sense, Hal. The burns are enough without suffering the sharp edge of Sevilodorf's tongue." Tucking his hand back into his sleeve, he said, "My powers of recuperation allow me to recover without lasting injury, and Raug's control grows with each effort. But as to others sharing his sight, I'm not sure how much damage he might do a mortal…"

Leaving the thought unfinished, Anbarad lapsed once more into a contemplative silence. A breeze sighed through the branches above them and from the nearby forest came the sharp yip of a fox, as the Rangers reflected upon all they had learned. For every question answered tonight, three more had appeared. But time itself remained their enemy so long as Anardil wandered afar, his luck could not hold forever. 

"Tell me about the men he was with," Tarannon said.

Anbarad did his best, and Tarannon used his knowledge of the Eastern Tribes to coax out specifics about such things as clothing, ornaments and equipment.

"Did the men say anything?" the Ranger asked.

But Anbarad had only heard the crackling of the fire, and while the flames spoke to the balrog, the language of the men had been unfamiliar.

"Raug did get … impressions," Anbarad ventured. "He thought the men were involved in skirmishes - occasional battles with another group of men."

"Can you describe the location?" Tarannon said, and Hal nodded his agreement.

The elf closed his eyes to better concentrate. "A wooded region in a rocky cleft. The only woodland around, it's surrounded by windswept hills."

Tarannon frowned slightly as he constructed the landscape in his imagination. "It sounds like one of the border tribes. Perhaps, as you say it's north, a tribe near the inland sea. The men, whoever they are, are not the Wolves if Anardil is working with them. More likely they are fighting the Wolves."

Hal gave a bitter laugh. "An hour ago, all I wanted was to know he lived. Now that I do, it's not nearly enough."

"Yes! We have to know more." Tarannon sounded more vehement than he intended, and Hal and the elf wore slight frowns as they looked at him. He schooled himself to caution - there were matters of politic that he did not yet wish to share.

Still rebuilding from the Great War, Gondor was in no position to mount an attack against the Eastern Tribes. Especially given recent rumors from the south. Beneath a veneer of obedience to their Kâthuphazgân's acceptance of the treaty with Gondor, more than one leader of Harad's Twenty Houses plotted and schemed against peace. Elessar's Council had determined it would be best to settle problems in the south first and leave the Easterlings to battle amongst themselves. For, as one observer's report described it, "a meeting of tribal leaders often resembles a pack of rabid dogs tearing at each other". 

Adherence to the terms of the treaty re-establishing Gondor's ancient borders varied according to the whim of individual tribes. Some, like the Sube, returned to their traditional lands, no matter upon which side of the border they lay, and sought only to resume their nomadic ways. Other, more aggressive peoples, most notably the Balgarin, the Gal-gan, the Merkid and the smaller tribes tied to them, exhibited no desire to return to the ways of peace. The 'Bora Chonal', or Grey Wolf of the wide northern plains, was their symbol, and they ranged across the grasslands in ravaging packs. Ignoring the treaty's limits and  proclaiming themselves the rulers of all lands north of the Ash Mountains, they attacked their own people as often as they did any other. 

Traders went warily to edges of the Sea of Rhûn when they went at all, and those sent as representatives of Gondor, either publicly or secretly like Anardil, kept their swords loose in their scabbards. The news that Anardil, sent East with orders to observe only, had become part of the infighting amongst the tribes surely meant that events were even worse than previously thought. No opportunity to gather current information could be ignored. 

 "If Raug is willing, I will try," Tarannon volunteered. "I've spent months poring over reports from the east, perhaps I will recognize something." He cast an apologetic glance at Anbarad. "No criticism intended - but a fresh pair of eyes might help."

The elf smiled. "I agree. One must be familiar with what one is looking at or it means nothing. As yet, Raug and I are merely novices in our study of Men. Much we see remains … perplexing."

"Perplexing," repeated Hal. "Then you're both doing better than I am for I'm totally baffled by the entire situation."

His fellow captain grinned weakly. "Given that we have an elf allying himself with a balrog to search for a Ranger in a foreign land, some disorientation is to be expected. But then desperate times call for desperate measures. I only hope I don't get fried to a crisp in the process."

***

Chapter Eight

March 23, 1424 SR

Despite the familiarity of the mountainside and the process of far seeing, Raug felt intensely anxious. It was one thing to co-operate with an elf, an immortal with qualities superior to men. It was quite another thing to be risking the frail health and ephemeral lives of a pair of Ranger Captains. If he damaged such important men - and they feared he might - he would surely become an outcast again. Worry made his physical form waver and fade, shifting him to more shadow than substance. The unnerved reaction of his companions made the situation even worse, quelling the very fires of his being. Whenever he grew faint, he could sense the inferno that was Arien, his kindred, who surely watched him with contempt as she guided the sun above. That thought paled him even further. It was quite possible he might disappear entirely.

"Raug," Anbarad said sternly. "What's wrong? Are you worried you might hurt Tarannon?" 

The balrog managed to nod his head. 

Coming to stand in front of Raug, Tarannon reassured him, "I take all the responsibility for any risk to myself. Captain Halbarad will bear witness to that."

"I will," Hal affirmed. "You're helping us at our own request in a very important matter. Relax, Raug, it's going to be fine. Now, let's get this over with."

Taking up the initiative, Anbarad swiftly led the way to the peak with the balrog following and the Rangers bringing up the rear. By the time they arrived, Raug felt much more his usual self, despite still being aware of the nervousness of the men.  

That awareness faded the moment he lit the fire. Flame coursed through his body, through his veins; it exploded like magma into all his senses; it filled him, expanded him in mass and reach and power… 

For a moment, Raug inhaled his own blazing essence and he firmly quelled the underlying fervor that would devour all reason if he allowed it free rein. The flames sang with the Great Music, adding their voice to the chorus of life, and he joined them. Choosing harmony over discord; order over chaos; service over domination. 

With his choice came greater control over his powers. His vision once more open to the Unseen, he turned blazing eyes toward his companions. The life spirit of the elf shone unwavering with a clear, white light, his spirit tied forever to the Earth. And for the first time, Raug beheld the restless flames burning within the hearts of Men: green, gold and red, streaked with blue and orange; never still, flickering in harmony with the pulse of the Great Music.

Raug stood awestruck. Always before Men appeared as shadowy forms, scarcely visible to his inner eye. Now, these younger children of Ilúvatar radiated with a purpose … a direction. They were a compass pointing to the future - drawing him along with them. Understanding their part in the harmony for the first time, Raug finally knew the essence of mankind, and his doubts vanished. He cast a glance up at the sun and his smiled blazed almost as bright. This was the fate he had been fashioned for, but so long ignored. Now he would fulfill his role as surely as Arien performed hers.

"Bring forth the token," he said, his voice a crackling roar, the sound of a forest consumed by fire.

The well-polished silver reflected the afternoon sun when the elf handed the rayed star brooch to the balrog. Raug noted the burns within Anbarad's palm were nearly healed, testament to the Elvish constitution. The Ranger Captain Tarannon possessed no such abilities, and the man's fear sent grey streaks coursing through his life flame as he shrugged out of his tunic: a precaution against injury learnt during the previous weeks.

Setting thoughts of Anardil as seen three days ago firmly in his mind, Raug waited until Tarannon took a deep breath. Sapphire blue spread outward from his spirit's light to banish the grey of fear as the Ranger nodded his readiness. 

"Take my hand, and think of the one whom we seek."

A single thread of grey shot through the blue, then vanished as the man reached out and grasped Raug's hand. 

Though but a whisper compared to the firm voice of the elf, Tarannon's thoughts brought a different impression of Anardil to the balrog: respect for the man as a fellow Ranger, a spy, a hunter and a leader. Tarannon's admiration for Anardil's courage, including how the man overcame crippling injury, was heightened by the awe of being unable to imagine possessing such bravery. And thus also a measure of jealousy because Tarannon believed himself a lesser man. Taking care to keep his inner voice in check, Raug sent a thought of appreciation for the images. 

Unused to speaking to another solely with his mind, Tarannon responded aloud, "What next?"

"We search," replied Raug. "Relax, and allow my thoughts to fill your mind." Sensing the man's unspoken fear, he added, "Your mind remains your own so long as the Imperishable Flame burns within you."

"Imperishable Flame?" Tarannon asked, attempting to send the words through his mind alone.

"Your spirit, kindled by Ilúvatar. That which makes you part of the Great Music singing of Arda's past, present and future." Raug gathered the man's thoughts close while maintaining a shield to protect the Ranger from too much, too soon. "For now, man, know simply that you are one with many, singing the song of life. Come, let us find your friend." 

From the ancient days, when the Valar and their servants descended into the Eä and began the labor of shaping a habitation for the Children of Ilúvatar, Raug was drawn to the majesty of fire. Clothed in heat and flame, he became enthralled with the throbbing voice of the great fires that raged across the earth. Flame called to flame across the vastness of space and through their connections he could see and hear all that passed within the boundaries of any fire's light. 

Once he employed the power of fire to undo and corrupt that which the Valar, and the Maiar loyal to them, sought to create and swore allegiance to the Lord of Discord. As penalty, he lost the ability to speak to the fires now subdued within the earth or hear their voices. No longer could he draw upon their heat to give him the strength to unite with distant flames. However, lesser fires remained at his call.

Capturing the heart of the coals at his feet, Raug used its heat to throw his thoughts across the leagues. North, he sped. The plains, previously populated with the shadows of men, sparkled now with their inner flames. 

"Behold, man," he whispered to the Ranger united with him, offering to him the visions of the Unseen. "The hearts of the Younger Children burn with life."

From the man came silent awe, then he marveled. "Within the multitude, you can find just one man?"

"So long as he stands within sight of a flame, and your thoughts provide a guide. Men seem very much alike to me," Raug declared. 

Reminded of his task, Tarannon tightened his grip upon Raug. Warmth, he felt, but no more than that of a cheerful stove upon a cold winter's day. The coolness of the Ranger's Star between their palms provided an anchor in the unfamiliar vastness of the world as seen through a balrog's eyes. A trickle of sweat rolled down Tarannon's spine leaving a cold trail. Proof enough, he supposed, that regardless of the sensation of movement, his body remained upon a stony ridge high in the Mountains of Shadow. 

As he concentrated upon thoughts of Anardil, Tarannon's illusion of headlong flight slowed - a moment's hesitation - then he suddenly fell. Ignoring a flutter of panic, the Ranger focused upon the flames below - flames that his guide said were men. The closer he came, the fewer the flames, and the more the vision resembled the real world with hills and trees, though eerily lit in shimmering shades of red and yellow. 

Down and down and down.

Then he stopped. Waves of heat obscured his sight, and dark bars of iron appeared as a barrier before him. Beyond the bars was a dimness filled with blurred shadows and a shining point of light. It was as if he stood in a brightly lit room and looked out into the gathering twilight. Growing accustomed to the light, he realized his viewpoint was from the midst of a burning brazier within a leather tent of unfamiliar design. The iron bars - the grate upon the brazier. The shining light - a lamp hanging above a pallet bearing a sleeping figure. A woman entered and drew back the cover from the prone man. Anardil - it was Anardil, all but naked, the stump of his missing arm exposed, his face sweating with fever, and his thigh bearing a terrible wound.

With an anguished cry, Tarannon released his grip upon the balrog and stepped forward. Instantly, Anardil vanished behind a raging inferno. Raug roared and wrapped fiery fingers about the Ranger's wrist and pulled him back.  Regaining the clasp of hands, the star taken from Anardil's trunk providing the point of focus between them, the balrog renewed their link, and the vision of the tent reappeared. 

"Do not," commanded the balrog in a terrible voice. "By the courtesy of these distant flames and the fire before us is our sight provided. If your connection with me is broken, I can not guarantee to shield you from their hunger."

Concern for Anardil overrode pain and fear. Gasping as rising heat enveloped him, Tarannon protested, "Can you not go to him?" 

"That power is no longer mine. We can but observe," the balrog said firmly.  "Your task is to discover the whereabouts of this place." 

Sweat poured down Tarannon's body as the temperature continued to climb, but worse than the heat was the awareness of a presence hovering at the edges of his consciousness. A presence possessed of a growing desire to consume. A desire held at bay by the balrog. But for how long? 

Though only whispered within Tarannon's mind, Raug heard and responded, "Hurry! Our time is short."  

Resolutely, for he would not again succumb to fear, Tarannon tore his gaze from Anardil's fevered body. What clues did this dwelling provide as to the identity of the people to whom it belonged and their location? Unlike the felt tents of the Sube, large panels of leather had been stitched together and laid over a frame of curved poles to create a circular dome perhaps five feet high at the center. No opening could he see, though above him was a narrow gap providing an outlet for smoke. The brazier at the center of the tent and the lamp - a single wick set within a dish of oil, above the injured man - provided the only light. No furniture was visible and the only belongings a worn saddle which Tarannon recognized as Anardil's. 

Hope fading, he turned his attention to the woman. Her hair, bound in a myriad of waist-length braids - each ending with an unpolished bead - hid her face. Based upon the solid grey of her hair, he judged her an older woman. A leather skirt with beaded fringe reached mid-calf, and unheeled leather boots stretched to her knees. Atop her dark cloth shirt was a many pocketed leather vest. 

With resigned trepidation, for there was nothing he could do to stop her if she meant Anardil harm, Tarannon watched her pull a container, carved from the tip of what looked to be horn, from one pocket. Removing the plug, she poured a measured amount of powder into a wooden bowl. Then rising, she carried the bowl to a large waterskin hanging by a leather thong from one of the ceiling supports. Narrowing his eyes, Tarannon made out a pattern around the bowl's edges and committed it to memory. 

The woman's head turned back toward Anardil, and the light fell full upon her face. Deep lines marred her skin, confirming the impression of great age. When younger, this woman would have been a beauty, given the high cheekbones and her large, dark eyes. Her lips moved, and Tarannon realized that though he had sight of the events in the tent, the only sound he could make out was the hissing of flames. Anardil's mouth also moved as he muttered incomprehensible words in fevered agitation. The woman leaned over him and stroked his brow gently like a mother soothing a child. She tilted the bowl to his mouth and silently spoke again. 

Frustrated, Tarannon demanded, "Are you able to hear them? What do they say?"

A moment passed before the balrog answered. "Her words mean nothing to me, and the man speaks only of water." 

"Nothing more?" shouted Tarannon, his frustration transforming to an unaccustomed level of anger. 

"And a name … someone he called out to in his delirium … or so I suppose it to be … Eren," replied Raug. 

A name it was, but one unfamiliar to Tarannon and so he said in a savage growl. As the Ranger's life flame flared red with increasing rage, Raug felt the fire surrounding them answer in kind. The hunger to destroy, never far from the surface, attempted to overwhelm them both. But Raug held firm, the path of chaos and destruction was no longer the road he trod. With grim determination, he commanded the fire to fall back. Reluctantly, it obeyed. Deprived of one feast, the fire's hunger sought another. 

The flames within the brazier began to climb. Stretching higher and higher until they reached the domed ceiling. Beyond the flames, Tarannon saw the woman scramble to her feet, eyes wide with fear and mouth open in a soundless shout. She snatched the waterskin and emptied it into the fire. Hissing angrily, the flames died. 

Suddenly, Tarannon was flying once more. Unlike the journey out, a sheet of flame raged all around him. His mind shuddered beneath its furious howls, and though the heat about him blazed hotter than a smith's furnace, he remained untouched. Who or what provided the barrier shielding him from the firestorm he knew not. Nor could he explain how he sensed the invisible wall growing thinner with each passing moment.  

Shadows moved across the flames, dividing them, smothering their roars, and the ground rushed up to meet him. 

He was back atop the mountain. Motionless he lay, senses benumbed.  Unable to think beyond drawing his next breath. Aware only of the sharpness of stone against his face, and the wind, blessedly cold, chilling the sweat covering his body. Slowly, his senses returned. Smoke filled his nostrils and set his eyes streaming. Tarannon groaned, pushed himself up, and stared about blearily. 

The fire built atop the mountain lay beneath layers of stone and rock, and Tarannon could make out Halbarad and Anbarad working to smother the remaining pockets of flame. Eyes drawn to the fading embers, echoes of the fire's final cries pulsed in his mind. Closing his eyes, he shook his head free of the lingering voices. Would he hear them forever? What had the balrog done to him?

"With time they will fade." The voice was the barest of whispers, and Tarannon could not determine whether he heard it with his mind or his ears. 

Turning his head - an exercise almost too much for him - Tarannon found Raug sprawled upon the stones a short distance away. Ash grey his skin, and eyes but pale sparks, the balrog looked as exhausted as Tarannon felt. With his throat parched from smoke and heat, all the Ranger could manage in reply was a questioning croak.

Thin puffs of smoke punctuated the words of the balrog as he explained, "The Younger Children are one theme of the Great Music. What was done opened your ears to the voices of all who take up Ilúvatar's chorus. Yet from the first rising of the sun, Men have been apart, blind and deaf to the Unseen. Thus, unless you choose, all will become as a dream. To be recalled only in the depths of sleep."

Tarannon looked ready to declare such an occurrence more nightmare than dream, but was forestalled by the approach of Halbarad and Anbarad, covered with ash and gritty dirt, their concern written across their faces.

"It nmad well better have been worth all this," Hal snarled. "Nothing was mentioned about twenty-foot-high flames. What went wrong?"

"Sidh, Hal. Let us see if they are injured, before we interrogate them," chided Anbarad.

Going down on one knee, Anbarad examined the finger-width burns upon Tarannon's wrist, then rotated the Ranger's arm to reveal the final mark from the balrog's grasp. An angry red with rising blisters, the burns throbbed as the elf poured cool water across them. Further scrutiny showed a dozen pinpoint blisters scattered across the Ranger's chest and arms caused by flying sparks and a sunburn flush upon every inch of exposed flesh.

"Though painful, there will be minimal scarring," Anbarad declared upon completing his inspection and offering Tarannon the water skin. 

After gulping and pouring the water over his head - never had anything felt so refreshing - Tarannon replied, "Raug lived up to his promise."

When Anbarad attempted to turn his ministrations to the balrog, he received a polite but firm refusal. "I am uninjured, only weary from holding danger away from the man." As he spoke, the spark rekindled in Raug's eye and his skin warmed to a more normal color. 

"Now," Hal said, "that we've determined neither of you will die from this escapade, what happened?"

Tarannon barely had time to sketch out the worst of the news, that Anardil lay grievously wounded, when the grinding sound of rocks sliding away and the muttered cursing of an all too familiar voice interrupted. The missing Ranger, Morling, had reappeared. 

The necessity of extracting the somewhat ungainly man from his precarious position upon a narrow outcropping - it had been a perfectly respectable path when he first chanced upon it, Morling declared morosely - put paid to a thorough retelling of all Raug and Tarannon had experienced. It also presented the problem of how could they now prevent news of this strange alliance of elf, Ranger and balrog from spreading.

"I saw the flames from the next ridge over," reported Morling, gazing sorrowfully at the scrapes along his left leg. "Figured it must be connected to those reports we had last week, so I came over. Only to have that bloody ledge dissolve beneath my feet."

There was a lengthy pause while Morling studied the remains of the bonfire, the much-reduced pile of fuel, the burns visible beneath the sleeve of Tarannon's hastily donned tunic, and the blank faces of the foursome regarding him silently. 

Then slowly, his tone implying that he would much prefer not to have any part of whatever occurred here, he said, "Must be what brought all of you up here as well."

"Exactly," answered Hal. "We'll leave it at that, just as I'm willing to drop the matter involving Mistress Sevilodorf.'

"Captain, that was all a mistake. I swear. I'd never…"

"See it doesn't happen again."

"Yes, sir," Morling responded fervently. "I'll be going back to the inn now. If you won't be needing me?"

"I think we'll manage," Hal replied dryly. "And Morling, this is Ranger business.  Not to be talked about."

"Of course, sir. Though if you don't mind my saying, the lasses are going to take on a bit when they see those burns."

"Morling…"

"Aye, sir."

Hal's voice hardened to solid steel. "You can go now."

"Oh, right, sir. Going now." Despite his deferent words, Morling managed both a disapproving tilt of his eyebrows plus a censorious sniff. "I'll be minding my own business. Don't you worry, Captain."

When Morling finally disappeared from view, Hal muttered, "I wonder if the beacon of Halifirien has need of a new watcher."

"No, nor do the other beacons," replied Tarannon between gulps of water. "I checked before I managed to get him transferred to the Troll."

"That's right, I have you to blame for him. Amongst other things." Wearily, Hal added, "Bad news might not improve with age, yet I can't see the sense of staying here to listen to it. Those burns need tending and, no offense Raug, but I'd rather be somewhere away from the stench of smoke."

Raug exhaled, "In this cause, I agree completely, Captain." And so saying, the balrog turned to lead the slow descent off the mountain.

***

In the elven haven of Erynlond, in the house of Anbarad, hidden from the curiosity of hobbits, the four conspirators spoke quietly while Anbarad once again tended Tarannon's wounds.

The injuries were less angry now, and the Ranger less in need of constant drafts of water: Anbarad had learnt much about the care of heat exhaustion and burns in recent weeks. But the elf harbored other concerns. He sensed a secret between Raug and Tarannon, a matter that they hesitated to share with Hal or himself. Thinking back over the events, Anbarad recalled some inexplicable moments.

The rage that had gripped Tarannon on the mountain - he was not a man of such tempers. What could account for his fury? Then the terrifying flaring up of the flames - such a thing had never occurred during Anbarad and Raug's experiences. Also, Tarannon exhibited some odd behavior, even now. From time to time he seemed distracted, as if listening in to another conversation that no one else could hear.

Hal's worries centered more around Anardil. "We must get word to the King. Knowing that Dil is badly wounded, and having some clues to his whereabouts, changes everything."

"Yes," Tarannon agreed fervently. "But I'm reluctant to delay a rescue attempt for even that long." He paused, rubbing the bridge of his nose and then shaking his head. "You send your report, Hal. I'll set off east. I'll go to the Sube and see if they know the tribe that is sheltering him."

"I'm not convinced you're well enough," the elf interjected before Halbarad could reply. "I think something happened to you, something very different from what happened to me, and we need to examine that, all of us, before we can make any decisions."

Raug volunteered the information. "Men have more kinship with fire than elves, I fear. When Tarannon became frustrated at not being able to hear the other man speak, his anger fed the flames that fed him in return, and they both grew much fiercer for it."

"All I could hear," said Tarannon, "were the flames. I still can hear them … whispering."

At Anbarad's sudden frown of concern, Raug explained, "He hears the music, and it is alien to his ears. It will fade, I believe."

"Ah," Anbarad sighed. "Both blessed and cursed. It will do you no harm, Tarannon."

The Ranger shrugged his resignation. "But Anardil did call out a name. Maybe that will help us."

"What name?" asked Halbarad.

With a glance at Raug, Tarannon replied "Eren … does it mean anything to you?"

Halbarad slowly shook his head, but not in negation. "Yes, though it will not help in our search. Eren was the standard bearer for our troop. Despite Anardil crying out a warning, Eren fell before the Black Gate. Dil retrieved the flag … or what was left of it … then he himself was cut down. That flag now hangs above the hearth at the inn."

"Seldom," said the elf sadly, "does delirium induce happy hallucinations."

The others nodded in mute agreement.

Returning to current matters, Anbarad asked, "Won't any journey east be in contradiction to Elessar's orders?"

"No," Tarannon replied. "My assignment includes liaison with the tribes. Providing I don't cross the border, I shall be within my remit."

Hal's mild expression belied the implications of his question. "And if Anardil is over the border?"

A shrug and grimace were Tarannon's only reply. 

Anbarad took this to mean that the man would do whatever was necessary to effect a rescue. "If you are walking into the same dangers as Anardil, prudence suggests that you do not travel alone."

"No, definitely not," Tarannon said. "Taking anyone else from here would contradict my orders."

Such selectivity in obedience was beyond Anbarad's comprehension, but there was little purpose in spending precious hours debating the matter with the man. Just as little good would result from pondering the probability that the situation would be very different if only he had agreed to Sevilodorf's oblique plea for assistance back in January. Wounds like those Tarannon described often proved fatal to Men, what if the healer was meant to be in the east in order to provide the healing Anardil required? But that path was no longer available, what options remained? 

"My sword brother, Belegalda, has trained in both Elvish and mortal ways of healing. He will be able to offer suggestions as to the healing herbs you might take with you." Forestalling the obvious protest, Anbarad added, "He will ask for no information beyond the nature of the wounds to be treated."

The two Rangers exchanged glances, then Tarannon nodded. "If you can gain the knowledge without revealing further information and have what is needed available at dawn."

"I can and will," answered Anbarad. 

Hesitantly, Raug cleared his throat. "He need not go completely alone. Though I can no longer follow thoughts across long distances, I am yet able to use the eyes and ears of the flames. If you speak, I will hear."

"But you cannot read my mind?" Tarannon asked.

"Nay, for you are not familiar to me. The voices of the flames will continue to whisper to you; but unless we are joined by touch, the thoughts of your mind are beyond my capability."

"You said you needed something to focus on?" Hal said slowly. "Isn't that why you borrowed Anardil's star?"

"Yes, your friend's star and the echoes of his life flame which I gathered from Anbarad and Tarannon allowed me to find him among the many. But there are other means available."

"Such as?" Anbarad wondered.

"This." Raug held out his hand to reveal something nestled in his palm.

Tarannon peered closely. "It's just a stone - and a very small one at that. How could such a thing work?"

The balrog smiled. "It is tephra - fallen from a volcanic wind. It has endured the most terrible fire, and I have carried it with me for a long time. Were you to take it with you on your journey, and set it within the light of a fire, I would be able to see you and hear any words you speak aloud."

Hal looked skeptical and Tarannon, wary, but Raug thrust his hand further towards the intended recipient. "Here - take it. It will not burn you."

Eyes narrowed, Tarannon first glared at the balrog, but then picked up the stone so carefully that he might have suspected it could explode.

Not wishing to make light of the Ranger's mistrust of the object, Anbarad asked, "Is the music any worse or better now that you're holding it?"

Resolutely, Tarannon gripped the stone tightly, and reflected for a moment. "Neither. But who can tell what might happen with further usage? Magic is perverse by nature, while Men are practical and logical. We were not meant to meddle with such matters. For I would never call the sounds I hear music. Mostly the noise is like the crackle of flames, but at times it seems more like cackling laughter." 

He shuddered, and the others stared at him in concern, but Tarannon dismissed it all with a shake of his head. "Having started on this path, I will continue, but discussing it further tonight will not get me where I need to go any faster, so I'm off to bed. I leave at sunup."

***

Chapter Nine

April 4, 1424 SR

Early April roared like a lion, blowing a smattering of customers into the inn: soaked merchants, chilled road crew and even a couple of soggy orcs, members of Gubbitch's troop who had been mending the inn's roof until the gale forced them down. Though a rich aroma of succulent beef might have had something to do with it as well.

Her stew ladle lifted like an exclamation point, Erin the hobbit declared, "My goodness!" as the common room shutters rattled in the grip of the wind. 

"Here now, little lady, that stew's too good to be spilt on the table," proclaimed a dour-faced man bearing the insignia of a King's Messenger on his sleeve. Thick-waisted and well past his prime, weariness clung to him as heavily as dirt and the scent of horse. 

Interspersing apologies with comments about the storm and the man's luck in arriving at The Inn of the Burping Troll before the wind had grown so fierce, Erin filled his bowl and wiped the dribbles from the table. 

"Will you have beer or ale with your meal, Pelfor?" 

From the bar, Anbarad listened to the hobbit's exchange with the courier.

"Ale, missy. A pint of your best. Been thinking about that ale all day." Tucking his message pouch tightly against his side, Pelfor began to devour the stew in a manner rivaling that of the orcs occupying the corner table. 

"Gracious, there's no need to shovel it in quite so fast. There's plenty more in the kitchen and dried apple pie for dessert," admonished Erin with the ease of long acquaintance: the man had been a regular visitor for nearly a year.  

Anbarad had already pulled the pint when Erin arrived with the order. Even so, Pelfor didn't get an opportunity to taste it. Bob appeared at the table to say that Halbarad would hear the message immediately, upstairs in the Rangers' office.

Hands on hips, Erin frowned up at the Ranger. "What's the hurry? Can't the man finish his supper? You big folk are all rush and scuttle and dash."

"Now, missy, don't go getting your feathers fluffed," said the King's Messenger through a mouth of stew. "Those giving orders like to be sure those taking orders know which is which. I'm certain the cap'n won't object to me taking my meal with me, nor the ale to wash the road from my mouth so I can explain the message without choking." 

Across the room, Anbarad noted Bob hiding the tightening of his jaw behind an affable grin.

"Of course not," Bob said. "In fact, Hal wondered if Anbarad could bring up a slice or two of that dried apple pie as well."

"Certainly." The hobbit nodded her curly head. "A whole one with wedges of cheese. You'd like that, wouldn't you, Pelfor?"

Assured of the messenger's willingness to eat his share of the promised pie, Erin dashed off to prepare a tray while Bob led the man and his half-eaten meal away. 

A short time later, Anbarad, balancing a tray laden with not only the dried-apple pie and a round of cheese, but a steaming pot of kaffe, two custard tarts, and a loaf of cinnamon bread bulging with raisins, met Bob at the top of the stairs.

Lifting the tarts from the tray, the lanky Ranger said, "I'll take those."

"And the wrath of the hobbit when the man faints from hunger?"

"Little hope of him doing us that kindness," grumbled Bob, sucking custard from his finger.

Anbarad raised his brows at this unexpected revelation of dissension amongst the Rangers. 

"Don't play innocent with me. You and my beloved brother-in-law are up to something. Else he'd never ask you to fetch and carry for him." Bob lifted a tart-filled hand to cut off Anbarad's denial of any irregularity. "Leave me out of it, if you please. I'm to pay for that last bit of deviousness you talked me into with two months of Morling as partner."

"I am sorry."

"You will be, if I know Hal." 

With this enigmatic statement, Bob stepped around the elf and bounded down the stairs two at a time. 

Nearly an hour later, attempting to shift his cramped limbs into a more comfortable position for eavesdropping on the conversation in the adjacent room, this time with the full permission of at least one occupant, Anbarad wondered if Hal weren't somehow engaged in a bit of revenge. Raug's most recent fire assisted observations had produced the same information as Pelfor's report but without the belligerence. He had never before noticed the man had a manner about him that made even the most innocent remark sound like a complaint, and few of his remarks were remotely innocent.

"Don't know what came over the boy. Going off with only an arrogant little goat herder for a guide." A pause while Pelfor took a gulp of ale and set the tankard back on the table. "Used to be, Tarannon steered clear of wild schemes."

"He gave no reason?" The tinkle of crockery suggested that Halbarad poured himself another cup of kaffe, though he must surely be ready for something stronger.

"Boy never said a word to me, though I don't doubt there's one in the message he sent to you." Pelfor's voice sharpened with indignation. "The seal's not been touched."

"I wouldn't expect it to be."

"Never know what you Northern boys might be thinking. All this to-ing and fro-ing for instance. A waste of time carrying messages to mud grubbers and goat herders. Glad to say, my duty's done. Time for someone else to gnaw the grit the dwarves call food and choke on curdled mare's milk." Pelfor managed all this while at the same time eating the pie, or cheese, or bread - maybe all three together.

"You've been reassigned?" Anbarad detected a lightening of Hal's tone.

"Aye, Lamedon. Regular Ranger station. Same bed every night and no goats." A chair scraped loudly. "If that's all, Cap'n, I'll be for my bed. I've a long stretch of road to ride tomorrow. "

"It is. Good night, Pelfor."

Eyes on the thin line of light framing the closed door, Anbarad waited as the courier's footsteps thumped down the stairs, Pelfor's room being on the ground floor by his own request. Slowly, taking care not to bump the washstand with its glazed bowl and pitcher, he eased himself up and out into the empty hall. Voices drifting up from the common room gave evidence of Pelfor's detour to the bar for another pint.

Slipping into the Rangers' office, Anbarad found Halbarad frowning at the ceiling, an unfolded scrap of paper on the table before him. 

With a sigh and a shake of his head, Hal remarked, "There has been one good thing about this evening. No, make that two."

Settling into the chair recently vacated by Pelfor, Anbarad waited for explanation.

Hal held up one finger. "First, Sevilodorf is in Minas Tirith."

Recalling Pelfor's bluntly stated opinions that Anardil had earned a fool's fate and that the men wasted searching for him would have been better employed teaching the Wolves a decisive lesson, Anbarad nodded his agreement.

A second finger joined the first as Hal added, "And two, Elanna has gone north to meet that wine train."

"Keeping her a safe distance from Pelfor's opinions as well?"

"My wife objects vehemently to his less than subtle innuendoes that my appointment here was the result of my being a 'Northern boy'."

With Hal's words, it became possible Bob's casual mention of discord amongst the Rangers had been no slip of the tongue but a deliberate clue ordered by Halbarad. What exactly had the captain expected Anbarad to discern from Pelfor? Reviewing the courier's lengthy interview, Anbarad sought confirmation for his supposition. 

"By the reckoning of your people, you are a man full grown."

"But from the forsaken north. Taking the place that rightly belongs to one of the Ithilien Rangers or a Gondorian Guardsman." Hal gave a hollow laugh. "As if any of them wanted the job of managing this carnival."

"The Troll does have a reputation for peculiarity."

Hal rolled his eyes. "With its truth even stranger than the rumors. Regardless of Pelfor's beliefs, this is not a plum assignment."

"Ah, then he casts aspersions upon your abilities due to resentment."

"Unfortunately, he's not the only one."

Anbarad pursued the initial point. "Is his referring to Captain Tarannon as a boy also a means of disparity?"

"Possibly. He's among those who hold that association with those of us living here has corrupted Tarannon. But then it might simply be habit for Pelfor knew Tarannon as a boy. As I understand it, he and Tarannon's father were close friends."

Considering the messenger's behavior over the many months he had held the assignment as courier to the Ash Mountains and the overheard conversation, Anbarad concluded there was another possibility. 

"His resentment toward the Rangers of the Burping Troll is not blatantly proclaimed for the hobbits continue to treat him with kindness. While he professes a distaste for his assignment, he has in no way been derelict in performing his duty. Thus, the majority of his belligerence may be attributed to concern for Tarannon. He believes the captain is going into unnecessary danger."

Halbarad regarded the elf thoughtfully. "You credit him with worthier motives than I did. Perhaps I've let his slurs upon me cloud my feelings about him. You've given me something to think about."

"I am glad I could be of service. Was there anything new in Captain Tarannon's message?"

"See for yourself." Hal slid the piece of paper around the remains of Pelfor's meal.

Recognizing this as a relaxing of the lines drawn between the duties of the Rangers of the Burping Troll and the other residents - lines drawn and enforced by Captain Halbarad - Anbarad accepted the message and studied the angular writing. 

Though the basic facts were the same in all three accounts of Tarannon's arrival and meeting with the Sube, the personalities and emotions of the narrators produced vastly different tales. Raug, a novice in the study of men and their emotions and privilege only to those events occurring within range of a flame, gave a minimalist report stating movements and words with no attempt to assign motive. Pelfor's attachment to Tarannon combined with his distrust of those who were not of Gondor resulted in a highly prejudicial recount. Tarannon's version revealed a man driven to make the choices he had by the combined thrust of logic and pull of loyalty.

"The captain walks a difficult road."

"That it will be; yet he's at least getting to do something."

The petulant utterance brought a faint smile to Anbarad's lips. "We must practice patience and take what comfort we can from Raug's abilities."

Hal grimaced at the lamp hanging over the table. "While determined to use all of my resources more effectively from here on out, how much can I rely upon him? His control over his …more fiery impulses…does not always hold."

"Raug's path is even more difficult than Captain Tarannon's. The redemption he seeks will not be easily won." 

"Nothing worth having ever is," replied Hal. "But you have counseled patience. The secret of patience is to do something else in the meanwhile. Therefore, I challenge you to a game of draughts."

"Draughts? Surely you can come up with a more challenging game."

"Ah, you've obviously never played using Bob's special rule."

"Special rule?"

"After every move, you are required to take a drink."

"That would add an element of difficulty to the game," the elf conceded. "It certainly gives the name an extra layer of meaning."

Halbarad grimaced cheerfully. "Then we better head downstairs to get both varieties."

***

The storm of the previous evening had blown itself into the northeast, leaving the sky clear. Into the calm mid-morning, Anbarad heard the familiar sound of a light, slightly uneven trot entering the yard, and he knew what he would see even before he looked through the tavern's window. Sure enough, the Eldar, Celebsul, dismounted from his mare and passed the reins to the waiting hands of Milo. No Sevilodorf though - the elf wondered why, and not only he, for as he went outside, Halbarad arrived on the porch.

Celebsul eyed them both, slung his saddlebags over his shoulder, and said, "If you're expecting an explanation right here and now, you best buy me a pint of ale to wash the dust from my throat."

"No need for buying." Halbarad held the door open and gestured Celebsul and Anbarad inside. "The bartender is busy elsewhere, so we can help ourselves."

Rolling his eyes, Anbarad acknowledged the ridiculousness of the Ranger Captain secretly stealing beer.

Celebsul followed him across the threshold, and asked, "Busy distance-seeing, is he, our Raug?"

After closing the door, Halbarad strode to the bar. "So, the King passed our news to you?"  

"Yes, he called me to a private meeting. And while I thought his audience with Sevilodorf was painful enough all round, these latest developments…" He stopped and watched the tankard fill, then took it when Hal passed it over, and drank deeply.

Quelling his impatience, Anbarad awaited his own tankard and kept his questions until they were seated at a corner table in the otherwise-deserted room.

"Where is Sevilodorf?"

"Safe with her family, and sworn not to travel east nor return here until Elessar gives his permission."

The bottom of Hal's tankard hit the table with more force than he could have intended. "And she accepted those terms?"

"Apparently. I'm to send her possessions on to her."

Anbarad found it hard to believe that the woman had simply yielded to the command of the King, though there could be no real alternative. He found the word 'apparently' slightly worrying; the Eldar usually phrased his responses with care.

"And the news of Anardil?"

"A great relief to the King, that he lives - a cause for distress that he is in such danger. Elessar has instructed that this should not reach Sevilodorf's ears. The report about Raug's talents proved disturbing, despite the outcome. I was asked some very pressing questions regarding that, to which I had no replies." 

Anbarad and Hal exchanged looks but said nothing.

The Eldar stared for a moment then continued. "Hopefully, if Captain Tarannon returns swiftly with good news, Elessar's ire may be assuaged." 

He paused to inspect his audience again. "What?"

"You must have passed Tarannon's messenger on the road," Halbarad explained. "He's pressing on northwards - Captain Tarannon that is."

Anbarad added, "He's going to find Anardil, wherever he is."

The silver-haired elf raised his eyes to the ceiling. "Then I'm glad I left the palace before that news arrived."

"He took healing herbs with him," said Anbarad.

"And a means of communicating via Raug." Hal sounded almost sheepish.

Celebsul squinted at them, then commented wryly, "I see that in my absence, there has been a closing of the distance between Ranger and Elf."

"It's to be hoped that Aragorn does not object, or both our heads will join Tarannon's on the chopping block."

"As Elessar commissioned me to request Anbarad and Raug continue their observations, I am certain he will approve. He has great confidence in your abilities, Halbarad, else you would not be captain of this most unusual outpost."

The Ranger looked away for a moment in what Anbarad interpreted as both pride and embarrassment. Celebsul, however, steered the discussion to more mundane matters.

"With Sevilodorf gone, someone must assume her tasks. For example, supervising the arrival of the Dorwinion wine. Which, unless the stormy weather has proven a great delay, should arrive shortly." 

"The outrider showed up a few days ago," Hal said, business-like once more. "I sent Elanna and Morling to provide escort."

Dedicated to rebuilding their war-torn economies, Elessar of Gondor, Bard II of Dale and Thorin Stonehelm, Lord of Erebor and the Iron Hills, had joined together in the reclaiming and maintenance of the King's Road from Minas Tirith through the Wilderland to the River Celduin. One instance where the business of the inn overlapped the Rangers' duties was providing assistance to the travelers upon this road. Merchants traveling south had adopted the habit of sending an outrider ahead to request a Ranger escort through the haunted area surrounding the ruins of the Black Gate.  

"An unusual combination," remarked Celebsul dryly, for Elanna, with her Elvish heritage, proved soothing to the draft animals in a way that accident prone Morling did not.

"Bob was needed here," Hal said. "In the spirit of utilizing resources wisely, perhaps future escorts might be teams of Rangers and Elves?"

Anbarad nodded agreement. "I'm certain that could be arranged."  

"Good. Elanna and Morling return tomorrow afternoon, with the wine train arriving two days later." 

Aware of the captain's trepidation upon learning Raug's friendship with Elanna allowed him to monitor her whereabouts, albeit within a limited range, without the intervention of a tephra stone, Anbarad admired the man's ability to hide his concerns. Though from the speculation upon Celebsul's face, Hal's efforts were still shy of the mark.

Directing the conversation away from Raug's far-seeking, Anbarad said, "We have already given a great deal of thought to the distribution of Sevilodorf's duties. Especially as she always met with the wine merchant herself."

"Providing an escort on the road is my job. Counting bottles and crates is most definitely not," said Hal firmly. "The hobbit lasses were muttering over Sev's account books this morning. From their expressions they won't want the job either."

"Perhaps Milo?" suggested Celebsul. 

"Milo has enough on his plate tending the stables, the planting, and the orchard." Anbarad grimaced. "It took hours of persuasion to convince him to delegate the collecting of healing plants to Belegalda."

Hal reinforced the point. "And the fetching of supplies from Henneth Annûn to Dimereg and Esgallyg. Leaving the inn's accounts and the stocking of potent potables for the bar."

Raising one eyebrow against the humor lurking in Hal's and Anbarad's eyes, Celebsul said, "Who did you have in mind for those tasks?"

With a malicious grin, Hal said, "We thought about using Gubbitch and his lads."

"But there was the slight problem that the orcs consider Bob's efforts at brewery worthy of accolades," sighed Anbarad.

Celebsul shuddered. Bob's beer was worthless as a beverage, though it made a useful cleaning liquid. 

His face impassive, but his eyes glowing, Anbarad continued, "Meaning that there would soon be no accounts to keep."

"A circumstance which would bring Sev's wrath down upon all our heads," said Hal, giving his own shudder. "The only possible division of labor that allows the inn to remain in business is for you to do the accounts, and Raug to assume complete responsibility for stocking the bar."

The Eldar looked pointedly at Halbarad. "Have you informed Raug of this decision?" 

"Not yet, we were waiting for you. As you are well acquainted with Master Dubravko, who is leading the approaching wine train, you could help Raug prepare. You being the best at calming his nerves, it seemed the most judicious use of resources." Hal's lips were twitching, but he managed to refrain from grinning broadly at the elf's predicament.

Celebsul glanced at the door as the first customers of the day entered then drained his drink. "Gentlemen, Elessar will be most satisfied with your ability to plot together. Let us hope Raug can maintain sufficient composure of both appearance and manner to serve as our ambassador with the merchants, otherwise we may all have to drink Bob's beer." Getting to his feet, he added, "I shall unpack, then arrange for Sevilodorf's possessions to be packed, then consult with Raug, and then attend to the accounts." He looked longingly into the empty tankard before heading for the stairs. 

Chapter Ten

Village, southern coast of the Sea of Rhûn 

April 11, 1424 SR

Rain, not a spring shower heralding the return of warmth, but a chill wind-whipped deluge fell upon the fishing village on the southwestern shore of the Sea of Rhûn. No strangers to the icy fury of northern storms, the inhabitants pulled their boats high on the strand, hunched their shoulders against the wind and retreated to their fires. There to tell again the tales of storms a hundred years ago when the very waves of the inland sea froze and the great chonal padded across the ice to hunt. As the eyebrows of one of the Dorwinion merchants - two had sought shelter in this back alley tavern - rose in disbelief, the locals pointed to the enormous wolfskin nailed to the furthest wall. 

Ladling steaming bowls of fish stew from the iron cauldron, Maral, the keeper of this dimly lit establishment, said in heavily accented Westron,  "Not the biggest. No wall large enough. Nakhu Kenan, then Khubal of the Merkid, killed the greatest beast and took the skin as his tent."

"And with the teeth he made a necklace," murmured a voice in Tarannon's ear. 

Wincing at the soreness in his leg – more than a fortnight of nonstop riding had reawakened the injury that he thought almost healed - Tarannon made room on his bench for the wiry, dark haired speaker. Rator Osol of the Sube tribe peered suspiciously at the contents of the bowl set before him, then stoically spooned a large lump of spiced fish into his mouth. 

"Better than cram," Tarannon said, determinedly continuing his own meal after watching the brown-skinned man shudder as he swallowed. 

"Pah," proclaimed Osol disdainfully, "What would not be?" 

While willing to guide Tarannon north, the young herder saw no reason to temper his distaste for anything he felt fell short of what the Sube could produce. As that was nearly everything, in the course of their two weeks together the Ranger captain had learned to take such comments in his stride. 

"Who wears the necklace now?" Tarannon asked. He spoke softly with his eyes directed more at his bowl than his companion, though no one in the room appeared to be paying them the slightest bit of attention. Done with their tales of the winters past, the locals continued on with a series of cautionary tales regarding the strange creatures to be found in the waters when the moon was dark. 

"Nakhu Taichar, may he die slowly," sneered Osol, skimming the oil from his stew with a heel of bread. "From his belt hangs the chonal's right forepaw. At his side, wearing the rear paws, ride Burilgi Ong of the Balgarin and Dorbei the Fierce of the Gal-gan."

"Wolves have four paws."

Sinister pleasure darkened the herder's voice as he replied, "The Ilnachi no longer exist. Their people perished beneath the benevolence of their chosen lord."

"Ah," Tarannon replied noncommittally, hoping to stave off what could easily become a recitation of sixty years of grievances. 

The torture and poisoning of the Border tribes' women and children, among countless other wrongs, provided reason enough for those tribes forced into battle at whip's end to hate those who had willingly done the bidding of the Dark Lord. That some, like Nakhu and his followers, sought to resume not only leadership of Rhûn, but of all lands between the southern shore of the Rhûnnish Sea and the Mountains of Ash and as far west as Mirkwood, must not be allowed. On this Rator Osol and Tarannon could agree. But all things in their proper order, and that meant finding Anardil first.

Tarannon rubbed at his aching thigh while considering the supplies they would need to buy before continuing their search. The roads would be quagmires of mud for days following this storm, and by his Sube guide's guess they must trek to the northeast corner of the Sea. It could take weeks, even if they continued to stay free of the Wolves. Luck had been with them to this point, but luck could not be counted on. Blast the weather.

The building shook beneath the fury of the wind, and a sudden stream of water trickled onto Tarannon's head and down his collar. With a curse, the Ranger shoved back from the table. 

"Watch yerself," roared a bull-chested man as he saved his tankard from Tarannon's elbow. Then turning to the innkeeper, he shouted, "You've sprung another leak, Maral."

Regaining his balance, Tarannon apologized. 

The man waved off the apology saying, "No harm done. Bring yer friend and sit where it's a mite drier."   

Sidestepping the tavern owner, who plunked a wooden bucket down upon the table to catch the water, Tarannon said, "Thank you, but …"

"Like rain on the mountain, this storm," interrupted the man, then buried his nose in his tankard, his eyes studying Tarannon from beneath bushy brows

To cover his confusion, Tarannon bent to gather his saddlebag from under the table, and he considered the plausibility of finding one of the King's observers in what was probably the poorest excuse for a tavern he'd ever seen. Osol, becoming aware of the tension between the two men but uncertain as to its cause, set his spoon aside and settled his hand upon the bone handle of the knife at his waist. 

"Like wind in the meadow," Tarannon finally replied, earning a wink from the man. 

"Teneg bogh!" the stranger exclaimed and tilted his head back in time for the newest leak to land a drop of water upon his bulbous nose. "Maral!"

A prolonged exchange of insults ensued. Avidly cheered by the locals - some taking one side and some the other - and delivered in a bizarre mix of Westron, Dwarvish and several dialects of the language of Rhûn, the confrontation ended with the tavern owner evicting the man into the storm. 

With the evening's entertainment over, the majority of the locals departed as well. The merchants, having won occupancy of the tavern's only available bed, retired to their room. Faced with the choice of trying to find a dry corner inside the increasingly leaky tavern or bedding down in the shed sheltering their horses, Tarannon and Osol opted for the latter. 

Hoods drawn low in a futile attempt to keep off the rain, they splashed through a rising river of water to the shed attached to the rear of the building. Snugly constructed, three of the shed's four largish stalls were filled to capacity by a nanny goat and her twin kids, the horses of the Dorwinion merchants, Tarannon's dark bay and Osol's sturdy, if shaggy, pony. Thankfully, the fourth was piled midway to the ceiling with hay. A far softer, and drier, bed than either man had occupied in a week. 

"Who was that?" Osol asked, wrestling the wind for the door. 

"I've no idea," Tarannon answered, as he discarded his sodden cloak and then lit the lantern hanging just inside the entrance. For an instant, indecipherable words whispered in his mind, but he sternly pushed them aside. As with the pain in his leg, he had become expert at ignoring that which he did not wish to acknowledge. Besides, he could well imagine his traveling companion's reaction if caught conversing with candles, lamps and campfires.

Osol grunted his disbelief, pushed back his hood and pointed his chin toward the mound of hay piled in the fourth stall.

"You should ask him."

"I'll be doing the same," said the burly man brushing straw from his beard. "And none of that foolery about you being a trader from Dale. You know the response, so you're one of those spies from Gondor."

Face bland, for he'd known the story of being a Daleman fallen on hard times had been flimsy at best, Tarannon shrugged. "Why would you think so? Those are well known lines of verse. You know them, does that make you a spy?"

"Mayhap I am, and mayhap I'm not. Won't make no nevermind if the boy don't keep his fingers away from that blade of his."

"Osol, we'll hear him out," Tarannon said, without turning to look at the Sube tribesman. 

His reluctance obvious, Osol lifted his hand from the curved knife at his belt. "We listen, but speak fast."

"If you're what I think, fast won't do it."

The Ranger titled his chin. "What is it you think we are?" 

"Well, one thing certain, you're no trader from Dale. And don't try telling me you're one of the Horse-boys."

Mentally, Tarannon cursed. He'd known he did not possess Anardil's uncanny ability to fade into the background, but he'd not realized he stood out like a beacon on a dark night.  

"All right. I won't tell you that."

"Traveling with a Sube…" the man's eyes slanted towards Osol's boots as he paused.  Embroidered from ankle to top, the boots and the high-necked, loose-sleeved tunic with hems and cuffs bound in strips of bright red cloth clearly identified him as a member of the southern tribe. With a faint smile, the stranger continued, "You aren't likely to be running with the Wolves. Not much friendliness between them since Suren Chinua became servant to Gondor."

Tarannon leaped forward and grasped Osol's wrist before the young herder completed his downward stroke. Snarling, Osol struggled to break free. Though a foot shorter, the young warrior fought as a man possessed. Tarannon grunted as Osol managed to land a solid blow to his bad leg. Hissing with anger and pain, the Ranger wrenched the knife free, then grabbed the back of Osol's cloak and heaved it over the younger man's head, effectively cutting off all vision and movement.

"I will not listen to this dog insult my khubal or my people," raged Osol's muffled voice as he struggled against the clinging wet wool. "The Sube are not slaves. We are free men. Warriors."

The object of the tribesman's wrath, still sitting in the hay, showed no sign of concern on his deeply weathered face. "Best set a leash on that temper of yours, boy," he said when Osol emerged from under his cloak, "or you'll find yourself with the Wolves' teeth at your throat. Sube were smart. Joined up with the right folk, at the right time. Weren't no match for the Wolves alone."

Keeping a firm grip on the young Sube's arms, Tarannon asked, "How do you know so much about the Wolves?"

"You thinking I'm one of them?" The man stood, careful to keep beyond Osol's reach, and tugged his wet shirt over his head to reveal a massive chest. "Tell him, boy, am I one of theirs."

Osol growled, "You do not bear the claw mark."

"Oh, they marked me all right." The man twisted to display a back crisscrossed with whip scars. He turned again, eyes narrowed, daring any challenge to his words, and he pulled his shirt back on. "But I'm not theirs. Not any longer. You satisfied, boy?"

When the Sube nodded stiffly, Tarannon released him and said, "Explain."

Arms folded across his chest and black eyes filled with an unfathomable emotion, Osol told how the Merkid and their followers slashed all who swore allegiance to them across the chest with the wolf claw. Those who would not swear were considered slaves and marked in other ways.

"Everyone? Why hasn't this been known before?" Tarannon demanded.

Osol clamped his jaws tight and stepped sideways towards the stall where his pony stood.

"He won't tell you. He won't show you either," said the unnamed man. Then as Tarannon turned to face him, he added, "For all he looks a boy, he's old enough to have been driven into battle and from that temper, I'd guess he didn't go willingly."

"No, I suppose he didn't." The Ranger reluctantly accepted that the young Sube might be a far braver man than himself.

Tarannon settled into a patient study of the stranger. Silence often proved a void that men felt compelled to fill. Or so the missing Anardil claimed.

Long minutes passed with only the continued drumming of the rain upon the roof, and the rustle of fodder as the animals ate, to fill the quiet. The man reclaimed his seat upon the hay and Tarannon folded into a squat against the wall. Completing the three-way staring contest, Osol glared across from where he still stood.

Suddenly with a great burst of laughter, the man proclaimed, "The trick's been tried on me before. But seeing as how we could sit here 'til the cock crows staring at each other and getting nowhere, and I'm feeling more sure of you than you of me, I'll tell you some things you need to know."

Osol's face lost none of its suspicion, but Tarannon barely suppressed a grin. 

"First, if you will - a name," the Ranger said.

"Call me Helkar. It'll do. And I guess I'm to call you Rána. That is what you told Maral."

"Aye, it'll do."

Helkar laughed again and dug beneath the hay to produce a skin of wine. "Being that we're now on speaking terms, have a nip."

As the man opened the top, a rich aroma reached Tarannon's nose. With its mixture of spicy and fruity overtones, it could not be a poor man's wine. The Ranger had by now placed Helkar as a seaman of some kind. That dark and creased face and the gnarled hands were ample evidence. But the wine did not quite fit the picture. 

Giving a quick shake of his head. Tarannon declined the offer. "I'll not, thank you."

Osol sneered his refusal, earning Helkar's laughter. "Wine's the best medicine ever made, boy. Might even improve that temper of yours."

After taking a deep swallow from the skin, Helkar stoppered it, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Standing, he slipped the cord of the skin over his shoulder and made his way to the stall housing the horses of the Dorwinion merchants, then crooked his finger for Tarannon to draw near.

"First thing to know, Rána me lad, is don't trust anyone from Dorwinion who rides horses like these."

"Why is that?" Tarannon peered into the stall.

"Brands been changed." Helkar ran a hand along the smooth rump of the nearest horse. "Ask your herd boy if you don't believe me. Then ask him what happened to the Yegu people. Theirs would be the mark on the bottom."

A glance at Osol's closed face told Tarannon all he needed to know concerning the fate of the Yegu. 

"Go on."

"Now the skinny one in there," - Helkar cocked a thumb in the direction of the tavern -  "is probably just what he says he is, but the other … the old families didn't survive the war and keep their businesses in one piece without knowing which side to take."

Tarannon shrugged. "Loyalty won at spear point seldom lasts once the spear is removed."

"Is the spear truly gone? I've seen more Wolves in the past year than I have men of Gondor. Which brings me to the next thing you need to know … you've lost more than you think."

"What is it we've lost?"

"More than one of your little birds is missing. Course if you're so foolish as to hide peacocks in a henhouse, you deserve to lose them. Last two you sent might as well have had their real names written on their foreheads. Lucky for them, they were long gone before news got to Nakhu they were here. Course who knows what false information they took back, thinking it was truth."

The Ranger paused to consider the horrifying implications of this. There had indeed been a steady loss of 'observers' in these parts. That was one of the reasons Anardil's subtle skills had been sought. Tarannon searched his memory - were there any other men who failed to report in recently? And of those that did report, could their information be relied upon? 

He finally replied, "You appear to know a lot about things you should not."

"Aye, right foolish of me to be sticking my nose into this business, or so my woman tells me." Helkar's grin revealed several gaps in his teeth before his expression sobered. "But you see, like the boy there, I didn't go willingly when they had the Lord of Darkness on their side; and I'll be damned if I'll sit back and watch them set themselves up as the Lords of the Wilderland."

After casting a quick glance at Osol, Tarannon returned his attention to the man. "Those missing? How many would you say there are?"

"Don't know how it is down south, around the Sube's lands, but here by the sea … in the past year or so, four. Maybe five." Helkar started counting on his knotty fingers. "One took a little dive off a boat and never came up. Another tumbled down a flight of stairs. A third met a sharp fate one dark night at the turn of the year. The fourth ate something that disagreed with him."

"And the fifth?"

Helkar shrugged and shook his head. "Don't know. He disappeared. Never figured he'd get caught. Man could sit in plain sight and people would forget he was there. There's even some would swear old Sonny had two arms, though I'll tell you for a fact weren't but a stump left of his left one."

Swallowing his questions, Tarannon schooled his face to stillness as Helkar continued. 

"Sonny could smell danger a mile off and was right good at slipping away. Had a way about him, could tell what side a man walked on after talking to him for a minute or two. Was him give me those words. Told me he needed more eyes and ears, not to mention more hands."

Tarannon risked an inquiry. "When did 'Sonny' disappear?" 

"Middle of October." Helkar's eyes twinkled as he watched the young Sube draw closer. "Told me he had to go south for a bit to make a report, but he'd be back. Said to keep an eye out and be ready to tell him what I'd seen. But he never came back. Wolves got him, or something else. Wilderland's a dangerous place."

"Are there others?" the Ranger asked. "Others, like you, who Sonny asked to watch?" 

"A few. Most are too scared. Can't hold it against them, sometimes fear takes hold of a man and he can't control it."

Tarannon inspected the wooden walls of the shed. "Sometimes," he agreed.

"But there's a few watching. Across the water they're doing a bit more than that. Tried to tell the ones around here that we should be doing like the Berke, but the fright's got them."

Osol squatted between the two men and broke his silence. "The Berke?"

"Across the sea." Helkar waved toward the north. "In the woods on up the river. They've been giving the Wolves a hard time all winter."

With Anardil involved, a hard time would be an understatement of the Wolves' difficulties. And there was little doubt that the mysterious 'Sonny' was Anardil. Especially when combined with Anbarad's report of Anardil fighting alongside a group of eastern warriors and the Sube's identification of the markings Tarannon saw upon the wooden bowl as being the symbols of a tribe living somewhere beyond the northern shore of the inland sea. But why had Anardil not sent some word home of his whereabouts? 

"How do Berke warriors fight?" Osol's eyes gleamed as he leaned forward eagerly.

"The Berke don't hold with being told what to do." Helkar graced Osol with a quick, wry smile. "Like the Sube in that way. Course, Gondor's the one to blame for it all."

From the settling of Helkar's shoulders, and the way he drew a deep breath, it was clear that the sailor was about to embark on an oft-told story. Tarannon sat back to listen in comfort.

"After the war, Nakhu and the others retreated east to lick their wounds. But when Gondor didn't move in, they came back. Sneaking in at first, like rats onto a ship. Sending messengers to the khubals of every tribe and the cherbals of every village."

Osol nodded. "With gifts they came. Horses and wains, they would give if we swore blood oaths to place our blades and bows at the command of Nakhu Taichar. But our khubal refused them, Suren Chinua said the time for battle was done, our people wished only to return to our lands and raise our herds and children in peace. He said too that Gondor's king wanted only peace as well. The Wolves laughed, naming him coward. But they went away."

"Aye, same here," agreed Helkar but then he winced and paused as the rain started to drum even more heavily upon the shed roof. After a deep sigh, the man resumed his tale. "But the words they spoke planted seeds of fear. What if Nakhu Taichar was right? One morning we would wake to find Gondor's blades at our throats. None would blame the Men of the Stone City or those of the Dale for wanting revenge for their dead. Nakhu fed those fears, then declared those who would not join him his enemies. One after the other, the tribes began to give their oaths rather than become Nakhu's prey. Was this the song your little birds sang to your king, or did they repeat the tune set by Nakhu?"

With a lift of his shoulders, Tarannon replied, "The disregard for the terms of the treaty is obvious to anyone who travels these lands."

Helkar tugged his bushy beard. "The Wilderland's not been Gondor's for a long time, Rána me lad. From the agreement made with the Sube, your king's figured that out. Word that he named Suren Chinua lord of his lands encouraged other khubals to refuse Nakhu."

"Like the Berke," Tarannon said hastily to prevent Osol from voicing his opinion of those who believed the Sube people needed permission from anyone to live upon their land. An opinion, Tarannon had run afoul of himself several times over the months he had acted as liaison.  

"Aye. When the Berke refused the invitation to join the Wolves, Nakhu sent Burilgi Ong and the Balgarin to convince them. Trouble is Burilgi's not much of a talker, and the Berke turned out to be a bit deaf. End of last summer, they set guards on their borders and killed any man they found that bore the claw marks. Then about November they began raiding the Balgarin camps."

"Berke nakhir very wise," declared Osol. 

'Wise enough to listen to an outsider', thought Tarannon. Only how did Anardil, in his Sonny persona, come to be giving advice to a tribal war chief in the first place?  

A sudden clap of thunder shocked their senses, and almost stopped Tarannon's heart. Even the shed seemed to shudder at the continuing rumble. The horses rolled their eyes, whinnied and shuffled fearfully in their stalls. Only the nanny goat seemed unfazed, pausing mid-chew for no more than a second. She had the right of it, for the thunder quickly moved away, becoming a mere grumble in the distance, and the rain fell more lightly. 

Osol glanced at the ceiling then broke the silence. "The sky warriors are playful tonight," he said to no one in particular.

Not knowing if this required an answer, nor what such an answer might be, Tarannon turned to Helkar. "What would be the best way of contacting the Berke?"

"Well, first you need to get there." The big man's eyes sparkled merrily, but he relented with more useful information. "There's two ways to do that. Overland, round the coast. Depending on the weather, that'd take a week or more. Other option is across the sea. With a fair wind, that might be as little as a day and half."

"Not a difficult decision," Tarannon said. "Given that more than enough time has already been wasted. But would we be able to find a captain willing to take us and our horses?"

"Aye. You have." Helkar grinned at the stares from the other two. "Me." He stuck a thumb into his own chest. "I've got a ship and I'm prepared to take you."

***

Northern Ithilien, Inn of The Burping Troll

Steps creaking in protest, Raug descended into the inn's cellar. His unhuman eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, allowing him to make out the vegetables and herbs hanging from the rafters. But these were not the objects of his search, of his anxiety. In the days since the arrival of the wine shipment from Dorwinion, he had arranged, then rearranged every cask and crate until even his muscles were sore. The exercise had resulted in such an intimate knowledge of the cellar's contents that there was little doubt he would find exactly what he was seeking. No matter how much he wished he wouldn't.

At the base of the stairs leading to the kitchen, Raug paused. Voices drifted down: the fluting tones of chattering hobbits, the bass rumble of Warg. Warm, cheerful and friendly, qualities he treasured after years of solitary exile in which every part of his being diminished beneath the weight of hatred and war. Now, just as he hoped for atonement and forgiveness, he had brought a fresh taint to the inn … suspicion, suspicion of people who were thought of as friends.

A rush of water through the clay pipes connecting to the sink overhead broke his reverie. There was no choice. He had agreed to report what he saw and heard, so he must. 

Following the north running leg of the cellar, Raug knelt to examine first a cask of wine, then a crate of Celebsul's precious Cherry-B, and finally the seals on several bottles of brandy. With each inspection, the coils in his stomach tightened, and suspicion congealed into certainty. 

***

"You're absolutely certain they are the same?"

When Raug nodded, Hal held the lamp nearer and frowned at the brand burnt into the wine cask. "Tell me again what the man said."

"Don't trust anyone from Dorwinion who rides horses like these," began the balrog with a glance at the shadowed face of Anbarad. Then he drew a deep breath and patiently repeated the entirety of Tarannon's meeting with the ship captain, Helkar.

"Blast it all."  Raug cringed as Hal's fist slammed into the dirt wall. "How has this gone on for so long?"

 "Sidh, Hal." The elven voice gentled the atmosphere. "Nothing will change the past. At least Elessar will know the information he is receiving is suspect."

"You believe. I believe. The King might possibly believe. But it will snow in Harad before the Council accepts evidence gained from a balrog."

Anbarad rested a hand briefly upon Raug's shoulder. "Truth be truth no matter whose lips speak the words."

"Not if those lips contradict Gondor's favorite sons. Not without proof. Which I have no way of obtaining. One Ranger captain running off into the Wild might be forgiven, but not two. And don't even suggest sending Elves."

"I discarded that possibility months ago." Anbarad's sidelong stare reminded the Captain not to mistake him for a fool.

Hal drew breath to launch another tirade then his mouth snapped shut as he reconsidered. Clearly, anger would not improve the situation; only level heads and steadfastness could do that.

"A full report will be sent to the King immediately. Every person coming into The Burping Troll from the north is to be watched carefully. Especially those tied to the Tagrovic family. Was there anything unusual about Dubravko?"

Raug shifted his weight uncomfortably beneath Hal's steady glare. 

"That's hardly fair, Hal. How would he know if anything was out of the ordinary?"

Hal muttered what Anbarad thought to be a curse directed at Sev's absence, then lifted his head. "Anything at all might help, Raug."

"It was all like I practiced with Celebsul. The hobbits served refreshments. The man and I checked the list and counted everything. His men carried things down. I gave him the money and wrote it all in the book like Celebsul showed me." Raug paused, then shrugged his shoulders. 

"What else? What did you just think of?"

"He had a gift for Sevilodorf. I gave it to Meri to keep until Sev comes back."

"A gift? What sort of gift?"

"A scarf.  For her hair. Blue, with leaves around the edges. Dubravko said he was sorry he didn't have something for me. That 'trifles', that's the word he used though it was a scarf, were all Sevilodorf would take. He asked me what sort of gift I would like. I thought since Sevilodorf took something, I should too. So I told him I liked rocks. Shiny ones, like Gubbitch's lads sometimes find. He said he would bring one for me on his way home and thanked me for being so understanding. I didn't really understand, but I didn't tell him."

The Captain glanced at the ceiling as an increase in the number and speed of hobbit footsteps indicated another meal under preparation. If the conspirators stayed in the cellar much longer, they were at risk of discovery.

"It's a wonder Sev didn't skewer him," he said. "The Rohirrim are a bit touchy about such tactics."

Anbarad shrugged. "In many places it is the normal method of doing business. Thranduil gave and received gifts from the merchants of Laketown. Often of great value. Sev and Dubravko appear to have worked out a compromise."

"I'm curious to know what arrangement they have with the Wolves. From what this Helkar," Hal looked to Raug for confirmation of the name, then continued," said, the Wolves have far more influence than reported."

"Influence gained through fear."

"If they're paying for safe passage, that's one thing. If, however, they are being paid…. And Dubravko's men are only the ones we know have a connection to the Wolves. A closer look at all of our travelers is needed."

The elf smiled wryly. "You expect to manage that with just four Rangers?"

"I didn't say I planned to do all the spying myself. Elves, orcs, balrogs…the more the merrier. Luckily, you're experienced at organizing such things."

"What will you be doing?"

"Informing my superiors." 

Chapter Eleven
Eastern coast, Sea of Rhûn 

April 14, 1424 SR
It might have been almost as quick and much more comfortable to have traveled overland. Certainly that would have spared Osol the misery of seasickness. The young man turned green the moment he stepped on the dock, leaving Tarannon to lead the pony, as well as his own horse, up the ramp of the small ship and into the hold. They loaded and set sail under cover of night after waiting for 'fair' sailing conditions, which as Helkar explained, involved the presence of whitecaps on the sea. Tarannon supposed this to mean enough wind to sail by but not enough to make sizeable waves. 

They had now been at sea for two days and Osol remained groaning in his hammock below decks. During the voyage, the Ranger captain amused himself by observing the constant activities of the small crew. They seemed rather busy, and Helkar admitted the ship was light handed with only five men. 

"But it's little more than a pleasure cruise," he had said, dismissively. "Just you two passengers and a few trade goods. I'll hire on more hands when the sturgeon start running. That's when the real work starts."

Thus Tarannon learnt about the fish that earned the captain and his crew their main living. Apparently the meat of the sturgeon was much sought after, especially when smoked. Of greater value, however, were the roe - a delicious delicacy. The merchants at the tavern had arrived in anticipation of the imminent fishing - in their case, probably to buy the swim bladders. These were used in the production of isinglass, which in turn was used to clarify beer and wine. The thought of fish innards in his ale made Tarannon feel a tad queasy.

"She's a right good fish," Helkar declared. "A jewel of the sea. And I'd rather be filling my hold with sturgeon than dealing with the Dwarves, for all they pay well enough."

Having already endured weeks of Osol's opinion regarding Dwarves, Tarannon was grateful that a whistle from the mast overhead prevented Helkar from embarking upon his own. 

"Ship off to the starboard," Helkar announced, shielding his eyes and peering in the direction the lad above was pointing. "Heading toward the ports at the mouth of the Celduin."

"And where is she coming from?"

"Most likely the very place we're going." Helkar chewed his lip thoughtfully, and watched until the other ship disappeared from view. Then without turning, he said, "Best we avoid the main dock. Stamson!"

"Aye, cap'n," answered the helmsman.

"Set course for the cove."

"Aye, sir," Stamson replied.

"Dinny, get those sails set," Helkar shouted up to the boy in the rigging.

Without a word, the lad scrambled to his task. Tarannon had often stood upon the ledge at Henneth Annûn and looked down into the Hidden Pool without the slightest feeling of dizziness, but the sight of the barefoot boy clinging to the rigging set his head to spinning. As the ship changed direction, the lines sang with the wind, and the canvas slapped against the boy's body. But in a matter of minutes, the sails filled with wind and the ship leapt forward. 

"Dinny, take the Sube one of your mother's molar busters and some water," ordered Helkar as the boy descended from his perch with a grin made lopsided by a puckered burn down the left side of his thin face.

"Gnawing on it will give him something new to complain about," added Helkar to Tarannon. "Take his mind off his stomach."

As the biscuits the sailors named molar busters were even more stonelike than the cram served by the Dwarves, Osol would have much to criticize thought Tarannon. Lifting his face to the wind, the Ranger gave silent thanks he had not fallen victim to the seasickness. Though he had been named for the first sea king of Númenor, this was the largest ship he had ever sailed upon. 'Twas a far cry from a slow moving ferry across the Anduin, and a pleasure he had never expected. 

While Helkar went about his business, Tarannon absorbed the many novel sensations of a sea voyage: the sails rippling loudly; the jingle of metal in the rigging, and the groaning timbers; the unique tang of sea-air blown into his mouth and nose by a stiff breeze, and beneath his feet, the swaying motion which his legs now mastered. 

A gull wheeled overhead, keening mournfully, just as Helkar returned to the rail beside Tarannon.

After glancing up, the sailor remarked, "We'll have hundreds of those lazy nuisances hanging around once we start fishing. They'll grab anything we throw back into the sea or anything left lying around, if they get the chance. Sorry creatures will eat just about everything except my wife's biscuits. Even the weevils won't eat those."

Making the connection between Dinny's mother and Helkar's wife, Tarannon asked, "Dinny is your son?"

Helkar eyes filled with sudden mirth. "'Tis no wonder there's so few of you Gondormen. Dinny's my daughter."

Tarannon mumbled an apology, which Helkar waved off. 

"She'll be pleased she managed to fool you, lad. Doesn't much like to be noticed. Not like before." The seaman ran his finger along his cheek with a regretful sigh. "Caught the eye of more than one young man, she did. Always dancing and singing then. But now..." 

Both men looked over to where Dinny sat cross-legged on the deck mending the fishing nets - something that the crew did whenever they were not otherwise employed. The disfiguring scar had deterred close examination of Dinny's face, but now Tarannon noticed the dexterity of slender fingers tying tiny knots. Knowing the truth, he could see that what he mistook for the slightness of youth was indeed the delicacy of a feminine form. Not that she lacked strength - Dinny carried out her work with the same competence as the rest of the crew. 

The girl looked up at a call from Stamson. As she turned her head and nodded her agreement with whatever the helmsman said, Tarannon caught a glimpse of the unmarred side of her face. Dark eyes, a straight nose, and the corners of her lips curved upwards even though she was not smiling. Not conventionally pretty, Dinny nevertheless possessed beauty.

Tarannon shook his head at Helkar in a gesture of sorrow and sympathy. "What happened to her?"

"The Wolves. Weren't enough they whipped the hide off my back, they had to mark my little girl. Laughed when they did it too, laughed even harder when they cut out her tongue. Learned the lessons of the Dark One well, they did." 

Helkar saw the wince that the Ranger couldn't quite keep from his face, then he went on. "Aye. You tell your king what kind of men they are. Tell him what they done and what they're still doing. Tell him if we're his now like the treaties say, then it's his job to stop this."

The land, which had appeared as a distant blur just a short time before, now loomed much closer, and Helkar turned his attention to it.

"We've bypassed the main port. Judging by the other ship, there's a good chance the western shore's crawling with Wolves. The cove's trickier to get into, but it's close enough to the Berke to serve your purpose. It's also sheltered enough to have a jetty - not much of one, that's for sure - but far enough out that we can offload your horses rather than having them jump off the ship." 

To avoid contemplating how his Sube companion would have responded to the choice of following his pony overboard into the water or remaining upon the ship, Tarannon asked if Helkar would still be able to trade those items he'd brought for that purpose.

"Mayhap," Helkar answered with a sly wink. "Might be a hide or two tucked into the cliff base. Won't make no nevermind."

"I wouldn't want you to go without a profit from the trip." The Ranger reached inside his shirt and brought out a pouch of coins.  

Helkar waved it away. "What we agreed upon will do, whether there be goods here or not. My wife took it to mind to boil up soap, so profit enough in getting to sail, lad. Now mind your friend and be ready to tend your horses. None of my lads are much good with the beasts."

***

The moment Osol's feet touched the jetty, color began to return to his face. He still had little to say for himself though, and only paused to extend solemn thanks to Dinny for the cordial she pressed in his hands before following Tarannon towards the shallow beach.

Tarannon, however, found himself almost unable to walk after having adapted so well to staying upright at sea. The unyielding solidness of dry ground confounded his joints as he followed Osol.

"Got to get your land legs now," Helkar said, with a chuckle. He was the only other person to come ashore, to check whether the Berke had indeed left any trade goods.

But when they got to the beach, Helkar found nothing there. "Might have to try further down the coast. You two'll be going up yonder." He pointed to the top of the steep cliff. "The path starts over there." 

Tarannon's gaze followed the sailor's index finger to where an almost indiscernible trail sloped into the rocks.

"Don’t know what the horses will make of it but…" Helkar obviously did not want to find out. "Good luck to you," he said, and headed back towards his ship.  

Tarannon and Osol shouted their thanks and farewells, and then looked at the cliff again in trepidation. 

***

The path - though Tarannon felt that too grandiose a name for the twisting trail leading up the face of the rocky hill - deposited them panting and windblown atop a rocky crest where below them was spread the wind-swept waters of the Sea of Rhûn. To the north, around a vast curve of sloping hills, could be seen scattered houses leading down to a village not much bigger than the one they had left on the southern shore. Barely visible, the thin scar of a road led up from the village to a tumble of ruins. The broken pillars of a stone wharf jutting into the dark waters of the sea, and the foundations of crumbled walls capping the heights, were all that remained of what long ago had been the proud residence of Hyarmendacil, the Last of the Ship-Kings and he who had claimed this region for Gondor. 

"The King has returned," Tarannon said, the wind snatching at his words so that Osol leaned close to hear him. "This land is once more under his guardianship and all will be restored as it should."

"Who decides what should be?" The severity of Osol's tone evidence that Dinny's cordial was effecting his rapid recovery from seasickness. "Your lord or those whose home it has been all their lives?"

"You would prefer the Wolves?"

"I would prefer to be left in peace to tend my herds and raise my children."

 "Such luxury has not existed in either of our lifetimes, Rator Osol; most of which we spent as enemies."

Osol shook his head. "Not through choice on my part. My people were little better than Sauron's slaves. Now this king of yours has defeated him, and claims our allegiance while the Wolves try to enslave us again."

"The King will deal with the Wolves, as he deals with all those who defy his laws. If any man can bring peace to the lands of Middle-earth, it is Elessar. In him lies the ancient wisdom."

"Suren Chinua, wisest of the Sube khubals, believes him honorable," Osol admitted.

"Then trust your khubal, even if you do not yet trust my lord."

"And should we also trust him?" Osol pointed to where Helkar's ship had appeared, sailing toward the very port the captain claimed overrun by Wolves.

Tarannon watched the ship for a moment, then shrugged. "We must, for it's too late to worry about that now."

Muttering about the foolishness of trusting strangers, Osol turned his back on the inland sea and led his pony along the path going eastward and down into woodland, beyond which they could see a series of rolling hills. After giving the ship one more glance, Tarannon followed. He doubted that Helkar worked both sides, not when Anardil, who was a good judge of men, trusted him.

The trail grew broader and less steep as they entered the wood, which was sparsely populated with what Tarannon judged to be beech trees. Here, they mounted and trotted at a good pace until the day grew late and the wind blew chill.

Osol spotted a cluster of trees some distance from the path, and Tarannon agreed it would provide shelter while they ate and slept. Thus the Sube prepared the campsite and Tarannon took care of the horses. Then the two men shared a simple supper and decided on the order and length of watches through the night.

***

April 15, 1424 SR

A dappled dawn rose over the beeches where Tarannon and Osol broke camp amidst a loud chorus of birdsong. The two men were soon mounted and back on the trail. As the morning passed, the trees became denser and more varied, with thicker undergrowth beneath them, until the riders were deep within a forest.

Sunlight filtered through in thin flashes, and a light breeze fluttered the topmost branches, though only occasional eddies reached them here on the forest floor. Unaccountably, Tarannon began to feel uneasy. He knew forests and though nothing appeared out of place, he caught himself looking over his shoulder and straining his ears for some sound just beyond his hearing. What he thought to detect, beyond that of birdsong and rustlings of small creatures in the underbrush, he could not name. Nevertheless, the feeling that something was wrong grew until, reining his mount to a halt in front of Osol's, he dismounted.

"Look after the horses. I need to check something … quietly."

Osol had no time to ask questions as Tarannon left the path and, without sound, vanished.

Habits of stealth, learned in the unforgiving game the Rangers of Ithilien had played with the forces of Mordor in the years before the final battle, took over. None but another Ranger or an elf would have marked his passage. Back and forth in ever-widening arcs he ranged, searching for the source of his disquiet. 

At the edge of a narrow glade, Tarannon paused. Again, only the normal sounds of a forest could be detected: the buzzing of insects in the spring sunlight, the scolding of a jay and the satisfied caw of a crow. The raucous cry drew his eyes up. Above the trees across the opening circled a flock of the noisy pests. No love had he for crows. Carrion eaters, their cries called up memories best left buried. But whatever they found of interest, he should at least investigate. Around the edges of the glade slipped the Ranger, one eye on the faint path before him, the other on the birds he used as guides. 

A scattering of broken twigs and branches suggested that a storm had recently blown through the forest. He touched the ground, which felt damp, and the air smelt moist. Then, a stray trace of breeze stroked Tarannon's face, and the scent it brought made him recoil. 

Death. Memories of war flooded back, battlefields and fallen comrades, his own despicable fear. Fighting against nausea, the Ranger forced himself, step by step, towards the stench of slaughter. 

Aye, the crows had been here long before him - two or three days had passed since these men were killed. And not only killed. Though the carrion eaters had done much to hide the evidence, enough remained to tell Tarannon that someone had tortured these poor souls. Clearly, the attackers had intended to leave a message for whoever discovered the bodies.

Taking shallow breaths, Tarannon investigated the immediate area. A few remnants of what the men had carried with them - half charred remains of packs of deerskin and leather hides, splintered frames of shoulder packs, broken bundles of worked leather goods - suggested that these had been members of the Berke bringing goods to trade with Helkar. That would tie in with the Ranger's estimate of when they met their fate: a fate most unkind.

Set upon by a group of horsemen twice their number, the half dozen scattered here had stood little chance. And though evident their lives were not sold cheaply, no bodies remained of the horsemen. Tarannon followed the path taken by the departing riders for a short distance and found himself reminded of the wanton destruction of orcs. He did not envy anyone who chanced to find themselves in this group's path. Unfortunately, they appeared headed toward the inland sea, where they could quite easily come upon Helkar. It was to be hoped no connection could be made between the captain and the poor fellows ambushed here. And an ambush it had been

Retracing his path to the site of the attack, Tarannon located the riders' picket line and estimated the attackers had been in position at least half a day before the Berke walked into the trap. How they would have known where the Berke would be was a question for which the Ranger wished an answer. This faint trace through the forest was not connected to the wider trail he and Osol had been following and was hardly the path horsemen would choose. The more Tarannon considered the problem, the worse Helkar's situation appeared; but there was nothing to be done to help the sailor. Any warning would arrive too late to be of use. 

His face stern at the thought of the ship captain and his crew suffering at the hands of men who would hang a man upside down then apply burning brands, Tarannon drew in two deep breaths and released them slowly before walking back to where the bodies remained. The crows, their obsidian eyes gleaming balefully, relinquished their feast with reluctance, retreating only as far as the nearby trees before settling to scold him. Controlling the urge to scoop up handfuls of stones to pelt the malevolent creatures, the Ranger captain began the task of examining the bodies.

Only enough clothing remained intact to deduce that these people favored leather over cloth and faced colder temperatures than those of Ithilien. Stocky, though not so short as the Sube, and possessing skin the color of burnished copper, the men appeared similar enough to be related, though that might simply be the blurring effects of nearly identical dark beards, straight black hair braided at the temples and the mutilation inflicted upon them. From their wounds, Tarannon judged four lucky enough to have died fighting; not that being dead prevented their bodies from being savaged. The remaining two men had not found death so easily.

One, hung upside down and set afire, had suffered cruelly, but his fate was merciful when compared to the final man. A bit taller and perhaps a few years younger than the others, his naked body sagged between two trees, supported only by the ropes bound about his forearms. From that position, the man, if conscious - and Tarannon had little doubt he had been - had an unrestricted view of the fiery death of the other victim of torture. The atrocities practiced upon this man rivaled anything seen in two decades of fighting orcs in the forests of Ithilien. Furthermore, the fact that that the man's face, save for a slash running across his forehead, remained unmarked confirmed the suspicion that the instigators of this violence sought to send a message.

His jaw aching from the effort of controlling his urge to vomit, Tarannon drew his knife to release the man from his restraints. As he lowered the body to the ground, he noticed a strange mark above the right collarbone. Wiping away the blood and grime revealed stylized horns similar to those carved upon the bowl seen in his fire-driven vision of Anardil. Etched into the man's skin with blood-red ink, the mark was matched upon the left by a circular spiral. After straightening the man's limbs, Tarannon returned to the other bodies to search for similar markings. 

Nothing could be discerned upon the body of the burnt man, but careful inspection of the others revealed that each had once carried an inked mark as well. Two bore them upon their collarbones, another upon his shoulder and the final man upon his forearm. While all were composed of the same red ink, only two appeared identical in configuration. What their meaning had been for these men Tarannon could not guess. Perhaps Osol would be able to shed some light upon their purpose. 

Using branches stripped from nearby trees, Tarannon covered the bodies to prevent further assault from the crows, then relieved a small portion of the anger simmering within him by knocking three of the feathered fiends from their perches with swiftly lobbed stones. After a silent vow to the dead men that he would return and see them properly at rest, he set off at a trot on the most direct route to where he had separated from his Sube companion.

***

Chapter Twelve

April 15, 1424 SR

Osol's fury drove the blade of the Ranger's small spade ever deeper into the ground. He made far better progress than Tarannon had managed, his fresh outrage as effective as his youthful strength. On reaching the scene of carnage, the Sube had been startled to be asked the correct manner of laying the men to rest. 

"Never under Sauron's lieutenants were we allowed to tend the dead," he had said while he began to search the immediate area. "But if we may, then beneath the soil." 

The young man nodded his vigorous approval as Tarannon took the spade from his saddlebags and began digging in a place where the ground was already partially hollowed. "A single grave would be acceptable if marked with a stone for each person buried there. I shall cleanse the bodies." 

As he washed the corpses with spring water, Osol confirmed that tattoos were typical of many of the Border clans, and he also found evidence - an arrow embedded in one man's back - which identified the attackers as Wolves from the Balgarin tribe.

Kicking at the ashes of the fire, the young Sube discovered six half-burnt discs of horn on leather thongs, each one a slightly different design. The charms bore stylized images of horns on one side and the individual symbols of each man on the back. 

"These, we will return to the tribe," Osol said, and looked sorrowfully at the dead men. "To give to their sons." Then his anger flared, and his voice became sharp. "Salt and water, I can place at the corners of their grave - tears for the dead. But I do not know the song of their fathers, the song that calls the Berke to their ancestors. I cannot…"

Tarannon would never know what Osol feared he could not do, for instead of finishing his thought, the young man snatched the spade from the Ranger's hands. "Let me dig."

***

A thin shroud of clouds veiled the night sky as Rator Osol, warrior of the Sube, walked three times around the grave of the unnamed Berke tribesmen. He employed the singsong rhythms of his own tongue to weave a tribute to the fallen who lay now beneath the soil. Then with words slow enough so that Tarannon had no difficulty translating, Osol gave his voice to the deceased:

"We will come no more to the fire.

Death has claimed us.

We go to join our fathers on the plains beyond life.

Death has claimed us.

Sing of our honor. 

Remember us.

Speak our names to the winds.

Remember us."

The Sube's voice faded, and for a time he and the Ranger stood in silence. Then the light fingers of a northern breeze brushed their faces and a murmur was heard in the forest around them. 

"I know not their names, but the trees will carry news of their deaths," declared Osol, his dark eyes following the swaying of the uppermost branches, "to the land and sky and water. We will tell the tale of their passing as well, so that men will hear in words they can understand. All will mourn for the evil done here."

"Their story will be told," agreed Tarannon, and the Sube studied him for a long moment before nodding acceptance of the Ranger's promise. 

Later, when Osol slept beside the small campfire, the Ranger reluctantly made a  'report' home - his first since setting sail with Helkar. He took out the small stone that Raug had given him, and laid it on the ground between himself and the flames. Feeling foolish, and speaking in little more than a whisper, Tarannon explained where he was and outlined the major events that had befallen him. On telling of the deaths of the clansmen, he added that Osol had identified one of them, the man who had suffered the worst torture, as most likely a member of the leading clan of the Berke. 

Having no idea whether Raug actually heard him, the Ranger imagined what the others would make of his news, given that it included nothing further about Anardil. The hissing of the fire seemed louder, and Tarannon wondered whether that was someone trying to communicate with him. The more he listened, the louder the noise grew until it fair sizzled in his ears and made his head buzz. Grinding his teeth, Tarannon realized that anger was rising inside him and that the sound was mutating into a scream of agony from someone burning to death. 

He grabbed the stone and shoved it into his pocket, turning his face from the fire. The scream vanished, along with the drone inside his skull, though a dull headache remained. Rising to his feet, Tarannon walked the perimeter of their small camp and gazed with relief at the cool brilliance of the stars. 

***

Northern Ithilien, Inn of Burping Troll

A snap of his fingers ignited the pinecone, and Raug smiled as eager voices greeted him. Lacking the power to appear in physical form in the Seen world and existing only in the moment, these lesser spirits possessed no memory of his past sins. Readily, they agreed to his request to join with them, and he tossed the burning cone into the kindling piled within a stone ring.  

His body swelled, throbbing with energy gathered from the growing flames. Relaxing the restraints which allowed him to live amongst mortals, Raug joined the chorus of the Great Music. From flame to flame, they danced upon the border between the Seen and the Unseen. Their song mirrored the emotions of those within sight of the flames they visited.

The joy of harmonizing with his brothers and sisters in flame not his sole purpose this night, Raug drew from each fire to give direction to their movements. Along the road, skipping from the campfire of a single wagon to the blazing bonfire of Gubbitch's band of orcs, then onward to a circle of wagons. Here, they lingered at his request until he recognized Bob and Morling amongst the travelers. A lively tune sprang from a fiddle while members of the caravan capered beneath the stars. 

Invigorated by the gaiety, Raug and his companions sped across the distant plains toward the inland sea, through the lamps and hearths of the coastal towns, and over the water to a light hung from the mast of a sailing ship. They were drawn ever forward by the echo from the tephra placed in Tarannon's care. 

Product of a volcano's wrath, the tephra provided a guide to the Ranger Captain's location at all times. Yet, the stone's true worth lay in its ability to amplify the power of a nearby flame to carry words and sight; an ability Tarannon had used but twice thus far.

A solitary flame dancing in the darkness became a fire with two men, Tarannon and his Sube guide. One stood silent as the other paced about a mound of earth, chanting words for which Raug had no meaning. In response to the discernable melancholy, the song of the spirits became a dirge. 

Had a battle been fought with the captain and his guide the victors? But no enemy would be so mourned. Not for the first time, Raug regretted his lost powers. To be capable of connecting directly to the Ranger's thoughts would make everything much easier. Frustration flared, then multiplied as others took up his thoughts.    

As with all forces of the world, fire had long been tainted by the evil of Melkor.  Opposing desires warred within its heart: to sooth and shape or to rend and destroy. The Ainur bound to fire reflected this contest in their natures. Long ago, the Valar had restricted the power of the Valaraukar, the mightiest of the flame spirits who had given their allegiance to Melkor in the great battles; but many lesser beings remained who answered the call of violence. 

Beneath the song of sorrow, the countertheme initiated by Raug's frustration gained strength. To guard the men from his brothers in flame, the balrog withdrew from the campfire. A dark shadow of the lesser spirits swirled about him like smoke, he raced from flame to flame seeking an outlet for the rising anger. Finally, he found a coastal blacksmith laboring at his forge. 

The strident notes of destruction matched the beat of the smith's hammer, and Raug basked in the heart of the forge. Feeding and being fed by its power, he gloried in the shaping of cold iron. No plowshares here, but barbed heads for arrows that would rip and tear. Sullen anger simmered within the smith to act upon the malevolent spirits like heady wine. Their song became raucous cries urging greater destruction. No true connection existed between these Ainur and the mortal, yet the man responded with a snarl and a frenzied hammering. Sweat flung into the forge sizzled in concert with the fire spirits' howls of triumph and sent embers spiraling into the air to land upon the terror-stricken face of the bellows boy. 

Poised upon the brink of releasing his mental guards and joining his fellow demons, Raug froze at the child's cry. Dissonance, destruction, death. Once these were the themes he sang, but no longer. Roaring a rejection of their seduction, the balrog exerted his powers to break all connection with the Seen and confine his fellow demons to the realm of the Unseen. 

With shrieks and growls, the others turned upon him. Manifesting as wisps of smoke or sudden pillars of flame, they hurled flaming darts and shimmering waves of heat. Lost in the horror of what he had almost done, Raug reacted not at all to the attack until the mightiest of the pack dared settle before him as a smoky shadow bearing a fiery blade. 

In a taunting voice, the demon sneered, "You're naught but moonlight."

Smoldering eyes impaled this lesser, impudent maiar who had only time to quiver as a flaming sword vanquished his shadowy form. Their champion defeated, the minor spirits screeched and fled the balrog's wrath which had swelled again, revealing him as a Valarauka, dark and dangerous. After an immense struggle with his own nature, Raug controlled his behavior, but the vile beast remained lurking within him, pacing, seeking release. Silence descended. With a flick of his wrist, Raug cast aside his sword and stood with shoulders bowed for an unmeasured time. 

Finally, his desire to flee into exile dampened by the needs of his friends, and weary with shame, Raug drew fresh strength to reinforce his even greater caution. Then he employed his tie to the tephra and returned to the campfire where he had seen Tarannon. The Sube guide slept now, as the captain kept watch. With the strictest control, Raug urged the captain to speak. At first, the Ranger gave no sign of being affected; then, he shook his head and frowned at the fire. After a glance at the other man, Tarannon knelt. From a cord about his neck, the Ranger took the tephra to place between himself and the flames. In a whisper, with many halts to ascertain the other man remained asleep, Tarannon related the events of the last few days. 

Amplified by the tephra, the Ranger's description of the slaughter of the Berke warriors drew the attention of the darker spirits. Respectful of Raug's strength, their approach was cautious. But as Tarannon's report continued and Raug made no move against them, they became bolder and dared attempt a connection with the man. As during the episode at The Burping Troll, human fury melded with their malice to ignite an emotional firestorm. The campfire flared, and the Ranger's face twisted with hatred. 

Howling with rage, Raug confronted the malevolent horde. With a sweep of his arm, he flung them away from Tarannon. Hissing, they launched their fiery darts. Raug met their attack with a wall of flame, but he kept the savage within him subdued and did not strike a deadly blow. His enemies retreated only to return with a new tactic. Banding together, they assumed the form of a smoke giant, towering over the fire demon. A blazing whip appeared in Raug's hand and he lashed out as the giant reached for him. The whip passed through the smoke without effect as the giant roared in triumph and moved to blanket the balrog. Enveloped in the suffocating smoke, Raug struggled to break free, but no purchase could he find. Tighter and tighter, the bands of smoke wrapped about him, smothering, strangling. Inside, the beast howled for release, for vengeance, to rip and burn…

***

Anbarad nodded with satisfaction at the old ledgers he'd laid out on Sev and Anardil's dining table. His mind had finally untangled Sevilodorf's unusual penmanship - a combination of neat numerical reckoning and almost indecipherable scribbles about the comings and goings at the inn.

Now he had assembled a schedule of sorts, the timetables of various merchants, what they brought, and their characters and appearances. This 'gift' from Sev in her deserted home made Anbarad yearn for the safe return of both her and Anardil. There had been little news as yet regarding Tarannon's search, no direct reports, just Raug's glimpses of his northwards journey by ship.

A flickering of the lamp's flame drew his eye. Without warning Anbarad plunged into a memory of suffocating heat and flying across vast distances.  But no memory this, for his flight was uncontrolled and there were faces in the flames surrounding him. Twisted with rage and muttering in a language incomprehensible yet filled with so great a malice that every utterance fell upon the elf's ears like whiplashes. Through the surrounding curtain of fire, Anbarad caught a glimpse of Raug bound by slowly tightening bands of thick, black smoke. 

Was he at the mercy of a foreseeing or was this truly happening to the balrog at this moment? Anbarad could neither sense nor do anything which allowed him sufficient evidence to distinguish truth from fiction. As the walls of flame closed in, the elf raised his hands and cried an appeal to Elbereth, Lady of the Stars. 

Light, without heat, but clear, bright and filled with peace pierced through the sheet of flames, shattering them. Wrapped in this light, Anbarad became conscious he was once again in the narrow room behind the elf's workshop. His splintered pen floated in the pool of ink spreading dark fingers across a page of carefully recorded figures. 

Ignoring the dull throbbing blurring his vision, Anbarad tossed one blotting cloth across the ledger's page and another into the spill. But no further clean-up did he attempt for an overwhelming compulsion forced him out the door and into the courtyard. Across the road from the inn, a pillar of flame rose into the night sky. Even as he drew breath to raise the alarm, the fire was extinguished leaving only a ghostly trail of smoke in the night sky. No normal fire would act in such a manner; it could only be Raug.

By royal edict, the balrog's abilities were to remain concealed, thus Anbarad choked back his warning and raced out the inn's gate into the forest. Dodging branches, the elf ignored the meandering path and sped in a direct course toward the rapidly thinning column of smoke. 

Leaping the trunk of a fallen oak, Anbarad came face to face with Warg. Copper eyes wide and her fur saturated with the odor of smoke, the wolf-like creature twisted in mid-stride to avoid collision. Sides heaving, she panted, "You're needed. At the river. By the troll stones. Celebsul's there. And Raug…"

From the direction of the inn came the sharp clanging of the dinner bell, signal that the occupants were aware of some danger.

"By Huan's teeth!" she cursed. "I'll stop them. Celebsul said only you." Fixing the elf with a stern glare, Warg added, "Not that he said why."

By encouraging The Burping Troll's patrons to think of her as an enormous canine, a fallacy many found far more comforting than reality, Warg served as a vital member of Anbarad's circle of observers. However, she was not privy to the truth of Raug's abilities, a decision mutually agreed upon by Hal and Anbarad.

"If we could explain, we would."

"Does it have anything to do with me behaving like a bloody sheepdog?"

The dinner bell rang again, louder and longer.

Motioning toward the inn, Anbarad said, "For now, you will simply have to trust. Go!"

Growling her displeasure, Warg disappeared into the darkness.  

Wondering how much further the bonds of trust would stretch, Anbarad hurried on. The scent of smoke and his elvish eyesight provided guide enough to deliver him to the river's edge. The western shore, clothed with dark pines and sloping gently down to the muttering water, proved undamaged; but not so the opposite bank. 

Accessed by stepping stones set to assist those with shorter strides than Rangers or Elves, the riverside clearing was a favorite picnic site of the residents of The Burping Troll. Its beauty was now marred by a wide scar leading from a stone fire ring to the blackened limbs of a pine and a scattering of blackened circles. Puzzled, the elf bounded across the river. The amount of damage was inconsistent with the pillar of flame he had seen. 

Celebsul stood staring up at the smoldering remains of the Sentinel Pine. Shirtless and soot streaked, the silver-haired elf had a piece of his shirt wrapped about his forearm, the rest of the garment had clearly been used to smother flames.

"Are you injured?" Anbarad asked with concern.

"A scratch, no more."

"You extinguished the fire alone?"

"Only a few of the smaller fires remained when I arrived." Celebsul indicated the scorched grass. "As for the tree, Raug…"

Anbarad followed the Eldar's gaze back to the river. Despite his cunning eyesight, he saw nothing amiss. The enormous boulders that the hobbits had fancifully named The Stone Trolls stood with the water lapping their feet, but … within their shadow Anbarad now noted another shadow. He peered more closely. Surely not? How could this be Raug - hunched and dim, no glimmer of fire or gleam of eye or shimmer of hair - total shadow?

"Yes," Celebsul answered the unspoken question, an edge of steel to his voice. "He has more at stake here than you may know. A door has been opened that Raug had long battled to keep shut."

"What happened?"

"Warg and I were walking in the woods when we saw what looked to be balls of fire. As we approached the river, the pine went up like a broomstraw. Raug seemed in some sort of daze. When I called to him he woke, and somehow he put out the pine tree, then…" Celebsul shrugged, "he just went out himself."

"Went out?"

"As if all the fire within him were suddenly drenched in cold water."

"How is that possible?"

"Why don't we ask him?" 

Raug's responses, gleaned through compassionate repetition, proved horrifying on many levels: news of the torture of Berke travelers, Tarannon's anger about this setting off another feeding frenzy of malicious spirits who then turned their fury on Raug.

Anbarad realized this was the vision he had seen - the balrog being attacked by other fire spirits. 

"It's my fault," Raug moaned, his eyes making a swift sweep of the scorched meadow before settling again upon the ground. "I thought with the river so near it would be safe enough. With the tephra I didn't need a large fire…my fault…"

Anbarad shook his head. "You did not mean this to happen. Except for the pine there is surprisingly little damage."  

"Not by my doing." Self-loathing filled Raug's voice. "Did you not listen? The evil within broke free. I could not control it."

"Yet," Celebsul waved his arm toward the meadow, "you did."

"Nay, some other…" Raug hesitated, then pointed at Anbarad. "You. I saw you through the flames."

Celebsul cast a quizzical glance at Anbarad - more secrets?

"A vision came to me. Of you battling your enemies. I had no power to aid you. I cried out to Elbereth. Light burst through the flames, then the vision ended."

"The Kindler." Both dismay and amazement were evident in Raug's whisper. "She freed me?"

"So it would seem," replied Celebsul. "Perhaps things are not then as bad as you would think."

Anbarad wondered otherwise. Might those other entities have continued their attack and perhaps won? Would they try again? Were other people, including himself and those at the Inn, in danger? Despite the reassuring words, he could see these thoughts also crossed Celebsul's mind, but neither gave voice. Only the river murmured a melody and the wind sang softly through the trees. A song of peace and forgiveness? Of hope out of desolation? Of rebirth? He could almost imagine the words.

I sang of leaves, of leaves of gold, and leaves of gold there grew.

Of wind I sang, a wind there came and in the branches blew.
Light gleamed in the depths of the balrog's empty eyes, merely a spark, but emerging from the darkness of Raug's despair it blazed as bright as the beacon of Halifirien. 

For a long time the companions sat and listened, at one with that strange night, until the wind fell still and the river merely chuckled its usual watery mirth. There was more to Raug now, more substance and heat, yet he remained a wraith of himself. 

Celebsul finally stood and urged, "Come, mellon nin. The hobbits will be worried."

Raug shrank back and his inner flame paled. "Not yet."

"If you will, but as Warg would say, you are one of us. We do not abandon friends, nor allow them to abandon us. Though" - Celebsul surveyed his own sooty torso - "I may not be offered the most warm of welcomes by the hobbits in my present state."

A flicker of humor brightened Raug's eyes, but he remained adamantly still.

"I'll wait here with him," Anbarad volunteered, "until he feels ready."

Before Celebsul left, he held the other's stare until Anbarad nodded understanding. 

The remaining pair passed the night in quiet companionship, watching the stars chart their course above while small nocturnal creatures scuttled through the undergrowth, unaware of elf and balrog. Sweet birdsong heralded the dawn then, as the rising sun bathed Raug in golden light, he appeared more himself, though smaller and visibly tense.

"You need involve yourself in this no longer," Anbarad told him. "It is wearing you away."

"No. It is the only path left to me. All others lead to despair or corruption. What diminishes in me is that which is too large. What weakens is that which is hard to control. I will control it. I must."

Anbarad could find no argument against such ancient wisdom.

Chapter Thirteen

April 17, 1424 SR

The midday sun hot on his neck, Tarannon struggled to find footing on the steep slope. His horse, liking the path no more than he, stumbled and slid back a foot; then giving a snort, it surged upward. Knocked sideways by the animal's efforts, Tarannon landed on his hip with a curse and tumbled downhill a good six feet. Winded, he lay looking into the sharp blue sky and regretting the decision made two days ago to follow the Berke's faint trial north rather than returning to the wider path. This route, he believed, would help avoid confrontation with the Balgarin and, hopefully, would lead them to the Berke by the shortest means. But 'short cuts oft make long delays' as the old saying went, and since this course had never been meant for horses their passage was, by necessity, slower.

"Do you need help?" Osol's voice called.

Twisting his head, Tarannon could just glimpse the Sube herdsman at the top of the hill. That he was holding the reins of both his own pony, who had trotted up the slope as if it were flat ground, and the Ranger's horse, who stood sides heaving and lip curled at the foolishness of men, did not help matters. Nor did the fact that while Tarannon's thigh throbbed and his shoulders burned from the labor of grave digging, Osol moved without any evidence of suffering similar aches.

Waving off any assistance, Tarannon rolled over and pushed himself upright with a groan. Slowly, with great effort, he staggered to the top. There he paused for breath, and to take in the panorama that spread before him. Open plains rolled into the distance, miles of grassland where they would be exposed to any watching eyes. Of much more concern, though, was that the land below was beyond the bounds of Gondor. To trespass there would be to disobey the direct orders of Elessar - an action almost unimaginable to the Ranger Captain.

Yet how could he come so far, so close to rescuing his friend and comrade, and go no further? To send Osol on alone, into whatever perils awaited, was not something even a coward would consider. No. Tarannon would have to determine between the lesser evils, and in so thinking, he knew the honorable course, the bravest choice, the greatest risk.

At least he hoped he knew. Whatever came to pass, he would face the consequences, which were as likely death in a foreign land, as the even worse prospects of the King's wrath.

He sighed heavily beneath the weight of his decision. But when Osol looked up, rather than try to explain, Tarannon nodded towards the vista. Then he mounted his horse and started down the gentle slope to insubordination.

***

The trail turned northwest to run along the ridgeline of hills covered with a mix of ash, pine and fir, then onto a wide plateau edged on the west by a deep canyon. In the depths of the canyon lay the Dorunadu River. In addition to providing a name, Osol reported that the old stories claimed the river ran slow and wide across uncounted miles from its source in the distant Orocarni, Mountains of the East, and that the mouth of the river, where it emptied into the Sea of Rhûn, was navigable for many miles upstream. Tarannon could not remember ever hearing any tales of the river, but watching the tumultuous water foaming about in the narrow channel below, he found it difficult to believe the river could possess such dissimilar natures. Yet, even portions of the mighty Anduin ran too swiftly for passage by boat and dropped hundreds of feet over the Rauros Falls. All that could be counted certain was that there was no way to reach the water from their present location, nor were there any signs of habitation within sight. It was easy enough to imagine themselves as the only people in the world.

Game, however, was plentiful; upon the third day following the river, Osol easily brought down a brace of ptarmigan with his sling. He fastened the birds to iron rings placed on his saddle for that purpose, then abstained from mounting to jog along beside his pony - the preferred method for Sube travel. Though a strange notion to the Ranger, it still allowed them to set a pace sustainable for hours. 

By evening, their track had turned more directly north and reached an area where the trees gave way to a lush grassland running away from them toward the east with low hills rimming the horizon. The river, far calmer here, had managed through various maneuvers to climb nearly to the level of the land. At one point there was evidence a large group of animals favored that location as a ford. Osol scanned the terrain to the east and pointed to the dark shapes grazing in the distance. 

"The Berke will not be far from their herds," stated the Sube. 

Tarannon frowned. "Unless my eyes deceive me, those are deer." 

"Sube have goats. Berke make do with deer," Osol responded and launched into a comparison of the two animals which left no doubt as to the superiority of goats. 

As the young herder spoke, Tarannon reviewed his previously drawn conclusions. When Osol finally wound to a stop, the Ranger said, "Not all of those men wore deerskin, and neither were the hides they carried. Where did they get the leather? And the discs you found in the ashes are of horn, not antler. Do they also raise cattle?"

Osol considered the question, then shrugged. "The leaders of the Berke always carry the horn mark. In this way, they honor the beasts of Béma."

"Béma?"

"The hunter of the Great Ones. He who rides the great white horse whose hoofbeats yet echo in the thunder."

"Oromë…Araw," Tarannon said softly. "The Berke bear the mark of the Kine of Araw?"

Osol shook his head uncertainly. "I know not. Mayhap Araw is his name amongst your people. The tribes name him Béma. The khubals of the Berke have always placed the mark of his cattle upon their skin. During the Dark Years, the lieutenants of the Evil One forbade it, but the Berke defied them."

When the Ranger signaled his understanding of the Berke's attitude, Osol suggested they stop for the day. "We will not reach the hills before nightfall, and here the river is accessible. Further on, it might not be so easy to reach."

After they made camp and Osol's ptarmigans were reduced to piles of bones, Tarannon took out the facts to look at them once again. The kine of Araw were or had been real. Legend told that Vorondil, father to Mardil the first Ruling Steward, hunted the animals across the plains. From one of the great beasts came Vorondil's silver-bound hunting horn. An heirloom of the Stewards of Gondor, the horn passed from father to son for nearly a thousand years until it came to the hands of Boromir, eldest son of Denethor II. 

Tarannon remembered the day when a patrol set to watch near the falls of the Entwash brought one shard of the great horn to Faramir, Captain of the Ithilien Rangers and Boromir's younger brother. Great had been the company's sorrow that day. Not only for their captain, who had lost a much-loved brother, but for Gondor as well. If Boromir, most valiant of her captains, was dead, what hope remained? 

Looking back, Tarannon realized that had been the moment he first believed all their efforts were in vain. Gondor would fall, no matter their sacrifices. Thus, the dread carried by the Nazgûl found fertile soil and quickly overwhelmed him. Even the memory of that terror held the power to set his heart pounding; but at least now he mastered his fear and focused upon the task at hand. 

Combining information garnered from Helkar, the impressions gathered through the balrog's flames by Anbarad and his own observations, produced almost more questions than answers. While the Berke were certainly the enemies of the Wolves, how had Anardil earned their trust? Had he revealed his connection to Gondor? If so, had it influenced the Berke's opinion of Gondorian sovereignty? Did they believe as Osol that the more distant Gondor remained the better, or aligned with Helkar's opinion that being part of Gondor could prove beneficial? 

"Tell him if we're his now like the treaties say, then it's his job to stop this."

As Helkar's words repeated in Tarannon's mind, he was reminded of a day two months prior when he sat mutely listening as a minor lord from Lamedon insisted his taxes were more important than the rumors of unrest in distant Rhûn. A Ranger Captain's life had become filled with such petty concerns. 

Silently, he vowed no longer would he allow himself to give priority to the inconsequential. He was a Ranger of Ithilien, sworn to the service of the people of Gondor. The Dark Lord may have been defeated, but evil had not vanished completely. Tarannon's duty, until his lord released him or death took him, was to stand between those who would live peaceably and those who sought to disrupt the peace. Whoever and wherever they might be.

His mind settled. He released a long breath and felt a tightness he had not been aware of leave his muscles. Osol looked toward him questioningly, but returned to his contemplation of the fire when Tarannon shook his head. 

The Ranger smiled as he took first watch and walked slowly around the camp, listening to the rushing river, the sigh of the breeze, and the scratchings of small nocturnal creatures beneath bushes and trees. The world felt … right. Not safer, by any means, but much simpler. Tomorrow, hopefully, they would finally encounter the Berke - Tarannon's smile broadened at the prospect of seeing Anardil.

***
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"So the Tagrovic family commands the greater portion of the wine trade? With Dubravko as their chief representative?"

Halbarad prodded a sack of feed into a more comfortable backrest and angled the sheaf of papers in his hand toward the lamp. Meeting in the feed room offered the plausible excuse of Hal's misanthropic horse needing his personal attention, but was far from comfortable. It also added oat-dust to the road-dust that still clogged his clothes from the journey from Minas Tirith, which he completed just a few hours ago.

Nodding, Anbarad elaborated, "Currently three out of four shipments are Tagrovic. Two years ago, when the road first reopened, six different family groups operated. Now only the Tagrovics and the Jadrans."

"What happened to the others?"

"No one knows. Or at least, no one I have asked does." Anbarad flicked a speck of chaff from his sleeve. "Sev mentions trying to find out, but noted that the man did more sidestepping than Bob avoiding kitchen duties."

Hal gave an amused snort, then asked, "Dubravko?"

"Yes. It appears, and Sev was very clear on this" - Anbarad grinned in memory of the Rohirrim women's colorful invectives - "all inquiries are referred to Master Dubravko. Politely, but always."

"Hmm." Hal folded the pages and tapped them thoughtfully against his leg. "According to the King's butler a fair portion of Dorwinion wine reaches Minas Tirith after a trip down the Anduin to the Harlond docks. Of course, portage around Rauros Falls drives the price up." 

Anbarad traced the route in his head. "Drastically, I would suspect."

"One wonders why they don't use the same road the Tagrovic and Jadran families do."

"Indeed, one must."

"And what they ship back the other way. The King's butler was no help there, though he offered to send for his wife's cousin, who from his description keeps one step ahead of the Guard, to make inquiries. I left that for Aragorn to handle."

Nodding his agreement to delegating at least one portion of this puzzle, Anbarad said, "Sev wrote of foodstuffs and other trade items going north, but there were quite a few sealed crates."

"I'm willing to wager she tried her best to discover what was in them, too"

"She made note of her attempts. As well as her efforts to halt the practice of various merchants giving her gifts. Not only Master Dubravko and the head of the Jadran family, but several cloth merchants and one purveyor of dried fish. All from the western shores of the Sea of Rhûn."

Hal sighed. "The way things are going, there's little hope they aren't connected in other ways as well. We've a month before Dubravko said he would be returning north, so let's make our best 'observations' of that group arriving tomorrow from the north. Who's doing the meeting and greeting?" 

"Celebsul has agreed to do the honors while Raug is engaged elsewhere."

Tucking the notes inside his shirt, Hal stood and grabbed a liniment bottle and several strips of cloth from the shelf by the door. "Let me at least make a pretense at tending Mithraug, while you tell me once more what Raug said about Tarannon. Then I'll go spend an hour or so with my wife."

"Elanna will expect more than that after nearly a week's absence," Anbarad responded dryly as he followed the Ranger. 

Hand on the latch of Mithraug's stall, Hal paused. Pleasure lit his blue-green eyes and momentarily smoothed the lines of worry from his face before he intoned, "Business before pleasure."

Despite frequent interruptions from Mithraug, the assumption of unnecessary bandages as unpopular with the stallion as allowing guests to scratch under her chin was with Warg, the retelling of Raug's report went quickly. The lines returned to Hal's face, and his jaw was set in a hard line as he gave his horse a final slap on the rump.

"This reaction caused by Tarannon's anger. It's like what happened upon the ridge?"

"In many ways," Anbarad replied blandly, smoothing the mane of Erin's fat cob who had stuck his head over the rails of his own stall to study the goings-on with great interest. "Raug is not certain how it occurs. Be assured he is taking measures to avoid a recurrence."

Perhaps sensing some omission in the elf's tale, Hal regarded him with narrowed eyes. Before he could put voice to any suspicions, the barn door creaked open to reveal the deceptively petite form of Hal's wife and fellow Ranger.

"Are you going to be all night?" Irritation laced Elanna's voice, but her eyes held more than a hint of concern. "He's not hurt worse than you thought, is he?"

Tossing the bottle of liniment to Anbarad, Hal took his wife's arm to prevent a closer examination of Mithraug's supposed injury. "No, no. Just a nick. He'll be fine in the morning. Anbarad and I were just talking."

"My apologies, Elanna, for keeping him from you," Anbarad said.

With a graceful nod of acknowledgement, Elanna took her husband's arm and ushered him from the barn. Once they were gone, Anbarad heaved a sigh of guilt at not having given every little detail to the Ranger Captain. As penance, he took up the broom and started sweeping.

Chapter Fourteen

April 20, 1424 SR

In the half-light before dawn, Osol shook Tarannon's shoulder. Bleary eyed, he sat up as the Sube said, "Listen." 

At first, the river's voice drowned out all other sounds. Then from upriver came a faint lowing. 

"That's no deer," declared Tarannon, pulling on his boots.

"No," agreed Osol cheerfully. "Nor is it a goat."

Tarannon raised an eyebrow at the Sube's early morning attempt at humor. "There's many more things it isn't than it is. Shall we go see rather than make guesses?"

When Osol crouched to roll the remaining 'bed', Tarannon realized that his reaction to events had been anticipated by the Sube who had cleared up much of the camp in preparation for an immediate departure. The sun stood but a fingertip above the horizon as they led their horses upriver through the dew-laden grasses. 

Gnawing a twist of jerked meat, Tarannon said, "If the Berke are close enough to hear, maybe they will come to investigate as well."

After chewing his own breakfast thoroughly and swallowing thoughtfully, Osol responded, "If they are near, they will watch to see what we do."

"You've seen no sign of them?" 

Osol directed an irritated frown over his shoulder. "I would tell you if there had been."

Offending the younger man would ensure an unpleasant day, so Tarannon hastened to assure the Sube no disrespect was intended. Then added, "If their camps are in those hills to the north, surely their lookouts have spotted us, and someone will be sent to meet us. We haven't been trying to hide."

"They have seen us," the other man replied after a studying the hills. "But they are at war with the Wolves, and we are strangers. Our allegiance is not known, so they remain at a distance unless we threaten their herd or announce we wish to meet with them.  Which we will do after the sun reaches the midpoint of the morning. It is so all will be done properly that Suren Chinua sent me with you."

Tarannon grunted noncommittally. Osol had been recommended by both khubal and war chief of the Sube tribe, for his ability to speak Westron, five of the dialects used by the nomadic tribes of the Wilderland and a fair amount of Dwarvish. Furthermore, the young man knew the location of springs and seeps that would allow travel between the Ash Mountains and the inland sea without recourse to the established roads. Not once had there been a suggestion of Osol being chosen for his diplomatic capabilities. 

"It is truth," declared Osol. "Manners are most important. Sube tolerate the rudeness of dwarves and strangers, but that is not true with many tribes. Tegu Aburi of the Yegu tribe once cut off a man's head because he did not bow to the mother of Aburi's second wife."

Seeing Tarannon's disbelief, Osol stopped abruptly and raised his hands in the Sube gesture of truth. "I saw it happen. Tegu Aburi did not even like the old woman because she talked far too much for a woman, but he said that was no excuse for anyone to disrespect her. You must be silent at first and be certain to show proper manners."

Tarannon began a protest, then changed course as he remembered what Helkar had mentioned concerning the Yegu. "Who was this disrespectful man?"

"A follower of the Dark One." Osol made a sign to ward off evil, then tipped his head ruefully. "The Yegu paid much for the giving of that lesson. Not one of their warriors returned from the battles we were driven to fight. Their herds were taken by the Wolves, and their women and children sent as slaves to the distant land of Khand."

"Why wasn't I told all of this before? We could have been practicing greetings," said Tarannon.

"This way there is no time for you to argue about it," Osol answered placidly, then came to a halt at a point where the river's steep bank had partially collapsed. 

Halfway down the slope, fast in the grip of three ancient thorn bushes, stood a white bull. With heaving flanks torn and bloodied, it was truly a pitiful sight. Though facing downhill and unable to turn its head, the animal sensed their presence and, bawling loudly, renewed its efforts to gain release. Osol gave an empathetic wince as the animal hurled itself against the unwavering wall of thorns.

"You've far more experience with livestock than I," Tarannon said, eyeing the surprisingly large beast. "What would you suggest?"

"Not livestock of that size!" The Sube scowled, but then began to speculate. "Béma's beasts are said to have been enormous, perhaps the animal is descended from his herd. If so, it is not only agitated by being trapped and injured, but by its isolation. Many herd beasts value their families in much the same way as we do. This fellow has many reasons to be distressed, and we are likely to make the situation worse with our rescue attempts unless he can be calmed."

Deciding to ignore the possibility of legendary ancestry, Tarannon asked "And how do you propose we do that?"

Osol lifted his eyebrows at the tone of the question. "We don't. Two people approaching would look like an attack, but if I sit here, and you move toward him slowly with soothing words, we will seem much less threatening."

The Ranger almost asked 'Why me?' but he knew the answer would be 'Why not?' so he nodded. "I'll give it a try."

As Osol knelt, Tarannon started a gentle advance upon the desperate animal, and he took the greatest care not to slide in the loose soil and pebbles. Knowing the wide arc of a horse's vision, he supposed the bull would be similar. Thus, he angled his descent down the slope to approach the side of the beast where he would be clearly seen. He then sought for calming words.

"Hush there, fellow. I'm here to help." Tarannon could sense the wide grin behind him but, in front, the bull watched him warily through one dark eye rimmed with white. "See, I'm not attacking. Settle down, lad, and I'll get you free."

Soon the Ranger would be close enough for the beast to do him some damage if it panicked, and the closer he stepped the larger the animal appeared to be. Its horns, wide and sharp, were on level with Tarannon's shoulders. However, curiosity apparently warred with fear in that oddly tear-stained, bovine face. Tarannon had the unmistakable sensation that he was dealing with a creature of uncommon intelligence.

"There's a good lad. See, I'm harmless." He stepped closer and cautiously stretched a hand though a narrow opening in the thorns to touch the white hide. A flinch ran through the beast's side - no more reaction than if a large fly had landed there.

Encouraged, Tarannon stroked the warm shoulder and continued murmuring while he assessed how to un-entangle it from the bushes.

"His hind leg's caught between two thick roots," he said, maintaining a conversational tone though directing his voice toward the Sube on the slope above rather than at the beast before him. "I'll need a lever of some sort, and I'll have to cut away several branches of these thorns. Or risk becoming a pin-cushion."

"A what?" Osol called down in a low voice. "Why does a pin need a cushion?"

"A good question," muttered Tarannon, then hissed when his upper arm was punctured in several places as he stepped back to begin the task of cutting away the foliage. 

Seeing him retreat, the bull began a loud protest. Tarannon hastened to reassure the animal that he was not going far. As he continued a steady stream of inane chatter, he used his knife to widen the slot through which his arm had passed. But no matter how carefully he moved, there was always a row of needle-sharp thorns waiting.  Finally, with his shirt sleeves in tatters and a large rent in one leg of his trousers, he succeeded in clearing a space wide enough so that he might join the bull in his thorny prison - a daunting prospect to be certain, but inescapable.

A quick search garnered him a stout branch to use as a lever, then in a voice that rang with false cheer, Tarannon said, "Careful now, fellow. I'll have you out in just a minute."

After sliding through the opening, he placed one hand on the bull's shoulder and patted him gently. Running his hand along the animal's side, careful to avoid the thorn-plowed furrows which marred the white hide of the beast with bright blood, Tarannon made his way to the bull's hindquarters. 

"A single kick would probably break my leg," thought the Ranger. But the creature made no effort to kick, nor any attempt to thrash about. Instead, it turned its head to observe the proceedings and lowed encouragingly as Tarannon slid a pointed end of branch down along the bull's leg, widening the space between the two roots that held the creature captive. Giving his lever a solid shove, he managed to twist the roots apart far enough for the bull to step free. 

Tarannon's belief in the animal's intelligence gained credibility when instead of surging forward the moment it was free, it stood looking over its shoulder as if waiting for a sign that it was safe to move. 

The branch proved useful again in forcing back one of the bushes to widen the opening. Tarannon stepped outside and encouraged the bull to do likewise. "Come on, lad. You can get through now."

With great care, the animal squeezed between the thorny shrubs, earning more scratches for its efforts. Still Tarannon kept up his encouragement and climbed slowly back up the slope with the white bull tagging behind. 

Osol rose to his feet and moved away from Tarannon's trajectory. 

With a snort at his companion's caution, the Ranger tried to send the animal on its way. "Off you go, lad, back to your herd."

The bull just stared with liquid eyes and blinked.

"It will go when we leave," Osol said, and he lifted the reins of Tarannon's horse for him to take.

However, when they set off walking again, the bull followed. This brought a wide grin to the Sube's face. 

"It is a sign from the Great Ones. The Berke will be amazed that we have the loyalty of this beast."

Tarannon grimaced doubtfully. "Let's mount up. If we ride, it will lose interest."

But even when they broke into a swift trot, the bull lumbered on behind, eager as a pet hound.

***

"Ah, they come." 

Snapping the stick with which he had gouged lines in the dirt for the past hour, Osol flung the pieces into the small smoky fire and nodded toward a group of men making their way slowly down the grassy hill rising from the wide plain.

Tarannon swallowed the desire to mutter, "Finally," and stuffed the ragged remains of the shirt he had been attempting to mend into his saddlebag. Five hours had passed since Osol kindled the fire signaling their wish to meet with the Berke. At least three more than the Sube anticipated would be required before the tribesmen appeared. As the hours crept by and clouds swept in from the north to signal an end to their pleasant weather, the younger man's early morning humor became nervous anxiety. 

"Remember, do not speak until they greet us," admonished Osol when the Berke group reached the foot of the hill and halted.

"As you've reminded me every ten minutes, I doubt I could forget," answered the Ranger, after silently counting to ten to keep from snapping at the Sube. "Nor will I forget anything else you've told me."

Osol looked decidedly unconvinced, but nodded and faced the three Berke with his hands held before him palms up. Standing at the Sube's left, Tarannon carried his hands in plain sight as well and strove to ignore the annoying itch between his shoulder blades. Ample time had passed for the Berke to set a ring of archers about their camp. While Osol declared vehemently that the tribe would be honor bound to grant safe passage as they had followed all the traditions required, it was to be hoped the Berke's new advisor had not encouraged a change in that policy. 

Movement drew Tarannon's eyes up the hill to where two sentries now stood with arrows on string. The itch grew decidedly worse, yet having reached this point, there was nothing to be done but hope Osol proved better at diplomacy than sailing. 

The leader, or so tradition required, would be the man in the center. Hair and beard liberally streaked with grey, he appeared older, but no less hale, than the other two. While not the tallest of the group by a hand's span and only shoulder-high to Tarannon, he met the Ranger's study with an impassive haughtiness that bespoke years of authority. Wondering how Anardil had convinced such a proud warrior to accept the counsel of an outsider, Tarannon turned his attention to the other men. 

Like those unfortunates left dead in the forest, their hair and beards were dark. Stout well-tanned boots and sturdy hide leggings topped by thigh-length jerkins were the garments of choice. Their lack of shirts sent a sympathetic shiver down Tarannon's back as the northern wind blew colder by the second. Easily visible about their necks were discs of horn similar to those Osol had gathered from the ashes. Mature warriors, the trio carried curved knives and short swords in plain leather scabbards. The man to the left of the leader had a ridged scar across his right eye socket, probably the result of a confrontation with a poorly aimed battle-ax. Though he had not lost the eye, it had turned milky white, and he tipped his head from side to side to make up for his lost vision. To the right stood the tallest of the group. Thinner than his companions, ribs silver streaked with scars, he met Tarannon's gaze with an open sneer. Then folding his arms across his chest, the derisive man adopted a posture indicating his expectation of being there quite some time. 

Tarannon tamped firmly upon his impatience, for Osol had warned repeatedly that the Berke must speak first. It seemed to the Ranger that the rain clouds were more likely to break the silence than these grim men, and that they would all be drenched before they managed to exchange greetings. But then the three pairs of dark, staring eyes wavered and swerved from Tarannon's face to focus on something behind him. Perhaps the horses? Puzzled, he wondered whether he should risk a glance over his shoulder. Might it be other tribesmen moving closer to ambush or kill their unwelcome visitors? The expressions on the Berke's faces suggested otherwise, becoming increasingly curious and bemused. A thud in the grass behind him compelled Tarannon to turn his head - just in time to see the white bull lower its own head to butt him in the back. 

The friendly nudge sent the Ranger stumbling forward, a cry of surprise forced from his throat. Yet he managed to keep his feet and at least some of his dignity. About to shout at the creature, Tarannon caught the faint shake of Osol's head. Swallowing his harsh words and blanking his face, he held his hand palm up to the young bull. The animal stretched out its neck and licked the Ranger's palm with a warm, rough tongue. Aware of the disbelief upon the faces of the Berke warriors, Tarannon resisted the urge to wipe his hand upon his trouser leg and, instead, patted the beast's jaw. Stepping aside as it lumbered forward, he winced inwardly at the thorn-etched furrows marring the white hide, feeling somehow responsible though the marks were no fault of his.

The wind ruffled the tufts of hair upon the bull's ears as it stopped just short of the Berke leader. Eye to eye, its wide horns on level with the man's head, the bull and the Berke stood until the man honored the animal with a low bow. His eyes flickered toward Tarannon for an instant, then he slowly held out his hand. For a long moment, the animal remained unmoved before it deigned to touch its nose to the man's palm. Bowing again, the Berke leader stepped back. In the blink of an eye, all signs of intelligence vanished from the bull's demeanor. The wind gusted, and the young animal tossed his horns and ambled a short distance away to put down its head and snatch a mouthful of grass. Chewing placidly, tender blades of green sticking from its mouth, it ignored the presence of the men. 

Eyes narrowed thoughtfully, the Berke leader studied Tarannon and Osol as the dark clouds churned ever closer. Finally, the man reached some internal decision and stepped forward with his hands out.

"You have asked for speech with the Berke. We are here to listen," the leader said in gruffly spoken and heavily accented Westron. Then he repeated the phrase in the atonal notes of the language of the border tribes and added, "So say I, Barahast Mareez, nakhir of the Berke."

Osol, to his credit, managed to respond calmly to this far from welcoming greeting. "To your fires we come as friends."

"That remains to be seen, young Sube," interrupted Barahast Mareez in his thick Westron before Osol could give his name. "You and this man you lead onto our lands have acquired a champion in the White Bull. But the calf is young, and may be misled." 

With an imperious wave of his hand, he cut off Osol's attempt to reply and directed his attention to Tarannon. "What say you? To what clan do you belong? Be they friend or enemy of the Berke? "

Reading the man's abruptness as a test, Tarannon held out his open hands and replied in a firm voice, "As my companion, Rator Osol, said, we come as friends. I am Tarannon, a Ranger of Ithilien, sworn to the service of Elessar, King of Gondor." 

Osol's faint groan at this frankness was lost beneath the deep-voiced protest from the man at Barahast Mareez's right. "Gondor has no claim upon the lands of the Berke."

"No claim do I make," answered Tarannon, all too aware that he was beyond the limits of his authority.

"Think you a khubal of the Berke will follow Suren Chinua's lead and swear to the lord of the Stone City?" asked Mareez derisively, earning grins from his companions.

The flicker of the man's eyes toward Osol allowed Tarannon to recognize this as another little test. Scarcely breathing, he waited for the Sube's indignant explosion at the implied slur upon his chieftain, but the presence of three well-armed Berke provided sufficient incentive for Osol to practice his own manners. However, a sidelong glance confirmed several molars were in danger of being ground to nubs.  

Tarannon hastily assembled some tactful words. "Gondor is greatly honored to name the Sube her allies. If the Berke desire to follow the wisdom of Suren Chinua, I will be happy to relay your request to Lord Elessar. That, however, is not my present purpose."

"What is your purpose?" Mareez asked as the first fat drops of rain splattered upon his shoulders. 

A quick look up the hill showed that the rain had not resulted in the retreat of the archers, though it was to be hoped the foul weather would at least affect their aim, as well as that of their fellows hidden nearby. 

"Two, I have. The purpose with which I began is the seeking of a man: a comrade who journeyed north months ago and did not return." Tarannon paused. No matter how much he had practiced his words over the last weeks, he had been unable to decide how to explain the source of the information which led him to the Berke. 

The nakhir raised an eyebrow as the silence lengthened, and the tempo of the rain increased. Yet, he did not press Tarannon for further details, but asked, "And the second?"

The Ranger sighed. "With great sorrow and much regret, we have become the bearers of ill news. Five days ago, we chanced upon the scene of an ambush - a half-dozen men cruelly slain. While preparing the bodies for burial, we discovered marks upon their skin identifying them as Berke warriors. Marks like those upon the disc about your own neck, and upon discs Osol retrieved from the ashes."

From the leather pouch upon his belt, Osol took the singed discs and offered them to Barahast. As the young Sube spoke, distant thunder rumbled.

"For their sons, we bring these; so they may know the truth of their fathers' deaths."

The Berke nakhir clutched the tokens within his fist, and the man to his right erupted once more into speech, "What truth is that, goat-herder?" 

Eyes gleaming like chips of obsidian, Osol's voice was sharp as a knife. "The only truth. Your warriors fell to the blades and arrows of the Balgarin. Tortures learned at the hands of the Dark Lord were practiced upon them, and their suffering was great. This man of Gondor, Elessar's trusted warrior, washed their wounds and laid them within their grave with his own hands. Salt and water he set to mark the corners of their grave, while the trees repeated the song sung to honor their passing. So say I, Rator Osol, brother by marriage to Suren Chinua, khubal of the Sube people, and son of Rator Naimen, second-in-council. Be there any here who doubt my word?"

Neither the tone of the question, nor the fact that Osol's hand rested upon his knife, could be considered diplomatic; Tarannon could practically hear the hidden archers draw back their strings. 

Glaring the other Berke into silence, the nakhir grumbled, "We take your words as truth, Rator Osol - a foul truth, and one bringing much sorrow to our fires, but truth. Yet I would hear the tale in full before I bring you to my khubal."

Not waiting for a response from either Osol or Tarannon, Mareez signaled to the man with the milky eye. Immediately, the maimed Berke threw back his head and yipped twice like a fox. Two men rose from the grass a short distance away, arrows ready on the strings of their bows. Responding to an abrupt signal from their nakhir, the archers lowered their weapons and fixed the visitors with dour stares. 

"The news you bring may make your welcome less than a brother of Suren Chinua and the chosen of the White Bull deserve, but meat, drink and a dry place to rest will be yours." Mareez turned and began to climb the grass-covered hill. "Come, bring your horses."

Their fire already extinguished by the wind-driven rain, Osol and Tarannon took only moments to toss their belongings across the backs of their horses and hurry after their host. Though Osol and the tall man exchanged sneers and muttered curses, the Sube was pleased enough with the outcome of their first meeting and remarked in an exchange pitched to reach only the Ranger's ears, "All is well. The nakhir offered you meat and drink."

"No doubt due to your exaggeration of my part in the burial of the Berke warriors," replied Tarannon in the same quiet manner. 

"Nay, it was your friend the white bull," declared Osol, though his eyes shone with pleasure at the Ranger's compliment.

"They were much impressed with him," Tarannon agreed. He paused to look back, but the beast was not to be seen. Hoping the creature's wandering off would not be taken as a bad sign and that the animal's importance would soon be explained, he hunched his shoulders against the rain and followed the scar-faced warrior over the hill.

Chapter Fifteen

April 21, 1424 SR

"Ghacagh, we name this place where rivers meet. The Dorunadu, from north. There, mountains covered always with snow." Jarda Ceker pointed north, then east toward the newly risen sun glowing in the rain-washed sky. "And Neyeldun, from Orocarni it come five days. For three day, this side of water Berke land. Then is land once belong Latai, now Burilgi Ong say he khubal."

Ceker spat to show his distaste for the Balgarin tribal leader, then shifted so his good eye looked directly at the Ranger. But after less than a day with the Berke, Tarannon recognized the necessity of examining every utterance for hidden meaning so offered no response. Few men of his acquaintance - not even the Sube, who in Tarannon's opinion were capable of 'borrowing' swords from Citadel Guards without them becoming aware of the fact until the Sube demanded a ransom for the blades - could best the Berke in a contest of deviousness. Anardil must have felt himself quite at home.

Not that the Berke confirmed Anardil's presence. Every query presented yesterday, while huddled in the hollow dug from the hillside waiting for the torrential rain to cease, had been deflected. To complicate matters further that strange connection with fire, initiated by the search conducted with the balrog, continued. The combination of Tarannon's irritation at the Berke delays, and the destructive power at the heart of the fire lighting the dugout, created an escalating fury that threatened to boil over and undo Osol's diplomacy. Or rather, what passed for diplomacy between the tribes.

With the Berke's nakhir, Osol engaged in a highly stylized court dance punctuated with polite nods and well-timed smiles. But with Sunna Nahin, the sneering second-in-council, interaction bordered upon a midnight free-for-all between rival Umbarian corsairs. As the pair avoided actual blows, Tarannon clung to the belief that matters were proceeding well … if by more convoluted paths than he preferred.

Whether Jarda Ceker's offer to show him a special viewpoint was evidence of their diplomatic progress, or another attempt by the Berke to extract information, remained unclear. The man's words could be interpreted as a host pointing out the sights to his guest or as subtle statements of the extent of the Berke's lands. Or even as a tentative testing of Tarannon's willingness to follow Anardil's lead and join forces with the tribe.

Ceker shrugged one shoulder then directed Tarannon's gaze back to the west where a faint stream of smoke could be seen rising in the distance. "Across water, lands of the Carsura and the Sorsun. They come. Gather fish. Much work for all. You know fish?"

Shaking his head, Tarannon said, "No, but Helkar spoke of sturgeon." 

"Yes, yes. Same fish." Ceker nodded agreeably, then grew serious. "Helkar good man. Trade Berke leather when Burilgi Ong say no one buy from Berke, or sell salt and cloth. You like Helkar?"

Smiling a noncommittal reply to the leading question, Tarannon asked his own. "Do the Berke ever sail?"

Ceker shook his head at the Ranger's cleverness at sidestepping verbal traps, then slowly answered, "Not since Dark Lord fall do Berke cross water. Stay on own land." He stopped speaking and motioned to the south and east. "This not Gondor land."

"Gondor claims only those lands within a day's march of the sea - to the reaches of the ancient boundaries. With the Berke, as with all the tribes beyond her borders, Gondor wishes only peace." Though all authority to speak for Gondor had ceased at the border, Tarannon delivered the words with conviction. Then obedient to some inexplicable urge, he found himself adding, "Unlike the Wolves, who wish only to take that which is not theirs."

Ceker's one eye fastened upon Tarannon's face. "All Gondor men think same you?"

"Do all Berke believe it best to fight the Wolves?" countered the Ranger.

A small shrug of broad shoulders followed a long pause during which Ceker studied the swift waters of the Dorunadu River. "Good people sick with war." 

A simple statement, subject to various interpretations. Tarannon's banked frustration flared to life, and he declared, "Evil triumphs when the good do nothing."

"Fools choose battles they cannot win," retorted Ceker, then clamped his lips tightly together and lowered his head.

Tarannon grinned. "Point to me, I believe. The saying is one of my missing friend's favorites. Wouldn't it be easier if you just admit he's here and take me to him?"

"Go khubal," stated Ceker stolidly, all signs of affability gone from his face. "Talk him."

"Of course," agreed the Ranger, recognizing he had pushed the man as far as was wise. 

Silently, Tarannon followed the Berke back to the main trail, which had turned east to run up and down the rolling hills along the south bank of the Neveldun River. Moving at a jog, they quickly rejoined the main group. Retrieving his horse's reins from Osol, the Ranger shrugged at the Sube's inquiring eyebrows and pointed forward to where Ceker gave a rapid report to the Berke nakhir. 

"Ceker let the cat out of the bag. Anardil's here." 

Osol rolled his eyes and said, "Why would anyone put a cat in a bag?" Then without giving Tarannon time to respond, added, "It was easy enough to see that Anardil was with the Berke. If he were not, so they would have said. Why they refuse to speak of him is more important. Is it because he has asked them not to and they wish time to warn him of your approach, or for another purpose? To prod them invites trouble. We must walk softly and listen carefully until both sides have had time to gain trust."

"You're all crazed," Tarannon muttered, longing for the days before he became embroiled with people who did not allow the left hand to know what the right was doing. "Do any of you ever give a straight answer?"

"Yes," responded Osol and laughed as the Ranger snarled. "Patience. We are only a short distance from their khubal's camp. The wanderer will be found soon enough. Even if he does not wish to be found."

Tarannon gaped at the Sube. "You think Anardil is playing some sort of game as well, and doesn't want to be found?"

"Why else would you bring your poorly drawn symbols to my khubal?" Osol asked in place of an answer. "Never in all the months you came to our fires have you asked the Sube for more than a place to eat and rest. Even when our nakhir, Qara Oyugen, ventured into danger to claim the body the Wolves placed at the crossroads you did no more than mouth thanks. The Sube are your allies. So say your king and my khubal. My people deal with yours as equals, but always you keep your own thoughts. Treating the Sube as lesser men."

Though justly spoken, for more than knowledge of Anardil's location and condition had been withheld, the accusation still stung, causing Tarannon to reply stiffly, "I meant no…"

"Pah, you did not have to mean it," declared Osol bluntly. "Even now, you do not tell all, but leave me to guess what the Berke should be told. It is good for you I am so clever."

Abruptly the younger man turned and stomped toward the small knot of Berke warriors gathered about their war chief. While the subsequent discussion was undecipherable to Tarannon, it seemed obvious from the looks directed his way that it centered upon him. 

An act for the sake of the Berke? Or was Osol truly affronted? The maze of conflicting loyalties overwhelmed Tarannon. No longer did he have any sense of whom to trust. Suspicion, frustration, and more than a little embarrassment combined to create the unmistakable feeling of being in over his head and sinking fast.

***

Expecting a portable village of leather tents housing one or two hundred people, the Berke settlement proved an eye-opener for Tarannon. A hodgepodge of permanent homes dug into the hillsides, wooden lodges capable of housing more than one family, and leather tents much greater in size than that in his flame-induced vision, the settlement's population was nigh to six hundred. If, as Jarda Ceker had mentioned while playing guide, this community was the largest of the five Berke villages, then the tribe's khubal could rightly claim the title of Mingghan, or leader of a thousand men. Hastily, Tarannon revised his estimate of both Osol's diplomatic audacity and the Berke's importance in the politics of the border tribes, few of which could boast more than three hundred members. Also, speculations regarding Anardil's reasons for joining the Berke in their confrontations against the Wolves would need re-examination, though that was best delayed until he could speak to the man himself. Firmly extinguishing the flare of emotion accompanying the thought of Anardil, he devoted himself to a study of his surroundings.  

To take advantage of a southerly curve of the Neyeldun River, the Berke had dug into low-lying hills upon the west-facing bank. And though never having seen the homeland of the hobbits himself, Tarannon had been treated to enough descriptions of the warren of dwellings the little folk carved into the hills of their Shire to immediately wonder if there could be any kinship between the halflings and the border tribe. While doorways into the hillside homes numbered a mere five, slit-like windows were numerous. Depending upon how deeply into the hill the dugouts went, it was possible the village's entire population could find shelter there. 

Between the hills and the curving line of the river, nearly a dozen wooden lodges, each easily large enough to house forty people, had been erected at irregular intervals. Carved into the planks of the nearest was a symbol Tarannon recognized as similar to that which was inked upon the forearm of one of the dead Berke warriors, and upon the next was the design from the shoulder of another. Clan signs or family emblems they must be, for the symbols appearing upon a lodge were proudly displayed on the leather tents surrounding it. They were also clearly visible upon the skin of several men who stared silently at the strangers within their camp.

Curiously, the settlement seemed odd in a familiar way. Tarannon took a while to realize that this was due to it being almost crowded. It felt like Henneth Annûn on market day, when the village contained more people than it could comfortably house. If over half the tents were removed, then the camp would have the space and organization of other tribal communities such as the Sube. 

Regardless of yesterday's chilly rain, spring was making its appearance. Should not the majority of these folk be spreading out across the wide plains to the east? Though the Berke claimed land, three days worth by Jarda Ceker's accounting, along the river, the open plains provided the pasturage for their vast herds. Grasslands, which by Easterling tradition belonged not to one group, were available to all tribes. Burilgi Ong had forbidden other tribes to trade with the Berke. Had he attempted to cut off the Berke's access to the plains as well? 

The Berke response to Balgarin interference was certain to be violent. This turned Tarannon's thoughts once more to his missing comrade. Had Anardil been attempting to prevent an all-out war between the Berke and the Wolves' lieutenant or had he been encouraging it? Blast it all, what had he gotten himself involved in? No matter how the Ranger Captain tried to contain his wilder speculations, his anxieties fed greedily on the lack of firm information.

That Barahast Mareez had sent a runner to the village the previous day was already known to Tarannon and Osol. What that runner reported to the tribe's khubal, and what message he carried back to the nakhir in the darkness of the night, had been left to their imaginations. Seduced by the underlying anger of the fire providing light and warmth in the dugout's shelter, Tarannon's suppositions had wandered decidedly bleak routes until Osol, never one for optimism, calmly remarked that the feast served upon their arrival would be all the better for the women having had many hours to prepare. Mareez's grudging agreement and Jarda Ceker's effusive descriptions of his wife's cooking had soothed Tarannon's anxiety enough to allow a few hours of fitful sleep.

However, faced with the gauntlet of impassive Berke warriors and their wary-eyed women and children, even the appetizing aromas which had set his stomach rumbling were not enough to prevent a resurgence of his worries. Indeed, once returned, they multiplied. Accompanying them were the insidious hissing voices of the community's fires. Under their influence, the campfires' smoke became the stench of charred flesh; only determination kept Tarannon's stomach from disgracing him. Thus distracted, the addition of a new voice to the cacophony within his head went unnoticed until it attracted a sufficient chorus to establish a counterpoint to the heated mutterings. 

Security and warmth formed its theme, rather than destruction and death; it carried with it the cleansing scents of sage and baking bread. Note by note, with a rhythm as regular as a heartbeat, it grew in strength and sang of welcome hearths and candles glowing to guide travelers home. Peace, the calm known only to children held safe within the arms of their mothers, filled Tarannon, and he blinked as the morning's light grew much brighter.

Looking about with refreshed sight, the Ranger's eyes were drawn to a woman seated beside a small fire. The shiny black beads binding her finger-thin braids clicked softly as she rocked a child nestled upon her lap.  Long strands of grey hair hid her face as she bent to whisper to the child, but Tarannon felt immediately certain this was the woman from his vision. Three steps he took toward her before finding his way blocked by a muscular forearm etched with a three-tongued flame. 

"Baiji!" a hard-eyed Berke warrior commanded. No translation was needed to know the Ranger was to go no closer. 

Tarannon struggled to wrap his tongue around a polite greeting, and the woman lifted her head to stare at him. No recognition lit her eyes, but neither were they clouded with suspicion. Her broad-shouldered bodyguard said something in a slightly more menacing tone and stepped forward to block the Ranger's view. Instantly, Osol moved to intercept the Berke, hissing, "Manners," to Tarannon while begging understanding for the foreigner's conduct in the Berke dialect. 

Remembering Osol's cautionary tale of the disrespecting messenger, Tarannon bowed low to the warrior, then to the woman at the fire. As he humbled himself, the flames beneath the bubbling pot danced gleefully. The woman's dark eyes widened, and she stared from the flickering fire to the tall Ranger. Her fingers flashed with the same sign Osol used to ward off evil while mouthing words Tarannon could not hear. However the fire's response was a laugh that echoed merrily in his mind and drew a soft cry of consternation from the woman. 

Stunned that she heard the laughter as clearly as he, Tarannon offered no protest when Osol hurried him away. How was such a thing possible? Never had it been said that others would be able to hear the voices of the flames. Anbarad the elf had not acquired the ability though his "journeys" with Raug the Balrog outnumbered Tarannon's single expedition. Indeed, the only explanation offered to the Ranger had been that his experience with Raug opened a temporary conduit to the voices of the flames. 

The possibility that his unwanted ability might be permanent brought his feet to an abrupt halt. Instantly, the hissing voices of destruction besieged his ears with triumphant cackling and overwhelmed Osol's attempts to urge him forward. Fists clenched and jaw set against a despairing howl, Tarannon considered a lifetime spent at the mercy of such demons and the certain forfeiture of his sanity.  The bleakness of his future made him again deaf to the first notes of comfort. But as before, the raging faded to angry sizzles until a barrier stood between him and the fire's anger: a barrier with a distinctly feminine feel.

Osol could be heard muttering urgently, "Turn your eyes, or her kinsman will pluck them from your head."

Confused, Tarannon looked to where the glowering warrior loomed with folded arms and scowling face. To his left stood the old woman, her fingers rubbing the beads at the ends of her braids together while the child clung to her skirt whining to be picked up. At the man's right, a beautiful girl watched the Ranger. Posed upon the edge of womanhood, the girl possessed all the qualities needed to entice men to great folly. From the small smile she hid when the Ranger's eyes met hers, she understood full well the power she wielded. 

"I did not notice her until this very moment," protested Tarannon, thinking there was little wonder the man had been so brusque. A fair portion of the poor fellow's time must be spent fending off beauty-blinded fools. 

"Did not notice!" exclaimed Osol. "Even I, with a beautiful wife of high standing, find my eyes lingering upon such a sight."

"She is far too young," Tarannon responded, then frowned. "She reminds me of my brother's daughter. A manipulative creature who likes nothing more than to make her suitors' lives miserable."

Osol cast a quick look over his shoulder at the girl, and nodded. "I see what you mean. For certain, she is not worthy of losing your head. But if not the girl, what drew your attention?"

Barahast Mareez's voice, calling them to join him, saved Tarannon the embarrassment of explaining that his interest had been in the old woman. The pair turned towards the building where Mareez awaited with Jarda Ceker, Sunna Nahin and a handful of other men. As they approached, Osol gestured subtly to the ornamentation over the door. Burnt into the lintel of the wooden lodge were two images: the stylized horns representing the beasts of Béma and a circular spiral. The same marks carried upon the collarbones of the young warrior tortured by the Balgarin. What standing had the dead man held in the Berke ruling clan?

Tarannon's attention then fell to the small, circular opening beneath the lintel - a door, no doubt, though not conducive to making an elegant entrance. It provided yet another similarity to hobbit homes, and indeed, a hobbit would be better able to gain access through it than would a tall Ranger. Putting the thought aside, Tarannon stopped a step behind Osol as they met once more with their hosts. 

"To this point your word alone gave passage to you and your guest, young Sube," said Mareez. 

Sunna Nahin's sneer suggested matters would have been different if he had been in charge. However, his nakhir spoke on.

"But no man enters the khubal's presence without giving proof he has not offered his service to the Wolves of Nakhu Taichar."

Clan tattoos matching those visible upon the discs about their necks were revealed as Mareez and Nahin shed their leather jerkins. Each man also bore a red spiral upon his left collarbone. And though Tarannon could clearly see more than one scar marring their skin, none resembled those described by Helkar and Osol as the marks made by the claws of the great wolf's paw.

Silently thankful that the chill rains had been replaced by fairer weather, Tarannon shrugged out of his own garments and held his arms out to allow a clear view of his torso. A fine dusting of hair, far less than his hosts, the fading bruise from his tumble down the hillside four days ago and his own share of warrior's scars were all he had to display. At Barahast Mareez's nod, the Ranger added his clothing to the small pile beside the low door. 

"Now you, goat herder," demanded Sunna Nahin.

Jaw set, Osol loosed his belt and pulled his sleeveless over-tunic and high-necked, loose-sleeved shirt over his head in one quick move. Eyes daring the comment of any man, the Sube stood bared to the waist. His body bore clear evidence of systematic torture, carried out over a long period of increasing savagery, and crueler than many had witnessed before; deeper and deeper scars overlaid earlier ones, giving witness to the suffering Osol had endured rather than answer to the servants of the Dark Lord.

Barahast Mareez's gaze veered from the young man to Sunna Nahin. "Lions guard the goats of the Sube." 

Though subtle, the remark demanded that the nakhir's kinsman treat Osol with greater respect. Tarannon also adjusted his opinion of the young man, feeling humbled once again. Then, as Mareez gestured for him to be first to enter the lodge, the Ranger reflected that the maneuver would do little to restore his self-esteem.

Obviously a means of putting an attacker at a disadvantage, the low doorway forced a man to practically crawl upon his knees to enter. A precaution Tarannon understood but wished unnecessary, if only because the required contortions put a decided strain upon his left leg. Hoping he did not appear as awkward as he felt, the Ranger rose slowly to find himself in a small gallery running around the perimeter of the lodge above a semi-subterranean living space. With overlapping plank walls and no windows, the interior was a shadowy place after the bright sunlight. The only natural light came through the doorway and from overhead where the central beam of the roof was raised a half-foot to form a long narrow smoke "hole." This clever device drew smoke and fumes outside yet still limited the amount of rain or snow that could enter the lodge.  

Just to the left of the doorway, a warrior stood with hand poised upon the hilt of his sword. With an abrupt jerk of his chin, he indicated a notched log ladder providing access to the lower level. A gentle hissing drew Tarannon's attention to the fire pit in the center of the lodge. Upon a cairn of stones piled along one side of the fire, a lean young man ladled water. Ghostly wisps of steam floated above the fire which Tarannon viewed with trepidation. But rather than the angry chorus he expected, only whispers could he detect, accompanied by the warming presence he had sensed at the old woman's fire. While grateful for its protection, the Ranger could not help wondering how much control the woman exercised over the flame voices. Was she as capable as the balrog of employing them to eavesdrop?

As the others joined him, Tarannon moved along the gallery. Osol arrived, dark eyes full of heat. Anger? Or could it be conceivable that the young man felt shame that he had not endured torture even unto death rather than yield to the Wolves? Though not the type to dwell upon emotions, Tarannon's insight was sufficient to realize he did not have exclusive ownership of remorse, of regret that his bravery did not meet his expectations. He could imagine the continuum of self-inflicted disgrace: at one end, justified - at the other, utterly without foundation.  

The door warden, who had looked up expressionless at Tarannon, now regarded the scars on Osol's back with admiration and respect. Thus due was given where most deserved - to the smallest and most courageous amongst those who waited in the gallery.

"My uncle, Renuma Galmand, khubal of the Berke people, greets you." The voice from the base of the ladder spoke the Common Tongue with the stilted tones of one reciting a memorized speech. "Meat and drink he offers to the man from Gondor and to the brother by marriage of Suren Chinua, khubal of the Sube."

Balanced on the threshold of manhood with his voice just settling into the deeper registers and the first traces of a beard darkening his cheeks, the youth tried valiantly to restrain his curiosity as the visitors made their way down the ladder. However, the sight of Osol's scarred back and chest widened his dark eyes and sent any other speeches he might have prepared right out of his head. With a growl, Sunna Nahin elbowed his way past the awestruck young man. Shame-faced, the youth bowed low before beckoning them to follow him to the far end of the lodge. 

Upon the only "chair", a backless platform covered with deer hide, Renuma Galmand sat stiffly erect, his eyes not upon the approaching visitors but directed to the horn discs dangling from his clenched fist. Without a word, Barahast Mareez and Sunna Nahin settled cross-legged upon woven mats set to either side of their khubal while the door warden joined the nakhir upon Galmand's left. Taking his cue from Osol, Tarannon stopped before the khubal and waited for him to speak. 

The old man remained like a grim statue. No chiefly robes announced his importance. He wore only the hide leggings common to all his tribesmen, and a plain leather thong held back his white hair. What did seem unusual to Tarannon was the intricate braiding of the khubal's grey beard. Age had done nothing to soften the man - neither the stern features of his face nor the honed muscles of his body. A warrior chief, he looked more than capable of using the man-high spears leant against the nearby wall or the silver short-sword resting across his thighs in its ornate scabbard, a bull's head embossed on the pommel.

The tattoos etched upon the khubal's body had stretched with age but it was yet possible to see the horns of Araw's kine upon his right collarbone and the spiral, which Tarannon now speculated indicated clan leadership, upon the left. Additionally, two downward facing triangles between two rectangles, partially hidden by the khubal's beard, had been placed at the hollow of his throat.  

Eventually, the old man lifted dark unreadable eyes.

"You sang their passing?" he asked in a strong, unaccented voice that defied his age and heritage.

Osol took a step forward and nodded. "The trees carried my song to the sky and from there it was passed to the earth and water. Salt and stone were placed at their heads and feet."

"And those who slay them?"

Face twisted with distaste, Osol replied, "Of the Balgarin. A triple hand, mounted and riding toward the sea." 

For a moment, Tarannon thought the Sube would continue by voicing his suspicions of Helkar's involvement in the ambush of the Berke - suspicions which they had debated regularly while journeying north without reaching a consensus. During the previous evening's questioning, Barahast Mareez had offhandedly dismissed any possibility of Helkar being employed by the Balgarin. But a man convinced against his will often remained of his original opinion, and evidence of Osol's stubborn nature was writ plainly upon his body. However, with a slanted glance up at the Ranger, the Sube refrained from speaking against the ship captain.

Renuma Galmand read the young man's posture. "A Sube warrior of such courage is not shy to talk freely to the khubal of the Berke." Though Osol winced at the combined compliment and rebuke, the chief smiled enigmatically and continued. "I would know your thoughts in this, so that I see through your eyes, hear through your ears."

Thus provoked, Osol's back stiffened further. "The seaman, Helkar. He did not earn my trust." 

Renuma nodded acknowledgement then his attention fixed on the Ranger. "And you, man of Gondor, what say you of Helkar?"

Having prepared himself to encounter a khubal of far less wisdom and equanimity, Tarannon replied with relieved sincerity. "I would not easily believe Helkar to be an ally of the Wolves."

"He has done their bidding in the past." Renuma looked pointedly at Osol's scars. "Resistance to their demands proved beyond the strength of all but a few."

"Because the power of the Dark Lord was behind them." As Tarannon spoke of the diabolical enemy, his mental guard crumbled. Unbidden memories of Nazgûl soared and screeched into his mind. Beyond, licked white-hot flames in the fire pit, curling and hissing like enraged serpents.

Destruction! Hate! Death!

He almost faltered, was almost unmanned beneath the eyes of these warriors. But a now-familiar soothing voice set itself between him and the fury of the fire. Tarannon drew a deep breath, aware of its sibilant loudness in the surrounding silence. Aware also that everyone looked at him with puzzled frowns. He sought for words.

"As you said … only a few had the power to stand against … such evil." Calmness and certainty returned to the Ranger Captain. "My lord, Elessar the Renewer, understood this and pardoned the Eastern tribes. His hope is peace between our peoples. Unlike the Wolves, who continue the ways of evil. They failed to learn from their master's defeat."

The khubal's eyebrows lifted a fraction. "What lesson should they have learned?"

"That evil, no matter how strong, can be defeated by those true of heart."

"Know you that Helkar's heart is true?"

Tarannon hesitated for but an instant. "I would trust him with my life."

"Why?"

"Because he was trusted by a friend." 

Tarannon's words earned a sneer from Sunna Nahin, a thoughtful expression from Barahast Mareez and a soft voiced response from the youth tending the fire. A quick glance revealed the young man ducking his head in embarrassment for having spoken without his khubal's permission. The inquiring look Tarannon directed at Osol received a frown and a slight shake of the head. 

But the Berke khubal pointed to his young kinsman. "The ears of youth recognize your words as echoes of the ancient wisdom: the friendship of two men is stronger than stone walls." Renuma Galmand touched the rectangles tattooed at the base of his throat. "The unity of a tribe's people forms the fortress of its strength. Loyalty between friends is of great value, but friendship alone will not rid our lands of the Wolves."

Sunna Nahin nodded his agreement of the khubal's words, and Tarannon found himself at a loss to produce arguments against such pessimistic belief. 

"Yet, it is there we will begin," Renuma Galmand said, raising the hand clutching the horn disks gathered from the dead. A grimness shrouded his features though his eyes blazed with banked fury. "I call upon you to stand witness to the blood debt owed the Berke by the Balgarin and that worthless dog, Burilgi Ong. For each warrior slain, we claim vengeance threefold, and tenfold for the death of Clan Leader Renuma Aughan.'

Tarannon felt the jaws of a trap closing tightly about him as Osol immediately agreed to the khubal's request. Becoming involved in a blood feud between two Easterling tribes was most decidedly not a good idea. Lord Aragorn would be infuriated enough by his current disobedience. The thought of the King's displeasure if Tarannon became embroiled in the Berke's troubles was enough to make the Ranger cringe. 

He met Renuma Galmand's eyes and read the bright cunning there. The old man would draw the Ranger into his plans as far as he could. It was incumbent on Tarannon to dig in his heels, to resist as far as he could.

"My king's authority stops at the borders of your lands. Thus my authority, my ability to act, also stops there."

Nodding sagely, the khubal replied, "We do not seek your actions. We do not ask for you to pledge the sword of your lord to drink the blood of the Balgarin. We ask only your words - that you speak the truth of what you saw of my people's deaths."

As Tarannon gave his reluctant word to stand as witness, a sense of gentle amusement filled his mind. Grimly, he accepted the fact that he must increase guard on not only his words and deeds against Berke deviousness, but also his very thoughts. 

"So be it." Renuma Galmand set the disks and his sword upon the mat beside him, then motioned to the youth tending the fire. "Ghasan, bring mats for our guests and food and drink for the council. A fine feast is cooking, but that is hours away. Come, sit, be welcome at our fire."

Once Osol and Tarannon were settled before the khubal, Barahast Mareez led formal introductions. He named the door warden as Jarda Ceker's brother and clan leader, Jarda Yunghur, while the youth was presented as Renuma Ghasan, grandson of the khubal's most beloved sister. 

The formalities over, they awaited the food in an unsettling silence during which some sharp and scornful stares were directed at Tarannon. To show he was not intimidated, he indulged his curiosity by asking the khubal, "If it is permissible, could you explain the meanings of the different tattoos that your people wear? Are they clan signs?"

Sunna Nahin scowled at this seeming impertinence, but Renuma Galmand smiled broadly. "Yes, we have five clans: Renuma, the bull, shown by horns worn here." The old man touched the symbol on his right collarbone. "Jarda, the river, is thus." He indicated the door warden, who held out his right forearm to display four wavy lines.

By now, Renuma Ghasan had assembled the ingredients for what looked like a ritual involving the passing round of tea and a cake bursting with orange berries. From a large copper pot, he scooped hot water into eight wooden bowls containing measured amounts of what appeared to be pine needles. As the tea seeped, he cut the rounded loaf and distributed all but one slice to the circle of men. Breaking off a portion of the final piece of cake, Ghasan bowed his head to his great-uncle before eating it. Next, the youth sipped carefully from one steaming bowl then offered it to Renuma Galmand, who took the bowl and drank deeply before signaling his nephew to continue distributing the bowls.

"Sunna, the deer," the khubal continued, nodding at the antler etched on his second-in-council's left shoulder. "And Barahast, the hunter, is an arrow worn on the right shoulder."

Tarannon took note of the nakhir's tattoo; however, his attention swerved as Ghasan lifted a bowl of tea and passed it, untasted, into the Ranger's hands.

All faces turned to Tarannon; Osol's hard stare full of warning, but whether that meant a caution against drinking or against refusing, was impossible to tell. 

Galmand's eyes, blue-rimmed with age, danced merrily as he continued with his explanation and his refreshment. "Ghaltu is fire which is worn as a three-tongued flame upon the left forearm."

Though no one in the room bore that symbol, the mention of fire brought a wordless whisper into Tarannon's mind. He inclined his head. "I thank you," he said, intending the phrase to be ambiguous. Without drinking, he set his bowl upon the ground before him. 

"Do the spirals then signify clan leadership?" Tarannon asked, taking a small bite of his cake. At the taste, it was all he could do to stop his cheeks from sucking inwards. The confection proved as tart as a lemon. He glanced at the bowl of tea regretfully but he dared not use it to rinse away the sharpness of the cake. 

Barahast Mareez shook his head. "Each village has a leader for each clan who is known to all. Only those who are of the khubal's council wear the spiral."

"Ahh." Tarannon nodded his understanding and took another bite, careful to keep all sign of sourness from his face. He noted again how closely the others scrutinized his reaction and knew Osol's warnings had been well placed. Holding up the remaining piece, he said, "A most unusual flavor, but very tasty."

Many eyes sparkled with suppressed laughter at this, though anger glittered in Sunna Nahin's. Politics were being played amidst these ostensibly polite rituals. Something close to a smug smile graced Osol's lips - the satisfaction of a long-suffering teacher at a student who finally demonstrated competence.

Young Ghasan acknowledged the Ranger's comment about the cake. "Buckthorn berries, good for the blood. Many medicines made from them." The youth grinned impishly. "A bit … sharp, so need much drink of tea."

"A practical fruit then." Tarannon responded. "The woman of my friend, Anardil, would be most interested to learn of them. Wouldn't she, Osol?"

The Sube's eyebrows rose, surprised at this hasty introduction of Anardil's name into the proceedings. However, his was the only reaction evident, and given that Helkar knew Anardil only as Sonny, perhaps the Berke were not familiar with the one-armed man's real name. 

Despite Osol's disapproval at the directness of Tarannon's approach - an approach that was quite contrary to the delicate maneuverings and posturings of tribal traditions - the young Sube elected to go along. "As she asks questions about everything, she would ask about these."

Tarannon grinned with the other men at Osol's tone of resigned stoicism, then said, "Mistress Sevilodorf is both inquisitive and determined."  He pried loose a berry to pop in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully before adding, " A fitting companion for Dil. She has missed him greatly." 

"Mareez told me of your search," the khubal said. "Your friend has been missing for many months."

"Six months ago he left the southern shore." The Ranger ignored Osol's pained expression at this ungarnished frankness. "He entrusted Helkar with the knowledge that he would return shortly. But never did."

"The Wilderland is a dangerous place," Renuma Galmand replied tonelessly, causing the young Sube to nod approval at such consummate obscurity.

"Strange how Helkar said exactly the same thing," Tarannon answered. 

"A man must choose his words carefully," the khubal returned with a small nod. 

The Ranger's sense of triumph at earning this veiled admission to a code expression was fleeting. The men chosen by Elessar to form Gondor's network of observers had undoubtedly been supplied with specific recognition phrases. He, however, had no business in this place and had only chanced upon the correct words with Helkar. Speaking the wrong words here would have disastrous consequences. 

Though he strove to keep his thoughts as free from anxiety as his appearance, some portion of his worry must have been evident to the fire spirit standing as shield against the destructive force within the flames. A wordless warmth of comfort and support filled him as he desperately reviewed the passwords he knew. Then, before he was able to decide what words to use, his inner guardian disappeared. No, Tarannon realized, more than his protector had vanished. All contact with the spirits of fire was gone. Only now with their absence did he understand how deeply they had invaded his consciousness. 

Engaged with this unexpected turn of events, the entrance of the final member of the khubal's council went unnoticed until the man knelt before Renuma Galmand to offer apologies for his tardiness. That the thickly muscled warrior regarded the Ranger with thinly disguised disgust did not go unnoticed by either the khubal or his council. Seeing the fire tattoo upon the man's forearm, Tarannon considered the possibility that this man was somehow responsible for the cutting of his connection with the fire spirits. Had the woman reported the Ranger's ability to hear the fire? Or did the man's dislike stem only from the ill-fated interlude with the pretty daughter of the fire-marked warrior? Should he prepare to defend himself against a charge of impropriety or one of witchcraft? 

At his side, Osol shifted forward to speak but subsided with a tensing of his jaw as Barahast Mareez began introduction of the newcomer as Clan Leader Ghaltu Tamag. Then young Ghasan moved forward to dispense refreshment with proper ceremonious tasting. But eventually all the formalities had been observed and the Berke khubal turned his attention once more to Tarannon in obvious expectation of the proper code phrase. 

Casting his luck to the wind, the Ranger said, "Where now is the horse and the rider? Where is the horn that was blowing?"

The satisfied smugness upon Sunna Nahin's face as the man rose swiftly to his feet was all Tarannon needed to know he had failed. 

"My khubal," declared the second-in-council. "By his own words does this foreigner condemn himself."

"The Gondorian is my trusted friend," said Osol, discarding diplomacy to also stand up, his vivid scars daring anyone to speak against him. Sunna failed to meet his stare, and said no more.

Instead, Ghaltu Tamag responded sonorously, "Even the valiant may be deceived by evil's ability to take on fair trappings. Remember the fate of the Yegu."

"I forget nothing," Osol snarled, his teeth bared as if tempted to attack either of the two men who opposed him. Instead, his lips pursed and he spat at the feet of Sunna Nahin. With that, his attention fixed upon the khubal. "You are wrong to think this man evil. He is ill-mannered and unschooled in the ways of evasion, but his heart is true."

Whatever response the Berke khubal meant to make was delayed by a cry from the gallery above. The council fell into a brief confusion of murmurs and a much louder exclamation by young Ghasan, but silence fell when Renuma Galmand simply leant to reclaim his sword and stood. He proved to be almost as tall as Tarannon who, along with the other men, followed the khubal as he started towards the ladder. There, Galmand paused for a moment until Ghasan arrived with a leather cape bearing the clan symbols of the Berke. Thus dressed, the khubal ascended the ladder, indicating that everyone should follow him from the lodge.

"What is it?" demanded Tarannon of Osol when they paused at the lodge door to shrug back into their shirts. 

In answer, the Sube pointed to the hills facing the lodge. "Your friend has returned."

"My friend? Anardil?" Tarannon directed his gaze to the hilltop, only to mutter a curse when he spied, not the dark haired Dunadan he'd hoped to see, but the lumbering form of the white bull calf winding his way through the tall grass. 

"It would be far easier if it were," Osol replied, then lowered his voice. "Remember how highly the Berke esteem the beasts of Béma, and that among the Tribes it is better to be deemed proud, than hasty." 

"In other words, I should shut up and let you do all the talking," hissed Tarannon as they were urged to follow the khubal and his council through the village.

"Too late for that; you have let them know you possess a tongue. Prove now you have wit as well." 

Chapter Sixteen

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

April 21, 1424 SR

Raug gazed down from the mountainside. Little greenery existed on the rocky, scree-covered slopes, but below, Ithilien lay bathed in spring: fresh grasses and leaves, flowers and blossoms. He liked to stare into the distance and imagine. Back at the inn, the hobbits played like children in the warm sunshine, laughing for the sheer joy of life. He wished he knew how that felt. 

Soon he would return to the spine of Ephel Dúath where thick clouds hunched close to the mountain, draining light and heat from the sun. Ever dank and dreary, ever winter, more a place for ice spirits than for Raug's kind, but there his activities could harm no other living thing, aside of course from his helper, Anbarad, who was currently fetching provisions.

Four days of patient practice had resulted in a carefully choreographed manipulation of power that allowed the balrog to link to his fellow spirits, yet remain detached enough to resist any invitation to join the singers of dissonance and destruction. That those drawn to darkness had kept their distance, leaving only those with an affinity to fire's warmth and comfort, was a much counted blessing.

On Anbarad's return, they went once more to the summit and rekindled the campfire. Fog swirled around Raug's feet as he again performed his cautious communications with the help of Anbarad. After a short while, he whispered thanks to the distant fire spirits and relaxed the connection between them. Tired and stressed, the balrog stretched to release tension in the only way he knew how. As Raug's body expanded, the equally weary Anbarad looked on with his usual expression of alarmed amusement. It seemed most beings could not change their appearance to such an extent in such a short space of time. Shrinking to the form he knew most people preferred, that of the Burping Troll barkeep, he settled quietly by the fire and stared into its nourishing glow.

Following their fiery communions, the silence between Raug and Anbarad was always comfortable. The elf didn't plague him with questions and concerns, but allowed him to take the time, the immense time he needed to understand, to adjust, to explore the deep mysteries inside himself. Raug often replayed, in his memory, Nienna's precious words.

“Dwell no more apart from the world. Learn again to sing in harmony. To become one with the chorus of life. Beyond this glade, you will meet those who will help you on your path.”

Anbarad was one of those beyond the glade, one of those who set Raug on this current course. It was perilous, he knew, yet he felt equally certain now that this was truly 'his' path. The last few days had restored Raug's courage, and given him greater confidence and inner control. So, when both he and the slightly singed elf had recovered their strength, they would be ready to try to re-establish contact with Tarannon.

***

Taking another gulp of water, Anbarad scowled into the embers of the campfire. "How are we to make any sense of that?"

The sudden loss of contact with Tarannon, though worrying, gave a welcome respite after a long morning of trying to follow the somehow elusive and shadowy Ranger. Anbarad poured a few drops of the cool water onto his latest scorches, wincing slightly.

"Is it the distance, or that we're being extra cautious?"

Raug looked up and shrugged. "We are using only the gentler spirits. Perhaps they are also weaker." But he did not look convinced by his own argument.

Anbarad closed his eyes, trying to recall what little they had 'seen' of Tarannon's arrival at the Berke settlement. "Something changed when he got to the village. It felt like a veil closed over him."

"Something or someone."

Eyes springing open, Anbarad stared at Raug. "What do you mean?"

"I'm not sure, but it felt more like a living thing than an object. It seemed to sense … to react… " The balrog shook his head slowly. "Though I could not see him … or them."

"The grey-haired woman with the child," said the elf slowly. "Something about her?"

"Drew the captain to her," finished Raug. "There was another. The man who came late to the meeting with the Berke leader. A darkness lay about him."

Anbarad nodded. "The fire clan leader. A very suspicious and angry man."

"Emotions which feed the spirits of dissonance."  

"Or are fed by them. You think there may be others who are able to hear the flames?" Even as he asked, Anbarad knew the answer. 

"Where one exists," Raug smiled at the obviousness of the statement, "there are often many more. The captain proved capable, as did you."

"Only because of your…" Anbarad stopped. It had not before occurred to him so starkly that his own nature had been transformed. He had stepped across some divide that made him… No matter. He shook the discomfort off, and turned his attention to these other 'fire' people. "Are they of greater or lesser power?"

"That is yet to be seen. As is the reason they remain hidden."

***

Throughout the encampment, the gathering villagers parted to allow the khubal and his council passage then closed again in their wake. Without hindrance, the party strode until they stood at the base of the hill looking up to where the white calf grazed peacefully. Renuma Galmand saluted the creature and addressed it in the Berke language. 

"He asks what the tribe may do to assist the messenger of the Lord Béma," translated Osol, arms folded angrily across his chest and scowling at Sunna Nahin and Ghaltu Tamag who had stuck like burrs since leaving the khubal's lodge.

The young bull looked up from his grazing at the sound of the khubal's voice, but made no move toward the men until Barahast Mareez directed Tarannon to the front. As soon as the Gondorian took his place beside the Berke khubal, the calf lowed deeply. With a flick of its tail and a toss of its head, the animal began to climb the hill, pausing after only a few steps to look back.

"He wishes us to follow him," Tarannon dared suggest.

The Berke khubal indicated the Ranger should lead the way, but Tarannon shook his head.

"My place in this matter is not before the Berke, but beside them." Moving closer to Renuma Galmand, he added, "I will, with your permission, walk at your side."

The khubal smiled and nodded, and a rustle of approval stirred through the crowd of villagers.

As they climbed, the council and Osol on their heels, the Ranger wondered whether there was any hope of regaining control of the situation. An increased murmuring of the crowd below intruded upon his thoughts, and he lifted his chin to find the bull studying him with those strangely intelligent eyes. The calf swiveled its head toward the top of the ridge. Tarannon followed its gaze and froze. Above him a massive cow stood regarding him intently. Taller than the Lord Elessar at her withers with horns stretching at least ten feet from tip to tip, her coat shone blue-black beneath the sun's brilliance. Any lingering doubts of the reality of the Kine of Araw yet walking the lands of Middle-Earth vanished beneath the cow's steadfast gaze. 

Mirroring Renuma Galmand's example, Tarannon bowed to the beast before completing the climb to the top. Vaguely, he was aware of Osol blocking the Ghaltu and Sunna clan leaders' attempt to follow.  As the distance grew between the Ranger and the fire-marked warrior, the voices of the fires in the village below began to whisper to Tarannon again. Shockingly, he found their presence as familiar and welcome as a returning friend. There was, however, no time to marvel at this for the old man beside him calmly raised both arms in greeting to the massive cow.

In a voice designed to carry to the audience below, the Berke khubal greeted the animal first in the Berke dialect, then in his unaccented Westron. Continuing that pattern, he introduced Tarannon as a representative of Gondor's King who has come to stand as witness to the wrongs done the Berke by Burilgi Ong and the Balgarin. 

The old man then drew his sword and presented the hilt to the cow before planting the tip carefully in the ground before him. "Mother of Lord Béma's herd, your son, the White Bull, names this man his champion." 

As realization of what was happening began to dawn on the crowd of villagers, they called out with increased enthusiasm. Tarannon had seen the trap opening from the outset but found no means of evasion. The fires inside him hissed and sputtered with conflicting emotions, some warmly favorable, others ferocious in their disapproval. Neither could avert the inevitable, which Renuma Galmand continued towards. 

"Give him your blessing so that our people will have victory over the Wolves and drive them from this land."

As if sensing the political machinations behind the khubal's words, the black cow lowered her enormous head and examined him carefully.  But Renuma Galmand remained steadfast beneath the intensity of her scrutiny, his sword firm before him. Only the leather cape swayed in response to a morning breeze. Finally, the cow stretched out her muzzle and touched the sword's hilt. A cheer sounded from the crowd below. Then the beast took a step sideways to stand directly before Tarannon.

For a long moment, she towered above him, and he forced himself to return her gaze as collectedly as the Berke khubal had done. Suddenly, the fire voices within his mind ceased their hissing. Into the silence came a voiceless question: had he accepted this burden freely? 

When he replied with a soundless 'yes', the cow nodded her great head and leaned forward to bump his shoulder gently. Her lethal horns spread either side of him and the warmth of her breath flowed over his skin while an astounding vision poured into him. As it had been with Raug the Balrog, so it was again. The flame within the heart of each man became visible to Tarannon, and his pulse throbbed in harmony with the song of life. Into that song, the music of the fires returned, their words now comprehensible, praising the might of Béma and the Valar.

Slowly, the cow backed away and with her retreat went his ability to see the life flames, though the voices of fire remained both audible and understandable. Turning her head, the cow gave Tarannon a deliberate wink, and he knew that she had bestowed a blessing upon him far beyond that which the Berke khubal expected.  

The bull calf, his bulk dwarfed by his dam, yet still capable of intimidating a grown man, stepped forward to tentatively touch the khubal's sword. Then, duty done, the beast sidled up to Tarannon and presented his side for patting. Murmuring softly, the Ranger obliged the creature, noting with relief that the scratches from the thorn bushes were clean and beginning to heal. When his mother grumbled deep in her throat, the calf gave Tarannon's shoulder a solid nudge, then trotted to her side. After accepting a final bow from the khubal and his counselors, the cow and her calf disappeared over the rim of the hill.   

Tarannon exhaled a breath he had not realized he was holding, and turned to meet Renuma Galmand's inscrutable gaze.

"You are a most honored man, Tarannon of Ithilien. Are you worthy of the honors bestowed upon you?" asked the khubal quietly. 

Was he? Tarannon had serious doubts about that, being not particularly brave, skilled or clever. 

'The bull chose thee,' whispered the internal flames. 

'Only because I rescued it.' 

'No.' Warmth spread through Tarannon as the fire replied. 'Because it sees in thee true goodness, honesty, loyalty … friendship.'

As the external silence stretched longer and longer, the khubal's face took on an expression of compassion. Finally the old man said, "Have faith in the wisdom of your king, and of Rator Osol, who names you trusted friend. And of the Great Herd Mother. They believe in you, whether you believe in yourself or not." 

Pulling his sword free of the grass, the Berke turned to his people and cried, "The blessing has been given. The Wolves will fall before us like corn beneath a mighty wind."

Tarannon quickly smoothed the frown that formed as he heard Renuma Galmand's words. Though spoken in the Berke tongue, the Ranger understood every word.

***

"So what are we," demanded Tarannon of his sole companion, "prisoners or honored guests? And lest we forget our original purpose for being here, where the blazes are they hiding Anardil?"

"One possessing the power to control the flames should be able to determine that without my help," snapped Osol. 

"If I could have, I would have. If for no other reason than I've endured your company for a month, you should believe I have no control over anything." Tarannon slammed his fist against a supporting pole. The Berke tent to which they had been escorted following their second session with the khubal's council lacked the headroom necessary for pacing. 

Rather than infuriating Osol further, the jibe seemed to ease his temper. Switching sides in the argument he had been waging since reaching the privacy of their tent, the young man responded, "As you are not chalana karna, we have nothing to fear." 

"And if I do not pass their test?"

Without thought, the Sube's fingers flicked in the ancient sign against evil. "Then you are a servant of the darkness and will be sentenced to death." 

Silence fell between them, the fate of both men irrevocably entwined. The council, like Osol, could not reach a conclusion as to Tarannon's true nature. Thus, though the sounds and scents of delicious cooking wafted into the tent, it failed to raise their spirits. 

A sudden irritable hiss preceded Osol's next utterance. "But such can not be. For that would mean that my khubal, my nakhir and myself were fooled by you, and that I will not believe. Then too, there is the Herd Mother and the White Bull. Surely they are creatures of the gods. Have you deceived them as well? Pah, how is a man to know his friends?"

"As he ever has," the Ranger replied wearily. "By their words and deeds. I swear I do not serve the dark, yet…"

"Yet, it was truth that Ghaltu Tamag spoke? The fire speaks to you?" 

Osol swore softly when Tarannon nodded. "How came you to be so cursed?"

"A curse indeed. Acquired through a mad effort to seek out Anardil. What do you know of The Inn of the Burping Troll which Anardil and his lady name home?" Unconsciously, Osol's fingers moved to ward off evil, and Tarannon grunted. "Enough I see."

"Strange tales we hear," Osol admitted, "but the Rohirrim traders who come to the Sube and to the dwarves of the Ash Mountains laugh and name them only stories to scare children."

"Of course they do. They are kin to Sevilodorf, and would not allow her name to be sullied by association."

The look Osol shot across suggested that his less-than-favorable opinion of the woman would probably apply equally to any of her blood relatives. However, he conceded, "Those who do speak are of the type who seek to seem more brave than they are. One does not take the words of such men as truth."

"I've met many such men, boasting loudly of their encounters with terrifying monsters," Tarannon agreed. "Yet, within the strangest of tales is often a crumb of truth; and if the tale is told of The Burping Troll, it is probably a whole loaf. Will you hear the truth with an open mind?"

Osol's chin shot up before he gave a determined nod, then he sat in silence and listened intently while Tarannon told of his outlandish adventures with a balrog, learning fire vision and possessing stones from the heart of a volcano. 

"Thus I saw an old woman with Anardil, and when we came here, I saw her again. The older woman of the Ghaltu clan, not the young beauty. I heard laughter in the fire, and she heard it too. That must be how they discovered I possess the ability." 

Osol responded at last, and not to dispute Tarannon's account. "The old speak of the chalana karnae. Fire talkers. Our father's fathers' fathers' fathers believed only those who heard the fire's voice could learn to control its heart, so they might work the ores from the distant mountains without falling prey to evil. Men know differently now. Even dwarves know how to work metal. The Berke hold to the old ways and among them the Ghaltu are said to be the masters of fire."

"They can block the voices somehow," Tarannon said thoughtfully. "When Ghaltu Tamag first came near, the voices vanished. Later the effect wore off. But they've managed to do it again. I haven't heard anything since we were brought here, and they've left us no means to make a fire. What of their women? What training do they receive? I know she heard the laughter. And it is she whom I saw with Anardil." The Ranger's tone grew louder with frustration. "Blast it all, he was seriously injured. Has he died and they're afraid to admit they killed a Gondorian?"

"We have killed no one," declared an imperious voice. Then the old woman in question entered the tent with a stern-faced Ghaltu Tamag at her side.

Hope flared in Tarannon, and he rushed toward the woman only to be met by the strong arm of the clan leader. "He lives?" 

Bright eyes peered up from a deeply wrinkled face. "Prove you are of the Light and not the Dark, and we will speak further."

The woman then turned to the Berke warrior and commanded, "Go, I will call you when all is decided." 

When he attempted to argue that she could not be left alone with the two men, she declared, "My powers have not yet decayed to the point where I require your protection, Tamag."

Beneath her baleful glare, the man clenched his jaw and departed the tent after bestowing a look on Tarannon promising retribution for any harm which came to the woman. 

As the tent flap snapped closed, the woman directed Osol and Tarannon to be seated upon the mats beside the small circle of stones surrounding the empty fire pit. Taking a seat across from them, she held her hands out to Osol. 

"Give me your hands." When he hesitated, she laughed softly. "Rator Osol, son of Rator Naimen, you are a mighty warrior. You have survived tests that many have failed. What have you to fear from me?"

Osol's chin lifted defiantly. "I do not fear you." 

The woman tipped her head and set her hands into her lap with a sigh. "There is no shame in living." This reflected Tarannon's suspicions of the young man's self-loathing, as indeed did the reply.

"That is woman's thinking," retorted Osol. "A life without honor is…"

"Life," snapped the woman, then spoke in the Berke tongue. "Er hun doloo dordozh najm sehdeg." 

Tarannon understood the words if not their entire significance: A man fails seven times and rises eight times.

With a quick slant of her eyes in the Ranger's direction, the old woman supplied the meaning, "Surviving to spit upon the graves of your enemies is the true honor. Give me your hands."

Eyes blazing with anger, Osol complied. For a long moment, the woman studied his palms; then she squeezed his hands. "Like all Sube, stubborn as a bucca, but there is no evil in you." 

"Now you, Tarannon of Ithilien," the strange syllables rolled from her tongue like music.

Wondering if he too would be accused of the obstinacy of a male goat - or something much worse - Tarrannon yielded his hands into hers, which felt warm and dry, soft yet inexplicably strong. 

The woman frowned as she examined his palms. "A strange story is written here. Light and dark intertwine. Your heart fell beneath the shadow of evil and has yet to return to the light. The power of the chalana karnae fills you, but." She paused and looked up to peer closely into his eyes. "Light and shadow, flame and starlight … both are in you. How came you? Nay, do not answer. The how is no longer important. The Herd Mother has blessed you. You require protection from the darkness."

"From childhood, the Ghaltu are taught that fire sings with two voices. One song of the hearth which warms men's bodies and souls, and the other of rage and destruction. We know too from the tales of our ancestors that males who hear the songs must guard carefully against the voice of evil. Thus men who are of the clan wear tokens of larch which mute the voices and learn from birth to command the flames."

Dropping his hands, she drew flint and pyrite from her many-pocketed vest. "The first lesson is to call the correct fire." Holding up the pyrite, she said, "A fire struck with this will shield you from the rage within the flames. Fires called from steel burn with fury rather than comfort."

From another pocket, she pulled wood shavings and twigs. "Ash and holly, larch and oak, grant protection and strength."

With a flick of her wrist, the woman struck a spark upon the tinder. Adding the twigs, she continued her lesson, "A fire started thus will bring comfort. Hear her voice?"

The crackling of the burning twigs became gentle laughter. "Peace to thee, brother," a sultry voice murmured. "The flame of thy spirit dances to the rhythm of Arda's song. Thou art blessed."

"Greetings, lady of the fire," responded Tarannon aloud, attempting to keep hidden the thought that his condition was more curse than blessing.

But his thoughts were no longer secret, and the fire replied, "As with all blessings, it comes with a price. If thou wilt allow it, I will help thee." 

"As you did this morning? Standing as barrier to the voices of anger?"

"Aye, in that way, and perhaps in others." The flames guttered as they consumed the small amount of wood, and the voice grew fainter. "If thou chooses to accept my aid, kindle a fire as thou hast been shown and speak the name 'Gwydion'. Farewell, brother."

The final word faded away when the last of the twigs crumbled to ash, and Tarannon blinked as if waking from a dream.

Both Osol and the old woman were staring at him: one scowling suspiciously; the other nodding her satisfaction.  

From the end of one finger-thin braid, the woman took a glassy, black obsidian bead and placed it in Tarannon's palm. Closing his fingers over it, she said, "This will allow you to hear her voice more clearly."

It felt much like the stone that Raug gave him, but he decided not to make any mention of that. Instead he said, "My thanks. Have you now proof enough of what I am, and will you tell me the fate of my lost friend, and even, perhaps, your name?"

"I am Lomta lun Ketal. The one calling himself Narandal lives, though he was injured nigh unto death. Being strong of heart, and hard of head, he has survived. There is yet a fever. Evil dreams trouble him. The poisons of the Balgarin are strong for they learned them from their Dark Masters in the Evil Times. Curse them."

"I have medicines." Tarannon gestured towards his saddlebags. "Elvish medicines." 

The woman nodded again, looking well pleased. "Flame and starlight were writ upon your palms so this does not surprise me. You have walked with the Old Ones. Like the Herd Mother, they do not deal with those who are evil. The medicines of the Old Ones would be far mightier than those known to my granddaughter and me."

Unable to contain his eagerness, Tarannon asked, "Will you take me to him?"

"You have the single mindedness of a goat-herder," muttered Lomta, her eyes twinkling at Osol's indignation. "Come, come we will go." 

As they left the tent, Ghaltu Tamag who stood nearby inspected them through narrowed eyes. 

Lomta called to him. "Tell the khubal that I take these, our honored guests, to see their friend Narandal."

***

After nearly a month of following a trail of rumors and mystical visions, the loud snort of irritated horse proved their search over at last. Ears pricked and head raised in challenge, a smudgy grey stamped impatiently in a pen of thorny bushes. 

"Gomel," declared Tarannon, rushing toward the makeshift corral. "Then it is truly Anardil."

"Without doubt," Osol replied, a relieved grin almost escaping onto his face. "As he is the only one who can master the beast."

Tarannon gave a grunt of laughter then he patted Gomel's neck. "He is a one-man horse."

"Ah, you are old friends," said Lomta, when the horse butted Tarannon's shoulder. "He is a clever beast and serves Narandal well. More than one warrior has tried to claim him during his master's illness. Sunna Nahin limped for a week after his last attempt."

At this news, Osol did indeed grin, for there is no shame in enjoying the discomfort of those who oppose you. His grin faded when a woman of about thirty emerged from a hide tent set in a narrow cleft behind the horse's pen. 

The haughtiness with which Lomta conducted herself was mirrored in the proud way this younger woman approached. Dressed much as the old woman, she strode towards them in a leather skirt with a beaded fringe that reached mid-calf, and un-heeled leather boots that stretched to her knees. Atop her dark cloth shirt was a many pocketed leather vest. A beaded band held her dark hair back from her face, and she wore a necklace of obsidian beads around her throat. Her eyes, dark and bright as those beads, were also bold enough to inspect each of the men imperiously.

Lomta watched with undisguised amusement before making the introductions. "My granddaughter, Urmasi nai Sula."

Stopping his frown before it could form, Tarannon realized the significance of 'nai Sula'. The woman was named as 'daughter of Sula' rather than as a wife. It was almost unheard of amongst such peoples for a woman of her age to remain unmarried. 

Her marital status did nothing to curb her pride, nor that of her grandmother who continued, "She will take you to Narandal, but you must obey her instructions." 

At this, Osol's back stiffened, and the old woman stared up at him. "We are not the Sube. In the dark, we follow whoever holds the lamp, be they man or woman." 

Tarannon forestalled what was certain to be a less than diplomatic reply from Osol with a muttered, "Even amongst the Sube, women get their own way in the end. Save your strength for a battle you have some chance of winning." 

Urmasi's disdainful sniff revealed she clearly believed herself in no danger of losing any encounter. 

"Mind your manners," snapped the older woman. When Urmasi lowered her eyes at this rebuke, her grandmother pointed a stern finger at an equally chastened Osol. "You will keep me company here while the Mother's Chosen tends Narandal."

Cringing inwardly at his honorary appellation, Tarannon maintained a blank expression as Urmasi, her fingers stroking the beads about her neck, turned the full force of her discerning gaze upon him. That her efforts to glean information with the beads' assistance met with less than satisfactory results was obvious from the brief frown she directed toward her grandmother.  

"He is charlana karna, and has been accepted by both the Mistress of the Hearth and the Herd Mother. His protectors are great," Lomta declared. "He brings remedies from the Old Ones. Learn them. They will be needed. The khubal has declared blood debt upon the Balgarin."

Dismay flashed across Urmasi's face and reinforced Tarannon's earlier thought that becoming entangled in a blood feud had been a decidedly bad idea. 

Regaining her impassive expression, Urmasi nodded to her grandmother and signaled Tarannon to follow her. For Osol, the woman spared a single hard look and a defiant tip of her chin before returning to the tent with the Ranger in her wake. 

After lifting the doorflap to follow Urmasi into the shadowed interior of the hide tent, Tarannon blew out a deep breath and set his jaw against the unmistakable odor of illness, then he ducked down to enter. Smaller than it had appeared in his vision - even the shorter Urmasi was forced to lower her head - and with its former bareness replaced by evidence of the month-long struggle waged by the healers, the tent was cloyingly claustrophobic. 

The healer's pallet, rolled for the day, occupied the area to the right of the door, and a pot of broth steamed upon the grate of the tiny brazier, where coals glowed warmly but without audible voice. Those few possessions belonging to Anardil had been relegated to the outer edges to rest in a tangled heap, and the simple oil lamp was replaced with a far more elaborate one of well-polished bronze shaped to resemble a large bird. 

All of this Tarannon took in without conscious thought, for his eyes fastened instantly upon the man lit by the lamp's bright glow. Uncombed and unshaved, his skin tight, dry and flushed with fever, Anardil little resembled the man Tarannon had known. A blanket of rabbit skin draped across his lower torso revealed easily countable ribs as cracked lips murmured incomprehensible words. His eyes flickered against closed lids, but there was no indication he was aware of their presence. Curled upon his left side, the stump of his arm beneath him, his right hand stretched toward the brazier as if seeking its warmth.  

Oppressed by the sight, and by the tent's low roof, Tarannon sank to his knees. Urmasi slipped past him to kneel at Anardil's head, murmuring soothingly. She dipped a cloth into a wooden bowl then dribbled water into his mouth. Fretfully, Anardil twisted his face away, never ceasing his unintelligible litany. With soft scolds, Urmasi persisted until he had accepted perhaps half a cup. Finally, she turned to Tarannon. 

Defiance writ in the subtle tension of her jaw, she said, "He is not dead as you feared, but he is not healing as he should. All that could be done we have done. The spear wound healed cleanly." 

Flipping the rabbit skin back, she revealed the jagged scar marking the place upon Anardil's thigh where the Balgarin spear had pierced his flesh. While still a horrific injury, the wound had knitted well and showed no anger or infection. It was obvious the Berke healers were well trained in their craft. It was equally obvious that despite all this, Anardil lay at death's door.

"But…" Urmasi sighed with the weariness of healers everywhere when faced with ills beyond their ability to cure. "The blade was tainted with more than one poison. It is a common Balgarin trick."

Her lips snarled with a curse in the Berke language that widened Tarannon's eyes. However, his ability to understand the words went unnoticed as she continued, "A trick that works well, given that it is difficult to determine what is needed to fight the effects of both poisons. And," she waved her hand to the herbs hanging from the supporting frame of the tent, "with the Balgarin preventing our men from carrying goods to the harbors, there is no way to obtain healing plants from distant lands."

Tarannon wondered if the trading party found murdered in the forest had been on a mission to obtain such plants.

"I will speak plain, Tarannon of Ithilien. While Narandal has fought well, a little ground is lost each day. That he has survived thus far does not mean he will win this battle. In the days of Evil, the servants of the Dark Lord coated their weapons with substances that brought a man to a quick but agonizing death. Poisons like those the Balgarin dogs use now were only for amusement, but still deadly."

"Amusement?"

"Men of little honor are easily amused by the suffering of others…" 

Her eyes lost focus for a moment, and Tarannon wondered who Urmasi had seen being tortured.

Then she returned to the present and practicality. "But we forget ourselves, Lomta said you bring medicines from the Old Ones. Are you a healer?" 

It seemed clear from her tone that she thought there must be some hidden explanation as to why he had been chosen by the Herd Mother and the Mistress of the Hearth.

"No." Tarannon gave a rueful shake of his head as he pulled the pouch he had carried from The Burping Troll onto his lap and began to work the buckles. "What I bring are gifts from those far wiser and more talented."

"You can not be without some good," she concluded. "You have journeyed a great distance to find your friend."

"If I had come sooner, he…" 

His fist crushed the wrapped leaves he was unpacking to release the pungent scent of sage. Urmasi touched his hand gently and took the leaves.

"Treading the path of 'what might have been' is a wasted journey. Tell me of what you bring."

Tarannon spread the bundles between them, and Urmasi inspected each, naming some and frowning over others.

"Yarrow, sage and sedge, I am familiar with. Lavender to bring peaceful sleep. But these I do not know."

Relieved she recognized so many, Tarannon launched into a recitation of the virtues of those she did not. Anbarad and his brother elf, Belegalda, had provided the pack of remedies and drilled him on their usage during the first day's ride from The Burping Troll. While journeying north, he had reviewed his lessons often and forced Osol to learn them as well. 

"Cinnamon - ground to a fine powder for use as a tea or an incense to clear the air of sickness. Arrowroot, from distant Khand - mash and boil the roots, then no more than two spoonfuls of the liquid an hour. Rue, both dried and the distilled oil - leaves to chew or make into a compress, the oil to be given mixed with honey or hot water. "

He paused to add, "The healers of Minas Tirith use all of these with much success against the poisons employed by the Haradrim and the Corsairs of Umbar."

"Minas Tirith, the Stone City of Gondor?" Urmasi asked. When Tarannon nodded, she said, "Then these are medicines of Men?"

"They are and they aren't," answered Tarannon, pulling the final items from the pouch. "Elessar, the King Returned, wed Arwen Undomiel of the House of Elrond. Her kin and those of Legolas, son of Thranduil, King of the Wood Elves, have been made welcome in the city. Among them are those interested in the arts of healing. As Men and Elves suffer equally from the injuries of war and the evil ways the Dark Lord taught his servants, the healers of both races came together to share knowledge."

At Urmasi's enthralled expression, Tarannon went on. "Belegalda, who makes his home near Anardil's in Ithilien, said his fellow Elves were amazed by the abilities of the Healers of Minas Tirith. Men accomplish what they might in a short span of years and concern themselves with the ills and injuries of the body. Elvish healing begins with the spirit. Both groups learned much. These medicines are among the results."

"This Old One … this Belegalda…" Urmasi hesitated over the unfamiliar name, "he is friend to Narandal?"

"More a friend to Anardil's lady, who is a healer herself." Suddenly realizing that Urmasi's curiosity had provoked him into untypical and unwise garrulity, Tarannon tried to rein in his tongue. "But yes, Belegalda would name Anardil friend. It is he who gathered these remedies and taught me their uses. And it is because of him that we have this." 

Sliding back the lid of a finger-length box carved from oak, Tarannon displayed finely ground crystals of a dark red. "Runya, the Elves name this. Red flame. Deadly of itself; but when used with care, it succeeds against certain poisons."

"And these." He gently waved three leaves, their faint fresh scent the very breath of healing. "Athelas - its properties were forgotten by men for countless years, but it cleanses the spirit and allows healing to begin."

"How did the Old One know you would need such treasures? The lands of the Sube are far, and those of Gondor even more distant. Did Nar … Anardil," Urmasi said the name with great deliberation, "ask that you bring them?" 

Obviously, the woman had not been informed of all the happenings within the council or she would know he was neither on assignment from the King, nor the answer to any request Anardil had sent. It was really too bad that his runaway tongue had revealed so much. Why was his tongue running away? It was not like him. Taciturn was more commonly used to describe him. 

His eyes followed Urmasi's fingers as they rose to finger the beads about her neck, but then Anardil moaned aloud and her attention turned to her patient. 

Had she been casting some sort of spell, or employing a connection with the fire spirits? Lomta said the obsidian bead would allow him to hear the voices more clearly. Did it also serve as a way for the charlana karnae among the Berke to ferret out the secrets of their guests – honored or not?

Thinking back over all that had passed, Tarannon decided Lomta must have overheard enough to know he possessed prior knowledge of Anardil's injuries. However, there had been no opportunity to pass that information on to her granddaughter. For now, he would sidestep the question. 

"With your permission, we will begin with one leaf of the athelas and some cinnamon tea. If necessary, we will progress to stronger measures."

"The Chosen of the Herd Mother need not ask permission from me," Urmasi replied stiffly.

Tarannon found a smile. "The Chosen of the Herd Mother chooses to be guided by the wisdom of Urmasi nai Sula."

And now his tongue must be silver, for he saw her eyes dance with pleasure before she lowered them.

Chapter Seventeen

April 22, 1424 SR

Pulled from a fragile sleep by the stealthy sound of Urmasi slipping out of the tent, Tarannon climbed slowly to his feet, or as far upon them as the low ceiling allowed. Rubbing his stiff neck - Anardil's saddle provided a poor pillow - he pushed back the hide flap. Urmasi had disappeared, presumably down the path toward the Berke village. Overhead, fading stars heralded the beginning of a new day. 

After clambering out into the darkness, Tarannon raised his arms, stretched and stared toward the outlines of Gomel's thorny corral. The burly Ghaltu Tamag had spent the previous evening there, even forsaking the village feast. But then so did Tarannon who had given Osol the task of conveying his excuses to the khubal. For once the Sube herder delivered no lecture about appropriate behavior but merely clapped a hand upon Tarannon's shoulder and did as he was bid; a circumstance which might have worried the Ranger Captain if he'd had time to think on it clearly. 

Shortly afterward, the khubal's nephew had delivered a basket of warm breads and savory meat pies. With careful formality, Ghasan offered his uncle's hope that the Chosen was satisfied with the Berke's efforts to further Narandal's recovery and assured the Ranger the resources of the tribe were at his command.  Wondering briefly what tales Osol was spreading, Tarannon accepted the food with thanks and stated that only the skills of the Berke had kept his friend alive to this point. Ghasan departed reluctantly after offering to provide any service the Ranger required and bestowing a similar basket of food upon the silently watching Tamag. Thus, Tarannon's evening and night passed not with feasting, but with brewing cinnamon tea and boiling mashed arrowroot. 

Rotating his neck in a continuing effort to banish the stiffness, Tarannon paced the small clearing. The coolness of the spring night proved a welcome relief after the confines of the heated tent. Doubts set aside during the demands of the day presented themselves for consideration, but he sternly ignored them. There was no other course available at this point; time spent second-guessing would serve no purpose. 

He tugged at his creased clothing then ducked back inside to grab a leftover piece of flat bread and check that Anardil still slept. Ignoring Urmasi's almost-certain disapproval, Tarannon left the tent flap open. The atmosphere inside now owed less to illness; he could smell grass and hay and Gomel, scents that must surely sooth Anardil's spirit. Then he sacrificed a portion of their precious supply of cinnamon to purify the air further. Returning outside, he reflected on what would happen if Belegalda, or Sevilodorf ever heard of the foul conditions under which Anardil had been treated thus far. It did not bear contemplation. 

During the night, citing Elvish practices, Tarannon had washed and combed Anardil before applying beeswax to the man's chapped lips and rubbing perfumed oil upon his dry skin. Thankfully, Anardil had responded. Far less agitated, he had been cajoled into swallowing two bowls of warm tea, a few spoonfuls of broth and even three doses of the bitter arrowroot. 

This progress earned grudging approval from Urmasi. Yet in spite of the improvements, the poison remained within his system. Not once had Anardil recovered complete awareness or spoken more than a fragmented phrase coherently. Time was running out. At dawn, they would try the rue. 

Now, as Tarannon awaited sunrise and Urmasi, the nagging dread began another insidious chorus: he had arrived too late and all efforts would be in vain. At first he believed the pessimistic thoughts originated from the nearby flames inside the tent, but only murmurs of comfort could be detected within the small fire kept burning in the brazier. In fact, while he could easily understand the words if he concentrated, the voices no longer intruded unbidden upon his own thoughts. 

Welcoming this control, he did not seek to renew the connection with the mysterious Gwydion. Eventually however he would have to find the solitude needed to attempt a report to Raug. But that was a problem not to be worried on yet as, whether through fear for their patient or suspicion of the stranger, the Berke healers never left him alone for longer than a few minutes. Of more importance was this continuing sense of gloom. On that first day's ride from The Burping Troll, when the Elves, Belegalda and Anbarad, had lectured him upon the proper uses for the herbs and healing potions, they also counseled him on the importance of maintaining an optimistic outlook. He must shut away his doubts and modify his customary melancholy. He must adopt a healer's belief that recovery was possible as that in itself could make the difference between life and death.

A sharp cry from the tent interrupted his thoughts. Hurrying back, he discovered Anardil sitting upright. For a moment, Tarannon hoped his friend had recovered his senses, but when he knelt by the pallet, the sick man flinched with fear.

"Anardil," Tarannon said softly. Taking up a cup of cold cinnamon tea, he went on, "It's Tarannon. I've come to take you home. Will you drink some of this?"

"You'll not catch me that way, you old fox." Anardil dashed the cup from Tarannon's hand with a sneer. "I've an appointment with a lady I've no mind to miss."

Caught off guard, not by the nonsensical nature of the utterance, but by the fact that he understood every word of the Haradric, Tarannon hesitated. His ear was tin and his tongue lead when it came to languages. The Elvish used upon occasion by the Ithilien Rangers strained his capabilities. The major reason he agreed to Osol's company was the younger man's facility with the tribal dialects. It would seem the Herd Mother's blessing extended beyond the boundaries of the Berke. Yet, while it was a skill he had long admired in others, especially the very fluent Anardil, it was one he would willingly trade for Anardil's recovery. 

Anardil's face softened, and he beckoned Tarannon closer with a conspiratorial finger to whisper in the singsong rhythms of Harad, "Sometimes dancing in the daylight, sometimes kissing the night flowers. Moonlight gleams upon the shadows of her hair. Pale arms entwine until the dawn."

Momentarily embarrassed, Tar stammered, "Aye, Dil, she waits. She never..."

Anardil drew back suspiciously. "Who are you?" he demanded in the Berke language. "A man must choose his words carefully."

Tar recognized the request for the correct password. It was the same phrase Renuma Galmond had used. 

"I don't know the right words. I'm not supposed to be here. Elessar will be nailing my hide…"

"A light from the shadows shall spring," Anardil interrupted in Elvish and patted Tarannon's arm. 

Wondering whether this conversation truly made as much sense as he thought it did, Tarannon replied, "Yes, Aragorn. He's sent us to find you. Now rest, you must get better. Sevilodorf waits for you."

For an instant, Anardil's grey eyes cleared, and he spoke in the Common Tongue,  "Sevi...her hope my candle in the darkness."

Then his shoulders drooped. In Rohan's rolling tongue he chanted, "Yet, fate snapped, turned savage. It suffered slash, rip, wound. Into shadow, I fall." 

"What?" exclaimed Tarannon and wrapped his arms about the sagging Anardil. The man's skin was flushed with the heat of banked coals and his heart slammed against his ribs. "No. You can't give up."

But the only responses gained from either threats or pleas were murmurs that made plain the King's Man had slipped once again into nightmares of the moment when his arm was lost.  

In his haste, Tarannon tipped over the bowl of water used to lave Anardil's face. With a soft curse, he turned to refill it and became aware of Urmasi kneeling in the doorway with a bucket of water at her side. Beyond her, the stolid figure of Ghaltu Tamag had settled once more near the corral. 

Dread shadowed her eyes as Urmasi asked, "Is he possessed by spirits of the dead?"

"Nay," countered Tarannon. "The fever addles his brain. He is confused as to where he is and knows not which tongue to use to address us." 

"You understood his words?"

"Some, not all. I am not so well traveled as he. But I understand enough to know it is time to try the rue."

Urmasi hesitated. "I had hoped…"

"As did I, but if hope will not serve, then what little I can offer in way of leechcraft must. We will need hot water." Tarannon moved to lift the bucket toward the brazier. "And send Tamag for honey and wine."

When Urmasi began a protest, the hold Tarannon kept upon his temper snapped. In a voice cold as the north wind, he declared, "Renuma Galmand pledged all the Berke possess to this endeavor. Send Tamag for what I require, or fetch it yourself. And find Osol. I need him as well."


Urmasi lifted her chin against his harshness, but abandoned her argument. Scrambling to her feet, she hurried out. Almost disappointed that she agreed to his demands so quickly, Tarannon squandered a moment considering the pleasure he would derive from repeating the order himself if Ghaltu Tamag balked at being used as a messenger boy. But when the clan leader offered only a solemn nod before trotting off toward the village, Tarannon turned his attention to recalling the instructions regarding the use of rue. As he added twigs to the brazier, he gave a fleeting thought to how, if he'd had any real sense, Sevilodorf of Rohan would be here to brew potions. She at least would know what she was doing.     

*** 
Another day brought an improvement in the weather - beyond the open flap the sunny afternoon dwindled - but inside the stuffy tent, there was no improvement in the patient.

"Hold him," Tarannon shouted.

Honeyed rue left a sticky path across Anardil's chest as Osol abandoned the spoon to grasp the man's spasming legs. 

"He's worse," Osol said, then grunted when Anardil's knee connected with his midsection. 

Adding his strength to the Sube's, Tarannon explained, "It's the rue. The Elves said some people react poorly. Urmasi, three drops of the lavender oil."

Anticipating the request, the Berke woman was already dipping a slender straw into the vial of lavender oil. The pungent floral scent filled the overly warm confines of the hide tent as she administered the dose. Within moments, the spasms ceased and Anardil lay limply unconscious. 

Wiping sweat from his brow, Tarannon said, "There's only the Runya left."

Long weeks spent reciting the dangers of this remedy left Osol less than enthusiastic, but he gave a jerky nod. "No other course remains."

Thankful for Osol's support, Tarannon turned to look at Urmasi. 

Distress furrowed her brow. "If we must try this thing, let me run and fetch Lomta while you make preparations."

At the Ranger's nod, she fled from the tent.

Crumbling an athelas leaf into a steaming bowl, Tarannon inhaled deeply. As with the previous leaf, the subtle fragrance cleansed the air. Anardil turned unseeing eyes toward the basin, but there was no change in his labored breathing. 

Urmasi returned with her grandmother, and they knelt in the doorway.

Meanwhile, Tarannon filled another bowl from the pan simmering upon the brazier. Keeping his face turned to avoid rising vapors, he added a carefully measured amount of the red crystals. Immediately, the water glowed with a green-yellow fluorescence. As he began a silent count of thrice thirty, Lomta and Urmasi whispered imprecations against evil magic. Osol made a quick warding sign, then slipped his arm beneath Anardil's shoulder.

"Now, lift him."  

Tarannon took up the spout borrowed from the khubal's tea urn and began to pour the glowing liquid slowly through the tube. Anardil gagged once, then swallowed eagerly until all was gone. 

"Again?" Osol asked.

"We'll wait." 

Osol held onto Anardil whose breathing gradually eased. For a while all within the tent thought this a good sign. But then Anardil's body sagged in the Sube's arms as consciousness fled, leaving the man comatose.

"I've done all I can," Tarannon said, bitterly disappointed and at the end of hope.

"Nay," declared Lomta, "You have not called upon the Mistress of the Hearth. She has the power to seek and support Narandal's spirit. You must ask her aide."

"No!" Osol protested. "He has risked almost everything to save his friend. You cannot ask him to sacrifice his own spirit by trading with the unnatural."

Lomta spared the Sube a sharp glance. "Speak not of what you do not know. The Mistress is as natural as the Herd Mother."

Paying little heed to this exchange, Tarannon hurriedly assembled the materials needed for the Fire of Calling then rushed to set it alight. He fumbled the strike, his knuckles slid along the rough pyrite, blood beaded the torn skin. Aligning the flint, he struck again. A long spark landed amidst the shavings. Bending down, he blew gently. The flame took hold and began to whisper words of welcome and comfort. He met Osol's disapproving eyes once more, then fingers tight about the obsidian bead he closed his eyes and spoke Gwydion's name. 

"Greetings, brother. Thou calls with much reluctance. Have thou reason to fear me?"

"Little experience do I have with your kind, lady. Death and destruction is more commonly thought to be the province of the spirits of flame."

"That men hear the voices of anger more clearly than those of peace and healing is no fault of mine. But there is more to thy fear than thy maleness…" 

A vision, a memory of Raug atop the mountain came clearly into Tarannon's mind.

"Thou hast witnessed one of my brothers in rage. How did this come to pass?"

"Not full rage, lady, or I would not stand before you." Tarannon held out the pebble given him by Raug. 

"A valarauko! Yet, thou art of the light. No taint of Melkor hovers about thee, otherwise the Mother of Araw's Herd would not have named thee her champion."

Gwydion sang the notes of a wordless tune and the flames before Tarannon surged. Aware without looking - for they were like shadows cast upon his mind - that Osol attempted to extinguish the fire which Lomta was shielding, Tarannon barked a commanded.

"Hold! Osol!"

Then all sense of the tent was lost. He stood beneath an empty sky. About him, flickered the spirits of men, and a subtle chorus of joy resonated through his being. From his left approached the figure of a woman. Her gown and trailing cloak blazed with the glory of the setting sun. Through the shimmering curtain of sunlight that was her hair, Tarannon caught brief glimpses of golden skin and glowing eyes. Where Raug had been flame and shadow pulsing with suppressed power, Gwydion stood a testament to the life-giving warmth of sun and hearth. 

"Gwydion?"

The woman dipped her head in acknowledgment. "Only thy words shall they hear, those who sit with thee." 

Then she said, "Behold," and pointed behind him. 

Tarannon turned. A smoky haze appeared, then a balrog formed in its center. A voice, harsh in comparison to Gwydion's sultry tones, called his name. The maleficent chorus that had echoed within his mind for the last month returned with strident fury. 

"Raug," he answered.

At his naming, the balrog shifted to the familiar shape of The Burping Troll's bartender. But only for a few heartbeats. With a roar of despair, he again became the image dreaded by Elves and Dwarves for millennia. 

"No evil intentions has he," Gwydion said softly. "But his song carries notes of dissonance. Thus, thou must choose."

"What choice must I make?"

"So long as the tie between thee and he exists, my aid to thee is limited."

"It was through Raug that Anardil was found," argued Tarannon. To turn his back upon the balrog completely felt like betrayal. 

"From thy own experience, thou knowest the path to redemption is long. While my brother has come far, the destructive force of fire holds much temptation for him. I am forbidden concourse."

"What aid could you give me if the tie with Raug were broken?"

"Eru has granted those drawn to the flame the ability to replenish the life spirit of the Younger Children."

"Does not Raug possess this ability as well?"

"Aye, but the song he sings contains notes of discord. Thou hears them warring with the harmony. They would rule rather than blend their voices. He who listens to them will no longer be part of the Harmony, but would sink into Darkness. Thou proved resistant to the enticements. Can thou say the same would prove true for thy injured comrade? Has he the power to remain free from their call?"

Tarannon shook his head. There had been moments during the past few weeks when the voices aroused by Raug's intervention carried him to the brink of madness. Anardil already teetered upon the edge, to force him to confront the harbingers of destruction and death would surely tip him over. The soothing warmth invoked by those spirits aligned with Gwydion was more alluring, but could that be a case of evil donning a fair disguise?

"Pardon, lady, but I know you not. How can I know you speak the truth?"

"Thou must look within thy heart."

A most untrustworthy guide, reflected Tarannon. Particularly in regard to matters of magic where throughout history Men had more often than not ended up getting the short end of the stick. Yet, while the consequences of joining with the balrog to seek Anardil had been far different than either party had expected, the decision had been freely made.  Would it not be akin to oath breaking to deny the bond between them? That was a path he had no wish to travel down again.

"Captain." Raug's voice roared and crackled like a forest consumed by fire.

Tarannon raised his head to see that the balrog had regained mastery over his appearance. Eyes gleaming gold beneath a black brow crowned by flame-colored hair he looked much as he did tending the bar at The Burping Troll. 

"Captain, you honor me with your loyalty, but my sister in flame speaks truth. Fate calls you to walk a path I forfeited long ago. Go forward in peace and harmony with the Great Music."

Pride and bravery were in those words. Raug would continue to seek his own path to atonement and, Eru grant, he would find it.

Unable to say more, Tarannon uttered a simple "Thank you."

Like a Ranger born, Raug saluted, and his Captain returned the gesture. Then, as the balrog faded, Tarannon turned back towards the lady.

"What must I do?" 

"Place the tephra within my hand," replied Gwydion. 

Tarannon held the hand clutching the fire-formed pebble over her outstretched hand, then opened it. The tephra fell slowly to shatter with a brilliant flash of red flame as it touched Gwydion's palm. Instantly, Tarannon experienced a sensation similar to the lightness a warrior feels upon the removal of his armor. Yet, there was also a moment of emptiness, a sense of loss - but for what, he could not name.

"Hast thou the token Lomta gave thee?" When the Ranger nodded, Gwydion held out a slender hand. "Dost thou dare join with me?" 

In answer, Tarannon clasped her hand. Warmth, like the luxurious heat of a hot bath on a cold night, flowed up his arm and throughout his body. The whispering voices grew louder, offering words of consolation and encouragement. At the center of the bond, Tarannon felt each facet of the obsidian bead impress itself upon his flesh. 

"There," declared Gwydion, indicating a guttering mustard yellow flame. Streaks of green, reminding Tarannon of noxious pus oozing from a putrefying wound, shimmered through the flame with increasing frequency, and a steadily deepening grey tinged its outer edges. 

"His battle against the poisons has left his spirit sorely depleted. The Shadow, long held at bay, threatens to consume him. Think on thy friend. On that which brings him peace and joy. Those things in life that give him purpose and hope."

As before with Raug, Tarannon thought upon Anardil's solid dependability and dedication to his duties as a servant of the king. Gwydion accepted these glimpses of the man and turned them into song which she fed to the flame before them. 

"There is more to a man than duty, brother. Doest thou knowest naught of the man's joy?"

"Joy?" repeated Tarannon and searched his memory for evidence of the man behind the Ranger's star. Fleeting moments of the scholar and teacher, the speaker of many languages, the keeper of secrets, the respected comrade of Rangers and the King, the even closer brotherhood with the Rangers of the Burping Troll, his protectiveness over Elanna, his notoriously deep and stormy relationship with Sevilodorf the healer. Then the character of the man, the half grin, the laughter, and the wry humor that could easily be taken seriously were it not for the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. All these became part of Gwydion's increasingly beautiful melody. 

Minute flashes of color began appearing in the faltering flame - momentary blazes of red or blue, which faded to amber and gold, then blinked out. As the song continued, their intensity and longevity gradually increased. At last, on a swell of music, Anardil's life flame re-ignited. Brilliant shades of turquoise and orange replaced the muddy yellow and putrid green, while the core burned vibrant violet. Streaks of grey slashed across the brighter hues in a regular pattern, yet they served more to complement than to dim. With a final reverberating note, Gwydion ended her song.

"Well done, brother," she said and released Tarannon's hand. 

The life flames around him became once again the shadowy figures of men as Tarannon sagged. Gwydion's form slowly transformed from that of a golden-skinned woman to a nebulous glowing light. This then began to shrink, or perhaps recede. Just before Gwydion vanished from his sight, he felt warmth akin to a smile of comfort, and heard a whisper.

"Rest and renew thyself."

With a groan, Tarannon fell sideways, his impact with the ground prevented only by Osol's quick support. The Ranger became increasingly aware of the tent with its oppressive heat. Then he felt the pounding in his head, and the sweat soaking his body and clothes. He felt the same weariness as when he had fought in battle. It did not help his headache that Osol was raining loud maledictions upon everyone he could think to accuse of having some part in the witchery.

"I'm fine," Tarannon managed to croak, though his throat was as dry as a bone. "Water…"

"Here." Urmasi moved forward with a steaming cup and glared as Osol blocked her way. 

"Taste it first, woman," demanded the Sube. 

"Osol…" Tarannon began, his throat aching for relief.

"No," Osol snarled, knocking the cup to the ground. "In this you will listen to me. Your madness dealing with the spirits within the fire I know not, but this I know."

"He is right, Chosen," said Lomta. 

Before Urmasi could do more than stomp her foot with fury, her grandmother retrieved the cup from the floor and sniffed the remaining drops. Giving her granddaughter a frown which sent her scurrying from the tent, Lomta continued, "Though for the wrong reason." 

Osol cursed, then demanded, "What reason is the correct one?"

"Urmasi means no harm. Rather she thinks to aid the Chosen," Lomta replied, her hands busy with crushing sprigs of sage into the rinsed cup and refilling it with water from the bucket. After sipping, she offered the drink to Tarannon who accepted it gladly, to down in one gulp and hold out for more.

While providing three more properly presented servings, Lomta explained that rather than the poison Osol feared, Urmasi offered a solution which would have further opened Tarannon's ears to the spirits of flame. "If you wish to try, young Sube, it would work for you as well."

Osol's fingers flashed to ward off the evil of this suggestion while Tarannon shuddered at the thought of an increase in his unwanted ability and gulped another cup of water. The hammering in his head was easing, but he would fall flat on his face if Osol removed his supporting arm. 

"Forgive her, Chosen," Lomta went on. "She has only the near deafness of those like her Uncle Tamag and her brother as examples. She does not understand your power. But come, you are weary and have accomplished much this night. Take heart. Narandal will live."

For the first time since entering the tent, Tarannon really believed that to be true. Anardil slept deeply. The grey pallor no longer tinged his skin and his pulse beat steadily in his throat. Tomorrow, Tarannon promised himself, the shaggy beard and hair would be tamed, no matter what objections Urmasi voiced.

Brushing soft fingers across the sleeping man's forehead, Lomta gave a pleased nod. "The Herd Mother chose well. There are few who would chance the path you trod. This man was either wise or lucky in his choice of friends."

Tarannon started to protest, "Anyone would have…" 

But Lomta waved away his attempt at diffidence and then pointed a stern finger at Osol. "Does not the Chosen deserve equal attention from his friends? Why do you allow him to sit in sweat-damp clothing? He will take chill and we will be back where we began." 

Thus bullied into action, Osol removed Tarannon's boots and helped him change into a dry shirt. Lomta left them to it, saying she would talk some sense into Urmasi. 

Thus, Tarannon let the cares of the world slide from him as he slipped towards sleep. Osol's mutterings, about the problems they'd gotten themselves into, faded into blissful silence.

***

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

Finally back in The Inn of The Burping Troll, Anbarad ate like a starving hobbit, gulping ale between mouthful's of stew and bread. A quick bath and change of clothes scarcely disguised the deprivations of the last week, but his story about a hunting expedition had gone unchallenged. It was a quiet evening, Elanna and Bob off on patrol, the few guests enjoying the last of the sun on the porch along with the hobbits. Thus the murmured conversation between Captain Halbarad and the elf would not be overheard.

Anbarad set the spoon aside for a moment. "Raug was almost inconsolable. That other fire spirit, she who broke the connection between us and Tarannon, told him he was too tainted to help heal Anardil, and thus she dashed his hopes of his own healing. I've tried to reassure him that he'll get there in the end; that Anardil was found entirely because of him. Raug is at least confident that the spirit broke the poison's hold over Anardil. Meanwhile he maintains a vigil for what few glimpses he might manage."

Hal fingered the dark scar burned into the table with a rueful grimace. "Another fire spirit. I always hoped Raug was unique."

"Where one exists, there are often many more," Anbarad echoed Raug's words from the mountain and poured another mug of ale. 

"She… you did say she?" Hal waited for the elf's nod before continuing. "She, at least, appears to on the side of good and thankfully is Tarannon's problem rather than mine. Though I will be obliged to forward whatever details Raug can give to the king."

"Of course," mumbled Anbarad around the rim of his mug.

Nodding approval, Hal spoke as the elf resumed eating. "There's something about Anardil's condition, his delirium… You stay here and finish your supper. I just want to check some old reports. I'll be right back."

As soon as the Captain vanished upstairs to his office, a pair of hobbit lasses appeared beside the Anbarad's table.

"More stew?" asked Erin.

Still with a mouthful of mutton and potatoes, Anbarad shook his head.

"Custard pie with cream, then," suggested Meri.

Following the elf's eager nod of agreement, Erin added, "And cheese and dried fruit and a dish of toffeed nuts."

Anbarad had just finished off the last of the nuts and cheese when Hal returned with a handful of paperwork. 

Sitting opposite the elf, he held out one of the documents and explained, "This report is of a King's Man who died in Linhir. From those who tried to heal him, the symptoms were almost identical to those of Anardil." He shuffled the paperwork. "Here's another case. The healer noted that the victim died in the same manner as many who encountered the Eastern Tribes during the war - by the poisons of the Wolves."

It made sense, after a fashion, Anbarad thought, but... "But the end of the war halted the supply of ingredients. The poisons were concocted from materials that could not be grown in…  Ah."

"Ah, indeed. The Wolves came to rely heavily on their poisons. After the war, they were toothless for a time, then grew in strength again. We imagined they'd learnt to fight in a different manner, but it seems not."

Seeking to arrange the scattered bits of information into a coherent picture, the pair fell silent. From the porch came the sound of Esgallyg's flute piping a sprightly tune, followed by the scraping of furniture being moved to allow room for dancing. In the long years of conflict, Anbarad, Esgallyg, and their other elven brothers, had suffered unspeakably. Such a time as this had been beyond imagination: peace, plenty, pleasure. That the Wolves and their cronies would visit war upon their fellows again, would continue to spill evil upon innocent lives … it had to be prevented.

Halbarad obviously thought the same. "We've got to find out how involved those nmad wine trains are. Do they go as far as Linhir?" He ran a hand through his hair. "A second went south last week. Celebsul met with them and graciously accepted an armband of black onyx to pass on to Raug."

"Dubravko sent them word," stated Anbarad. "When does the first Tagrovic train go north?"

"Within the week."

"Then it is time for Raug to return to his more mundane duties."

Hal agreed, then ran a hand through his hair again and asked in a rush, "And perhaps a few additional tasks?"

"Raug agreed to carry on." Anbarad's tone revealed his uncertainty at encouraging the balrog to continue.

"You disagree. If you believe this will harm his chance of forgiveness, say so."  

"It is not for me to say 'yea' or 'nay' to his actions."

"You're the closest I've got to an expert, so don't go Elvish on me now."

At first scowling, Anbarad then shook his head, acknowledging Hal's clumsy attempt at humor. "While ancient by the reckoning of Men, mellon nin, no expert in such matters am I. None who remain upon these shores possesses the knowledge needed to deal with the forces at work here. Never has one of the valaraukar sought to rejoin the Great Music. Once, I would have denied even the possibility, but now…"

The elf sighed and his eyes stared into some vast distance. "Nienna, Queen of Sorrows, set Raug upon the path leading to this most unusual of all places. Thus, there must be some hope he will succeed. Whether his actions on Anardil's behalf have furthered his quest or not, I do not know. To ask him to continue further... He faces temptations none here understand."

"The information can be gathered in other ways," said Hal. "There is no need for him to risk himself."

Esgallyg's piping sounded sweetly through the open door; a natural talent yet a skill hard earned, then lost, then refound - none of it easy or without pain. 

"Nay, Halbarad, there is every need."

Chapter Eighteen

Camp of the Berke 

April 24, 1424 SR

Tarannon sat on the floor by the hearth, surrounded by his brothers and his little sister, while his father recounted the story of Gondolin the Great, city of seven names, amongst the most magnificent creations of elvenkind. Even as he listened, Tarannon knew he dreamed, for this man, his father, was long dead, and this boy, the brother sitting closest to him, was also dead. Sorrow started to well inside him, yet the fire in the hearth glowed more brightly, and its warmth soothed him. Then his father's voice changed to another he recognized - Anardil talking to Lomta - and he knew he had awoken.

Tarannon rolled over and met Anardil's clear grey gaze. Though still painfully thin, there was no sign of fever in his friend's face. In relief, Tarannon smiled broadly. 

"You are the last person I expected to see." Anardil gave a lopsided grin. 

"A moment of madness," Tarannon declared, "brought on by one too many servings of pie."

Anardil's grin widened, then he lay back on his pallet and closed his eyes. "I'm still uncertain as to whether this is all a delirious imagining. You really are here, aren't you?"

Tarannon sighed ruefully. "And likely to be staying for a bit."

"Ah, yes," Anardil opened one eye and tipped his head in Lomta's direction. "All but a member of the tribe."

Tarannon shrugged. Explanations would wait for more private circumstances. 

"Walk carefully," warned Anardil. "The Berke are even trickier than the Sube."

"How difficult would that be?" Lomta retorted. "Your Sube allows himself to be distracted by Sunna Nahin. Even now they meet in a wrestling match. Such foolishness."

Tarannon considered the possibility that all of Nahin's subtle insults had been deliberately planned for the purpose of keeping the Sube's eyes turned in one particular direction. What was it the Berke did not wish seen?

"Osol can take care of himself." Anardil answered with a yawn. "The good Captain however…"

Lomta laughed. "Has talents even the wily Narandal does not. But this is not the time to speak of this, now is the time for you to sleep."

After another jaw-stretching yawn, Anardil started grumbling about the bossiness of healers, his words coming slower and quieter until they turned into gentle snores.

"His strength will return soon enough." Lomta tucked the rabbit skin blanket more tightly against the sleeping man, then gave Tarannon a calculating look. "All you have done is known to Khubal Renuma Galmand. You and the young Sube will be summoned to appear before the council once you have eaten and washed. I will send Ghasan to guide you to the men's lodge."

When the old woman left, Tarannon quickly assembled the materials and made a fire. Immediately the flames caught, he felt the warmth of welcome and comfort.

"Gwydion.

"I am here." Her voice at least, but no vision of her appeared behind his closed eyes

Without further ceremony, Tarannon asked, "Is there any way to send a message to Raug?"

"Thou accepted the blessing of the Herd Mother and joined with me in a seeking. Thou art changed in ways that protect thee from the voices of anger and destruction. My brother yet calls upon that side of fire for his power. He is no longer able to see thee through the flames, and when thou art present his sight is blocked."

Tarannon considered this statement carefully. "If I were not here, could he use the flames to see Anardil?"

"If the right fire were built, it would draw him; but there would be need to guard against such flames breaking free."

"If I can find someone to be that guard," Tarannon responded, "how…"

He broke off, suddenly aware of a shadow between him and the door. Twisting round, he looked up.

"A guard," declared Osol, one eye narrowed in anger while the other was swollen nearly shut with a magnificent black eye. Obviously the wrestling match had gotten a trifle out of hand. "A nursemaid would be a better choice. To sit talking to yourself with no awareness of the world about you and your back to the door. Lomta lun Ketal may speak in your favor, but there are others who wish to drive you from the Berke lands. Put not your trust in the voices of the flames so long as spears and arrows are aimed at your back."

Tarannon stood, motioned toward the sleeping Anardil and pushed past Osol to take the argument outside. 

"Who would be foolish enough to slay the Champion of the White Bull?" 

"One who planned to lay the blame upon the Balgarin." Osol paused for Tarannon to digest the ramifications. "Your death would provide reason for the blood debt to be increased."

After a moment of thought, Tarannon gave a reluctant nod. "Your rebuke is well founded. I will not relax my guard again."

"Pah! A promise you will be unable to keep if the spirit of fire claims you."

"She does not wish me harm. Of this I am convinced."

"And the other?" Osol made the sign against evil, then said, "The one you name Raug."

Tarannon began to declare Raug guiltless, then stopped. While the creature's powers continued to be based upon the destructive side of fire, it was best to remain cautious. 

"You're right. Still, I must find a way to…"

"To what?" Osol threw up his hands. "Allow that demon to enter your mind?"

"The Herd Mother's blessing prevents that. Furthermore, if I am near, Raug will be unable to see us from afar."

"If true, that is good to hear."

Shaking his head, Tarannon disagreed, "But it means those who wait for news will not receive it."

"The token the creature gave you was destroyed?"

"Yes, but there is another…"

It was the Sube's turn to shake his head. "No." 

"I'm not saying you."

"You would trust one of the Berke?" 

"If I must. Word must be sent." Tarannon turned to look towards the settlement as if some reassurance awaited in that direction.

Adamant, Osol insisted, "If you admit to dealings with a fire demon, they will kill you."

"They already know," The Ranger spun back to face his companion. "Or at least Gwydion does, and through her, Lomta."

Osol's fingers flicked away the evil of speaking the fire spirit's name. "Then it keeps your secrets better than you do. The Berke believe your mind was opened to the fire by the White Bull."

Proof, Tarannon realized that Lomta was also keeping his secrets as it was certain she had overheard enough before she tested him to know it was fire-induced visions which had brought him north in the first place. 

"Still, I must at least attempt..."

Osol interrupted with a stream of profanity that caused Tarannon's eyes to widen with appreciation for both its longevity and its creativity, especially as every word the Sube uttered was comprehensible for the first time since they journeyed together. Abruptly, Osol stopped and pointed a finger at the ghost of a grin twisting one corner of Tarannon's mouth. 

"What do you find so funny?"

Wiping all expression from his face, for he had not yet revealed his new talent, Tarannon sought to dispel the suspicion writ plain upon the Sube's face. 

"You know you will do it, so why not simply agree rather than argue up hill and down about it?"

"Pah! You have learned nothing of my people if you think my words attempt to avoid my duty. Even when there is but one path before your feet, it is necessary to examine it carefully for dangers. To see all sides is a sign of wisdom." 

"You see more sides of any question than an Elf," retorted Tarannon. 

"You think to distract me with flattery, but it will not work." The Sube squinted. "You are changed."

"A month in your company would change anyone."

Osol shook his head. "Again you seek to turn my thoughts. For now, I will let things be. But, I will watch, and I will guard your evil fire as well. If only to keep you from the folly of asking the Berke."

"I thank you, and those back at The Burping Troll will be most grateful as well. Especially Sevilodorf."

"Pah! She is far too impatient for a woman. It would be better if she learned to wait. My Arigh possesses the proper patience for a woman."

Tarannon thought Osol's wife was probably wearing a path in the carpet of her Sube kadan at this very moment, but decided to leave Osol to his fantasy. 

"However, my khubal, Suren Chinua, would be most angry with me if I allowed you to come to harm, so I will do this for you."

Letting this remark pass with only a grunt, Tarannon closed his eyes and sought to reconnect with Gwydion. The little fire still burnt within the tent, and the lady's warmth welcomed him back. 

"Listen," she said, "and follow my directions with great care."

Silently, Tarannon memorized her instructions, saying nothing until he bade her farewell.

Osol stood, grim-faced, when Tarannon opened his eyes again. "Well?"

Quickly, the Ranger directed Osol to help fill every possible container with water. They completed that task, along with the collecting of yew, blackthorn and elder twigs to fuel this Calling Fire, just as Renuma Ghasan appeared.

"Strike a fire with your knife blade," Tarannon whispered, as he gathered clean clothing and made ready to follow the young Berke. "Then look into the flames and speak. First tell them about Anardil, then whatever you think necessary regarding what has passed since we met the White Bull."

Those vague instructions would have to suffice. Renuma Ghasan was already striding towards the sweat lodge and Tarannon had no choice but to follow.

***

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

Bright were the eyes of Arien as she guided the vessel of the Sun upon its appointed path and rejoiced in the growth fostered by its warmth. Shielded by a stone overhang, Raug marked her passage into the western sky. If he stood upon the peak and cried out to her in the language of their kind, she would either turn the brightness of her eyes, which even Morgoth dared not endure, upon him in contempt or worse ignore his presence altogether. 

And rightly so. He was tainted. Incapable of rejecting the temptation of darkness. He had told Anbarad he would continue, but it was too dangerous. His voice yet contained the notes of discord and would lead others into the darkness as well. Lost in this melancholy, it was several minutes before he became aware of a droning barely upon the threshold of hearing.

Shaking his head to drive the noise from his ears, Raug peered into the sunshine beyond the overhang. Perhaps it was one of the large biting flies from Mordor? But no insect was visible from his position, and no other source revealed itself. Yet, the sound continued. Building steadily, it evoked a peculiar itching at the base of his skull which no amount of scratching would alleviate. Finally, rubbing furiously against the rough stone at every opportunity, Raug crept from his hiding place to search out the cause of his misery. 

To his astonishment, a fire blazed in the stone ring with no sign of wood or coal for fuel. If this were not proof enough of its strangeness, it burned not with the normal hues of orange and red, but with sullen black flames threaded with rippling bands of charcoal grey. 

The droning became a murmur whose rise and fall matched the ripples' hypnotic flow, and Raug felt his will depart. Under the command of an unseen master, he was forced closer and closer until he stepped within the stone ring itself to be engulfed in black flames. 

He found himself within a familiar tent. To his left, Anardil slept the sleep of the exhausted. Raug could see no sign of Tarannon or any of the Berke; only the Sube standing upright beneath the low leather roof, his eyes flicking fearfully, body tense, sweat beaded upon his forehead. From the look of him, one eye swollen nearly shut and his lip puffed up, he had been in a fight. Nevertheless there was defiance in his manner as he tossed a handful of blackthorn twigs into the fire before him. 

"Pah, this is foolishness," Osol muttered. "To speak into the air so that a demon might enter my mind." 

A string of unknown words flowed from the Sube's mouth to cease mid-syllable as suddenly the flames rose nearly to the leather ceiling before settling back. Osol inhaled deeply, then glared, as well as his bruised eye would allow, into the fire. He gave no indication that Raug was visible to him.

"Ah, I will take that to mean you are listening now," proclaimed Osol. "Do not try to enter my mind, demon. I am a warrior of the Sube and will not fall prey to your deceits."

Following another spate of his own tongue, from the tone a warning or curse, the man began a voluminous narration. Words streamed from his mouth as water rushed over the Falls of Rauros leaving Raug struggling to ride the currents of the ever-shifting monologue. One moment, speaking of Anardil's illness - stumbling over unfamiliar names, but itemizing each herb and how it was administered. The next instant, veering off to reflect upon the folly of allowing women to speak their minds. Then, in rapid succession, the Sube gave his opinion of his Berke hosts - valiant and true to the old ways, the Balgarin - dogs without hope of redemption, and Tarannon's unfortunate habit of putting his mind at the disposal of demons and gods. 

"To be chalana karnae is a risky business. Even the Berke, who hold to the old practices, wear tokens of protection."  

The man pulled back his embroidered sleeve to reveal a bracelet carved from the wood of the larch. 

"See, demon, you dare not touch me."

Raug blinked in astonishment, and almost wished he could enter the man's mind to steer his mouth on a straighter route. But with that thought, a halo of light surrounded the Sube - golden and gentle - Gwydion standing guard against any unnatural harm.

Unaware of his protectoress, Osol rattled on. "You shall not touch Tarannon again either, now that your talisman is broken, even if he does still speak to the Herd Mother and her calf…"

Raug blinked again. Tarannon speaking to cattle? He would try and make sense of that later. Meanwhile, watching the bravery of the Sube, defiant in the presence of a 'demon', Raug was both impressed and amused. 

In the hands of one possessing sufficient innate magic, and the necessary training and control, the larch bracelet would indeed serve as shield against lesser valaraukar. Against Raug's own abilities, and wielded by a novice like Osol, in whom Raug detected only a pale echo of magical power, the charm would have even less effect than a wooden sword in the hands of a child. Though if informed of how worthless was the bracelet's protection, Raug doubted the Sube would have behaved any differently. He was a warrior, standing between his friend and danger.

"… and of course, the Lady of the Fire…" 

The almost respectful tone drew Raug's attention back to the man who was making a small bow while glancing cautiously about the tent. Clearly, the level of defiance was tempered by the believed proximity of the 'demon'. 

"… when all the medicines of the Elves failed to remove the poisons of the Balgarin." 

The balrog noted Osol's fingers sketching a portion of an ancient curse against evil and wondered if it was directed at the Balgarin,  the Elves or the thought of Gwydion.  Demons, Wolves, Elves… all would be equally dangerous in the Sube's mind.  

"Tarannon, at great risk to himself, guided the Lady of the Fire in cleansing the spirit of Anardil."

Osol's fingers moved again signaling a possible uncertainty as to Gwydion's trustworthiness. 

"By his command," Raug wondered how the Sube spoke such words with a straight face, "I speak these words, so that those who seek Anardil will know that he is found and has been made free of the Balgarin's poisons."

"Also to pass warning to guard against the Wolves, who are not as toothless as Gondor believes. Well they learned the lessons of the Dark One. With honeyed words, they will come. Only to stab their host in the back at the first chance. Think too, where one… nay, two, spirits of fire are to be seen, are there not more. Might the Wolves not have…"

The words came to a sudden stop as the man froze and appeared to be listening to something beyond the tent. Then he resumed in a hurried whisper.

"Demon, pass on all I have spoken." So saying, Osol grabbed the bucket alongside him, spilling the water to quench the fire. 

With that image still in his mind, Raug felt a cold wind bite into his body and heard the cry of a hawk. He looked down to the ashes at his feet and the steep slope of the mountainside leading to the Inn. The Inn - home. Now he could go home, for he had not brought evil to the man called Osol. He had learnt important news without harming anything or anyone, and that news would be a joy to Raug's friends. Hope grew within him; Gwydion had said he had come far. Now he was once more on that path and had taken a few steps further.

***

Camp of the Berke

April 27, 1424 SR

A warm and sunny morning, three days later, found Anardil recovered enough to want to go outside. Osol and Tarannon helped him into the dappled shade of a stand of birch trees alongside the horse pen. This meant that Lomta could give the tent a good cleaning, and also give her granddaughter something practical to do; Osol considered Urmasi's underhanded witching as beyond contempt and would not allow her to continue her nursing duties. 

In an apparent attempt to give the Sube something else to occupy his mind, Anardil had suggested he could exercise Gomel. Given the reputation of the horse, this was a challenge Osol could not refuse. However, first, Anardil had murmured some instructions to the animal, probably telling it to behave itself. This seemed to have worked, for Gomel allowed Osol to remain in the saddle as the pair negotiated a nearby hillside.   

"He's liable to kill himself," muttered Tarannon. "For all his posturing, he's not the best rider."

With a shrug, Anardil leaned back against the trunk of a birch. "The horse will make up for the rider's lack."

"That's expecting a lot from the horse."

"He's up to it," Anardil replied, and his eyes followed the progress of man and beast. After seeing Gomel toss his mane at contradictory commands from Osol's feet and hands, Anardil nodded approval. Maybe the horse was training his rider. "If it weren't for him, I would have been taken by the Balgarin several times."

Tarannon recalled the condition of the bodies they had found in the woods, and also the scars on Osol's torso. Being a prisoner of the Wolves was a fate to avoid at all costs.

"From the little you've said," Anardil continued, "I assume I was believed dead and buried months ago."

Tarannon nodded, then sketched a brief outline of all that had happened since Anardil failed to make the rendezvous in October: the months of searching; the mutilated body of the one-armed man; the renewed hope that Anardil may yet be alive; the journey north with Osol as recompense for Tarannon's inability to return to the location of the rendezvous due to the presence of the Wolves. 

"There was nothing else you could have done." Anardil waved off the implied apology. "I've spent months thinking about it and concluded the Wolves knew we were to meet."

"How would they have known?"

"From what you say, Burilgi Ong knew enough to identify me."

"Aye. He meant for us to think he'd killed you. Not any other spy."

Anardil winced. "Observer, please. It has a much more pleasant sound."

"As you wish," Tarannon laughed and picked up a small twig to turn in his fingers. "Exactly how have you been keeping busy? If I recall, your orders were to gather information and report back."

"One thing led to another. You said you met Helkar."

"Yes, and he was very complimentary about Ol' Sonny."

Anardil shook his head. "Helkar is a good one for telling a man what he wants to hear, so I won't let any compliments from him swell my head."

"Was Osol right?" The twig snapped and Tarannon tossed it to one side. "The man's not to be trusted."

"Oh, he's trustworthy. So long as you check every word he speaks twice. But he doesn't like the Wolves."

Recalling the man's daughter, scarred and mute, Tarannon said, "With reason."

"Aye, anyway, Helkar's purposes are closely enough aligned with mine that I could use his information."

A stray breeze drifted through the trees, and Anardil held his hand out so that the shadows danced upon it and murmured with a soul-wrenching weariness in the language of Harad. "If truth be light, while lies be dark, what fate be there for men who walk in shifting shadows?" 

Affecting an inquisitive air, as there was no suitable explanation for his newfound talent for languages, Tarannon said, "Pardon me?"

"It matters not," replied Anardil, and began a brisk recount of how he had spent his days in the villages along the southern shore. "It took time, but finally the few locals who dared to speak against the Wolves began to tell what they knew. Not one possessed the whole truth, but by piecing together what they said, I learned enough. The Wolves, under the leadership of Nakhu Taichar, have probed and prodded until they know exactly how stretched Gondor's resources are and where best to strike. The Merkid khubal is a wily opponent, and has more loyal followers than he deserves. Most far more subtle than Burilgi Ong, whom Nakhu uses as a cudgel when other methods do not succeed."

"And was he directed to cudgel you?"

"Perhaps. It's possible Burilgi's initial interest in me was more personal." A lift of the shoulders indicated Anardil's uncertainty. "During the first trip Sevi and I made to the borderlands, his men were attempting to persuade the Sube to join with the Wolves."

The sound of hooves drew their eyes to the top of the ridge. Gomel with Osol bent low over his neck appeared followed closely by Renuma Ghasan on a bay gelding. Since Urmasi's disgrace, Ghaltu Tamag had ceded his guard position to the young man. A task the youth had attended to so diligently that this was the first opportunity for the Rangers to speak without the need of subterfuge to prevent additional ears listening to their conversation. 

As the horses wheeled about and disappeared once more, Tarannon asked, "Wasn't Osol's father involved in that?"

"Rator Naimen was convinced the only way to eliminate the Dwarf colony in the nearby Ash Mountains was to join the Wolves. I'm of the opinion that it is no coincidence Naimen's newest wife is some cousin to Burilgi." 

Tarannon nodded thoughtfully. "The Sube allied themselves with Gondor a short time after you managed to negotiate a truce with the Dwarves." 

"My part in parlaying that agreement was limited. Both Suren Chinua and the Dwarves' leader saw the folly of continuing to try to kill each other."

"That's not the way I've heard the tale," protested Tarannon. "Osol…"

"Talks too much for his own good," Anardil cut in. "To continue. A few months later, the Sube moved north to their summer grazing providing Shria lun Naimen an opportunity to visit her family. As her tongue never ceases, the story of Elessar's meeting with Suren Chinua would have been retold enough times to drive the sanest of men to the edge of reason."

"With you featured prominently in the tale, performing the introductions to Elessar."

"Salt in Burilgi's wounds." Anardil shrugged the arm ending above the elbow. "As good as I am, there's little I can do to disguise this. The question is whether they recognized me from the start."

Both men fell silent, considering the consequences of the Wolves having uncovered the identities of the King's 'observers' and their local informants. If that were so, the number of disappearances would be even more ominous.

Tarannon attempted to put a better light on the situation. "Surely, Helkar would have mentioned the Wolves being aware of who his friend Sonny was, or if there had been any consequences for those you spoke to. He was forthcoming enough in his tales of the fate of the other King's Men."

"Aye, no news being good news in this case," Anardil said after a long moment of thought. 

"Now for the tale of how you came to be with the Berke."

"Literally ran into them. I was a few hours from our meeting point when I spotted the Balgarin. As luck would have it, they spotted me as well. I went northeast trying to lose them, but they clung like burrs. Every time I thought myself free, there they were again. Eventually, it dawned on me they were herding me east. Having heard stories of Balgarin hospitality, I knew any place they wanted me to go was somewhere to avoid. After laying a false trail, I turned due north and rode as if Sauron himself were after me. Thankfully, Gomelfaex was up to it."

"Your lady chose the horse well."  

"That she did, and from her own Rohirrim stock. He's exactly what I need. Speed, endurance and intelligence hidden behind nondescript looks." 

Anardil watched Gomel as he negotiated the hill once more, a more confident Osol riding easy in the saddle. Then he turned back to Tarannon and pinned him with a stern look, repeating a question he had asked several times, "She is well?"

Recognizing the other man's need for reassurance, Tarannon raised his hand in avowal. 

"I swear to you she is. Worried, naturally; but stubbornly refusing to give up hope. When I left, she was in Minas Tirith seeking an audience with Elessar to demand permission to come searching for you herself." 

"Meaning Hal caught her in some plot to do just that." Anardil's expression was a cross between pride and exasperation as he continued, "She'll find Aragorn far more difficult to connive against."

"You were about to explain how you came to join forces with the Berke?"

"Rode over a hill and right into their camp. Barahast Mareez had brought a group south to trade. When the Berke learned who was chasing me, they insisted upon setting up an ambush."

"How hard did you try to talk them out of it?"

"Not very much. By that time I was more than a bit peeved myself. To cut a long story short, we missed a few. They reported back to Burilgi Ong who sent a jaghan," Anardil paused until Tarannon nodded that he understood the term to signify a troop of a hundred men, "that harassed us to the borders of the Berke lands. With, I'm certain, much prompting from Nakhu Taichar, what had been sporadic raiding became a campaign which has kept the Berke besieged all winter."

"Yet under your direction, they emerged on a regular basis to raid the Balgarin camps."

"All I did was make occasional suggestions. Barahast Mareez and Sunna Nahin needed little guidance. To allow the Berke to fall is not in the best interests of Gondor. If they do fall, the Casura and the Sorsun tribes will be next. The Wolves would control the northern shores of the Sea of Rhûn. Combine that with the situation in Dorwinion…"

"What situation in Dorwinion?" Then Tarannon recalled a warning from a certain seaman. "Helkar hinted at something, but I was more interested in tracking you. There's been no suggestion of anything untoward in any of Falgred's reports."

"That peacock!" exclaimed Anardil, lip curled with disdain. "Falgred accepts things at face value rather than checking the underside of the story." 

"Like explanations for how old Dorwinion families retained their wealth?"


Anardil's face turned to stone. "In the last four years, Nakhu Taichar presented a large number of loyal tribesmen with the gift of an additional wife. Nearly all the brides were daughters of Dorwinion merchants. To be the third or fourth wife of a tribesman is only slightly better than being a slave. Yet, not one outraged father objected to his daughter's fate. Whether the girls stand as hostage for the welfare of their families, or whether they are the coin used to purchase special treatment, I cannot say."

"Either would be abhorrent."

"Nakhu Taichar was promised rule of the western shore and Dorwinion by Sauron. He still means to get it. His underlings will divide the rest. The Balgarin claim the north if they can take it from the Berke, and Dorbei of the Gal-gan is to control the eastern shore. The lesser tribes will pay tribute to the Wolves or be destroyed to the last male child."

Tarannon accepted his friend's grim tone as sufficient confirmation of the truth. "Ambitious plans."

"Very, " answered Anardil dryly, "and through a combination of threats, bribes, marriage contracts and sheer unadulterated gall, he's moving steadily closer to his goal. If something's not done soon, he'll be dug in too deep to remove easily."

"Gondor's lords are convinced the Wolves were rendered toothless."

"The result of faulty intelligence. Falgred and his ilk see what the Wolves want them to see. Those who discover the truth tend to have accidents."

"Which is why the King sent you."

"And now you."

"As to that…"

Anardil stared for a moment, then burst out laughing. "You weren't joking about the fit of madness, were you? The upright, meticulously correct Captain Tarannon joins ranks with those disreputable miscreants at The Burping Troll. What has the world come to?" 

"You don't know the half of it," muttered Tarannon, feeling no compulsion to mention Raug's involvement, as that was now history, or Gwydion, the existence of whom had not even made the status of fairy tale for most folk. Anardil might have tolerated the bizarre folk of The Burping Troll for his lady's sake but he never established friendships with them. It was therefore difficult to predict what the man's reaction would be to mystic cows and talking fires.

Ever practical, Anardil forged on. "Whatever the reason behind it, you are here. The question before us is how do we prevent a Balgarin victory?"

"Is it our fight?"

"You could walk away?" questioned Anardil. "Their stores of food are nearly depleted. The winter camps should have broken up a month ago, but passage to the plains is blocked. The last attempt to force a way through ended with three dead and even more injured. The Balgarin may call upon the Merkid and the Gal-gan to fill their empty saddles, but the Berke's allies are few in number and far more likely to flee north than stand and fight. Would you sentence all here to the atrocities you saw in the forest?"

Shrugging at the dilemma, Tarannon replied, "Renuma Galmond declared a blood feud. The Berke are prepared to inflict their own share of atrocities."

"By their laws they are entitled. Renuma Aughan was clan leader and grandson to the khubal."

"I am called to stand as witness."

Anardil's brows shot up. "A most extraordinary honor for one not of the tribes. You have made a great impression. Renuma Galmand does not bestow honor where it is not deserved."

"Honor had little to do with it. Osol set me up."

"I wouldn't put it past him, but how?"

Tarannon outlined the freeing of the young bull and the Berke's reaction to the subsequent appearance of the animal and its dam. 

"The Kine of Araw," murmured Anardil. "There have been tales about the campfire of the Herd Mother and how she protected the tribe from evil during the Great War. But I never believed the stories to be true."

"She's large enough to take on a mountain troll and come out the winner. And the calf's not far behind her."

"Tell me exactly what happened when you and the khubal met the beasts."

What followed was little short of a military interrogation. Every time Tarannon spoke, Anardil found reason to push further, to examine each nuance and question even the most insignificant detail. Not only were the facts sought, the actual events and impressions of the meeting, but Anardil also insisted on hearing all beliefs, rumors and superstitions concerning the animals, be it from the mouth of the oldest and wisest, or the youngest and most foolish. 

Tarannon told everything freely - everything, that is, except fire talking with all its implications, and his miraculous ability to understand languages. These subjects seemed to slide away each time Anardil's questioning drew close, as if they possessed a reluctance of their own, rather than being deliberately withheld by Tarannon. 

The grilling swept past these secrets and continued on for some time then, just as Tarannon began to feel as if he were an apple crushed in a cider press with not a drop more juice to give, Anardil sighed heavily and shook his head.

"Your fate has been decreed by forces beyond the reasoning of Men. You have been declared the Chosen of these people. Wise men do not fight their fate. Aragorn will understand you had no choice."

"Yes, but will Elessar?" Tarannon answered. The priorities of the King of Gondor would not be those of the Captain of the Dúnedain. 

"His ability to see the hearts of his men has not altered with his assumption of the crown."

"Exactly what I'm afraid of," Tarannon muttered before he could stop himself. Then as Anardil focused penetrating grey eyes upon him, he turned his head and stood. "I'll go see if Lomta and Urmasi are finished."

When he walked away, he felt Anardil's stare burning into his back, and he heard a whistle followed by a replying whinny from Gomel. No doubt Osol was also due a crushing cross-examination. Anardil might not be sure that some information remained undisclosed, but he probably itched with the suspicion.

Chapter Nineteen

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll 

April 27, 1424 SR
Anbarad, settled comfortably in the crotch of an oak, glanced over to the Inn where the hobbits were busily scurrying about preparing rooms and a special meal. Yesterday, word had come of the imminent arrival of the merchant, Dubravko. It reminded Bob that the man had sent a present for Raug by special messenger. 

"An armband?" Raug fingered the circlet of faceted jet with confusion. "Why…"

"You told Master Dubravko you liked stones." Propped up against the oak's trunk, long legs crossed at the ankles and hands folded comfortably across his stomach, Bob was the picture of idleness. "Next time, say gold."

"But I don't," responded Raug who knelt by the campfire. "Like gold, I mean. It's heavy and …"

"Mind the fish," directed Bob.

Setting the ornate armband to one side, Raug turned his attention to the skillet filled with sizzling trout. Deftly, he removed the pan from the fire, then placed the three fish on three plates. Handing one plate to Bob, he stood to pass another to Anbarad. Sitting down with his own, Raug rummaged in the picnic basket and brought out a jar of peppers - the fiery ones from Harad whose very fumes made Bob's eyes water. 

Raug popped a handful in his mouth, chewed and frowned with deep thought. "As Dubravko sent me a gift, should I give him one?"

"Good idea. Offer him some of those peppers," Bob suggested. 

"Oh, no. I couldn't. They're mine." Raug cradled the jar protectively. "Meri made me promise never to give them to any of the guests. I heard her tell Erin that if someone bit into one without warning they'd think I was trying to poison them."

"It's what we think he's doing." Bob shrugged. "It seems fair enough."

Between bites of grilled trout, Bob offered a series of increasingly bizarre suggestions for gifts. His overt sincerity led Raug to respond to the proposals seriously. Back and forth, the pair went while Anbarad watched indulgently. This sort of foolishness was a welcome distraction after all the recent stressful events. However, it couldn't be allowed to go on for much longer. There was still much to be organized. 

A single moment of regret regarding the absence of Halbarad was all Anbarad allowed himself. The decision for the captain to join Elanna in providing escort to the third group of Tagrovic wagons to journey south through the Black Gates had seemed unexceptional two days ago. Hal would have the opportunity to make first hand observations of the Tagrovics as well as atone for partnering his wife with Morling during the previous escort details. With Anardil recovering under Tarannon's guardianship, it was time to focus their attention on matters closer to hand, or so Hal had said before riding north. No one could have foreseen that events would move more rapidly than expected.

Yesterday evening, along with the supplies from Henneth Annûn, had come word that a northbound group of ten Tagrovic wagons would arrive at the inn either late today or midday tomorrow. Furthermore, the leader of this convoy would be Master Dubravko himself, two full weeks earlier than his original plans. While the hobbit lasses dithered happily about the expected arrivals, those residents charged with making 'calculated observations' exchanged pointed glances. Somewhere among the wagons were several crates labeled as containing spices from Far Harad. At least according to information gathered by the king's butler's wife's cousin. 

An opportunity to examine those crates was needed.  Thus, Anbarad and Bob were attempting to prepare Raug for a role in the subterfuge.

There were, Anbarad mused, very few others who could be thus employed. While ignorant of the source of the suspicions regarding the merchants - only Celebsul knew of the 'distant communication' - Bob was privy to all other information. And could be trusted to keep silent, if not entirely staid.

Raug broke the reverie. "Anbarad, no one would want such a thing, would they?" 

"What?"

"A bag of boiled chicken bones."

Bob almost choked on the last piece of his trout, but swallowed it down as devilment lit his eyes. "Some tribes use them to predict the future." 

"Stop that, Bob. You're confusing him," said Anbarad, managing to backflip from the tree without losing a single crumb of his fish. 

"Show off," Bob muttered. Then continued more loudly. "Look, we're here to teach Raug to fish."

"I know how to fish." Raug popped another pepper in his mouth. "Keep my feet out of the water because the fish don't like hot water. Toss my line in the shadow near…"

"Not that kind of fishing. The sort Rangers do," Bob paused and peered around him dramatically, then lowered his voice to a whisper, "for information."

"Oh, I know how to…"

"Let's hear Bob's plan," interrupted Anbarad, winking when Raug looked chastened.

Bob raised his eyebrows at the elf and the balrog. "Tsk, tsk. If you're going to keep secrets, you've got to learn to do it the right way."

Anbarad played along. "There's a right way?"

"Of course. First, tell as much of the truth as you can. Second, make them think you know their secrets."

"But…" protested Raug.

"Listen, it's easy. All you do is…"

***

'This is easy,' Raug thought, sitting at a laden table, and smiling and nodding at the plump, mustachioed merchant on the other side. Every once in a while, he remembered to swivel the black band on his arm in an admiring sort of way.

"This is delicious," said Dubravko, dipping a chunk of fried beef in the chutney again. "Spicy and hot, just the way I like it."

The hobbits had indeed excelled themselves, setting out dishes of every exotic foodstuff in their repertoire. 

Raug tried his own bowl of chutney. "Not as fiery as I prefer, but then the hottest spices of Harad are difficult to obtain."

"Yes." Dubravko grinned, revealing brown-stained teeth. "They are rare, yet an acquired taste, so not as expensive as they would be if everyone liked them. We do have a few discerning customers, however, along our route."

The balrog adopted a look of childlike eagerness. "Then if I may make a request?"

"Of course."

Raug gave the armband another twirl. The jet did look rather elegant against his own dark skin, and Celebsul had said such stones aided in aligning the wearer with their spiritual nature. Maybe he would be allowed to keep it when all of this was over, but first he needed to land his fish. "Though this is a most wonderful gift, if in future you could bring a small selection of such spices?" On receiving a contented nod of agreement, he added, "And if you had a few of those spices to spare in the current shipment, I would be happy to pay the market value."

A pause while the ghost of a frown briefly haunted Dubravko's brow. Then his face cleared. "Ah, why not? I have enough to give a sample to a good friend." The snap of his fingers brought a skinny, dark man striding to his side. After murmured instructions, the man left the Inn.

Standing near the bar, Bob gave a subtle thumbs-up, confirming Raug had played his part to perfection.

*** 

While the Sickle of the Valar cut a wide arc through the night sky, Anbarad sat at the desk in his small house in Erynlond and recorded the information gathered by his network of observers. Warg had appeared, chortling to herself, as the stars first began to glimmer. 

"What's made you so happy? One of your Tagrovic admirers give you a bone?"

"Sees how little you know, elf. Bones are for ordinary creatures, and these guys recognize quality when they see it.  Are you certain they're the bad guys? They make these little meat rolls…" Warg licked her lips and gave a small howl of appreciation. 

"Wonderful, but did you find out anything useful."

"Hey, meat rolls are useful. Especially ones that taste this good."

"It's not exactly the sort of information we need."

"It's the sort I need," Warg declared, then sat and began scratching behind her ear. "But I did your snooping too. Not that I found out much. Their horses don't care for me, so I really couldn't get close enough to see anything in the wagons."

Claws homing in on an exact patch, she scratched more furiously. "But I could smell something."

"Other than meat rolls?"

"Don't knock them until you've tried them; but no, it wasn't meat rolls. There's spices, some like that Haradrim fellow brought with him a while back. Makes me sneeze. And lots of pointy, sharp smells as well as hot ones."

"Could you tell which wagon?"

"Second or third one from the barn, I think. Smell of horse got in the way. Distracts me, you understand?"

"I appreciate your self-control, and I'm sure the Tagrovics would too if they knew."

Warg had cocked her head, given a toothy grin and then padded off into the deepening shadows.

As the night grew later and the stars brighter, Anbarad felt his patience fraying. Dinner must be over by now … Then the soft tread of another pair of elvish feet heralded the arrival of Belegalda, the youngest of the brotherhood of six to which Anbarad belonged. Belegalda was a healer - he it was who prepared the medicines that Tarannon had taken on the journey north. Now he was also an eavesdropper.

"I sat far enough away from their table not to appear suspicious, but near enough to hear every word they said." Belegalda referred, of course, to Raug and Dubravko. "All went exactly as you said it should, ending with the Tagrovic second-in-command delivering a small bundle of spices to Raug. Bob has to remain at the Inn as he is acting as the host Ranger, so I waited until dinner was done and came straight here. Who is it that you set to watch the merchant camp?" 

Anbarad hesitated a moment. "I was running out of possible spies…" 

That earned a raised brow.

With a sigh, he confessed, "Gubbitch."

Belegalda's brows climbed even higher, but he said only, "Oh," and took the glass of mead that Anbarad passed him.

The two sat in companionable silence, just as they had many times during night watches in war and in peace. Darkness lay thick around them, pierced by starlight, until eventually the sounds of other elves, returning from the Inn, embroidered the stillness with soft, bright laughter and whispered words. 

When all but the two were settled for the night, another noise disturbed the silence of Erynlond - hob-nailed boots.

"There thy is, see thee," Gubbitch's guttural tones proclaimed, as the orc appeared in all his usual disarray, but this time without even a shirt beneath his studded leather vest.

Like the Balrog, at the end of the war, Gubbitch had turned his back on evil and lived in peace close to the Inn. Nevertheless, an orc he was, and unashamed of it. Thus his methods were often several steps over the line held appropriate by the more restrained Rangers, making him a perfect choice for certain clandestine operations.

"Pour me a glass of summat strong while ah shakes muck from inside me boots. Spent evening in a ruddy tree. Don't see what bloody birds see in 'em… ah, that's more like it."

Upending his boots, Gubbitch spilt an assortment of pine needles, leaves and grit onto the floor while wiggling his crook-nailed toes, which poked through holes in his socks. 

Trying not to inhale too deeply of the now-ripe air, Anbarad passed a cup of strong spirits across. Gubbitch downed it in one gulp and held the cup out for more.

"Spying's thirsty work." The orc chief wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Missed me dinner being up in tree since afternoon."

Taking the hint, Anbarad opened cupboards, putting together a salver of bread and biscuits, cheese, butter and a pot of blackberry preserve.

As soon as the food was set before him, Gubbitch began stuffing it into his mouth. Though capable of better manners if the situation so demanded, he was happy to relax and be himself in the presence of Anbarad and Belegalda.

Speaking around a mouthful of berry-smeared cheese, he asked, "Got any pickled onions or black pudding?"

He sighed out a few crumbs when Anbarad shook his head, then went on. "Warg were there acting a chuffin' fool." Gubbitch mimed a dog begging for a treat, then he apparently had a thought. "Reet tasty meat rolls, mind thee. Want one?"

Fumbling about in the leather pouch slung across his chest, Gubbitch drew out a handful of meat rolls. Rather squashed and covered with lint, they held no appeal for the elves. Gubbitch merely shrugged at their refusal and tossed the entire handful into his mouth.

"Wonder if hobbit lasses could get that there recipe," Gubbitch said after chewing thoroughly and downing half his mug. "After Warg traipsed off, foreign fellers settled down for a bit of a party - singing, and passing a bottle. Then one of them muckety mucks what were having his meal inside comes out. Stiff as a fence post, blue coat, with a couple of ferrets snoozing under his stuck-up nose."

"Luka," murmured Belegalda. "Dubravko's second."

"Aye, that's what they called him. Weren't sure it were his name or meant boss. That's what he were cause one of them jumped reet quick when he started shouting in that gabble gobble language of theirs. Goes off to dig around in third wagon and comes hurrying back wi' a little bag. Couldn't see if that's how things were packed up or not, but stands to reason cause he didn't take no bag wi' him. Brought wrong stuff he did, cause that Luka feller gives him a clout up side head and a cussing out."

Shoveling more food into his mouth, Gubbitch continued the story. "Another un then went to second wagon and must of brought back reet stuff. Boss goes off back to Inn, but rest are all sulking now, aside from him holding his cracked head. Anyroad, they cheered up when they found a pretty sto-an just lying there, and started hunting around and found a few more scattered down ro-ad. Aye, cheered up reet well, they did. Left me to gather a few samples of me own, sneaky like."

"You got samples?" Anbarad asked.

"What of?" Belegalda added.

"A bit of every-ruddy-thing. Most weren't in bags, so to keep 'em apart, ah had to rip up me shirt to wrap 'em in." 

Gubbitch started emptying his pouch and pockets. Out came a few neat little bags and a few tiny pots, then twists of ripped cloth half-spilling powders and dried leaves, tablets and seeds.

"Even I recognize oregano and cinnamon," said Anbarad. "Cumin …"

"Cardamon and pepper also," Belegalda continued the tally, then frowned and stretched a finger toward a reddish blob.

"Best not," cautioned Anbarad. "After all, we are searching for poisons. Gubbitch, it might be a good idea for you to stop by the wash house."

"A bath!" protested the orc chieftain. "A bath weren't in bargain."

"Were any of these inside bottles or tins?" questioned Belegalda.

"Nary a one. Most in burlap bags. A few in wooden boxes."

"They're not contact poisons then. From the few facts you've given me," Belegalda directed a pointed gaze at Anbarad, then picked the unused fork off Gubbitch's tray and prodded the red blob, "we're looking for something to be applied to a weapon. It would enter the blood through an open wound, not through the skin."  

"What if it were swallowed?" asked Anbarad, watching in dismay as Gubbitch licked his fingers.

"Ain't nowt there I ain't etten at one time or other. Don't reetly know names fer 'em, or what they do to likes of thine or Ranger boys. Only un tasting bad were that un tha's poking at… like a hot coal on me tongue."

"Ah, chhota aag lagana." Belegalda nodded his recognition of the red peppers, "Anardil acquired a taste for them while journeying in Harad." 

"And folk think orcs eat peculiar," remarked Gubbitch. "And there's this un here tastes like so-ap."

The parsley-like leaves earned only a shake of the head from Belegalda. "Coriander."

"Have we plundered their pantry for no purpose?" Anbarad wondered.

But Belegalda and Gubbitch continued to confer over the remaining substances until only three small piles were left. One was of seeds that looked like stiff, white maggots, another of gritty white particles, while the third was a deep orange yellow powder.

"Neither of us can name these. Though Gubbitch says he's seen them before, Orcs tolerate many things which Men and Elves cannot. The evidence is inconclusive."  Belegalda shook his head in clear disappointment. "We cannot accuse these men without proper identification of these plants."

"No one at The Burping Troll has greater knowledge than you, brother."

"Then we must seek answers elsewhere. The apothecary in Henneth Annûn is a learned man, or the healers of the White City." 

Anbarad thought through the possibilities. If the substances were poisons, allowing them to be taken north might condemn others to the same fate as nearly befell Anardil. If they were not poisons, then a false accusation would cause trouble to everyone and destroy valuable relationships. On balance, it was safer to err on the side of possible innocence.

"Agreed. If Master Banazîr is unable to aid you, send word before going on to Minas Tirith."

"Aye, brother, I will," said Belegalda. "Let's find some more suitable containers to transport these in."

***

Camp of the Berke 

April 28, 1424 SR 

"The time for patience is over," declared Sunna Nahin, slashing the air with a broad stroke of his hand. "Not even in the time of Evil did a member of the tribes wantonly slaughter herd beasts."

Seated cross-legged in the crowded lodge, surrounded by all the clan and family leaders, Osol quietly translated while he, Tarannon and Anardil exchanged puzzled glances.

"Two deer poisoned," Sunna continued. "Not even their meat can be used."

He paused until the cries of indignation ceased. "They would starve us and our beasts rather than risk their own worthless hides in battle. They will crawl on their bellies in the dark to poison our animals. This is spring; there are calves; and we must go to the pastures. We must face these vermin and show them what true men are."

Tarannon reflected on how Osol's translation differed from the original. "…We will stamp on the rats like real warriors." If Anardil noticed, he gave no indication.

The khubal rose to his feet, nodding his approval of his second-in-council. "This is a time of omens." He looked towards Tarannon. "The White Bull appeared and chose a champion not of the tribe. Yet, he is one who lives the ancient wisdom: the friendship of two men is stronger than stone walls. The Herd Mother bestowed upon him her blessing. By his hand, Narandal, who has fought beside us this long winter, was healed of the Balgarin poisons. These are signs no man of the Berke can deny." 

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the lodge. When the noise died away, the khubal said,  "It is time to invoke the blood feud. Are you ready to perform your duty?"

Renuma Galmand's sudden switch to the Common Tongue caught Tarannon off guard, and it took a moment to realize that the question was directed at him rather than the tribe as a whole - a moment in which every eye in the lodge turned to study him. Some of the leaders looked at him with hope and eager expectation; some with doubt and worry; a few, such as Ghaltu Tamag and others of the Ghaltu clan stared with suspicion and even outright dislike. For an instant, Tarannon heard the distant grumbling of angry flames. Resolutely, he regained control and squared his shoulders. 

 "I am," he declared first in Westron, and then repeated haltingly in the language of the Berke - his tongue not yet having the same level of skill as his ears.

Amusement flickered briefly in Renuma Galmand's eyes, then he nodded again and continued in his own language. "Our just retribution demands threefold for our warriors slain in the forest, tenfold for Aughan as clan leader, and now one man for each of the two dead deer."

"Our scouts," the khubal nodded toward Barahast Mareez and two others bearing the arrows of the hunter clan, "report they have enticed the Balgarin through the pass. The three arban who blocked our path now move toward the Shorung." His smile became feral. "So, the gods have served up the required number with a few spare."

The grim humor drew deep-throated laughter from the Berke and lit a dangerous gleam in Anardil's eyes. Tarannon strove to keep his expression blank until Osol relayed the gist of the joke, then nodded his agreement with the fortunes of fate as Barahast rose to make his report. 

"The dogs remain blind to the jaws of the trap closing about them. A trap devised by our good friend Narandal." The war chief granted the King's Man a nod. "Over the long months, we have trained the dogs to believe the Shorung a position of strength for them. They have grown familiar with their kennel and will settle in quietly. By nightfall, two days hence, they will have drunk deeply from the spring supplying their camp. A spring they have grown to trust and no longer bother to test thoroughly."

As the crowd of men made derisive remarks regarding the Balgarin's gullibility, Osol translated bluntly, "They plan to poison the water supply."

Tarannon looked to Anardil who shrugged and replied quietly, "The Berke traced the spring's source and will introduce something that will cause drowsiness. Nothing more." 

"Still…" Tarannon began.

"They don't play by our rules," Anardil answered firmly. "There's no long lasting effect, so such tactics are deemed honorable."

Osol added his support. "To drink from an enemy's cup without tasting is foolishness. The Berke do no wrong."  

Then the Sube resumed translating as a heated discussion arose regarding the best strategies to ensure the capture without harm of three Balgarin warriors, it being essential that only the number needed to satisfy the blood debt be killed. Tarannon wondered again at what exactly he had gotten into, and speculated about how often similar strategies were employed by Anardil in the course of his duties as a secret observer.

***

Chapter Twenty
Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

April 30, 1424 SR

Anbarad watched the stranger arrive. He looked young to be wearing the badge of the King's Messenger, and his behavior reinforced that impression. Alternatively walking sideways like a crab, and backwards across the barroom, the young man gaped wide-eyed at the small group of orcs dining in a corner, then with undisguised awe at an elf maiden sitting near the hearth. When he turned to face the front, he ended up almost nose-to-nose with the balrog bartender. Anbarad took pity and walked swiftly across.

"You bring news?"

Eyes swiveling between balrog and elf, as if unsure what either one might do, he replied, "Y-yes. Y-yes for the Rangers and for a-a … let me check."

The messenger dug into his bag with trembling hands and eventually brought out a letter and read the envelope. "Someone called Anbarad."

"That's me."

The young man seemed taken aback. "How can I be sure?"

Raug pointed a finger at the elf's head. "He's Anbarad."

"Oh. Th-thank you," said the messenger, stuffing the letter into the elf's hands. "W-where is the Rangers' Office, please?"

"Upstairs." Raug now pointed to the doorway. "You can't miss it."

Almost leaving a trail of smoke behind, the King's man fled for the stairs.

A while later, when the messenger was back downstairs, seated at a table, and being happily fussed over by the hobbit lasses, Anbarad made his way up to Hal's office to compare notes.

Captain Halbarad was at his desk surrounded by various missives, while his wife sat curled up in a chair nearby reading what looked to be a long letter. Motioning for Anbarad to take a seat, Hal explained, "News from my sister, Anoriath." He nodded at Elanna. "Plus a complaint from the acting Captain in Henneth Annûn that Warg was seen lurking near a pig farm…"

Grinning, Anbarad interjected, "Not as bad as lurking near a cattle farm."

"Quite," Hal agreed. "Plus a note from Sevilodorf saying she's planning a trip to Pelargir, then on to Linhir and the Blackroot Vale."

A image of Sevilodorf wearing the hijab of the southern women and bathing the scarred back of a small boy flitted through Anbarad's mind. He blinked. Where had such a thought come from? Was this another foreseeing? Suddenly aware Hal regarded him with puzzlement, the elf asked hastily,  "She takes an escort?"

"It doesn't say, but I wouldn't think her kinsmen would allow her to wander about without one. Surely, Aragorn will have someone watching to make sure she doesn't turn off the track and head north or east. Wouldn't you?"

After considering the question for a long moment, with no additional visions appearing, Anbarad replied, "I think that I would prefer to keep her as close as possible."

"I'm just as happy to have her far away."

"Hal, how can you say that?" Elanna folded the letter. "Sev should be here. With her friends."

"Sevilodorf gave her word to abide by Elessar's terms." Hal said, his tone that of someone patiently repeating himself for the hundredth time. 

"What else could she do when the only alternative was to become a 'guest' of the King?"  Elanna's voice contained no trace of patience. "We all must live within the bounds of duty, and she did give her word. I will leave you gentlemen to your discussion."

Standing abruptly, Elanna placed the letter on Hal's desk and strode towards the door.

"Elanna…" Hal began, then winced as the thud of the closing door cut him off. "Sorry about that. 

The elf nodded his understanding. "It is difficult to be both captain and husband."

"We'd both do better if I could simply tell her the truth. When everyone with 'sense'," the rueful sarcasm in Hal's voice brought a sympathetic twist to Anbarad's lips, "believed the mangled body at the border was Anardil, she would not. Like Sev, she held to hope past all reason. And when they were proved right, I could say nothing. I was bound to a pretence of grieving when I wanted to shout from the rooftop that Anardil lived. Worse, I have to watch silently as the passing days erode Elanna's hope."

His glance slid to the door then returned. "Why I tell you these things I don't know. I don't normally."

"Save to Anardil."

"He was…is my voice of reason. Knowing when I need a word or a swift boot in the backside. "

"I am honored you allow me to stand in his place, if only for a while." 

"The honor has been mine," Hal acknowledged. "But don't think you're getting out of it that easily. Anardil has wandering feet - he won't stay in one spot for long. You volunteered, and there's more than enough problems around here to keep us all busy. You'll be needed for as long as you remain willing to listen to me whinge."

Eyebrows rising slightly, Anbarad reflected on the ability of mortals to change like the wind. His own willingness to co-operate was as ingrained in his nature as the color of his eyes. Scant weeks ago, Captain Halbarad would have not shared any potentially sensitive facts with him, let alone confided personal feelings. 

"I shall remain willing," Anbarad said.

"So what news from Belegalda?"

"He and Master Banazîr identified the yellow-orange powder as turmeric - a recent addition to the spice market. Trade routes to the distant south having increased as some of the Umbar pirates turn to trade. It's used as a less expensive alternative to saffron. Also suitable for cuts, bruises, burns and as a cure for jaundice."

"Not what we were searching for then. And the others? The seeds and the white powder?"

"Belegalda left yesterday evening for Minas Tirith. He has many friends among the healers and herb masters there."

"Let's hope they come up with something quick." Hal's mouth twisted in a sideways wince. "I don't know how long Bob can delay Dubravko's northern trek. Even he's liable to run out of reasonable excuses."

"Esgallyg will lend credibility to any delay for who would suspect an elf of deliberately interfering."

"Good, because that little charade is another reason Elanna is so prickly. She didn't believe for an instant the trumped up excuse of schooling Esgallyg in the fine art of escorting merchants. She knows we're keeping a close eye on all the travelers but not why, and I can't fully explain as our information about the poison came from Raug. Unlike Bob, who will follow orders without demanding explanations beforehand, Elanna thinks everything through backwards, forwards and sideways. Her elvish half showing through I suppose. Hopefully, she'll go off to the pottery shed and take some of her frustration out pounding on clay." 

"I'll relieve Raug at the bar and send him to suggest it to her."

"Meanwhile, I'll speak to Warg about staying away from the pigs."

Anbarad chuckled and then stood. "Good luck with that. In the unlikely event she agrees, she'll find something much worse to do instead."

"I know," Hal said wearily as the elf left the room.

***

Eastern Plains, the Shorung 

April 30, 1424 SR

Convincing the Balgarin to choose the weathered stones of the Shorung for their camp should not have been a difficult task thought Tarannon morosely. The shoulders of granite rising thirty feet above the plains gleamed in starlight like the discarded bones of some enormous creature. The sentinels, three dark shadows against the starry sky, could see for miles in all directions. With the fresh water supplied by a hidden spring, any group choosing to take refuge in those rocky arms would be difficult to remove and seemingly impossible to take by surprise. Yet, not once during the two-day ride had even one of the Berke expressed the slightest doubt that they could accomplish both those tasks. 

"You do not believe my warriors will exact our revenge." The Berke khubal's deep voice held a hint of challenge. 

Tarannon turned his gaze from the silhouette of the rocky outcropping as the khubal settled upon the ground beside him. The solid hulk of Ghaltu Tamag loomed a short distance away. "Though I have not fought the Balgarin myself, the tales of those who have do not lead me to believe them as foolish as you paint them."

"Paint?" Rehuma Galmand repeated, then waved off any explanation. "Long years have I fought the Balgarin. In the youth of my father's father, they were honorable men. But their khubal trusted the honeyed words of Nakhu Kenan, leader of the Merkid, who swore them to his service and later that of the Dark One."

"Nakhu Kenan? He that slew the great chonal?" queried Tarannon, thinking back to the tale told the evening he had first met Helkar.

"The same," answered the khubal with an approving nod. "Like Narandal, you learn all there is to know about those you meet. Your king is blessed to have earned the leadership of two such men."

"I pray the king agrees with you."

"He knows your worth or would not trust you with such important tasks," declared Renuma. "It is proper you do not boast of his trust, but be assured the Berke know he has bestowed it upon you. As we know the workings of the minds of the Balgarin."

He nodded his old head toward the nearby fire. "They expect to find us, so we allow them to see us.  Finding what they expect, they do not search further. Thus, we control what they see, and do not see. Already the men of the Barahast and Sunna clans creep closer. Soon, they will be in range. Watch carefully for that is your task as witness."

Tarannon watched the outcrop carefully, even as Osol and five others of those who had ridden with the khubal settled nearby. They did not settle quietly, either, for their task was to pretend to be the twenty men whom the Balgarin saw arrive. That had been at dusk. Nightfall made the deceit much easier. It made other things harder. Dispirited, the Ranger wished Anardil had been fit enough for the journey. Out here, more than ever, Tarannon felt completely alien and alone, separated by culture, belief and familiarity from all that surrounded him.

Though his gaze scarcely wavered, Tarannon's ears, having tuned out the clamor of men, roamed the surrounding plains. Grasses rustled in the wind, and a sharp chitter announced the alarm of a tiny burrowing creature which the Berke named möndül. The reason for that alarm came with the low hoot of another nocturnal beast, a small but ferocious owl which preyed upon the möndül. Silence then, but for the wind and the grass, until the distant cry of the hunter accompanied the squeal of its prey. Renuma Galmand shifted position but said nothing. His eyes remained closed as he also listened intently. Tarannon's own regard still focused upon the dark shapes of the sentries, and his breath caught when one of them suddenly slumped … then another … then the third.

"Ghaltu," the khubal spoke softly but without whispering, "prepare yourself."

"As you command, my khubal." The clan chief pushed himself to his feet and immediately trotted toward the campfire.

"Come." Renuma Galmand stood and began to walk swiftly toward the outcropping. 

Obediently, Tarannon followed. Within moments they were joined by the other men, blades drawn and faces set with a grim determination. At the base of the Shorung, they were greeted by Sunna Nahin and three bowmen. 

"The sentries and four others, my khubal," the second-in-command reported.

The Berke chief awarded the group a satisfied nod, then asked, "Have our guests been chosen?"

"Mareez has yet to…" Three yips of a hunting fox sounded upon the heights, and the second-in-council paused to look upward before revising his answer. "It is done."

"Ghasan." At his naming, the young warrior stepped forward to stand beside his great-uncle. "You and the Sube will escort them back to my tent. The Chosen will remain with me. All others may join the fighting."

Osol looked ready to protest his assignment, but under the firm gaze of the Berke chief closed his mouth with a snap and bowed low. "As you will."

The khubal then turned his attention to Tarannon and spoke in the Common Tongue. "You will remain with me. When all is finished, you will speak of this night and let all know the Berke took only that which we were due."

Accepting his role with a nod, the Ranger watched as Sunna, his archers and the others from the main camp climbed silently out of sight. Soon, the sighs of the wind-blown grass were replaced by the grunts and cries of men fighting for their lives.  

Not all of the howls of pain came from Balgarin throats. Despite their broken nature, Tarannon recognized a few of those voices. Before he had time to dwell on this and his own inactivity, Barahast Mareez appeared with two of his scouts. They threw three gagged and bound prisoners at the khubal's feet. Though breathing heavily and dripping blood from a gash upon his forearm, Barahast proudly reported that the Berke were in control at the top.

"Guard our guests well," the khubal said as Osol, Ghasan and the scouts led the three men away. Then with a signal to Tarannon and the Berke nakhir to follow, Renuma Galmand started up the winding path to the top of the Shorung.

Swiftly, they climbed until, below the summit, they passed the ledge where the Balgarin penned their ponies: a stocky breed capable of great endurance. Agitated by the scent of blood, the beasts snorted challenges at the Berke moving amongst them. They were now the spoils of battle - each Berke warrior would choose a pony, after which the extra mounts would be divided between the families of those tortured in the forest. 

The khubal's party continued upward then, topping the rise, they arrived at the remains of the Balgarin camp. After years of fending off evil as it attempted to overrun Ithilien, Tarannon was familiar with the aftermath of battle. Yet, the fire-burnished scene before his eyes sent his senses reeling. Flames danced in rhythm to the thudding of his pulse as their fierce voices throbbed gloating songs of death in his mind. The demons of destruction gorged upon the darkest emotions of the men who stripped their dead enemies of clothing and weapons. Tarannon perceived how the flames spewed the men's own fury back into their hearts in an escalating cycle of hatred. The empty eyes of a dead Balgarin captured the Ranger's gaze and he stumbled over a bedroll. Righting himself, he shook off the supporting hand of Barahast Mareez.

Then in a cleared area before the largest fire, six bound Balgarin warriors knelt before a row of grim-faced Berke. Five of the captives held their heads high and stared unblinkingly before them while one, eyes closed and a wide cut dripping a steady stream of blood down the side of his face, swayed in time with the flame's evil chorus. 

Without a word, Renuma Galmand took up a position before the six prisoners, his nakhir upon his left and his second-in-council upon his right. The gazes of five slid to his unforgiving face then away, but the sixth remained in thrall to his internal rhythms. 

One guard stepped forward and offered a leather drawstring pouch to Barahast Mareez who squeezed it as if he were a merchant checking the weight of his purse before saying, "From the hands of the dead, my khubal. All within the camp are dead or kneel before you."

A shadow passed briefly across the khubal's face as he raised his sword to point to each of the prisoners. In a tone, cold and stern, he began to speak the dialect of the Balgarin. The impassive voice of Barahast Mareez translated his chief's words for the benefit of Tarannon, who gritted his teeth and set as a shield the memory of Anardil saying, "These are their lands. Their justice is not ours. Your task is to report their actions not pass judgement upon them."

"Dogs, I name you - followers of the cursed destroyer, Burilgi Ong, who has broken oaths given in blood; oaths to allow free passage to the plains to all tribes; oaths to abandon the hated practices of the Dark One; oaths to keep the peace declared by the King of Gondor."

The swaying man ceased his rocking and his head sagged to his chest at these words. But the other Balgarin sneered and one, the ribbons of leadership threading his warrior braid, spat. When his guard moved to knock him to the ground, Renuma Galmand raised his hand.

"Nay, let him speak." 

The man shrugged free of his guard's grasp and glared up at the khubal. "It is the Berke who have become dogs and joined the Sube as Gondor's pets." 

"Gondor does not rule here, but the crimes of the Balgarin are not only against the Berke. Thus I have named those crimes as well, and here as witness to our actions stands Tarannon of Ithilien, sworn man of the King of Gondor."

"A poor witness he will be after my lord cuts his tongue from his mouth," snarled the prisoner before being smashed to the ground by Sunna Nahin. 

"Blood debt is owed threefold to the Berke for the cruelties inflicted upon five Berke warriors by the Balgarin. For Clanleader Renuma Aughan, tenfold is declared as just retribution. For the deaths by poison of two beasts from our herds, we demand additional payment."

Several of the prisoners flinched, and a spasm passed through the last man as he resumed his rocking. 

The leader, however, set his jaw. "If your claim were ten times that number, it would matter not to my lord."

"That he cares not for the loss of his own is the greatest of his crimes," Renuma Galmand said.

Then, his face hard and unreadable, the old man held out the leather bag to Tarannon. 

With dread of what he might find, Tarannon pulled loose the strings. Tipping the bag toward the fire's light revealed a quantity of stone rings like those worn by the Berke archers to draw their powerful bows. Each was polished smooth and etched with a symbol.

"They carry the clan signs of the Balgarin and mark the wearer as a warrior," stated Renuma Galmand when Tarannon spilled a handful of rings into his palm. "Count them."

Silently, exercising the greatest care not to fumble, Tarannon counted the rings, then returned them to the bag and pulled the laces tight. 

"Twenty-one," he said, relieved that his voice did not tremble.

The Berke khubal responded with only the slightest of nods. Upon his signal, Barahast Mareez and Sunna Nahin drew their knives. Swiftly, they slashed the throats of the six men, and the flames of the campfire seemed to surge to the sky with a triumphant roar. Knives dripping crimson, the executioners collected the rings from the Balgarin's hands. Stepping carefully to avoid the blood-soaked ground, they held them out to Tarannon who accepted the rings numbly. 

"Twenty-seven," intoned the stern-faced chief. "The debt is paid. So say I, khubal to the Berke."

As the surrounding clansmen shouted their agreement, Tarannon closed his fist upon the six stone rings. They were still warm from the hands of the Balgarin. Every victory he had ever known felt like this - bitter, and too late, and never a triumph over the innate cruelty of men, or his own ineffectiveness.

***

Chapter Twenty-One

Eastern Plains, the Shorung

April 30, 1424 SR

The Berke returned to their own camp, their spoils and their injured and dead upon the string of ponies that they led down from the Shorung. Spirits high, as were the voices of men relieved to be alive, the journey passed with tales of cunning moves and close escapes. Only two of the Berke had been slain; these they would mourn and honor later when blood had cooled. As they drew close to the camp, smiles glittering in the light of the fire, those who waited there cheered the obvious victory. 

"In accord with the ancient traditions, we have avenged our dead," declared Renuma Galmand. "At the dawn, Sunna Nahin will return to our people and lead them to the eastern plains. Our nakhir and ten men of his choice will deliver the proof of our vengeance to the Balgarin. The Herd Mother's Chosen will remain here at my side to guard the pass."

As his warriors shouted, too drunk with their victory to consider the implications of their khubal's words, the Berke chief raised the leather bag holding the stone rings. 

Tarannon, forced to pretend ignorance because no one offered translation, caught sight of Osol emerging from the khubal's tent. For an instant, the Sube's face was tight with fear and distaste, then with obvious effort he resumed the mask worn in the company of strangers. A quick glance found no one else aware of the shift in Osol's expression, and were it not for the familiarity earned by a month in the man's company, Tarannon would have accepted the façade himself. 

Pushing through a group of warriors displaying the weapons they had taken from the dead, Tarannon managed to get close enough to Osol to ask, "What's wrong?"

With false exuberance, Osol pulled Tarannon into a parody of celebration that spun them to the outer edges of the crowd - the emotion in the young man's eyes at odds with that upon his face. 

"Your lady of the fire," Osol shielded the flicking of his fingers, "is not the only demon to answer to the Berke."

"What?" Something froze in the pit of Tarannon's stomach.

"Ghaltu Tamag is chalana karna."

The inner ice began to thaw. Osol was merely overreacting again. 

"Lomta told us that. After Gwy…" at Osol's hiss, Tarannon cut off the naming of the fire spirit, "…the healing of Anardil's spirit."

"She named him nearly deaf. What is within," true fear shadowed Osol's face as he jerked his chin toward the khubal's tent, "is…"

The approach of Barahast Mareez cut short the Sube's warning. When the nakhir walked ahead to lead them to the khubal's tent, Osol whispered, "Guard yourself."

With what? Tarannon's mind dissolved into chaos. How could he defend against something powerful enough to have penetrated Osol's spiritual inertness and incessant wardings? He recalled the terrifying rage that Raug displayed, despite being a much-diminished demon. Once again the Ranger's belly seemed full of ice and he regretted ever taking the first step on this path …Or did he, really? Regret healing Anardil? Regret meeting Gwydion? Could she have misled him for some hidden purpose, as they themselves had deceived the Balgarin? No. He was a fool, but not totally stupid. He knew enough of evil to recognize its taint. There was none in Gwydion. There was none in the White Bull or the Herd Mother - indeed how could there be when they were reputedly the servants of Araw, ever the friend and guardian of Elves and Men. Calm descended on the Ranger as he approached the entrance of the tent. His fingers closed around the obsidian bead in his pocket. That and his experience, meager though it was, with fire spirits would be his weapons.

Tarannon's relief at entering a tent tall enough for him, and the khubal, to stand upright, quickly wilted under the oppressive heat. The sight of the wretched prisoners lined up along one wall, their hands bound before them, did nothing to brighten his mood. The Ranger's fears were nothing compared to the terrors lurking in their eyes. But the fire inevitably lured his attention. Not large enough to account for the parching atmosphere, the flames burnt with an abnormal orange glow. Alongside the fire and opposite the prisoners, Ghaltu Tamag sat cross-legged, his eyes closed, sweat streaming down his face and pain etched deeply into his features. One of his hands clutched a branch of yew. In the other, an unseen object rested within a white-knuckled fist.

Then it was as if fiery hands reached inside Tarannon's skull and squeezed. Only Osol's urgent, "Do not show your weakness" and the support of a tent pole kept him on his feet. He screwed his eyes shut against the pain. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he waged an internal war for control of his thoughts. No physical form did his assailant assume, only ever changing swirls of smoke from which malevolent eyes glared. Tightening his grip upon the obsidian bead, Tarannon called silently for Gwydion.

A pale curtain of light settled between him and the shadowy form. The pressure eased from his skull almost instantly, leaving his mind in isolated clarity.

"I am here, brother," whispered the Lady of the Hearth, then she began a wordless song of comfort. That melody lit the darkest places of the soul, its liquid flame purging smoke and shadow.

The demon spirit answered with an enraged howl that set the wall of light rippling.

"He is not for you," stated Gwydion calmly, and the symbol for the bull clan glowed bright upon the shield wall.

With no more than a threatening snarl, the fiend of fire vanished, his fury helpless against the lady's gentle strength. 

"Be cautious, my brother, the songs of destruction hold great danger for the chalana karnae. Not even the strongest of Men may compel the weakest of my kin."

As Tarannon framed a denial of any such attempts on his part, Gwydion's presence faded. Opening his eyes, he discovered himself the focus of Renuma Galmand's regard. The khubal tipped his head inquiringly, but the opportunity for speech was lost as Ghaltu Tamag spoke.

In short bursts, each phrase requiring a great struggle to pass the clan leader's lips, questions regarding the location of the Balgarin camps were directed at the prisoners. At first they refused to answer. Then Ghaltu, his arm visibly shaking, pointed the wand of yew at each of the men. Crying out in pain, they fell prone upon the ground, only to be returned to their knees by their Berke guards. Guards who, Tarannon noted, looked only slightly less terrified than the prisoners. 

After repeating the questions, Ghaltu Tamag leaned toward the prisoners with the posture of someone listening to a distant sound. As the prisoners writhed in the grasps of their guards, he began to speak in a voice not his own. The toneless words revealed the knowledge of the captives, stripped from their minds by the demon in communion with the clan leader. A shudder ran down Tarannon's spine and Osol muttered invocations to the gods for protection. 

"Two days south. On the shores of the Tenggis. Burilgi Ong brings a minghan to settle this matter for all time."

Within a short time, all the Balgarin knew regarding their khubal's plans had been drawn from their minds. 

"Enough," declared Renuma Galmand. "Your duty is done, Ghaltu."

The leader of the fire clan, his face a deep red beneath his dark beard, leaned forward to cast the yew wand into the fire. An angry roar echoed in Tarannon's mind as the rod burst into flame. Ghaltu Tamag grunted with pain as his body spasmed, then climbed to his feet. His son dashed forward to hover at his side, but used great care to avoid any chance of touching him. Slowly, each step an agonizing exercise in determination, the clan leader made his way to stand before the three prisoners. Their eyes watched his movements with the same hypnotized fascination as a rabbit regarding the snake about to devour him. 

Raising his clenched fist to the forehead of the first man, Ghaltu Tamag commanded, "Allow no memory to remain." 

As swiftly as exhaustion would allow, he repeated the motion twice more. With each repetition, the spirit of flame roared with frustration and the man touched dropped to the ground unconscious. Upon completing the third incantation, Ghaltu Tamag opened his hand above the fire to release a polished green stone. All eyes followed the gem's path as it fell to rest within the flames, untouched. 

"Light and Dark inside thee lie." With each word, his voice grew stronger. "From the fire's heart thou came; to its heart I thee return," 

The center of the gem began to glow the color of new leaves, then with an accompanying flash, the stone shattered. Immediately, the temperature in the tent dropped, and all within released breaths they had not known they were holding. 

Gulping in tormented gasps, Ghaltu raised blood-shot eyes to his chieftain. "It is done, my khubal."

"You have done well, Tamag. Rest now, you will be needed in the morning."

Holding desperately to his dignity, Ghaltu managed a shallow bow before allowing his son to lead him from the tent. Behind him followed the Berke guards bearing the burden of the insensible bodies of the Balgarin. 

***

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

"These are unusual patterns," Elanna commented, arranging Raug's latest batch of bowls upon the drying racks in the pottery room's tiny cellar. 

He wasn't quite sure what to say in response because the 'patterns' were actually the clan symbols of the Berke, and that would take some explaining. "They are based on something I dreamed about, I think," he called down to her. Not entirely a lie, if not the truth either. 

"Well, I like them." So saying, Elanna clambered up the few steps and shut the hatch. 

Her compliment warmed Raug, who felt some pride in his latest work. He couldn't quite get the symmetry with his pots that Elanna could, but each batch was better than the previous both in shape and decoration.

"A few days to dry, and they'll be ready for the first firing. Have you thought about what sort of glazes you'd like? Maybe a bright red on the smallest ones?"

Raug opened his mouth to reply, but a low droning sound made him turn. The lamp on the shelf darkened as the flame began burning black. 

A shape emerged - a seated figure - Ghaltu Tamag - that was his name - Raug could see him again, though dimly. Smoke, darting shadows and a fire sullenly blazing stood between them. Had the Berke clansman learned of Tarannon's deception? Did the man think to force Raug to betray the captain? 

"Nay, brother. It is not he who brought thee to this place."

"Gwydion?"

Raug turned, and there she stood. Though shadows veiled her brightness, she appeared as a young maid, her sunshine hair wrapping her body in shimmering waves of light.

"Tarannon names thee friend." Gwydion's eyes burnt with the light of purity, so bright, so clean that her gaze pierced him and caused him pain. "Art thou his friend in truth?"

Yet the pain was that of a wound healing. "Yes, lady." 

For a moment, she hesitated, but then murmured a plea to Varda: 'Let the choice be wise'. 

Stepping aside, Gwydion revealed three bound prisoners. A darkness gradually solidified about them as the Berke clan leader waved a wand of yew. Raug finally saw the malevolent fire spirit that the man had harnessed. It gorged upon the fear and anger of the captives, swelling like a gigantic abscess. 

"Fragments of the ancient magic they possess," Gwydion said. "The power to call our kind and guide them in mischief. In their quest for vengeance, they attempt what is beyond their power. Not only the Berke are in danger, but the captain, whose mind was opened through our actions. I cannot stand against such darkness alone. Wilt thou help me?" 

"Join with you? Were you not forbidden?"

"To protect them … him … I would dare." Her voice held the slightest tremor of anxiety. She too was willing to risk everything. "I have learned much of thee from the captain and his friends. Like myself, thou found companionship among Eru's Younger Children. Thy song holds an echo of darkness; yet, light is thy guide. Thus, I seek thy aid, wilt thou give it?"

"Yes, lady, gladly."

The flare of joy in her eyes brought not pain to Raug, but ease and a lightness of being which only the ghost of an ancient memory could recall before all peace was lost to the greed of Melkor.

Raug fixed his attention upon the leader of the fire clan. The man struggled to maintain control over the shadow demon, his body shaking and his eyes bloodshot. When his khubal released him by saying his duty was done, Ghaltu leaned forward and dropped the wand into the fire. The frail thread of control gone, the shadow demon swelled to even greater size and uttered a gloating howl. It would destroy the puny mortal. But Raug's roar drowned out that vicious scream, and a piercing note from Gwydion struck right through the demon. Startled and angry, it abandoned Ghaltu and turned on its traitorous kin.

"With me, brother." Tendrils of light spread from Gwydion, wrapping around both Raug and the shadow demon, who hissed and fought against them. With such gentle threads she pulled them from the tent and into the Unseen Realm. There, she began to sing, Raug only a syllable behind, his voice in harmony with her in a melody of friendship, life and light. Consumed by their unendurable bliss, the shadow ceased to struggle and finally dissolved into nothing.

For one more glorious measure, Gwydion maintained her contact with Raug, then the light unwound from him, and a distance other than space made her diminish until she appeared just a star, a single point of light.

"My thanks to thee, brother." Then she was gone, and all was darkness.

"Raug? Can you answer me?" 

The faintest brush of fingers upon his arm, followed by a muffled cursing. 

The balrog opened his eyes to confirm he was flat on his back in the middle of the pottery room, broken bits and pieces strewn around him. He realized his skin was overheated, though fortunately not to the point where it might cause spontaneous combustion of the objects around him. Turning his head, he saw Elanna with her fingers in her mouth.

"Thank Eru, you're awake!" She reached a hand out, then swiftly drew it back. "You're still too hot to touch though."

Raug's mind directed his body, gradually lowering the internal temperature to something resembling that of a mortal.

Elanna held her hand over his arm, testing the radiated warmth. "Good, good. You've got it under control. Do you want anything? Something to help you cool down?"

Shaking his head, Raug pushed up on his elbows. "Nothing, except to get off these bits poking holes in my back."

With a slight chuckle, Elanna swept aside the shards.

"I'm sorry." Raug motioned to the shattered pottery.

"Don't be silly. We'll make better. What matters is that you are alright."

"I'm fine."

Elanna tilted her head and studied him with narrowed eyes, then all trace of worry was replaced with smug satisfaction.

"I wonder if Hal and Anbarad will agree with you."

"Hal and Anbarad… but why would you tell them?" protested Raug.

"The three of you have been thick as thieves since Tarannon went north, and I intend to find out exactly what's going on."

"But Elanna…"

Raug stopped talking; Elanna had disappeared out the door, leaving him standing in the midst of minor wreckage, and facing the prospect of a major one.

***

Eastern Plains, the Shorung
The tent flap dropped to seal in the khubal along with Barahast Mareez, Sunna Nahin, the Sube and the Ranger. Keenly aware that both he and Osol wore shocked and horrified expressions, Tarannon met the khubal's stare.

"No harm was done," Renuma Galmand said quietly. "They will sleep deeply. When they awake, no memory will they possess of what just took place." 

No memory for them, perhaps, but Tarannon would remember till the end of his days: the savagery and deceit, the torture of prisoners … his emotions suddenly overwhelmed him. "Is all of this done in accord with the same ancient traditions that allowed you to slaughter bound men?" 

Beside him, Osol flinched at such words spoken in the presence of proud men recently blooded in battle, yet the Sube stepped closer to Tarannon, thus displaying his support. 

Sunna Nahin glared. "This foreigner has no right to speak to our khubal with such disrespect." 

His words would have been followed by action had Renuma Galmand not held up his hands. "Peace. Let us sit and discuss this matter as friends."

Continuing to stare at Tarannon with undisguised loathing, Sunna Nahin showed no signs of relenting until Barahast folded into a cross-legged stance. He looked up and said in the Berke tongue, "Allow the khubal to decide what is and is not disrespect."

Meanwhile Tarannon and Osol obeyed and sat down, thus leaving only Sunna Nahin yet to comply. The man had no choice but to join the others.

When all were settled, Renuma Galmand addressed Sunna's complaint. "The King's man is the Chosen. It is his right … nay, his duty to question what we do. He is indeed foreign, and his eyes see other than ours do. This makes him twice-valued as a witness."

Though Sunna's features remained sullen, his chief apparently decided he had dealt with the matter, and now turned his attention to the Ranger.

"The ways of our peoples are different, Tarannon of Ithilien." The khubal paused to sigh. "Many nights have I debated these differences with your friend, Narandal."

Tarannon acknowledged this openness with a nod. "And what conclusions did you reach?"

"That there are many choices a man must make in his life, and that no one may make them for him."

Indeed, Tarannon thought, but one may seek advice and recognize that others will pass judgment upon one's actions. "You say it is my duty to question what you do?"

"So that we will question ourselves. For a man to keep his feet upon the correct path requires great strength. You believe," the old man's glance included Osol in this statement, "we have strayed into evil with our actions tonight."

Tarannon and Osol exchanged looks then Osol's jaw hardened, and he answered.

"Yes, I so believe. The lives of the Balgarin were made forfeit by the evils done your tribe. But consorting with a demon to steal from a man's mind, that is another matter."

Sunna sneered and muttered, "The Sube have grown as soft as their masters in the Stone City." 

The khubal did not grace the aside with an answer. Instead he dipped his chin in acknowledgement of Osol's opinion. "The Sube and the Berke fight with different weapons, but we fight the same foe." 

Then his eyes focused upon the Ranger. "Narandal has told you how he came to join us?" At Tarannon's nod, he continued. "Tonight was but one in a long line of battles to remain free of the Wolves. The hearts of my warriors beat fiercely, but we face an enemy whose number increases daily. An enemy who does not hesitate to employ methods taught him by the Lord of Darkness. Narandal is not the first to fall victim to a poison blade. Nor were the men you found the first to be tortured."

"Then why…"

"Why now?" Grey eyebrows arched wryly. "Do you wish to know why this task came to you? Because the gods believe you worthy. They have granted you their blessing through the Herd Mother and her son, the White Bull. With their blessing comes great responsibility." 

"To condone…"

"Your permission is not needed." The khubal flicked his hand in irritation. "Think you that I declared blood feud for no reason? Think you that I ordered a warrior to join with the demon of fire if there was another way? Or commanded men killed without an honorable battle? Show me there was another path and I will declare myself unworthy to serve my people as khubal."

Tarannon wanted to cry that the Berke could have sought alliance with Gondor. That Gondor would have protected them. But too many in Gondor were more concerned with grain taxes than the happenings upon the distant northern borders. 

Was there another way? Tarannon didn't know. He didn't even know where this way would ultimately lead. Perhaps he was foolish to look for leadership like that of Elessar in lands long under the sway of the Dark Lord. No doubt Renuma Galmand was a good person, and a good chief, and as Tarannon had no answer, he owed the man respect. "Forgive my…"

The khubal flicked his hand again, this time cutting off Tarannon's words of contrition. "You observed and spoke your thoughts. That is your task: to witness. As it is mine to do what I believe will bring the Balgarin to their knees." 

Then, tempering his voice, the old chief said, "Until Narandal joined with us, the Wolves considered us little more than flies buzzing about their heads - to be ignored until more important matters were complete. But having the Sube slip from his grasp as a result of Narandal's actions…"

Osol could not hide a sudden wince, and Tarannon felt a similar surge of … responsibility. They had speculated whether Burilgi Ong knew of Anardil's part in that endeavor. Were the Berke paying with their lives for sheltering the man who helped bring about the pact between Gondor and the Sube? 

As if reading their minds, the khubal looked at Osol, and explained, "I have met your father's newest wife, young Sube. A pretty woman, but she is as a river: never still, never silent, delivering her song to many ears. And though he may vanish in shadow like a khyang in tall grass, there are things even Narandal cannot disguise." Renuma Galmand paused to tap his left arm and turn his gaze towards Tarannon. "The Berke have no wish to become subjects to your king, but his dealings with the Sube gave us hope an alliance could be formed." 

At this, Sunna Nahin hissed and muttered in the Berke tongue, "Just as soon ally with the khyang."

The comparison between the men of Gondor and a herd of wild asses earned a glare from the Sube. Tarannon only just managed to suppress the scowl which would have revealed his understanding of the language. 

But Galmand issued the reprimand. "When the wolf is at your throat, you use whatever weapon you can reach - be it the sword of Gondor or the torch of a spirit of fire." 

Barahast Mareez's mood seemed much lighter than the others. He smiled as he said, "From ship captains like Helkar, we learned of a new watcher. One who saw through the honeyed words and subtle trickery of those in the pay of the Wolves."

"You weren't on a trading mission when Anardil came across you," declared Tarannon.

Laughing, Barahast responded, "The gods were kind that day and delivered him to us. Along with the gift of a hand of Balgarin for our bows."

"And the full attention of the Balgarin," said Tarannon, a sharp edge to his voice. He had taken on responsibility for a misfortune, when in truth, he had no responsibility and there was no misfortune, at least not as the nakhir saw it. 

Barahast just shrugged and gave a feral grin. "They provided much amusement during the winter months."

"Amusement?" Tarannon thought this would not be the way Aragorn would see it, or Sevilodorf who had grieved for months over Anardil's disappearance. He very much doubted Anardil himself, perverse though he could be, would have regarded his poisoning and near-death as entertaining. Sometimes the chasm between cultures seemed too wide for either side to ever comprehend the other. 

The nakhir nodded as if Tarannon's question were approval. "All tribes play such games. To give young warriors a chance to practice their skills."

Osol's face broke into a grin. "Like the pony game with the Dwarves." When all eyes turned to him, he explained. "Young Sube practice warrior skills by sneaking in to 'steal' the Dwarves' ponies. To be returned, unharmed, for a suitable ransom."

The three Berke nodded their understanding but Tarannon still struggled to find words to express the dangers inherent when one side did not understand or agree to the game. In the end, the khubal found the words for him.

"It ceases to be a game when only one side follows the rules." Renuma Galmand looked directly at Tarannon. "The Balgarin maimed, killed and poisoned both men and beasts without regard for the ancient traditions. A lesson was needed. Thus a debt of blood was collected."

The old man licked his teeth, and fresh anger glittered in his eyes. "And now, the ill-mannered dog, Burilgi Ong dares bring a minghan of men across my border. Another lesson must be delivered. One I will give myself."

Both Barahast and Sunna appeared stunned by this proposal, the nakhir finally managing to protest, "No, my khubal, you…" 

Renuma Galmand waved him into silence. "At the dawn, Sunna Nahin rejoins our people to lead them to the grazing lands. But I will not remain here to rap the knuckles of anyone thinking to again block their way. I will go with my nakhir to the Balgarin camps. None but another khubal may scold Burilgi Ong to his face for disregarding his manners."

Hardly able to credit what he was hearing, Tarannon wondered at the sanity of taking less than twenty Berke to face an enemy of a thousand.

Shaking his head, Barahast tried protesting again. "I will go, of course, but…"

"This is a time of omens. Even the worthless Balgarin sense the time has come to end this," Renuma Galmand's voice rang loudly and he pointed at Tarannon. "Only a fool closes his eyes to signs from the gods. As the Chosen of the Mother and her son, you bring the healing knowledge of the Old Ones and hear the voice of the Lady of the Hearth. The dark voices within the flames have no power over you. Will you ride with me, Tarannon of Ithilien?"

Ignoring a flippant urge to say 'I don't see why not,' the Ranger simply nodded. 

Chapter Twenty-Two

Eastern Plains, Shore of Lake Tenggis 

May 3, 1424 SR 

They halted beneath a stand of trees on the brow of a hill, and looked towards their doom.

The noontide sun painted the enemy's vast military encampment in stark contrasts. Groups of round tents formed a series of concentric circles; the dark felts and almost perfect geometries incongruous in a landscape of pale grasses and soft contours. A closer glance revealed that nature herself prevented perfect symmetry; a small stream angling north to south divided the camp into uneven halves. From amongst the tents, spires of smoke from campfires rose high upon thermals, the darkness eddying outwards before lofty breezes caught hold and smeared it across the sky.

Tarannon doubted that those fires would speak with soothing voices. He glanced at Ghaltu Tamag whose face gave nothing away, but his fingers stroked the wooden chain about his neck. 

"See," Osol leaned in his saddle and said softly to Tarannon. "Each arban of ten men forms the larger unit, a jaghan of one hundred."

So, Tarannon realized, each circle of tents constituted a jaghan, at the center of which stood an identifying banner, scarcely moving in the stillness of the air. Between every two jaghan was a corral full of horses. At a guess, there would be two or three mounts per man.

Renuma Galmand steered his horse closer, and pointed to a small group of tents upon a slight rise on the northern edge of the camp. "The black ribbon indicates the personal arban of the khubal." 

"That makes eight banners in total," Tarannon said, his fastidious nature automatically tallying everything in sight. 

Osol quickly scanned around the encampment, homed in on the far edge, and then grinned widely. "See, half hidden by the closer banner."

Moving slightly to one side, Tarannon spotted the ninth banner. He turned a vexed expression to the Sube. "Don't look so nmad happy. That's another hundred knives at our throats."

Before Osol could respond, Tarannon grumbled, "No, that would be too quick. We'll be staked out and used for pin cushions."

"Again you say this. You have yet to explain why a pin needs a cushion."

"It's not that kind … never mind. Increasing your vocabulary is not the way I wish to spend my last hours." Tarannon glanced briefly to where Ghaltu Tamag and others of his clan lit the Parlay Fire. There was no going back now. In fact, there had been no going back for the several hours that the Balgarin scouts had been shadowing them. 

"You worry too much." Osol grinned at the Ranger's long face. "Enjoy the sunshine. The lake is most beautiful, is it not?" 

He pointed toward the glistening surface of the Tenggis. Stately herons stalked the marshy shoreline in search of frogs and fish. From the birds' exceedingly slow movements, it seemed that time must stretch longer for them, but then one would catch sight of prey and time was suddenly nothing; the long beak stabbed swifter than the eye could follow. Thus it was ever, the preyed and the preyed upon. So life continued, if not for that little fish, and soon, perhaps not for the small group of Berke. The thought of the world going on without them made Tarannon even more sullen.

"Oh yes, the day would be just perfect if you could ignore the thousand armed-to-the-teeth Balgarin warriors camped over there."

Osol shook his head wearily. "There are only nine hundred. And that is another phrase you must explain. How do you arm teeth?"

With a growl, Tarannon spurred his horse forward to escape the Sube's deluded cheeriness. A matter of only minutes passed before he caught sight of a triple arban of Balgarin warriors riding out of the encampment towards them. 

Osol joined him again. "It would seem we shall have Burilgi Ong's personal guard riding as our escort."

An irrational sense of the absurd swept away Tarannon's foul mood as the Balgarin performed a complicated series of maneuvers before halting before their small group.  Nothing could be more ridiculous than these well-armed men, literally to the teeth for one wore a necklace of bear's teeth, donning plated armor and helmets to do battle with fifteen. Rather than worrying about how he would die, Tarannon found himself wondering how the Balgarin found enough hours in the day to keep their helmets and plated armor so polished. Then the leader, black ribbon woven through his braids and a loose-fitting shirt of brilliant red silk which gave occasional glimpses of the mark of the wolf upon his chest, pulled to a stop before Renuma Galmand.

"You have asked for speech with the Balgarin. By my master's tolerance you have passed this far upon our territory, speak quickly before his patience ends."

The Berke khubal responded coldly, "By traditions old when our fathers' fathers' fathers walked upon this earth, these lands are open to all tribes."

The Balgarin captain's laughter was immediately joined by the rest of his warriors. 

Above the noise of their mirth the man wearing the bear-tooth necklace shouted, "They have three captives - runts tricked into Berke bonds" Then he spat upon the ground.

The captain's broad grin turned into a sneer as he glanced at the prisoners, who appeared more intimidated by their kinsmen than their captors. "They have lost their right to the name, Balgarin, if they ever owned it. No true Balgarin would be led home by these möndül." Looking back to Renuma Galmand, he said, "Do not hope for a ransom for such as these."

The khubal replied, "We do not come to barter the lives of these men. I would gladly release them to you."

A bark of laughter restored the captain's high spirits. "Keep them. We have no use for such creatures. Add them to your collection of pets." His eyes came to rest derisively upon Tarannon. "The khyang of the Stone City are a poor breed. This one's even paler and skinnier than the last. Did that one die?" 

The Balgarin warriors sniggered gleefully, but Tarannon schooled his features into 'slightly perplexed'.

That ruse proved unnecessary as the captain's attention diverted to Osol. "See," he told his men, pointing. "They even have a goat boy. This is what happens when you do not protect your land. Other tribes steal it by stealth. One khyang will become a herd. One goat boy then the rest of the stinking Sube will follow."

Tarannon winced. Surely Osol would not hold his peace at such insults. He hardly dared look, but when he did, Osol was not glaring murder at the Balgarin captain, he was staring suspiciously at Tarannon.

"You understood that," Osol hissed in Sube.

That being close enough to a phrase he had learned long ago, Tarannon shrugged. "What is to understand? They're trying to provoke you."

Osol's eyes narrowed. "No, there is more than…"

"Peace," urged Barahast Mareez, leading his horse between them and nodding to where the Balgarin captain continued launching pointed jibes that the older man deflected with firm courtesy. "The Chosen's abilities should not be revealed to our enemies before needed."

This shocked both Sube and Ranger, and though quickly hidden, their reactions did not go completely unnoticed; the Berke nakhir laughed softly before returning to his place beside his khubal. 

"What other secrets do you hide, friend?" Osol muttered, then turned his back upon Tarannon. 

The emphasis on the last word drew another wince. Perhaps he should have taken Osol into his confidence, if only to avoid the present situation. All that could be done now was to continue on. There would be ample opportunity to speak to the younger man later - either around the evening campfire or in the afterlife. Meanwhile, it was best to keep his thoughts firmly focused upon those who were most likely to pull out a sword and slash his throat, and those who might just avert such an outcome, namely, the Berke khubal.

"Enough, Jedar." The Balgarin leader narrowed his eyes at Galmand's casual use of his name, but the khubal continued without pause. "My business is with Burilgi Ong and no other. Either escort me to him, or inform your master that I will sit here until he comes to meet with me."

Renuma Galmand's plain speaking caused the Balgarin captain but a moment of hesitancy. Bowing his head in mock deference to the other man's status, Jedar replied, "As you command, khubal of the most noble Berke."

In response to Jedar's signals, the Balgarin warriors took up positions to the rear and sides of the Berke. From the set of Osol's shoulders, Tarannon assumed that the sunlight glinting off the steel arrowheads of the Balgarin archers caused his back to itch as well. 

When they entered the encampment, several facts became instantly apparent to Tarannon. Not all the eyes that beheld the procession were hate-filled or gloating. Not all the whispers were in the Balgarin tongue. Not all the warriors of the nine jaghan were free men who fought for their own khubal. And of those who did, not all were content with the current situation. As the captives were led past, one man hissed at them, "Where is Kushi?" only to receive an utterly anguished expression in reply.

During the planning of this insane venture, Renuma Galmand had rejected all questions of Burilgi Ong simply ordering them killed on sight. When pushed to explain, the Berke leader's eyes gleamed with cold fire as he said, "He has waited many years to humiliate me and will not wish to waste this chance." And so it proved as they dismounted and crossed the final steps to the Balgarin leader's kadan.
Rather than inviting Renuma Galmand and his nakhir inside, one wall of the khubal's tent had been rolled up to reveal a single polished chair set upon an intricately patterned rug. Placed along the rug's edge, in the position of supplicants for the khubal's favor, were several poorly woven rush mats. 

From behind the thick curtain serving as a movable interior wall stepped a stocky, muscular man dressed similar to the Balgarin warriors, though more ornately and with less armor. His tunic and leggings were of black leather, trimmed with gold and crimson. Beneath the tunic, and between the studded wrist- and shoulder-guards were glimpses of gold silk, both a luxury and a precaution against barbed arrows. At his waist, he wore a wide red belt embellished with fine ironwork, while on his head, a fur-trimmed helmet bore gold decorations converging at the crest from which a horse's mane streamed. An aventail of studded leather covered his hair and neck, and framed a face made even sterner by the clipped beard forming a black scowl either side of his mouth. The Balgarin khubal looked a force to be reckoned with.

Yet, before Burilgi Ong could impose his planned seating order upon them, Renuma Galmand strode forward.

"Well met, Khubal Burilgi," the Berke chief said in the common tongue used amongst the Easterlings, the subtle grace of his tone and gestures contrasted with the rasping speech of the Balgarin and the stiffness of their manners. "My heartfelt thanks for the hospitality of your camp."

Clearly the elder of the two, Renuma Galmand stood far taller, and by all of his qualities, his seniority appeared undeniable to those who watched.

Only by the tightening of the muscles about his eyes did the Balgarin khubal reveal his anger at this usurpation of his power. While his own khubal continued the stilted exchange of pleasantries, Barahast Mareez ordered his men to cover the rush mats with brightly colored rugs pulled from the saddle bags slung across their shoulders. After rearranging the seating as he wished, ending with motioning Renuma Galmand into the single chair, the nakhir took his rightful place at his khubal's left. 

The sheer audacity of this behavior caught Burilgi flat-footed enough so that he merely gave way. Ignoring the man's glare, Tarannon caught one or two indications that among the watching troops were some who heartily approved any chance to embarrass the Balgarin khubal. 

"Come, come," said Renuma Galmand pleasantly. "Call your servant to bring your chair. We have much to talk about."

For an instant, Burilgi Ong's fingers twitched upon the hilt of the dagger at his belt, then he gave a malicious grin and waved imperiously toward the servant crouched against the thick felt curtain. 

"Go, bring refreshment for my guests as well."

Tarannon jerked as the voices of the Balgarin fires, until this moment only a sullen whisper in the back of his mind, cackled with malevolent glee. Keeping his face impassive beneath Burilgi's sharp stare, the Ranger decided whatever sustenance was to be offered, it would be best to refuse to partake.

Arms folded and eyes dark with inner calculations, the Balgarin khubal stood statue-like until the felt curtain was pulled back and a parade of servants appeared carrying a second chair, a lacquered table, a tray of cakes sticky with drizzled honey, and a second tray of gently steaming bowls. Then, with a satisfied nod, Buriligi Ong sat.

Eyes fixed firmly upon the ground and hands trembling slightly, one servant lifted a bowl to his lip, sipped, then turned the bowl and offered it to Burilgi Ong.  Without acknowledging the man, the khubal accepted the bowl and drank deeply, then waved toward the Berke.

Silently, the man claimed another bowl from the tray and knelt before the Berke khubal. Swallowing loudly, the servant tasted the mix then held the dish up for acceptance.

Renuma Galmand shook his head and said, "Your master uses you most cruelly."

A look of terror creased the servant's face, and he glanced towards his khubal for an indication of how he should react. Burilgi Ong merely laughed, drained his own bowl and waved the man away.

"The ways of the Dark One are not the ways of honor," Renuma Galmand said firmly. 

As the servant retreated, Tarannon wondered what threat or bribe had induced the man to swallow poison at what must be a considerable risk to his life.

"Whatever weapon gives you victory is the weapon of honor," retorted Burilgi Ong. "Nakhu Taichar believes you can be reasoned with. I say it is impossible to reason with a khyang. You will go to your grave the fool you have always been. The old ways are gone. They were gone before you and I were born."

All this, Osol went through the motions of translating for Tarannon, who observed the temper of the Balgarin khubal fraying with each word he spoke. 

"To Nakhu Taichar, I gave oath that I would ask once more for you to join us. This land belongs to the chonal, not to the dogs of the Stone City. Join with us and fight against them." 

Renuma Galmand spread his hands. "I have no quarrel with Gondor. Their king has regained his lands in fair contest against the Dark Lord. The borders set are those of the old times, and he bargains fairly with those who wish to live within those borders peacefully."

"Fairly… pah," spat Burilgi. "He keeps the Sube as pets. When Gondor's people grow more numerous, the agreements made with the Sube will be discarded like offal. He seeks only to lull you into easy surrender. Sending honey-tongued spies to discover your weaknesses." He glared at Tarannon. "To turn you against your own people."

"My own people?" asked the Berke khubal. "You mean those who blocked our paths to the trading ships. Who threatened the lives of our women and children when we sought to move to the eastern plains. Who hung my warrior by his heels above a fire. Who flayed the skin from my grandson. These and equally foul deeds belong not to Gondor, but to the Balgarin."

Burilgi shrugged. "You chose to fight against us."

"Nay, I asked only to be left alone."

"So that you might shelter an enemy of the Wolves. And when the first one died, you took in a second."

"Died?" Renuma Galmand affected a puzzled look, then laughed. "Ah, you are mistaken. Narandal did not die. He is quite well. He sends greetings to Jedar, leader of your guard and asked that I return this to him." 

At his Khubal's nod, Barahast Mareez pulled a wrapped package from his belt. Unwinding the cloth, he revealed the spearhead that had been drawn from Anardil's wound.

"He thanks you for the scar. It is a mark of great honor," said Renuma Galmand to Jedar who sneered until he caught the threatening look from his chief.

So, thought Tarannon, the captain must have told Burilgi Ong the wound would prove mortal. 

"As for Tarannon." Renuma's words brought the Ranger's attention back to his own fate. "He stands as witness to our actions."

"Witness, spy… one and the same. He will suffer the fate of all spies."

Thoughts of the mutilated body left hanging at a southern crossroads long months ago flashed through Tarannon's mind. Suspecting it to be Anardil's body, they had assumed it was placed there as notice that the Wolves knew of Gondor's watchers. Since learning his friend yet lived, he had given little attention to who the unclaimed man had been. Knowing now that the Balgarin leader would use his own servants as blinds to deliver poison, Tarannon realized that some innocent had suffered the brunt of Burilgi's fury after the wily Ranger slipped from his fingers. 

As the heat of righteous anger surged through him, Tarannon became acutely aware of the answering voices of nearby fires. This would surely further inflame the tempers of everyone, so the Ranger clamped down on his emotions, smothering them while rolling the obsidian bead between his fingers. Listen to the debate, he told himself, rather than your own thoughts.

"Tarannon is my guest. To insult him is to insult me." Renuma's stern admonishment still echoed in the Ranger's ears.

Burilgi Ong roared with a laughter echoed by his personal guards. 

"Fool. Why did you come here if not to be insulted? To return those worthless ones?" Burilgi pointed to where the three men taken captive at the Shorung knelt between Berke guards.

"I was told you did not wish them back," Renuma said, a hint of amusement shading his voice. "Was your captain wrong about this as well?"

Jedar bristled, but remained seated as his khubal snarled, "Do with them as you will. They are no longer Balgarin."

"Barahast," the Berke leader said, "bring them before me."

"Yes, my khubal."

As the nakhir signaled the guards, Tarannon moved to speak. He could not sit silent and watch three more throats slit. 

"Wait," urged Osol, pulling the Ranger back. 

Reluctantly, Tarannon settled down as the pale-faced men were led forward. 

"To squander the lives of his men is a khubal's worst crime," Renuma Galmand said, inspecting the captives.

Burilgi Ong waved a hand carelessly toward the surrounding encampment. "I have more than enough."

"Your khubal releases you from his service. Will you take oath with the Berke?"

A murmur rustled through the watching crowd. Was this a genuine offer or a cruel ruse? The onlookers wavered between joy and anxiety. By his expression, Burilgi Ong, could not decide how to react either. Thus no one interrupted as the men swore their new allegiance and the Berke khubal cut their bonds with his own knife.

"Barahast, find them swords." Renuma's words brought forth a cry of delight from the crowd. 

At this, Buriligi's manner became almost apoplectic. "You think to insult me?"

"I remind you of your duties as a khubal of the Eastern Tribes. As it has always been with you, only the harshest lessons will serve."

Renuma Galmand took the leather sack from his belt and loosened the ties before tossing it at Burilgi's feet. As the stone rings spilt out and rolled around, they made a jingling sound.

"Your warriors paid the debt you incurred by violating the ancient rules of honor. Twenty-seven, we claimed by blood right."

The Balgarin captain leant down to retrieve one of the tokens, then he gasped and surged forward to attack the Berke khubal. Renuma simply stiff-armed Jedar, knocking him to the ground. Leaping to their feet, the Berke drew their weapons, as did the Balgarin guards.

But Renuma Galmand's voice rang out commandingly. "Cease! This is a matter between your khubals."

Weapons faltered then lowered as Berke and Balgarin alike obeyed.

Unmoved by any of this, Burilgi Ong sneered. "You accuse me of wasting the lives of my men. Do you not do the same? Death will be the fate of you all, and your bodies will be left for the tas to feed upon. Save for the Gondorian, who will be sent back to his king in pieces. Beginning with his tongue."

"Nay," the Berke khubal shook his head. "For by the ancient laws, I challenge you to meet me blade to blade with only your own might and skill to stand between you and death."

Eyes glinting like a cornered rat, Burilgi had no means of evading the contest, not with all his men watching. He glared at his servants. "Prepare an arena." 

"Is he mad?" demanded Tarannon. "Even if he wins, what's to stop…"

Osol shrugged. "Most have no more liking for Burilgi Ong than we do. If he is dead, they will join with us. If he wins the contest, we are no worse off than we were."

Biting back the desire to say all of them would have been better off not walking into the midst of a thousand enemies, Tarannon muttered, "I suppose there are worse ways to die."

"Many," returned Osol. "But do not begin your death song so soon. There are forces at work here beyond those of mere men. What do the flames say?"

Tarannon blinked disbelief at the question, for the Sube had spent countless hours detailing the dangers of consorting with fire demons. 

"There are after all a thousand Balgarin," Osol replied, straight-faced. "A demon or two might be useful."

"Nine hundred."

Tarannon's correction earned him a brief smile, then Osol said, "My son has not yet learned to wield a sword. I would be the one to teach him. Seek your demons."

As soon as the Ranger opened his mind to the flames, they roared inside him, consuming his thoughts like wildfire, yet his fingers gripped the obsidian, and his mind calmly and slowly rose above the clamor, becoming an island around which the flames flooded harmlessly. From that vantage point, he began to sort through the chaos, seeing patterns emerge. Over here, like whitewater, fury dashed itself against the rocks seeking to bring destruction in its wake. Over there, waves of hatred lapped the bank, their red tongues eroding the fragile stability that contained them. In front of him, two channels met with an explosion of laughter, exchanging wicked ideas.

Tarannon listened - the real world shadowy in both sight and sound - 'treachery' the flames hissed, and he caught the briefest glimpse of a blade gleaming blue-green. As it vanished, the Ranger became aware that the preparations for the fight were completed, and he sought to move above and beyond the island of his own being, seeking the barrier of light that would shield him.

There! And yet not. "The white bull comes," she called. 

Then Tarannon was thrust back into vivid reality and the clash of blades as the two khubals engaged in a dance of death. Round and round each other they stalked, arms held wide, seeking an opening into which to plunge their knives.

The eager yet worried eyes of Berke and Balgarin watched their chiefs' combat, a few calling encouragement. But Tarannon heard something else, a sound like distant thunder. Osol tilted his head before looking in concern to his companion. 

Tarannon stared into the distance. "The bull..."

Beyond the rise, around the curve of the lake, dust dulled the brilliance of the sky and Tarannon felt the ground shiver beneath his feet. No notice did the combatants take of these events; but here and there in the crowd, men turned to cast puzzled looks about them. One instant there was nothing but grass beneath the trees upon the knoll; the next, the dark mass of a herd of cattle spread across the ridge. 

Gasps and murmurs increased to awed exclamations as the forward edge parted to reveal the White Bull. Even at a distance it was evident he stood head and shoulders taller than any other beast, though scattered throughout the herd were a handful of larger animals. Pausing, the White Bull stretched out his neck and bellowed. By some strange magic, the sound faded not with distance, but remained strong and full throated.

Whispers raced around the crowd. "It is Béma's herd. The gods' messengers."

"Better than demons, I think," murmured Osol as more than one Balgarin trembled with dismay, and even the two khubals ceased their swordplay to stare at the animals trotting steadily toward the camp.

Unexpectedly, Ghaltu Tamag's deep voice spoke at their shoulders, "Be wary of the gifts of the gods."

Facing the fire clan's leader, Tarannon noted the man had discarded the protection of the larch chain. Had Ghaltu also sought information from the flames? If so, the cost had been dear, for the man's face was tight with pain.

Waving aside the hovering presence of his son, Ghaltu leaned toward the Ranger and whispered harshly, "The voices of deceit speak in riddles I have not the power to solve, and their secrets are hidden from my eyes. Tell me what you learned, Chosen." 

"A blade, I saw," Tarannon replied without hesitation. "Shimmering blue-green in the midst of the flames."

Osol cursed in the Sube tongue as Ghaltu paled, then recovered to push his son in the direction of Barahast Mareez with the command, "Quickly."

As the young man shoved his way through the crowd of watchers to the Berke nakhir's side, Tarannon began to demand an explanation.  Only to fall silent as Renuma Galmand pointed his blade toward the approaching cattle and proclaimed, " The White Bull and his cousins have been sent by the gods to watch over those who remain loyal to their ways. "

Only for an instant did Burilgi Ong hesitate before spitting. "The gods are gone. Their magic was spent breaking the power of the Dark One. This is the time of Men. Of the Chonal and those who swear allegiance to us."

In a motion almost too quick to be seen, the Balgarin khubal drew a dagger from his boot and slashed at Renuma Galmand even as Barahast Mareez leapt forward to set himself as his khubal's shield.

"Die then, fool," sneered Burilgi Ong, driving the blade deep into the Berke nakhir's abdomen. 

Men clutched their ears as the bellow of the White Bull rent the air, and the thunder of hooves set the earth shaking. The steady trot of the White Bull's herd became a surging stampede. 

Dragging his eyes from the sight of Renuma Galmand lowering his nakhir to the ground, Tarannon saw the outer circle of tents fall. Men raced before the dark wave. A few, with greater presence of mind, paused their headlong flight long enough to tear open the gates of the horse pens, throw themselves upon the backs of the horses and become part of the maddened multitude. But for every one who escaped this way, another vanished beneath the herd's hooves.

"Come," shouted Osol tugging at the Ranger's arm. 

Dodging through the panicking mob, Tarannon followed the Sube and Ghaltu Tamag to where the Berke stood with the overturned chairs and table as a frail barrier about their khubal and the injured Barahast Mareez. Neither Burilgi Ong nor Jedar could be seen though their voices rose above the chaos ordering the Balgarin to cease behaving like frightened khyang and stand to fight. Little worth would swords prove against the beasts rampaging through the camp, thought Tarannon. 

"Goats are much better behaved," remarked Osol when a brindled bull tossed a fully loaded wain from his path then turned to savage the broken body of a man.

"If you've no ideas on how to stop them, perhaps it would be wise to run," suggested Tarannon.

"If we are meant to survive this day, the White Bull will heed the voice of the Chosen. As Champion of the White Bull and servant of the Herd Mother whose blessing you accepted, it is your duty to speak," declared Renuma Galmand, leaving his vigil at Barahast's side to confront the Ranger. The brusqueness of the khubal's voice told all that was necessary of the nakhir's condition and the hardness of his eyes warned of the futility of sympathy. "The treachery of Burilgi Ong has drawn the attention of the forces of destruction, and your task will be most dangerous. But the sacrifice made this day must not go to waste."

Beware the gifts of the gods indeed, thought Tarannon before nodding.

"Ghaltu, guide him." The khubal turned his attention back to the man dying in torment, and paid no heed to the response.

"Yes, my khubal."

Accompanied by Ghaltu's son and Osol, the clan leader and the Ranger hurried down the slope to a position offering a wider view of the destruction before them. The greater portion of the herd, along with the scattered remnants of the Balgarin horses, had followed the contour of the hill, destroying the lower circles of tents, but were now slowing as they reached the lakeshore. 

The remaining beasts appeared guided by more than base instinct. Larger than the other animals, though none could claim the same height as the White Bull, this group had turned uphill and were wreaking strategic havoc amongst the tents and belongings of the Balgarin. Armed with spears and swords, Burilgi Ong and his personal guard now marched to meet their attackers head on. 

"Fools," grunted Ghaltu Tamag after a spear pierced the broad shoulder of the nearest animal. Snorting with rage the creature swung its massive head back and forth in an attempt to dislodge the barb.

From the pouch at his belt, the clan leader pulled the makings of a calling fire while his son drew forth glistening nuggets of pyrite even as the Balgarin rushed forward to drive three more lances deep into the bull's chest. 

As the beast dropped to its knee, the air throbbed for the third time with the White Bull's bellow. The massive creature swerved from the tent he had ripped, then head lowered, he charged the men. Terrified, they dropped their weapons and ran. All save Burilgi Ong. Armor gleaming in the sun, he raised his sword and shouted defiance at the bull.  

The Balgarin leader managed one glancing blow before a toss of sharp horns ripped his sword from his hands. Bright blood splattered the white hide as the bull tossed the man from his path. The roar of triumph from the fell-voiced chorus of flames sent Tarannon and Ghaltu Tamag to their knees with agonized cries. Abandoning the mangled body beneath its hooves, the White Bull moved in their direction with an escort of auroch bulls at his side.

Teeth clenched, Ghaltu commanded,  "Call the Lady," and gestured toward the calling fire his son had somehow managed to ignite. "Open yourself to her." 

Struggling to free his mind from flame fed fury, Tarannon called to Gwydion.

Instantly the fire spirit's warmth formed a welcome shield against the anger. Gwydion, her eyes amber coals, appeared at Tarannon's side. Without hesitation, Tarannon placed his hand within hers. His vision transformed and all around him flared the life forces of men. Yet, their brilliance was nothing to that of the White Bull. Rushing toward him, its life flame shining blood-red at its heart with rays of silver and gold streaming horn-like from its head, the Bull glowed as fiercely as a summer sun. With him raced the scarlet and orange shadows of the other bulls, and darting in and out amongst the life flames were smoky figures hissing a malevolent chorus of hatred. 

"While forbidden to manifest themselves as more than shadows, those lesser beings possess in full the ability to feed and be fed by treachery and malice," said Gwydion in answer to Tarannon's unvoiced inquiry. 

Though the shades maintained a careful distance from the more powerful Gwydion, Tarannon sensed their interest in him. Insidious whispers promised vengeance for the wrongs done here, but recognizing the words as the bait within a trap the Ranger resolutely ignored them to focus upon Gwydion's next words.  

"This is the moment for which thee has been chosen. Together we shall stand as counterpoint to the destructive song of my brothers in flame. The young bull must reject their temptations now or be forever enthralled."

The heat of her grip upon his hand increased to the edge of pain, then Gwydion began to sing. Even with the skill of languages bestowed upon him by the Herd Mother, Tarannon could decipher no meaning from the words, but their effect he felt immediately. Visions formed of events from his youth and childhood, from before the shadows of war and fear shadowed his heart. Memories of home and family, of summer days spent beneath cloudless skies, and of the beauty of the White City at sunrise were drawn from him. Then the song deepened and the simple pleasures of the past were replaced by images of the last few years: the coronation of King Elessar, the replanting of Ithilien, and his friends at The Burping Troll. With a series of rising notes, Gwydion gathered more recent happenings: the journey north with Osol, the freeing of the White Bull from the thorny thicket and greeting the Herd Mother. All these thoughts and more, Gwydion collected and shaped into a flaming spear, then with a wave of her hand launched her strange weapon. Straight and true it flew to the core of the Bull's life flame to explode with a blinding white light. 

Instinctively, Tarannon raised his hands to shield his eyes from the brilliance. With the loss of Gwydion's touch, his ability to see the inner flames of the living beings about him vanished. Leaving him facing the flesh-and-blood bull and his massive companions. But at that moment, the White Bull hesitated and the voices of destruction faltered. The bull shook his head and slowed. A second voice joined Gwydion's, then a third, and a fourth. As the choir multiplied, its voice rose in an anthem of warmth and hope that silenced the voices of evil.

In the silence following the final note of a triumphant crescendo, the White Bull slid to a stop before the small knot of men and set himself as a barrier against the lumbering forms of the escorting aurochs. Tarannon felt the warmth of Gwydion's touch upon his arm, and he saw again the full radiance of the bulls' life flames. Their fury drained, they glowed now with turquoise, green and the shimmering gold of sunlight. 

"Again thy worth has been tested, Tarannon of Ithilien, and thou hast delivered full measure." Gifting the Ranger with a smile, Gwydion released him.

Drained of strength, Tarannon fell forward against the bulk of the White Bull. With a rumbling breath, the creature turned to nuzzle Tarannon's shoulder and bestow a rough tongued lick along his jaw. 

Cautiously sidestepping a black bull whose shoulders were on level with his head, Osol said, "For a man of the Stone City, you have done well. Perhaps the Berke will put the mark of the bull upon your forehead for all to see."

Tarannon's snort of laughter became a grunt of pain when he attempted to push himself upright. Catching him, Osol lowered him to the ground where, with gentle concern, the bull nudged the Ranger's shoulder. 

"The mark of his allegiance is already upon him," declared Ghaltu Tamag, turning Tarannon's left hand to reveal the fire clan's three-tongued flame seared into his palm. "You are doubly honored Tarannon of Ithilien. Never before has one been chosen by both the Herd Mother and the Lady of the Flames."

"What will come of this choosing?" asked Osol with undisguised disapproval and suspicion. 

A good question, thought Tarannon, happy enough to let Ghaltu Tamag deflect the Sube's inquiry. Whatever the outcome of his joining with Gwydion, he could not find it within himself to regret doing so. 

Chapter Twenty-Three

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll 

May 4, 1424 SR

Warg glared at the chicken scratching the ground beneath an old apple tree. In turn, watching the warg, Anbarad suppressed a grin as he imagined what she must be thinking.

They were working in an orchard a couple of miles south of the Inn, a place once abandoned but now slowly recovering. It had been Tarannon who once recounted how his grandsire told tales of the agriculture in Ithilien - explained how gaps such as this were left when some farms went to ruin because of lack of manpower, danger or simply low yields. 

In recent times, with care and skillful pruning, the fruit trees were making a come back. Old farming wisdom had been put into practice. For one, the hen runs were moved to the orchard to prevent any infestation of sawflies. The chickens thus protected the trees, and Warg, as penance for scaring the pigs, had been sent to guard the chickens. 

With a silent chuckle, Anbarad resumed his judicious pruning of the apple tree, removing branches broken by a recent wind and then piling the trimmed limbs into brush piles. 

"These will provide cover for small animals and bird; rabbits and grouse for a start."

"Good thinking," replied Warg, licking her lips.

At the sound of many hoof beats, both turned towards the road. 

"Belegalda!" hailed Anbarad, bringing the riders to a halt.

As well as his elven brother, the group consisted of five King's Men, four of them ordinary soldiers and the other wearing the ornate insignia of a Royal Ambassador.

Belegalda spoke hurriedly to his companions, and they all dismounted. Though they tried to lead the horses into the orchard, the animals were far too sensible to approach a warg, and they danced in skittish circles as she panted a laugh that showed off her bright, long teeth. The ambassador, his dignity under strain, cast a disapproving glare at Warg. 

"You better make yourself useful by going to tell Hal," Anbarad said to her.

"I'm useful here," Warg retorted.

"If we're to hear any news brought by the King's men, the Captain will need to be present." 

"Alright, I'll go, but don't blame me if any of those chickens go missing." 

***

"I assure you, Captain, the council has the utmost admiration for your ability to handle the unique peculiarities of your present assignment. However, given the delicacy of the situation, trade with the wine merchants of Dorwinion being essential to the renewal of the economy of the region, the council judged it best to send a person with more diplomatic capabilities. After all, we don't want to upset the delicate balance of trade, do we?"

Ambassador Marden was now ensconced in a suitably regal chair especially brought up to the Rangers' Office. He glanced around at the others in the room, but his eyes only ever rested for any length of time upon Hal. To Anbarad, this seemed a discourtesy to himself and Belegalda, but in particular, to Hal's half-elven wife, especially given she was the only other Ranger in the room.

Before the Captain could respond to the information, Marden moved the subject on. "We have established what the poison is." He pinched his nose, possibly to avoid looking at the real source of that information.

Hal didn't let yet another slight pass. "Belegalda, could you tell us what you found out?"

Nodding, the elf said, "The white powder is the dried sap of a desert rose from the far south. It can be used as a fatal poison on tipped weapons, and may be combined with other substances to speed up or slow down the onset of death, or as I discovered, even to neutralize it and render it harmless. A great deal of research went into uncovering this information, which is why I was delayed so long. The seeds are probably for attempts to grow the plant in the north, though such an endeavor is doomed to failure."

Marden cut in. "I am charged with ensuing the shipment does not reach its destination, but not by simply confiscating the substance. We need no more enemies from that direction. The hope is that I can persuade the merchant to 'switch sides' as it were, to confide the nature of their trade. I have the necessary authority and information to make both threats and promises. So, where is this caravan?" 

"Anbarad?" The lift of Hal's eyebrows spoke volumes, and Elanna failed to completely suppress a smirk. 

The ambassador frowned. "Is it not the duty of the Rangers at this station, and only the Rangers, to escort travelers through the area inhabited by the tribe of," Marden's mouth twisted into a bitter line, "pardoned orcs?"

"Escort is given along the road to whomever requests it, sir. More because of how animals behave near the ruins of the Black Gates than any difficulties with the orcs living here under the King's Law."

"Indeed, Master Marden," Elanna spoke with a sweet charm only she could muster, batting her long eyelashes and ignoring her husband's pained expression. "Many traders, including the Tagrovic family, make a special point of stopping at the trading glen Gubbitch and his group have established north of here."

"Whatever for?" gasped the ambassador, his eyes connecting briefly with the female Ranger, then refocused on Hal. "Surely the orcs are not allowed unsupervised trading."

"There were no restrictions placed upon them in that regard by the King's edict," replied the Ranger captain.

"To allow such creatures unlimited access to intoxicating spirits…" Marden sputtered.

Hal laughed dryly. "It would take an entire cask of wine to get a single orc drunk, and they couldn't possibly afford it. As for escorting travelers being Ranger duty, didn't the King inform you?"

Eyes narrowed with affront, Marden answered, "The King himself told me all I needed to know in regards to this assignment."

"Then you’re aware Elessar and Morgaran of Emyn-nu-Fuin, leader of the Ithilien elves, gave their approval to increased cooperation between Rangers and Elves: combining forces, as it were." 

"Why…I ne.-…" Marden stopped short of declaring his ignorance and studied Hal who returned the gaze without blinking. 

"Our Queen's people are our allies," Hal said softly. "Gondor is not yet so strong that we can afford to waste any assets. Is that not the reason you were commissioned to persuade the Tagrovics to rethink their own alliances?"

"It is," Marden replied after a long moment of silence. 

Anbarad watched several thoughts flit across the ambassador's face. The man obviously did not like the idea of allying with non-humans but would, of course, endure it for Gondor's prosperity. 

Then the elf turned his head as Hal asked him, "Dubravko left here seven days ago, didn't he?"

"Yes, but your Rangers and Firnelin have made the most of every opportunity to slow their progress. At nightfall yesterday," Anbarad paused to see if he would need to provide more details regarding the source of his information, but Marden asked nothing while Hal gave a faint shake of his head, "they were encamped at a point sixty miles north of the Black Gates. Tomorrow they will turn northeast to follow the road angling across the plains to the point where the river Celduin joins with the Carnen."

"Three days' ride. Two, if you strain the horses," said Hal.

"Only two?"

"Restoring the road has been one of the King's primary goals," the captain explained. "Second only to his desire to make peace and new alliances."

"I trust you are correct. My men and I leave at dawn. Will you accompany us?"

"I will, and Anbarad too. Elanna will remain here as Ranger-in-charge, with the assistance of the other elves."

Again, Marden could not keep a hint of disapproval from shading his features. Not a good trait in an ambassador, Anbarad thought. Just imagine the man's expression if he learnt from whence their knowledge came.

***

Given that their secret was no longer a secret from Elanna, the two conspirators, Anbarad and Raug, elected to use her pottery kiln in an attempt to trace the tephra gifted to Bob as a 'lucky charm'. It did not take them long to pinpoint the Ranger's location and thus also the location of Firnelin, Ranger Morling and the merchant caravan. Somehow, it seemed, a stream that had once been diverted from the road had mysteriously resumed its former course, thus delaying the wagons until the water could be again rerouted. Anbarad assumed this mishap would have been Firnelin's handiwork as his elven brother had an uncanny understanding of all things natural. 

From their very unnatural vantage point, Anbarad and Raug watched as merchants and Rangers shoveled earth and carried rocks, but then suddenly the two were yanked back to the shed where the kiln now burned black and a low drone set the ground beneath their feet to vibrating.

"Hold fast," commanded the balrog and tightened his grip upon Anbarad as the dark flames embraced them.

A lake, its waters reflecting the pinpoints of stars and the flickering flow of many campfires, appeared before their eyes. Osol, annoyance writ plain upon his face, scrambled clear of the flames surging upward.

"Mind your manners, demon," the Sube snarled, folding his arms and glaring into the midst of the fire. 

Anbarad observed the young man with fascination; his strange clothes and exotic accent, the fire glittering in dark eyes and glowing in the thick gold chain around his neck. 

Osol, clearly unable to see either Raug or elf, spoke on. "I bring you great news. Tarannon, Captain of Gondor's Rangers, Champion of the White Bull, Chosen of both the Herd Mother and the Lady of the Flames has brought about the downfall of the Balgarin tribe and the death of their dishonorable khubal, Burilgi Ong."

While the balrog's confusion was almost palpable, Anbarad felt some glimmer of memory at the mention of the white bull and the herd mother - the Kine of Oromë? Their descendants at least were rumored to still graze the pastures around the Sea of Rhûn. These thoughts were scattered as the Sube youth waved his arms.

"It was a battle worthy of the gods. Captain Tarannon strode like a giant, leading the Berke against the Balgarin, even as the khubals fought each other. He brought the herd of mighty beasts to fight alongside us, to trample the cowardly Burilgi Ong who dueled with poisoned blade. All honor is Tarannon's due. Though none of the rich spoils would he take." 

Osol grabbed at the golden necklace. "See, such should be his, but the stubborn man takes nothing. Ah, Anardil, also stubborn. We shall return to him at the Berke camp and see if he is recovered enough for the journey home. Blue-green, it was, the powder on Burilgi Ong's blade - the same poison that felled Anardil. These dogs traded for poison - they will trade no more. Captain Tarannon has pulled their teeth. Whether this will rouse Nakhu Taichar and the rest of the Wolves, I do not know. But there, demon, is all I can tell you. Go and report of our great victory to the Men of the King."

A slightly doubtful expression crossed Osol's face as he uttered those last words, then he turned and strode away, his fingers tracing elaborate wards in the air.

***

May 8th
On the King's Road, north of the Black Gate
The first pink light of dawn glowed over the eastern hills as the Elves, Rangers and King's Men moved to silently encircle the Tagrovic encampment. Anbarad looked around and caught the odd glimpse of his comrades amongst the tall grasses, though not of Firnelin who could be almost entirely invisible if he so wished. Those in the camp, however, were completely unaware of being under observation. The men of the caravan rose from their camp beds, changed the guards, and set about lighting fires to cook breakfast.

Anbarad's current companions met up yesterday on the road: those traveling from the Inn searching for the caravan, and those who were returning from the caravan having run out of excuses to accompany it any further, and out of ideas for creating additional delays. 

The initial encounter between the ambassador and Bob did not go well. The Ranger bridled when Marden, with a haughty assumption of leadership, ordered an account of recent events. Only a stern look from Hal halted the retort blazing in Bob's eyes. Giving his report without any of his usual humor, Bob listed the numerous delays that Morling, Firnelin and he had engineered; the last one, before they left the unfortunate, disgruntled merchants, being an inexplicably weakened axle guaranteed to collapse within a day, thus forcing the wagon to be abandoned and the goods redistributed.

"If I'd known what Morling was up to, I'd have stopped him," Bob had said. "Delays are one thing. Actual damage to their property is another. There's been no sign of anything out of the ordinary. Other than a steady increase in short tempers because they aren't making the mileage Dubravko desires, they're likable people."

A dismissive sniff had been Marden's reaction to this opinion. "Likable or not, there is sufficient evidence of their collusion with the Wolves to justify the damage done. Ranger Morling is to be commended for his actions, rather than condemned. You will see to it, captain."

"Yes, sir," Hal answered. "I'll see Morling properly rewarded for his behavior."

Morling, whose head had lifted in surprise at Marden's words, sighed and sidled sideways to place Anbarad's taller form between himself and his commander.

"Collusion? What evidence, Hal?" demanded Bob, pointedly directing his inquiry to his brother-in-law. "This business of one hand not knowing what the other is doing is getting a bit ridiculous."

"It is not your place, Ranger, to comment upon decisions made by the King and his council," Marden declared harshly. "However, take comfort in knowing others are as enamored with these merchants as you, thus earning them an opportunity to repent."

Whether as petty payback for Hal's refusal to identify the source of his news regarding the defeat of the Balgarin - information the captain had felt obligated to relay to Marden on the grounds that it would directly impact how the ambassador dealt with matters in the North - or because of some higher directive, Marden refused to elaborate upon his comment. Instead, he had directed Hal and the lieutenant leading the King's Men to set a guard about the Tagrovic camp and issued orders for the actions currently taking place, that is, the cautious early-morning approach. 

Anbarad inched closer to the camp. He suspected that Marden thought it was elves who had somehow provided reports about the Balgarin to Hal, given that no messenger had ever arrived. Better that he thought that, than continue to probe the puzzle.

A bird called shrilly as the sky changed from pink to gold. Not the dawn chorus, but Firnelin signaling that they were all in position. Taking a final glimpse of the arrangements in camp, Anbarad stealthily withdrew to where the ambassador waited with his lieutenant and Hal. They mounted their horses and rode towards the merchant caravan.

***

Seeing the King's Ambassador and his escort, Dubravko, along with his second in command, Luka, hurried to greet their unexpected guests. Despite affable smiles, the eyes of the merchants flickered warily.

"Greetings," hailed the merchant chief. "To what do we owe this honor? Are you looking for your men? We left them two days back." 

"We met them," Marden said bluntly. "We're here for another purpose entirely."

Dubravko switched his attention from the curt ambassador to the more familiar Ranger Captain. "What purpose would that be, Captain Halbarad? And won't you all join us for breakfast?"

Before Marden could intervene, Hal nodded and dismounted. "Perhaps introductions are in order first." 

Anbarad followed the Ranger's lead and also dismounted, casting a glance at the King's lieutenant, which prompted him to do the same. With little other option, Marden finally slid down from his saddle and was formally introduced to the stout merchant.

For an instant, the merchant's fingers rubbed nervously at his dark mustache; then a knowledgeable smile appeared and Dubravko nodded. "Ah, I see, the new ambassador wishes to travel with us across the plains. Wise you are, sir. There are still many evils in the wild. Safe passage will be yours if you join us. Come, come."

Without waiting for confirmation, the merchant chief led the way to his tent and ordered the men who were preparing to dismantle it for the day's journey, to instead bring food and drink for the guests. This caused a few dark eyebrows to rise, though his orders were instantly obeyed.

Eventually, seated on cushions and low stools, the six men sipped from cups and supped from bowls.

Dubravko grinned brightly beneath his mustache. "We say that without clouds there are no flowers. Thus it seems our string of misfortunes served a purpose in delaying us until Ambassador Marden could join us."

As impassive faces greeted his cheerful words, he turned to Luka. " We must adjust the seating arrangements for the rest of the journey to accommodate the ambassador."

Luka agreed, and Dubravko looked again at Marden. "You will be replacing Lord Falgred as Gondor's representative? Falgred was well liked, and renown for his hospitality."

Marden slowly inclined his head. "His majesty has determined a change is necessary at this time."

His mustache-smoothing fingers betraying the anxiety he kept from his voice, Dubravko said, "While Lord Falgred will be missed, all of Dorwinion will welcome you as a brother and advisor."

"That remains to be seen," replied Marden ungraciously. "I would prefer to begin as I mean to go on, so there is one matter we must clear up immediately."

Dubravko hesitated for only an instant. "Of course, sir, what do you wish to discuss?"

Obedient to Marden's signal, Lieutenant Raynard, a man who gave every sign of being as newly appointed as the ambassador - but far less certain of how to carry out his duties - pulled two small envelopes from inside his jacket. 

"These," vitriol dripped from the ambassador's voice, "belong to you."

Honest puzzlement clouded Dubravko's features as he accepted the packets. For an instant, Anbarad considered the possibility the man was innocent, but a beading of sweat on Luka's brow betrayed both man and master. 

"Pah!" exclaimed Dubravko. Gritty white powder spilled from the first envelope, and the second fell to the ground as the merchant brushed furiously at his clothing. "What can you mean by saying this …this … " 

The merchant spat a word in his own tongue. 

"You recognize it," stated Marden.

"Of course, I am a survivor of the Great War," Dubravko snarled. "It is the foul substance the Chonal use to coat their swords, so that the slightest scratch will bring a death of great pain." 

Chin raised and eyes ablaze with righteous indignation, he continued, "What right have you to accuse me? The Tagrovic family has maintained the most gracious of relations with those of Gondor. Captain, will you not speak for me?"

With a regretful frown, Hal said, "I cannot, and it would serve us all better if you ceased your protests. We know all."

Harshly, the wine merchant responded, "You know nothing."

"Anbarad." 

"The wagon with the blue wheels, and the one with the green tarp," the elf said calmly. 

"Shall I have Lieutenant Raynard supervise your men in unloading them?" asked Marden. "Or will you stipulate that you are in possession of … how did you put it … this foul substance?"

With the speed of a striking snake, Luka pulled a knife from his belt. The sibilant sound of steel parting from leather repeated several times as others of the merchant's men drew blades.

"Do you truly think us so foolish as to come into your camp alone?" Marden lifted one hand over his head, then pointed beyond the camp. 

From the grass rose the other King's Men, Bob, and Morling, with arrows on string. Then with a howl that caused the corralled horses to rear, oxen to moan and pull free of their picket lines, and even the ambassador to rattle his cup, the dark shadow of Warg appeared with Firnelin at her side. 

Without blinking, Marden gazed directly in to the dark eyes of the Dorwinion. "Call your men off. Now."

"I cannot. There is no other choice for us. For all your king's fine words, Gondor has done naught but abandon us. I will do what I must to keep those of the Tagrovic family safe."

A hiss from Luka, and Dubravko said no more

"Safe from whom? From the Wolves, perhaps?" Marden shook his head. "You are mistaken. Elessar did not abandon you. Watchers were sent and ambassadors."

Dubravko laughed sourly. "Better no protection than to rely on Falgred the Fool, who cannot recognize the wolf in the grass at his feet. What use are watchers even blind men could see?" 

Eyes narrowed, Hal leant closer to the merchant. "None of which means you abandon your honor and give aid to your enemy. The Sube did not, and they have far fewer resources than the wealthy merchants of Dorwinion. Or are you unwilling to risk your wealth?"

"Wealth! You think we deal with these carrion to protect our wealth?"

From his seat, Marden said, "Captain, if you would allow me," the slight emphasis on the word caused Hal's back to stiffen, "to take care of the matter."

"As you will, sir." From the look on the Captain's face, Anbarad knew he was furious, but Marden simply spoke on.

"My lord, the King, knows the true reasons for your actions." 

A ripple of murmurs spread among the Tagrovic men. 

The ambassador raised a hand. "He is willing to forgive your actions if you will turn over all of the poisons you are transporting."

Scowling, Dubravko protested, "He knows the truth but would ask that of us? Then we have replaced one Dark Lord with another. No righteous man would expect us to do such a thing."

Mutters of agreement and hisses of anger backed the merchant's claim. Anbarad could not begin to imagine where Marden was taking the conversation.

"I had not finished," said the ambassador, with supreme dignity. Then he waited until everyone was listening. "The King knows Nakhu Taichar has taken hostages, and he is prepared to help you retrieve them, but he will not under any circumstances allow you to supply the Wolves with fresh venom."

Hal and Anbarad both flinched slightly at this news. Hostages? That cast an entirely fresh light on the matter.

"Then you condemn our sisters and daughters to death," Dubravko said, with grief on his face. "The order will be given to slay them if delivery is not made. The Wilderland is vast, and though Gondor may have title to the North, it is the Wolves who command. No sign of an army large enough to defeat them did I see in Minas Tirith." 

"There are other ways to defeat an enemy. More subtle." Marden leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. "The downfall of the Dark Lord was due not to strength of arms, but to more circumspect methods. Perhaps you have not heard, but agents sent by the King have succeeded in defeating the Balgarin."

Hope flickered across Dubravko's face, only to be replaced by a sneer of disbelief.

"You think us fools."

"About such news I would not lie; but as you do not trust me, ask him." A long finger indicated the ethereal elf. "Elves do not lie."

"Master," began Luka, to be silenced with a sharp gesture.

"Elves do not live amongst mortals either," countered Dubravko. "Yet for two years I have seen exactly that with my own eyes. Even to the point of the Fair Folk sitting at table with those who were once the foulest minions of the Dark Lord."

Anbarad looked to Marden; but the man's unblinking gaze proved that having set the elf out on this ledge, he did not intend to assist him in getting off of it. 

Aware every eye was upon him and every ear bent to catch his words, Anbarad moved slowly to stand before the Tagrovic leader. In words low but clear in the morning air, he said, "While the Dark One ruled, the orcs had no choice but to obey. Now, they, like all others, are free to choose how they will live. My kin and I recognize the difficulty of their path and have made our choice to assist them in their journey toward the light. As we would aid any who wish for peace."

"And what of those who do not? Those, men and foul creatures, who continue to follow the path of the Dark One. What do you with them?"

"The same as we have done for all the Ages of this land. You are not the first to lose wives and children to the enemy." Repressing his own terrible memories, Anbarad drew himself to his full height and allowed the feyness to shine from his eyes. He turned to look at Luka. "What you must decide is whether you will lose yourselves."

Indecision clouded Dubravko's expression. "The Balgarin? Is it true?"

"Their khubal, Burilgi Ong, is dead. Men taken from their villages and tribes to swell the ranks of the Balgarin have been freed."

"But even the loss of his cudgel does little to reduce Nakhu Taichar's power," replied the merchant. "The Merkid alone number enough to destroy every settlement along the River Running, and Dorbei of the Gal-gan heads a double minghan." 

Luka finally gave voice to his objections. "And the cherbals of the villages speak loyalty to Gondor with one side of their mouth while out of the other they give thanks to the Chonals for the gift of our daughters as third and fourth wives." 

"Wives?" The ambassador frowned deeply.

"By Nakhu Taichar's word alone are they wives." Dubravko spat. "Taken from their homes at sword point, given without permission of their fathers or brothers, with no bride price paid. Set the duties of the lowest servant."

"Would they find welcome if they were returned?" 

"Of course!" Dubravko's anger flared again. "The dishonor belongs to those who stole them."

A nod of satisfaction with the answer, Marden said, "After much thought and effort by the Healers of the Sixth Circle, a plan has been devised which will allow us to reduce the toxin's potency."

"Taichar will test before he accepts delivery."

"That was assumed. Even with the additive, there will be intense pain and a deathlike sleep. However, the victim will wake. The time required for full recovery is dependent upon the amount given and the age of the victim. But most importantly, the longer the mixture is stored, the weaker it becomes. Within six months, it will have no power at all."

"How will this return our sisters and daughters to their homes? They are spread across vast distances."

"And those Nakhu Taichar placed them with are immune to greed? Can they not be bought? Or convinced it would be to their benefit to have Gondor as an ally rather than an enemy. You are no longer dealing with Falgred the Fool." Marden's face hardened as did his voice. "Make your decision, Dubravko. I have no time to waste. Choose now, we destroy your cargo and I return to Gondor leaving you to explain to the leader of the Wolves, or we render the poison impotent and try to rescue those of your women we can." 

"What choice have we but to try your king's plan?" replied the merchant after an exchange of speaking looks with his second in command. "But know this, Gondor will pay for the death of any hostage."

"No," the ambassador said, eyes narrowed. "The Wolves will pay. Tenfold. So I swear in the King's name."

Anbarad felt relieved that the decision was finally made. He watched as the group broke up to begin preparations to leave, then followed when Hal and the ambassador strolled into the sunshine. The elf squinted slightly, not because of the morning light, but rather at the inner twinkle he detected in Marden's eyes as the man spoke.

"Nice touch with the warg, Captain Halbarad. A most impressive display." Before Hal could recover sufficiently to respond, Marden went on. "Expect to see greater forces heading this way in the next few days, as well as Falgred coming south. Provide them with any necessary assistance. Do try not to be too harsh with Lord Falgred. Always been thicker than a brick, but he has powerful friends."

Orders in place, Hal and Anbarad took their leave and rode off to meet their colleagues for the journey home. 

"Almost too good to be true."

Anbarad looked at his companion. "What's that, Hal?"

"Marden on way to straighten out the north, and apparently quite capable of doing so. The Balgarin defeated. Anardil on his way home, and Sev safely in Pelargir. It all seems more than one dare hope."

Chapter Twenty-Four

Berke Village 

May 11, 1424 SR

Though the night hid the Neyeldun's waters, its voice provided a murmuring counterpoint to the conversation within the hide tent erected a short distance from Renuma Galmand's lodge. The surrounding village little resembled the community of three weeks ago for all but the river clansmen, the khubal's immediate household, and those too sick or infirm to travel had accompanied the tribe's herds to the eastern plains. This ghostly vacancy would be only temporary for the Berke's northern allies, the Carsura and Sorsun, were due upon the morrow to join in gathering the bounty of the river. And with the dawn and an arban of Berke warriors as companions, Anardil and Osol would begin their long journey south toward home.

Chuckling softly at a less than gentle snore from Osol, Anardil poked absently at the slowly dying fire. His grey eyes followed a spiral of displaced sparks upward, then dropped to watch Tarannon flex his fingers to test the tightness of his scarred palm. 

"It's healing well," offered Anardil. "I suspect Lomta has a great deal of experience with burns."

The flames of their small fire deepened the shadows etched by long illness upon Anardil's face as he grimaced at the taste of the fortifying tea the Berke healer provided. Only obstinate determination and the extraction of a solemn promise that he would down gallons of the brew had convinced the lady to grant permission for his departure upon the morrow. 

"All healers must. Even your lady," answered Tarannon.

Anardil's eyes gleamed above the rim of his cup, and the other man cursed silently.  In the two days since Tarannon's return to the Berke's river camp, they had engaged in numerous rounds of this subtle questioning. From whence came the reluctance to speak of his strange connection with Raug and Gwydion, Tarannon knew not. Only that his tongue refused to loosen upon that topic. However, Anardil's nature demanded that he attempt to pry free every morsel of information. 

"Yes, indeed. With a Balrog as The Burping Troll's bartender, there have been a number of unusual burns for Sevi to treat."

A noncommittal grunt was Tarannon's safest response.

But Anardil would not be diverted. "It's more a brand than a…"

"Pah," Osol grumbled sleepily. "Must you worry this like a dog with a single bone?"

Not giving either man time to respond, the Sube tossed aside his blanket and pointed an accusing finger at Tarannon. "Though too honest not to let others know he has something to hide, he is also too stubborn to tell that which he has decided not to tell. Even to those who walk the same paths as he." 

Osol's efforts at interrogation were in no way as refined as Anardil's, and Tarannon winced at the memory of the shouting match that had taken place nearly a week ago. The evening after the stampede, he had walked along the shore of the Tenggis seeking a momentary escape from the aftermath of destruction, only to have Osol follow and demand an accounting for Tarannon's sudden ability to understand the languages of the tribes. That it had taken a moment to realize the Sube was referring to his knowledge of the insults hurled by the Balgarin captain, Jedar, had not helped matters. Thinking the Ranger was again trying to sidestep the issue, Osol proceeded to enumerate all the times Tarannon had failed to confide truthfully and the unfortunate consequences. The same reluctance to speak of the fire spirits that now prevented his speaking to Anardil kept him silent then. Finally, he shouted, "Do you not think I would tell you if I could? They are not my secrets to share."

Osol's eyes had flicked to the bandage wrapped about Tarannon's hand, then his fingers flashed in the sign against evil. But immediately, he shook his head to deny the action. "No, whatever the spirits you speak to, they do not mean evil. But, my friend, I fear for you. To walk such a path is perilous. Even when the gods are on our side, their powers may cause great harm. It is best to honor them from a distance."

With Gwydion's gentle laughter echoing through his mind, for since he bore her mark there was no distance great enough to separate them, Tarannon had assured the Sube that he would be forever vigilant. Osol's acceptance of that promise as binding was evident with his current words to Anardil.

"If he is our friend, those thoughts he chooses to keep secret we must guard as if they were our own. Not dig at them like Dwarves grubbing for gold."  

Anardil looked from the Ranger to the Sube tribesman, then gave a nod in the latter's direction. "As he's withstood your questioning, my own efforts are certain to be futile. Though, I will offer advice." He paused to look directly at Tarannon. "If you find yourself before our liege, think not to keep your thoughts hidden from him."

The veiled accusation stung, and Tarannon replied stiffly, "King Elessar is in possession of more knowledge concerning this than you."

"As should be," answered Anardil evenly. "And he will be fully informed regarding your account of the Berke's triumph over the Balgarin. As well as Renuma Galmand's insistence upon your continued presence as Gondor's representative."

Setting aside all thoughts of Aragorn's reaction to recent events, Tarannon said, "The Wolves' loss of the Balgarin will alter Nakhu Taichar's plans, but not his final goal."

"Following the examples of the Sube and the Berke, some tribes and villages will find the courage to stand up to the Wolves," said Anardil.

Osol growled, "Such courage will be short-lived if Gondor does not openly challenge the Wolves. And will not appear at all if Renuma Galmand's trust in the Balgarin proves false."

Attempting to forestall further criticism of their host's decision to install a cousin of Burilgi Ong as the new leader of the Balgarin rather than take up the task himself, Tarannon said hastily, "Burilgi Stavlach and his council were as outspoken against Burilgi Ong's tactics as anyone there."

"With reason," spat Osol. "To use a knife with the poison of the Dark Lord in a match of honor brought shame upon the entire tribe."

"But would it have been considered just as disgraceful if he'd not been found out?"  asked Anardil.

"Ah, you see the truth of the matter," declared Osol, "To be caught in the treachery was his worst mistake."

"The Berke know this and will watch the Balgarin most carefully," said Tarannon.

Rubbing the three-tongued flame scarring his palm, the Ranger Captain did not see Osol make the sign against evil nor Anardil's thoughtful fingering of the obsidian bead given him as a parting gift by the Berke healer, Lomta.

"And I must watch this one," stated Osol, waving a hand toward Anardil and heaving a dramatic sigh. "I have no wish to explain to his woman how he came to survive a Balgarin spear and your rough leechcraft, only to perish on the road home."

Anardil laughed, "If for no other reason than to save you from such a fate, I vow to travel no faster than a gentle walk."

"I will talk to your horse tomorrow. He has more sense than you," said Osol. "For one, he is sleeping now. As I was, until you began arguing again."

"Apologies for disturbing your rest," replied Anardil, "You were right, Tarannon's secrets are mine to guard as closely as I guard my own. I will leave them safely within his keeping, though I beg leave to ask him one final question."

"One?" Osol gave a disdainful snort. "You are no more capable of asking just one question than I am of flying."

"True, nevertheless…" Anardil directed his full attention back to Tarannon. "Are you certain this is what you want?"

The sound of the river filled the silence left by Tarannon's stunned confusion. A Ranger's life, especially during the long years of Sauron's occupation of Mordor, provided few opportunities for personal preference. Strict attention to duty and his orders had ever been his nature. 

"What I want?" he finally repeated.

Anardil nodded. "Your family has long ties to Ithilien. Has your dream not been to see its rebirth? Such duty as this would require your wholehearted commitment for an indeterminate amount of time. Chances are you could never reclaim your position in Henneth Annûn."

Staring at the tent wall, Tarannon thought on those words. Three years ago, being named Captain of the first settlement to be restored in northern Ithilien had been an honor he was uncertain he deserved. But the duties of a Ranger in peacetime little resembled those during war. Being called upon to settle petty squabbles between the villagers caused him to secretly welcome the disruptions brought about by the trouble-attracting residents of The Burping Troll. Thus, when Aragorn requested he expand his duties to include acting as Anardil's liaison for this mission into the East, Tarannon accepted. 

But his ventures to the borders had never been meant to be more than a temporary assignment. He was no highborn lord trained in the diplomacy necessary to represent his King in distance lands. The rebuilding of Ithilien, the fulfillment of the hopes of three generations of his family, that was his duty. Yet, here he was far beyond the borders of his country and the directives of his King, and in possession of strange abilities he had no true control over. Was there no returning to his old life? 

Unconsciously, Tarannon glanced at Anardil's left sleeve, then into Anardil's solemn grey eyes. Here was a man who had faced a similar situation, whose life had changed forever from what he had always thought it would be. Even as he made the comparison, Tarannon slammed a clenched fist against his thigh in rejection. He was a whole man, not a cripple. He did not have to be this way.

Ashamed of his thoughts, he turned his face from Anardil, and in the manner that had become habit during the past week, closed his eyes and called for Gwydion. Veiled in pale light, she appeared and regarded him solemnly.

Her voice filled with a quiet warmth, she said, "Ever the choice is thine."

"My thoughts are no longer my own then?" demanded Tarannon with an anger directed as much at himself as at her.

"That is for thee to determine, brother. Such ties as exist between us must be willingly bound, else be the bonds of servitude. I say again, the choice is thine to make or break."

Then she was gone and with her the voices that had haunted him since that moment upon the mountain with Raug. Shoulders sagging, Tarannon bowed his head as the cold silence filled him.

Long moments passed, but finally he raised his chin to meet Anardil's steady gaze. In those eyes, Tarannon read resigned acceptance. No matter that in his heart the man desired nothing more than to go home, his loyalty to Aragorn and dedication to duty would cause Anardil to offer to stay with the Berke until a more willing representative could be found.

"What I want…" Tarannon paused to take the obsidian bead from his belt, then began again, "A wise man told me only a fool closes his eyes to signs from the gods. This is where I am meant to be, and this is where I will remain."

Flames leapt merrily from the dying embers drawing startled exclamations from Osol and a skeptical regard from Anardil as the warmth of Gwydion's pleasure melted the last chill of fear and despair from Tarannon's heart. 

"All will be well, Anardil," Tarannon said reassuringly. "Go home to your lady."

Chapter Twenty-Five

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

June 2, 1424 SR
Though the idea of searching the room of his absent friends - like a thief in the dead of night - filled him with distaste, Anbarad needed to find some clue of where Sev had disappeared to, having vanished from Pelargir over a week ago. Eru knew Hal and Bob had hunted for any trace of her on the road between Ithilien and Minas Tirith and Belegalda and himself had scoured the back trails and paths where she often traveled in her herb gathering.

Hal mirrored the elf's frustration as he rifled through drawers in the lamplight. "She wouldn't have gone without leaving an indication for Anardil." He scanned a piece of notepaper. "It has to be here somewhere."

Tossing the page back into the drawer, Hal slammed the drawer shut. "This is ridiculous. It's always the same with those two. Get one out of danger and the other will plunge into some even deeper mischief. Talk about star-crossed. You didn't find something of hers for Raug to use?"

Anbarad shook his head and returned the ledger he had been flipping through to the shelf. "Nothing suitable. Neither of them are overburdened with possessions and all of Sev's that remain here are cloth, paper or wood."

"No jewelry? I don't remember her taking anything with her when she went to Minas Tirith to confront Aragorn."

"She didn't," Anbarad answered. "But when ordered to stay there, she asked Celebsul to forward her bits of finery." The elf paused and turned to stare thoughtfully at the battered trunk at the foot of the bed. "Perhaps however…"

Hal squinted as the elf removed a small tin from the trunk. 

"I found this when I…" Anbarad hesitated.

"Appropriated," suggested Hal with a quick grin.

"Appropriated Anardil's star."

After taking the tin and looking inside, Hal lifted a dove shaped brooch. "This isn't Sev's; it belonged to Anardil's mother." He replaced the brooch then examined a ring. "This was his father's."

Holding up the rayed silver star that was Anardil's, Hal gave the elf a puzzled look. "Aren't you and Raug still using this to watch our wandering boy?"

"Osol's been making regular reports, so we put it back."

"But you have seen Anardil?" Suspicion tinged Hal's words and Anbarad silently cursed; would the strands of lies and half-truths ever be completely untangled?

"Not exactly."

"What the blazes does that mean?" Hal demanded.

"Since Anardil's healing, Raug has been unable to see him. At first, we thought it was because of Tarannon's presence."

Hal nodded. That Tarannon was under the protection of a benevolent fire spirit, thus shielded from Raug's sight had been explained. "But now you think differently."

"All we have is conjecture as all communication with Osol is one sided, and he chooses the topics. Raug speculates the inability to see Anardil directly is a result of Gwydion's involvement in the healing, or possibly the Berke provided him with a token that serves as a ward against evil spirits. A category to which Raug yet belongs."

The Ranger Captain shut his eyes and sighed. Then opening one eye, he asked, 

"Where is Anardil now?"

"Raug estimates about four days from the Sube camp. Osol has been fairly regular with his reports, and Raug's become rather good at distinguishing the important facts from the bragging. Osol won't let Anardil travel at any pace other than a walk. Neither will Gomel."

Hal relaxed and grinned. "Amazing how the horse has more sense than either of his owners."

With a smile of both relief at Hal's acceptance of the new information, and agreement with the assessment of Gomel, Anbarad attempted to restore the searched items to their original place, though he was well aware that it would be obvious to the owners that the room had been searched.
***

The stars shimmered in the night sky as Raug stared deeply into the flames of the pottery kiln. "There, a flicker, I think … yes. Yes, it is Sevilodorf, I am sure, but so faint."

Hearing nothing of the furnace's growl, or Hal and Anbarad's murmurs, Raug chased the wavering figure. Minutes passed before he spoke again. "She is traveling, moving farther away, even fainter … Ah, a pause, small fires … but she stays beyond the light almost as if she knows I'm seeking her." 

With a huff, Hal replied, "That's just guilt. She knows nmad well she shouldn't be doing this so stays in the shadows."

Minutes more then the balrog shook his head. "Gone … vanished from my sight. I'm sorry, but with nothing of hers…"

"Blast!" Hal fisted his palm. "With our luck she's taken ship to Umbar thinking to sail up the River Harnen, or been kidnapped by Corsairs. The report from Pelargir says that the innkeeper …  Hulda, refused to speak, even to the Rangers there. Only said that what arrangements could be made, had been and that wouldn't it be nice if certain busybodies just trusted a woman of sense to tend to her own business."

Anbarad cast him a sidelong glance. "And how did the King react to that news?"

"I gather that if they didn't think that Sev might try to send information through the woman, she'd be on her way to answer some pointed questions." Hal sighed heavily. "If and when Sev turns up, she'd better stay out of the King's sight or she'll acquire an intimate knowledge of Minas Tirith's prison cells."

Raug was horrified at this. "He wouldn't … would he?"

"No, more's the pity. Probably just lock her in a tower until Anardil shows up to claim her." 

"Let me into her room," Raug suggested in a last desperate attempt. "Let me see if I can find a suitable object."

***

Though all three searched the room again thoroughly, Raug concluded, "There is nothing here I could use - nothing that wouldn't be destroyed before it gave us any information." 

Anbarad nodded, idly turning pages of a poetry book. He peered closer, examining the scribbles, but they still appeared only scattered translations. Returning it to its place, he said regretfully, "Then there is nothing more you can do, Raug."

"And what of you," Hal asked. "Any elvish visions?"

"Only the continuing sense that she and Anardil will be together. But not how or why or…"

"Or when or where," completed Hal. "Furthermore, what you feel could be altered by someone's actions, or inaction."

Running his hand through his hair, the Ranger blew out a frustrated breath. His eyes were shadowed by the long night as he said wearily, "So we're right back where we started. Clinging to a thin line of hope and searching desperately."

Pushing free of his chair, he continued, "There's nothing more to try tonight. Leave it for now. Get some rest, and we'll try again tomorrow."

"Today," Anbarad said, nodding toward the window where the false dawn grayed the darkness.

Blowing out the lanterns, they wandered outside and went their separate ways: Hal to his room at the inn, Anbarad to his cottage in Erynlond, Raug to wherever he would.

*** 

Heading down to the river, Raug listened to the sounds of the passing night, the rustle of nocturnal creatures returning to their homes, the first notes of a blackbird warming up his voice. When the balrog found a seat atop a large rock, he watched the stars pale as dawn painted the horizon rose pink. Then, her glorious head appearing, golden and blazing, Arien began her slow ascension into the sky.  

Always, Raug greeted her though she had never acknowledged this. He clambered to his feet and saluted the sun … and she nodded back. The briefest and slightest of nods, but Raug's heart almost burst from his chest. Sparks fell from his eyes - the brightest of all tears. Then he smiled, and shock turned into warm contentment. His deeds had been acknowledged, his progress noted.  

A thousand years might pass before he was judged cleansed of his transgression, but the day would come. In the meantime, he had tasks here to accomplish, mundane though they might be. A company of King's Guards was due to arrive this evening and the hobbit lasses had planned a baking day. He would be needed to watch the ovens, and then bring another barrel of beer up from the cellar before tending the bar.

*** 

June 15, 1424 SR 

True to his nature, Captain Halbarad insisted the task of informing Anardil of Sev's disappearance belonged to him alone and that it should be done before his friend reached The Burping Troll.  His brother-in-law, equally true to his own nature, was just as insistent that he be present to prevent Hal from wallowing in undeserved guilt and taking blame for everything from the rain to the price of candle wax. In consequence, when a King's Messenger brought the news of the day that Anardil would leave the Sube encampment, both Bob and Hal rode north to meet their friend. Though Raug did his utmost, igniting a bonfire causing those who saw it from a distance to believe Mount Doom had awakened, the bittersweet meeting of the three men occurred with only the wind and the setting sun as witnesses.

Thus, the wanderer was returned, the lost was found, and while marred by the absence of his lady, his welcome was every bit as fulsome as four hobbits and a company of elves could make it. Within a scant few hours of his arrival, the alarmingly weakened Anardil had been bathed, fed and fussed over by all and sundry. Only Anbarad and Raug kept their distance, biding their time to speak to the man alone. That time came when Anardil, having recounted his and Tarannon's adventures, unplucked the last hobbit hand helping him to walk, and bade his goodnights. 

After allowing the man time to reach his room behind the workshop, Anbarad and Raug approached stealthily and saw him take a seat on the bench outside the door. A small shadow darted from the underbrush, and the black and white tom, Tac, settled upon Anardil's lap, luminescent eyes flashing in the darkness.

Fingers gently stroking the now purring cat, Anardil cocked his head and directed his gaze toward the foliage. "You're an unlikely pair to have been sent to nursemaid me."

With a rueful shrug, Anbarad stepped into the open. Raug followed more hesitantly. The elf guessed why; Raug felt a connection to Anardil after all the hours of far seeing. He knew the man, knew his spirit, his determination, his tenacity, having seen his life flame. But Anardil understood very little of the balrog, and probably felt cautious of him. Tac certainly did. He hissed at Raug's approach, then leapt from Anardil's lap and raced off into the night, leaving his owner to tut in disapproval. 

"Our apologies for disturbing you. We are not here as nursemaids but to…" Anbarad said, seeing a wry look form on Anardil's face as he interrupted. 

"To explain why our room has been searched and some of our possessions scorched." 

"My fault," mumbled Raug. "I thought the sewing basket might help find Mistress Sev."

The wry look crumpled into one of perplexity, so Anbarad attempted to explain.

"We hoped to find some clue to Mistress Sev's plans."

"If you were looking in a sewing basket, you don't know Sevi very well," Anardil responded. 

"Well enough to know she had been making her plans for many months. I deeply regret not watching over her more carefully."

"With you and Hal assuming all this blame, there won't be any left for Sev." Anardil shook his head wearily, then met the elf's eyes directly. "You did all you could. There is no need…"

Anardil stopped to study Anbarad and then Raug with a slit-eyed stare. "You truly believe you are at fault. Why?"

"Because I gave her hope that you lived and therefore reason to try to find you." Then Anbarad, wanting to tell no lies or half-truths with this man who had survived so much and would have to endure even more, explained the full story of his foreknowing. When he finished, he searched Anardil's face for censure but found none. 

"I see nothing for which to blame you. You gave her much needed hope. Sev finds it hard to believe we have a future." Anardil paused and blew out ruefully. "Of course, there's been moments during the past six months, especially the last two days when I'm almost tempted to think she's got the right of it. But then, I…" Anardil shrugged. "I can't explain it, but I just know we are meant to find peace and happiness… together. Whether foresight or pig-headed stubbornness, I know not."

With a smile to stave off a serious reply, Anardil turned his attention to Raug. "And what of you? What guilt are you harboring?" 

Raug stuttered out a whole series of errors, "I did not watch carefully enough. I should have kept a closer eye on her … but then you got ill and it took so much energy to see you. I should have given her a stone too."

Still watching Anardil's face, Anbarad saw the pieces dropping into place: Osol's odd behaviors, the sudden flaring of flames for no apparent reason and Tarannon's actions among the Berke. As if in confirmation, Anardil reached into his pocket then stared at the bead in his palm - the bead given him by the Berke healing woman.

His eyes lifted to meet Anbarad's. "Show me your palm."

Reluctantly, the elf held out his hand. Though healed, the burns left their mark: a pale shiny scar outlined the shape of a Ranger's star, outlined where Anardil's badge had rested. 

His look now equal parts dismay and distrust, Anardil stared from elf to balrog and back. Then setting the bead carefully upon the bench beside him, he said,  "Obviously, I am not as astute an observer as I thought. There were tales amongst the Berke of the chalana karnae, the fire speakers. I discounted them as mere stories. I even allowed myself to believe Osol was simply rehearsing his storytelling. He was speaking to you?"

Raug nodded. "Tarannon could not after he joined with Gwydion to heal you."

"Gwydion?" Anardil repeated. "She is another of your kind?"

"Yes, but like Arien who guides the Sun, she remained loyal to the Light. Tarannon is under her protection now, as are you."

"Me?"

"When she renewed your life flame, she set her ward upon your spirit. Like she did upon Captain Tarannon," Raug glanced at Anbarad and received a nod to continue. "It protects you from dark forces. I am yet judged amongst the dark, so no longer able to follow you through the flames."

"I fear several hours of explanation will be necessary before I truly understand everything. Time I do not have as I leave for Minas Tirith at dawn." Anardil closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. "You spoke of a stone. One such as that?" 

Raug looked at the bead on the bench. "May I pick it up?"

"Of course."

Immediately the balrog's fingers closed round the bead, they glowed red. He set it back down. "It is a ward against evil. Nothing more."

"So, I assume you tried to 'see' Sev, but you failed?"

After once more seeking Anbarad's gesture of agreement, Raug explained, "My powers are not as they were. Though I sense she is moving ever farther south and east, I found no object of hers that would allow me to bridge the distance so that I might see her more directly."

"Which I suppose is the explanation for the star?" Anardil opened one eye to look up at the elf. "I trust it has been returned to its proper place."

"And completely undamaged," assured Anbarad.

Out of the darkness, Tac silently reappeared and settled into Anardil's lap, from where he glared malevolently at Raug and Anbarad. After issuing that rebuke, he jumped down again to sit before the door, pointedly indicating that it was time for Anardil to retire.  

"First, the nmad horse, and now the cat. It's a conspiracy," muttered Anardil. 

"That which we do not desire is often that which we most need," Anbarad said dryly.  "You need rest to recover your strength. You have a long journey before you."

"And what will I find at its end, Sir Elf? Will your visions and my dreams become reality, or will they…" 

"I will say to you as I said to Sevilodorf, Ú i vethed nâ i onnad. Si boe ú-dhanna."

Nodding slowly, Anardil stood, shoulders straightening as he exhaled heavily. "It is enough, this knot you've given me to cling to. With the clues she left, I'll find her."

Epilogue

Northern Ithilien, Inn of the Burping Troll

June 20, 1424
Thanks to the efforts of the increasingly numerous road crews and the warm summer weather, travelers had taken to foot and cart and horseback, and a fair few found their way into The Inn of the Burping Troll. Hobbit lasses had thrown wide every window in the place to let the gentle breeze circulate. Thus, enticing aromas of roasts, puddings and pies floated outside, right down to the road, so that anyone thinking of proceeding straight past immediately changed their minds and headed up the drive to the Inn.

Customers crowded the dining tables and terrace, enjoying tasty dinners and cooling mugs of ale. In a corner of the porch, two members of a local road crew - currently building a culvert in a spot that had flooded throughout the winter - leaned back from the table and sipped beer.

"The food was mighty good, as usual." Ferd patted his belly, burped and looked with regret at the leftovers that neither could find room for. "Four visits now, and those hobbits greet us and feed us like we were royalty."

Vinn's mouth turned down. "Four visits and nary a glimpse of aught more odd than halflings and elves. Yes, the food's great, but the repute of this place is naught more than hot air."

Seated a little further along the porch, Anbarad winked at Hal as the two of them inadvertently overheard Ferd and Vinn's rather loud conversation, then, just as they were about to resume their own discussion, Gubbitch hobbled up the steps and growled cheerfully at them. 

"Heard news of Anardil, has tha?"

"Yes," Hal answered. "He's arrived safely in Minas Tirith and had an audience with the King."

"It's a flipping orc!" Vinn yelped, and tried to hide under the table, but Ferd shoved him back in his chair.

Hal went on regardless. "Now he's arranging to go to Pelargir."

"Get me a pint," Gubbitch said to his lads as they all marched noisily past him into the Inn.

"It's war!" Vinn wailed, now frozen into his seat with terror.

"It's darts, tha daft chuff," Gubbitch remarked before turning back to Hal. "And where's Cel and Aerio off to?"

Anbarad answered him. "Off to Nurn, I think. The search for Sev is covering all possible routes."

Leaping up the stairs to land with a heavy thump beside Gubbitch. Warg grinned her most toothsome grin and shook herself so her fur stood on end. "Boy, am I hungry. I could eat a whole person or two, with a horse for dessert."

"It talks! Oh…" Vinn was beside himself

"It!" Orange eyes turned to stare at Vinn. Padding over to him, Warg said, "She, not It." After sniffing the air, she asked, "You gonna eat that?"

"Wha, wha," he attempted. "What … you mean my mate Ferd?"

"Sheesh." Warg rolled her eyes. "No. I mean that half a pork pie, and the leg-of-lamb bone."

"H-help y-y-yourself," said Vinn.

"Do I look like the kind of warg who would put my paws on the table? Pass it to me. I'll try my best not to bite off your hand."

"Here." Ferd came to the rescue by placing the plate of leftovers on the floor.

"You're a gentleman," Warg said before wolfing down the scraps in seconds then stalking off with the bone in her mouth.

By now, Gubbitch was sitting with Hal and Anbarad, and had a tankard full of ale. All three waited in the slowly approaching gloaming for the inevitable finale to Vinn's shock.  

The barkeep came out, collected a few empty plates and mugs, then said to no one in particular, "Time to light the lamps."

"Aye," agreed Hal. "And you're doing your party piece?"

"Yes," said Raug. "Back in a minute."

Vinn was trying to get the mug of ale to his mouth, but his hands shook too violently after all those orcs and the warg. He slammed it down on the table when he saw the bartender outside the porch rail. The man grew! He grew and grew until his head was at the height of the lantern on the porch roof. Then his eyes blazed and he blew a fiery breath that lit the sky as well as the wick. 

By the time Raug shrank again, Vinn had fled the porch, and Ferd was running after him yelling, "But you wanted to see the balrog!"

**The End**

What Hope Remains Dramatis Personae

Primary characters: 

Anbarad - Mirkwood Elf 

Gwydion – fire spirit dedicated to the Light

Halbarad – Ranger, Captain of the group assigned to this section of Ithilien.

Rator Osol – Tribesman of the Sube. 

Raug the Balrog – once an enemy of the Light, now seeking forgiveness.

Tarannon – Ranger, Captain of the village of Henneth Annûn.

Secondary characters:

Residents and Visitors at The Inn of the Burping Troll: 

Anardil – King's Man on secret mission of observation to Rhûn.

Belegalda – Mirkwood Elf, one of Anbarad's Elvish brothers.

Bob – (Luicious) Ranger, brother to Elanna.

Celebsul – One of the Eldar.

Elanna – Ranger and wife to Halbarad, sister of Bob. 

Erin Atwater – hobbit lass.

Ferd – visiting road worker.

Gomelfaex- Anardil's horse

Gubbitch – leader of the nearby orcs.

Kasweld – Rohirrim trader to the Sube and the Dwarves of the Ash Mountains. 

Marden – newly appointed ambassador to Rhûn. 

Meri Brandybuck – hobbit lass.

Milo Burrfoot – hobbit male.

Mithraug – Captain Halbarad's horse.

Morling – Ranger.

Pelfor – King's Messenger. 

Raynard – Lieutenant of the Guard assigned to Marden.

Sevilodorf – herbalist and healer from Rohan.

Tac – male tomcat, owner of Sevilodorf and Anardil.

Vinn – visiting road worker.

Warg – "civilized" warg.

Tribesmen, Villagers and Traders of the Eastern Borders and Rhûn:

Barahast Mareez, nakhir of the Berke.

Burilgi Jedar – nakhir of the Balgarin tribe.
Burilgi Ong – khubal of the Balgarin tribe.

Dinny – Helkar's daughter.

Dubravko of the Tagrovic Family – wine merchant from Dorwinion.

Ghaltu Tamag – leader of the fire clan among the Berke.

Helkar – captain of a sailing ship.

Jarda Ceker – Berke tribesman.

Lomta lun Ketal – healer and fire talker of the Berke.

Luka – second in command of the Tagrovic traders.

Maral – tavern owner in coastal village.

Renuma Galmand- khubal of the Berke.

Renuma Ghasan – grandnephew of the Berke khubal.

Stamson – helmsman on Helkar's ship.

Sunna Nahin – second-in-council among the Berke.

Urmasi nai Sula – healer of the Berke tribe and granddaughter of Lomta.

Mentioned in Passing: 
Aerio- Mirkwood Elf.

Aragorn – King of Gondor.

Arwen Undomiel – Queen of Gondor.

Banazîr – apothecary of the village of Henneth Annûn .

Belian – Tarannon's comrade in arms, deceased.

Béma  - Oromë – Araw – names of the Huntsman of the Valar.

Boromir – eldest son of Denethor II, a member of the Fellowship.

Burilgi Stavlach – khubal of the Balgarin after Burilgi Ong.

Camellia Took – hobbit lass.

Carcharien – Mirkwood Elf, one of Anbarad's Elvish brothers.

Carsura – tribe on northern shore of Sea of Rhûn.

Denethor II – last Ruling Steward of Gondor.

Dimereg – Mirkwood Elf, one of Anbarad's Elvish brothers.

Dorbei the Fierce – khubal of the Gal-gan tribe. 

Eren – Anardil's comrade in arms, deceased .

Esgallyg – Mirkwood Elf, one of Anbarad's Elvish brothers.

Falgred – current ambassador to Dorwinion.

Faramir – Prince of Ithilien and Captain of the King's Rangers.

Firnelin – Mirkwood Elf, one of Anbarad's Elvish brothers.

Galin – Dwarf, master builder, in charge of various road crews.

Gilbert Twiner – Milo's cousin.

Horace Silvertooth – Milo's cousin.

Ilnachi – tribe decimated by the war. 

Jarda Yunghur – clan leader of the Berke.

Latai – tribe decimated by the war.

Legolas – Prince of the Mirkwood Elves.

Morgaran of the Emyn-nu-Fuin – leader of Elves in Ithilien, lives in Henneth Annûn. 

Nakhu Kenan, prior Khubal of the Merkid.

Nakhu Taichar, Khubal of the Merkid, leader of the Wolves. 

Pippin – Mirkwood Elf maiden.

Qara Oyugen – nakhir of the Sube tribe.

Rator Naimen – tribesman of the Sube, Rator Osol's father.

Renuma Aughan – clan leader of the Berke, deceased.

Rommel – Tarannon's comrade in arms, deceased.
Suren Chinua – khubal of the Sube.

Sorsun – tribe on northern shore of Sea of Rhûn.

Tarsen – Tarannon's grandsire.

Tegu Aburi– deceased khubal of Yegu tribe 

Thranduil – King of the Mirkwood Elves.

Five Clans of the Berke Tribe 

Among the Berke, tattoos denote clan affiliation with the addition of a spiral denoting a clan leader and member of the khubal's council.   

Barahast – hunter – arrow.

Ghaltu – fire – three tongue flame.

Jarda – river – wavy lines.

Renuma – oxen – horns.

Sunna – deer—antler.

Traditionally, khubals of the Berke have come from the Renuma Clan, however upon rare occasions, a man became leader who was not born Renuma. In such cases, the man and all members of his family, including siblings and first cousins, were adopted into the Renuma Clan and held dual clan affiliation for their lifetime.

Languages:

As Professor Tolkien, the first to translate the tales of Middle-earth, discovered some words simply do not translate into modern languages very well. Thus, following the tradition established by the Professor, some words are left unchanged with their approximate meanings provided here.

arban - dialect of Rhûn – ten.

baiji - dialect of Rhûn – stop, go no further.

Bora Chonal – dialect of Rhûn – Grey Wolf. 

bucca - dialect of Rhûn – male goat.

chalana karna - dialect of Rhûn – talker to the fire, plural is chalana karnae.

cherbal - dialect of Rhûn – leader, mayor of a village.

chonal - dialect of Rhûn – wolf. 

Er hun doloo dordozh najm sehdeg - dialect of Rhûn – saying of the Berke tribe – A man fails seven times and rises eight.

Guren bêd enni – Elvish – My heart speaks.

hijab – Haradric – woman's headscarf which also covers the lower face.

jaghan - dialect of Rhûn – one hundred.

kadan - dialect of Rhûn – tent.

kaffe – Haradric – coffee.

khubal – dialect of Rhûn – chief, leader of a tribe.

khyang  - dialect of Rhûn – wild ass.

loof – Rohirric dialect – fool.

mellon nín -  Elvish- my friend.

mingghan - dialect of Rhûn – leader of a thousand warriors.

minghan - dialect of Rhûn – one thousand.

möndül - dialect of Rhûn – a tiny burrowing creature of the plains.

nakhir - dialect of Rhûn – war chief, leader of the fighters.

Namarië – Elvish – farewell, good-bye.

nmad – Rohirric dialect – mild expletive, damn.

Runya – Elvish – Red Flame – a potent medicine.

sidh – Elvish – peace.

tas  - dialect of Rhûn – vultures.

teneg bogh – dialect of Rhûn – mild expletive – stupid garbage.

tephra – Valaraukan – volcanic stone, tears of the volcano.

toidi – Rohirric dialect – idiot.

Ú galad, ú vín arnor hen- Elvish- From "The Retreat from Osgiliath" in Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King There is no more light, not in this sun.

Ú i vethed nâ i onnad. Si boe ú-dhanna – Elvish - This is not the end. It is the beginning.

valarauko – Elvish – demon of fire, plural is valaraukar.
� Kashif Indori http://www.msci.memphis.edu/~ramamurt/idd_posts/lk14.html


� From "The Retreat from Osgiliath" in Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King There is no more light, not in this sun.





� This is not the end. It is the beginning.
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