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Prologue

April 18th, 1422 SR – Elven cottage not far from The Burping Troll Inn

It was a bright, beautiful day in Ithilien. The sun reached its peak without a cloud in the sky. A refreshing breeze blew through curtained windows and hanging laundry. Birds soared amongst trees and sang their many varied songs. Near the famous Burping Troll Inn in the woodland home of local elves, the flawless afternoon wore on. A clear soprano voice wafted through an open window:

“On top of a mountain

All covered with snow

There sat a poor elf maid

With nowhere to go.

She called to the eagles

She called to the wood,

But no one would save her

For she was not good.

Her father had warned her

That ale was for men

She snuck out the back door 

To see what he meant.

She ran through the forest 

Wrapped up in her cloak

So, now she looked less like

A lass than a bloke.

She sat on the bar stool

And ordered an ale

She drank the whole mug down

Then began to wail.

The men were astonished

To hear her sweet voice

They listened intently

For they had no choice.

When she was done singing

They cheered and they groaned

While begging a Ranger

To take that girl home.

She collapsed on the table

He picked her right up

And headed for Mirkwood

While cursing his luck.

But when she awoke and 

Looked into his eyes

There was no mistaking

She was hypnotized.”

Drawing closer to his small cottage and the source of the drifting tune, Brillamen, the elf, recognised the voice of his wife, Azaelia, and smiled. He was taking a few days of rest before returning to his duties as a lieutenant of the reforestation project: under Legolas’ command, elves were repairing the damages caused by Sauron's occupation of this land. Though Brillamen loved his work, he enjoyed spending some time with his friends and family. He had just passed several hours in the common room of The Burping Troll eating a small mountain of hobbit snacks and having a rousing conversation concerning the intricacies of woodcarving and the finer points of Cherry-B with the elder elf, Celebsul. Now he looked forward to a pleasant evening with his wife and child.
He chuckled softly at the next verses of the song.

“He too felt it strongly 

But he could not bother 

‘I'm saving the world now 

Stay here with your father.’

Her dad was so angry 

And called on Gandalf

‘Teach this girl a lesson’

So he carried her off.

‘On top of this mountain

All covered with snow

Here you will stay till

Your father says so.’”

As he reached the door, the song ended abruptly. He wondered why Azaelia left off the last verse; it was her favorite.

Proceeding into his home, Brillamen made his way to the kitchen. The mid-afternoon sun streamed through the open window above the sink, lighting the scene before him. His wife sat in a chair facing their eleven-month-old baby, Tigerlily, who perched atop the kitchen table. The pleasant spring breeze caressed the faces of mother and daughter alike. They closed their eyes and breathed in the fresh air simultaneously. Azaelia played with Tigerlily’s feet as the young elf rapidly consumed a strawberry-filled pastry. Sensing a movement at the doorway, the child turned her strawberry-smeared face around and grinned with sticky pleasure at her ‘Ada’. With a squeal of glee she lunged and he caught her just in time to keep her from falling. After throwing her up in the air, he tickled her, then set her down and turned to greet his wife.

He bent to receive a kiss on the cheek then stared at her scrutinizingly, “You’ve been teaching our daughter that song of yours again,” he stated, adopting a playfully stern look.

“Yes,” Azaelia replied, but she did not return his playfulness. 

Brillamen looked closer and noticed that tears welled in her eyes. He took both of her hands and pulled her into a standing position. She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding onto him tightly.

“Why do you torture yourself?” he sighed into her hair. “Why teach it to her if it saddens you?”

“I was all right until today.” Her throat cracked but she continued, “It … it would have been her birthday.”

Brillamen sighed as remembrance dawned. How could he have forgotten? Every year on this day his wife mourned her lost sister. He realised how much more painful it must be now she had a daughter of her own, a daughter who would never have an aunt, never know the sister who had been so dear to Azaelia. He pulled his wife closer and stood there a long while sharing her pain.

Azaelia sobbed quietly into her husband's chest. Here were all the family she knew, Brillamen and Tigerlily. Her sister had also borne a daughter who in turn had enriched the line with great nieces for Azaelia. But all were lost to her; she did not know where her niece and family lived, or indeed if they still did live. 

Late that night, Tigerlily long asleep, Brillamen cuddled his wife again and suggested she send out messages to try to locate the lost niece. Azaelia shook her head and smiled bravely. She did not put it into words, but she preferred the doubt that her sister's family survived to the possible certainty they did not.
Chapter 1 - An Unnatural Storm

April 19th - Evening, road north of Henneth Annûn

The shadows of passing time had long ceased to count as moments of any true measure, and instead blended into the relentless clip clop of the horses’ hooves upon the hard surface of the road. Long and empty the riders had found it for the entire day. The quiet darkness of the present night now shrouded the surrounding forest as stars blinked their fragmented light down upon the two lone companions. Her eyes flicking from side-to-side, the young woman wore a slight frown; but the man gazed unwaveringly ahead, seeming deep in intense thought.

Galindë shifted uncomfortably in her saddle and gripped the reins of her horse tightly. Inhaling deeply, she filled her lungs then expelled as she cried the highest scream she could muster. Both hers and her companion’s horses started at the sudden cry that broke upon the stillness of the night. 

Fighting to control his now prancing horse as it danced sideways across the road, threatening to bolt into the forest beyond, Cenyon looked to see what had provoked the shriek. He saw only the smug expression on his sister's face. “Orc's teeth! What did you do that for?” he cried.

“I was rehearsing,” said Galindë in defiance of her brother’s curses as he brought his horse alongside hers. 

“Rehearsing for what?” he demanded. 

Galindë tilted her chin as she replied. “Rehearsing the scream that I would employ in case I needed it.” 

Cenyon peered at his sister closely through the dim light. “Have you lost your wits all together girl? That bellow was enough to wake the dead and almost stopped my heart as well. What could you possibly mean by ‘rehearsing the scream’ in case you needed it? Are you planning to appear in some play that I know nothing about?” 

“Cenyon, this has been a very long and dreary trip, something exciting may yet happen to us and I may find myself in a situation where I need to scream my lungs out. Besides, sometimes I do get to scream when we are acting and it doesn’t hurt to stay in practice. Anyway, I was bored,” she replied, yawning.

“Bored? What sort of a reason is that to almost frighten me into an early grave. Really Galindë. You could have tried striking up a conversation with me instead,” complained Cenyon, quite annoyed with his sister. 

“I tried that earlier, but all I managed to get out of you were a couple of monosyllables that sounded more like grunts than real words. You can be quite insufferable at times. I wonder if I’ve ever told you that before?” she mused as they now rode side by side; their horses had quickly forgotten the previous fright, as the familiar tones of the bickering siblings now tumbled through their ears. 

“Yes, sister. I know I can be ‘quite insufferable’, for you will not let me forget it, and considering the fact that you remind me of this chief fault of mine every single day, the forgetting of it seems to elude me. I can’t imagine why,” groaned Cenyon in reply. 

Galindë continued, “Anyway, you told me there was an inn along this road where we could spend the night. And here we are, still riding along because you insisted that we keep going. It’s been simply ages since you even stopped replying to me with something resembling pleasant conversation. Is it any wonder that I was bored, dear Brother?” Galindë pouted. 

“Why don’t you try employing that admirable intellect you have been blessed with, by enjoying the solitude of deep thought, rather than continually batting at my poor eardrums with your tongue? I would have thought it would be quite sore by now.”

“Why you!” cried Galindë, suddenly angry. “You’re turning into a… a…” she sputtered, trying to think of a derisive enough term. 

“A what?” Cenyon rolled his eyes, constructing the expression with just enough movement for his sister to see, even in the dim light. 

“A stupid oaf, just like most men!” she cried. 

“Why sister dear!” Cenyon grinned, “I am but a man. What more do you expect?” He was goading her with great enjoyment on his part. 

A low hissing sound interrupted their argument with sudden fierceness. The horses started at the peculiar noise, and came to a halt. 

“What was that?” Galindë peered up the road into the direction of the sound. 

“I don’t know,” replied Cenyon urging his horse onwards. “Evidently the horses don’t like it, and neither do I.” 

“It almost sounded like a snake!” exclaimed Galindë, looking nervously about her. 

The hissing returned to grow in volume and vehemence. Fear struck both riders and horses, which were barely held in place by strong tugs on the reins. For a moment, the hissing stopped and they waited expectantly. 

“There’s someone on the road,” said Cenyon as the pounding of oncoming hooves now became apparent. The hooves sounded strangely hollow as they rang upon the adamant surface of the road with metallic brilliance. From overhead, storm clouds suddenly scattered across the night sky, snuffing out the small candles of the stars with inky tendrils, thickening with the rolling drumbeat of thunder. Suddenly Galindë’s horse reared and pawed wildly at the air, before dashing off into the woods. Cenyon fought to gain control of his own mount. Pulling the horse into a sharp circle, he dug his heels into its flanks and gave chase. 

The hissing seemed to strike ferociously at Galindë, coming at all sides as her horse careened through the trees galloping wildly in terrified flight. With a roar, the heavens opened and rain drummed down in a soaking torrent. Cenyon urged his horse after Galindë’s with all his might. Rain stung his face as he leant forward in pursuit. 

Abruptly, lightning struck at a wizened tree, and Galindë’s horse reared and spun madly around, flinging her to the sodden ground, before continuing its frantic escape through the trees. 

“Galindë!” cried Cenyon pulling up his horse. In one unbroken movement he dismounted as in flight and was by her side pulling her up out of the mud almost as soon as she had been thrown. 

“I’m all right!” she gasped when Cenyon helped her to her feet. Her actions belied her words though, for she flung herself into his arms trembling from fright. Thunder rolled overhead and she clutched at her brother all the more. Galindë had always been terrified of thunderstorms, and this was no exception. Her brother embraced her fiercely, glad that she was only frightened, her familiar dread of storms was something he knew how to handle. 

“It’s all right Lindie, I’m here,” She looked up at his concerned face and the relief that washed over his features, then promptly burst into tears. 

“Don’t cry, Lindie, I’m wet enough,” Cenyon tried to console her with humour, knowing that Galindë cried mostly out of fear or anger. She looked up at him and tried to smile through her tears. 

“Come!” he urged. “We can’t stay here. We need to find shelter of some sort.” 

Lightning flashed across the sky followed shortly thereafter by a booming roll of thunder from the heavens. Cenyon’s horse pawed at the ground as Galindë clutched tightly to her brother. Turning, he made to grab the reins of the horse to steady it when lightning flashed brightly again. A hideous stone face stared down at them from a broken column, its wicked mouth leering with a sinister grin. Galindë screamed and fell into a dead faint. With a loud whinny, the horse reared and broke Cenyon’s hold on the reins, dashing off into the tumult of the rain. 

Cursing both his horse and the storm, Cenyon looked up at the stone face with perplexion and fear as he held his sister’s limp body. Heavy drops of rain continued to pummel him from above. 

“Who on Middle Earth could have made such a hideous thing?” he wondered.

Clutching his sister to his breast he gathered all of his powerful strength and raced for a nearby grove of trees. The heavens now opened up with great flints of hail, falling as silvered daggers down upon the hapless two. Cenyon cast his cloak over the two of them as he knelt with Galindë in his arms. 

As quickly as the storm had begun, it finished with an incisive hush. Galindë lay still and quiet as Cenyon peered out from beneath his cloak. Around them, the ground lay white and broken with the skeletal remains of hailstones. The gnarled trees overhead seemed almost to sigh with relief as a cool, crisp breeze began to play amongst their branches. Looking about him, Cenyon could make out through the fingers of broken darkness, the ruins of many such similar columns to the one that they had encountered earlier. He could see that they were ensconced within a fairly large circle of riven and shrivelled trees with the ruins embedded in the middle. The darkness lay like a sombre shroud upon them preventing Cenyon from further discovery. His chief concern was for his sister who still lay quietly in his arms. Cenyon looked down at Galindë. He could see that she had fallen into a deep swoon and was somewhat glad of it, for now that the storm had abated, he was certain that these eerie surrounds, would only serve to frighten her more. 

The breeze, which had previously begun to play softly in the whispering leaves overhead, blew its bitter breath upon them with increasing force. Cenyon looked up in dismay at the wild gyrations of the branches as the trees now joined in the macabre dance of the wind. An eidolic moaning sounded through the boughs above, seeming to gather in sinister mayhem, as the wind now blew upon them with gale like force. 

“Sweet Eru!” cried Cenyon, as he picked up Galindë and ran with all his might, into open space as a branch came crashing down upon the spot where they had just sheltered. 

He looked wildly at the circle of trees; the wind suddenly dropped and expectant stillness closed in upon him. A sudden hiss made him jump nervously to the side, thinking that a snake was preparing to strike from some hidden position in the dark. Looking down, Cenyon could see that he now stood on a smooth surface of stone, almost circular in appearance. The strangest thing of all was that none of the hail that had previously fallen lay on this place. It was almost as if it had either deliberately fallen around it in a circle of fractured madness, or else had melted almost immediately. 

“What is this place?” he wondered half out loud. The hissing sound returned, at once sharper and more pronounced than before as did the wind, which sprang up with renewed ferocity. Pounding hooves again drummed towards him, the hollow sound permeated the grove where he stood, ruthlessly reverberating off the trees as if they were walls of iron. An assortment of leaf litter and debris, driven by a roaring wind, assaulted Cenyon as the hooves drew closer. 

Cenyon ran out of the circle towards a low-lying wall and flung himself down across Galindë’s unconscious form. With a sudden rush, the menacing wind heaved overhead as a leaden weight, threatening to crush his soul with malefic potency. An abrupt thud upon the turf beyond, and departing hoof beats told Cenyon that a horse had leapt over their position. Looking up quickly, he could see neither mount nor rider, although it was quite clear from the sound that a horse danced about somewhere within the grove. 

As there was nothing to impede his ability to see the animal, but the dark of night, Cenyon decided to act. Standing up, adrenalin coursing through his veins, he threw the still unconscious Galindë over his shoulder and made to climb over the low wall. A sudden dread pierced his heart, threatening to overwhelm his senses as fear bound his feet to the damp soil. Cenyon felt his resolve weakening as his knees buckled beneath him. He could almost feel the weight of a great hand pressing down upon him, malevolence personified as it crushed him to the ground. Great beads of sweat dropped from his brow as he fought to stand again with all his might. Success eluded him; he felt himself being pressed forward to the earth. 

From somewhere deep within the recesses of his memory, Cenyon remembered the Elven prayers his mother had taught him as a child. He grasped at them now, as a drowning man would clutch at a sliver of grass. 

“A Elbereth Gilthoniel.” 

His voice barely above a whisper, Cenyon struggled to rise to his feet, as he repeated the first line, now louder with renewed confidence.

“A Elbereth Gilthoniel silvren penna mîrie,” he continued as the pressing weight dissipated enough allowing him to stand. 

The evil hand seemed to loosen its grasp and withdraw momentarily. Cenyon almost felt its wicked fingers release him with a hiss as if they had been burned with a hot iron. 

“O menel aglar elenath!” 

He leapt over the wall, galvanized with renewed urgency. Running blindly through the trees, back toward the direction of the road, Cenyon continued to chant the prayer.

 “Na-chaered palan-díriel o galadhremmin ennorath.” 

He could feel the evil force which had assailed him hesitate and fade, as he lengthened his stride and distanced himself from the place where both he and his sister had apparently been driven. Even so, he was not about to cease his recitation until he was safely back on the road again. 

Seeing a gap in the trees, he leapt through with a shout.

 “Fanuilos, le linnathon nef aear, sí nef aearon!” 

Skidding to a halt he found himself in the path of two horses, each with an elven rider.

~~~

Pippin and Rilith were returning from a long ride, seeking out rare herbs for the kitchen of The Burping Troll Inn. The threat of rain had cut their search short, although they had not anticipated a storm so ferocious. When the torrent stopped, they bid their mounts to slow to a trot while they shook themselves off and squeezed water from drenched garments. 

Having gotten as much of the excess water out of their clothing and hair as possible they leaned forward with the intent of spurring their horses on to a gallop. However, the animals snorted, pulling back as a man careered into the road. At the same moment, the elves heard an unnatural whisper sweep past them and with it came a chill of sudden terror. Pippin immediately reached for her bow; Rilith dismounted, drawing her sword.

“What in all Arda was that?" Pippin hissed in Sindarin. 

She eyed the man warily, noticing he carried a prone body on his shoulder, and that his glance flickered distractedly between the elves and the looming forest.

“I do not know," Rilith replied, her eyes never leaving the man, "nor would I like to find out." 

Warily, she approached the stranger whose pale face and laboured breathing spoke of fear and exertion. His gaze seemed slowly to focus on the drawn blade.

Pippin crinkled her brow. This mortal and his burden did not seem the source of danger, rather its victims. 

"Who are they?" she asked dropping her bow to her side and replacing her arrow gently into the quiver.

 The man watched this gesture with a measured stare, weighing them up no doubt, as they did him.

"How am I to know? Shall we ask him? I feel certain that the person of whom you speak would surely be able to tell you more than I could," Rilith said swiftly with her usual haughtiness. 

Pippin smiled and dismounted; the moment of startled fear had passed. She shook her soaking cloak out and walked over to Rilith's side. 

Sheathing her sword Rilith eyed the tall, fair-haired mortal with caution. The elves bowed with short nods. 

Colour was returning to the man's face. "Mae Govannen," he said, with a degree of composure.

"Well met to you also sir. May we enquire why you felt it necessary to jump upon the road shouting the ancient tongue like that?" Rilith asked stiffly in the Common Speech. She stepped closer to get a better view of the body laying limp across his shoulder, noting it was a young woman, also tall and fair, who now stirred slightly.

'Not dead at least,' Rilith thought.

The other elf took a gentler approach. "I am called Pippin, and my friend is Rilith. Perhaps you would also tell us your name and that of the person you carry." 

The man blinked and recalled the weight upon his shoulder. He gently lowered the wakening girl, shifting her into the cradle of his arms. Pippin smiled at the tenderness of the act.

Accepting the security of this present company, the man explained, "My name is Cenyon and this is my sister, Galindë. The storm has been terrible and her horse quite lost its wits. Both our mounts are now straying. We've been travelling for some considerable time, hoping to find an inn where we might stay." 

"The inn we can help you with," said Pippin, noting Rilith's cautionary look. 'Still unable to trust strangers,' she thought.

The older, auburn-haired elf took the younger one aside. "What are you thinking?" Rilith demanded in elvish. "We do not know from whence they come, or their intentions!" 

Pippin shook her head in frustration. "It is raining. There is a storm. It is utter misery out here, and I am not of a mind for abandoning anyone in this weather if they are seeking an inn. An inn that, I might remind you, is known for welcoming friendly visitors. I'd hate to ruin that reputation."

She began to head towards her mount but Rilith's answer stopped her. 

"Friendly visitors, yes. But these ... Pippin, he is carrying an unconscious woman who he claims to be his sister. That is all we know!" 

Grimacing, Pippin responded. “I, for one, am going to take him at his word." 

She turned again to leave. "And since they are mortal, they are likely to get sick if they stay out in this weather any longer." 

Cenyon's voice responded, also in Sindarin, "My sister is already in a grave condition."

Rilith and Pippin blinked in unison. The man both understood and spoke Sindarin. Rilith muttered something under her breath and turned on her heel to mount her horse. Pippin called the other horse over to her and leapt astride. Then she smiled warmly at Cenyon. "Pass Galindë up to me. I will see she has a safe journey to the inn."

The man lifted his sister into the arms of the red-haired elven maid, seating her securely in front. "I'll follow as and when I can," he reassured the silent, pale Galindë.

Rilith sighed and looked towards the sky. “Come, you will ride with me," she commanded. 

Venturing a smile of gratitude, Cenyon nodded then swiftly hauled himself up behind the elf. Pippin watched him as he debated where to rest his hands. On Rilith's slender waist? He dare not. He eventually settled his palms on his thighs and hoped the ride would be gentle. Then Cenyon caught the younger elf's amused glance and rolled his eyes. Pippin winked back, relieved that Rilith was unaware of the exchange.

As the horses set off, the young man realised that his desperate prayer had been answered. He silently thanked Elbereth. All he wanted now was to be somewhere warm and dry, and to see Galindë recovered.

Some time later, through the wet darkness Cenyon was able to make out a building with lights glowing inside. His hair dripped into his eyes and he reached to brush it away again, only to have it fall back into place. The path from the road to the inn had turned to mud. Puddles reflected the light of the windows, illuminating their approach. It looked a comfortable enough place, just as Cenyon had hoped it would be. The Burping Troll was reputed for its warm welcome as he had told Galindë, though he had not reported to her its notoriety for strangeness. He glanced quickly over to his sister who was slumped only half-awake in the arms of Pippin.

Rilith guided her horse towards the front porch of the inn and stopped there. Dismounting, Cenyon thanked her as a call came up from behind. "Meri, do you have room for two more for supper?" Pippin shouted in a most un-elven way. 

Turning swiftly, Cenyon saw that the door of the inn was open, revealing the silhouette of a small hobbit lass framed in the light of the hall beyond. 

"Of course we do! Oh my, OH MY!" Meri exclaimed as she noticed the wan form of Galindë. The hobbit hurried straight out the door and down the stairs to the muddy ground by Pippin's horse. Cenyon swallowed his amazement and lifted his sister gently back into his arms while Meri stood back and watched wide-eyed. Smiling weakly, Galindë whispered, "Are we at the inn?"

"Yes we are," Cenyon confirmed, his long legs striding towards the warmth of The Troll. Meri pattered fast behind him, nearly dropping her wooden spoon in the process. 

"Do not worry, she is only shocked and cold." Cenyon reassured the bustling halfling. 

As the three entered the inn, Rilith and Pippin could hear the beginnings of many commands to various residents: 'Fetch something dry for the girl', 'Find some blankets', and 'For goodness’ sake, don't stand there gawking!' Meri, the elves thought to themselves, was taking charge as usual. 

Rilith chuckled and departed for the stud pens, whilst Pippin headed towards the stable. With elven swiftness they groomed and dried their mounts then entered the welcome warmth of the inn. Some questions were in need of answers.

Life was suddenly moving at a strange pace, Cenyon mused. In what seemed mere moments after entering The Burping Troll, Galindë had been whisked away by a bevy of hobbit lasses for a hot bath followed by a warm bed. Meanwhile, two young male elves had been instructed to see that he was cared for. They sat across from him: Aerio and Gambesul. Though the pair had encouraged him to also take a bath, or at least change into dry clothes, Cenyon was determined to do nothing until he had seen his sister safely tucked up in bed. While he awaited the summons of the hobbits, he did agree to eat a bowl of thick, meaty soup.

"Good isn't it?" Aerio remarked as Cenyon savoured his first spoonful.

"It's wonderful," the young man replied.

The other elf grinned widely. "Hobbit cooking always is."

Rilith and Pippin joined the three at the table, but held back on their questions while the man was eating. Instead they fetched themselves plates of hot food from the currently deserted kitchen.

Soon all Cenyon's soup was gone, along with the thick slab of buttered bread that accompanied it. He was just taking his first sip from a tankard of ale when Meri reappeared. "You can see your sister now, and then it’s a hot bath for you, sir, if I have to throw you in myself."

Laughing, Cenyon stood up to follow the little hobbit. Amusement animated his previously drawn face. 'Handsome,' Pippin realised as she acknowledged the thanks he gave to all four elves.

Rilith scowled at the man's departing back, but Pippin just chuckled and remarked, "It can wait till morning." 

Chapter 2 - Shadows and Songs

April 20th – Morning, behind the stables

Early the next day, Rilith leant over a moist wooden fence. The rain had cleared but the sky still hung low and grey with clouds. Having completed her morning chores in the stud pens, she now watched the graceful dance of her two horses. She would train the buckskin stallion, Linta, later in the day; for now her mind swayed to the rhythm of hoof beats. 

“Hauta,” she spoke gently as the grey, Silvermane, playfully tried to kick Linta. 

Silvermane obeyed with a snort before rounding the pen and gently halting in front of Rilith. He had missed Linta’s company while they had been out riding yesterday. Pippin's horse, Maegloth, did not enjoy the grey's tricks as much as Linta, but then the buckskin was young and had yet to learn the indignation of grace that Maegloth had. 

A damp wind blew across the grounds of The Troll. More rain was coming, that was for sure. Rilith laughed gently as Linta strolled up to the grey and nickered at his ear. This act alone provoked a strong kick before Silvermane charged off once again. 

Feeling satisfied that the two were well, Rilith wound round the back of The Troll to the kitchen garden, heading along the same invisible path she took every morning. Before passing through the inn to the bathrooms, she was interrupted. 

“Morning, Rilith,” came Pippin’s call from the porch. 

The red-haired maiden gracefully compassed the steps and strode to meet Rilith. They each bowed in greeting before Rilith noticed that her friend seemed slightly distracted. Her quizzical look noted, Pippin directed them both silently to the stables. Once inside, the familiar odors entered their senses. The hayloft smelt fresh, as the clear air from outside stole in through minute gaps in the walls. The stalls, however, were a different story. 

“What concerns you, Pippin?” Rilith asked turning to face her. 

“Oh, nothing much. I was just thinking that perhaps we ought to try to gather the horses and belongings of Cenyon and Galindë,” Pippin said. “And I wanted to know if you have seen either of them about this morning. There are some things I would like to know about what happened to them, and I cannot ask till I find them awake.” 

Rilith’s left eyebrow arched curiously. “I have not seen either of them yet. It would not surprise me, though, if they stayed in their rooms till lunchtime. They were both extremely tired and soaked through. Perhaps you should talk to Meri or Belegalda. They may know more about the condition of the girl now.” 

Rilith paused but as Pippin gazed at her expectantly, she added, “The girl was reportedly well when they left her last night, and her brother soon took to his own room.” With this, Rilith turned on her heel to leave.

“Are you worried about the strangers?” Pippin asked playfully.

“Nay.” The older elf glanced back. “Only standing guard. Strangeness was in the air and everything whispered when we met them on the road. I want to be sure those two are not part of the problem.” 

Pippin nodded in agreement. Something chill and suppressed had filled her thoughts during the night; she had never felt anything quite like it before. Sighing, Pippin accepted that naught could be understood till they knew what had happened to the siblings. “Let’s go and wait for them in the common room,” she suggested.

“I have to train Linta,” protested Rilith. But, as she urgently wished to know more about the strangers, she conceded, “As it is now too late to have a bath, I suppose I may join you. Yet, only for a little while.”

Together, the elves quietly left the stables. As one they entered the common room and took up a position in view of the stairs to the rooms above. Silently, patiently, they waited while eating whatever breakfast dishes the hobbits placed before them. 

~~~

The silver haired Eldar, Celebsul, stepped through the inn door followed by Aerio and Gambesul. Spotting the elven maids still tucking in to scrambled egg and toast, they elected to join them.

"Waiting to pounce on the flotsam and jetsam you rescued?" Aerio teased Rilith, a smirk lifting the corners of his mouth.

"I do not pounce, and the pair could not be fairly described in such a manner," Rilith stated imperiously.

Aerio sniffed. "They were exceedingly wet, bedraggled and forlorn." 

Before the debate could go further, Celebsul took a seat and asked, "What is all this about? Did you rescue someone?" He looked enquiringly into Pippin's aquamarine eyes.

"Yes, we did," the redhead replied brightly. "A brother and sister whose horses had panicked and fled in the storm about an hour south down the road. We brought them here. The girl seemed in a particularly bad way." 

"It was fortunate you were there to help them," Celebsul observed.

Frowning slightly, Pippin continued, "We think something more than the storm frightened them." 

Rilith nodded in agreement then went on to describe the strange events. When she finished, Aerio scoffed, "The man surprised you; the rest you must have imagined. I've been up and down that stretch of road more times than I care to enumerate, and I have never felt anything such as you describe."

"Neither have we," Rilith said in clipped tones. "And we have also travelled the road often." 

"Peace." Celebsul smiled gently. "I'm sure these rescued people … do they have names?"

"The man is called Cenyon and his sister is Galindë," Pippin volunteered.

The Eldar nodded his thanks. "I'm sure Cenyon and Galindë will be able to tell us more."

"That is what we thought," Rilith stated.

A sudden shout of "Cenyon" made all their heads turn, as Aerio hailed the tall, young man descending the staircase. 

Cenyon smiled, recognising four of the elves from the previous evening. He strode across to greet them, reciting each of their names as he nodded courteously, "Rilith, Pippin, Aerio, Gambesul." Then realising he did not know the fifth elf, he said, "Good morning to you also, sir."

"And good morning to you, Cenyon," Celebsul replied, offering his name and asking the man to join them for breakfast. 

As Cenyon sat down, Celebsul continued, "How is your sister? I hear she was ill when she arrived."

Casting his pale blue eyes briefly back to the stairway, the man responded, "Better, but not fully recovered. The hobbit, Meri, has taken her something to eat, but suggested she stay in bed for at least another day."

Conversation paused as another hobbit lass, Camellia, brought a tray of hot food for them. She smiled brightly, placing fresh dishes on the table then removing those all ready emptied by Pippin and Rilith. As she turned to go, she ordered cheerfully, "Eat up and call for more if you wish."

Pippin and Rilith patiently bit back their curiosity as they once again found themselves waiting for the man to finish eating. However, after just a few minutes, Celebsul asked conversationally, "You lost your horses I hear. Did you lose all your possessions also?"

"Yes, we did. Everything except what we were wearing or had in our pockets. These clothes belong to one of your rangers," Cenyon confessed, plucking at the sleeve of his tunic. "Mine are apparently 'in the wash'. I'm extremely grateful for the kindness you have all shown me and my sister."

"Hospitality is our business," Celebsul replied, waving a piece of toast dismissively. "And we will help you to find your mounts and belongings. If you feel up to it, you can join us in the search. We have spare horses."

"I had intended to go back by myself," the man explained. "But I must admit it would be a relief to have company. I was not looking forward to returning to that place."

Four pairs of elven eyes suddenly widened, but Celebsul took a sip of tea and asked nonchalantly over the rim of his cup, "Oh, why is that?"

Shaking his head, Cenyon replied, "At the risk of sounding like a fool, it was more than the storm that frightened our horses, and ourselves I might add. There were strange ruins, and I heard a rider … " 

Cenyon paused and set down the fork that had begun to tremble in his hand. The younger elves listened with breathless intensity as he resumed his account. "A rider that I could not see. A horse leapt over me, I heard it and felt it, but it was not there. Then a weight came upon me, as if the night itself had gathered into a force pushing me down. Galindë was unconscious. I tried to get her away, but the evil I felt was too great. I recalled the prayer to Elbereth and began to recite it … and it worked. I could move. We escaped."

As the man finished his tale, silence ensued; the small audience needed to absorb and analyse his words. Pippin and Rilith exchanged a look then Rilith turned to Aerio with raised eyebrows and a challenging glare. Maintaining a bland expression, Aerio slowly raised his own brows in return.

Pippin broke the silence. "We felt something following you, Cenyon, but only for a moment. Whatever it was, you were right to feel afraid."

"If anything of what you experienced remains, then we better go in a group," Celebsul observed. "The six of us should be sufficient to look after each other. We are not dealing here with living enemies and, if necessary, the words of the Valar will be our shields."

"If no one objects, I think I will also take some solid weapons," Rilith commented as she rose from her chair. "Pippin and I have finished our breakfasts. We will get the horses ready."

As Rilith swept from the room, the younger elf maiden trailed in her wake, casting a departing grin over her shoulder. Gambesul crammed a last spoonful of scrambled egg into his mouth, then punched Aerio on the arm. "Let's get our things. I really want to see this place."

Usually it was Aerio who dashed off first, but he glanced instead at his master, receiving a subtle nod of agreement and reading the clear instructions in the Eldar's grey eyes. The two elven lads now followed the maids from the room, leaving Celebsul and the man alone. 

Cenyon studied his tablemate with brief glances. This elf seemed older and somewhat different than the others, engendering a feeling of trust and friendship that he hoped was warranted. "Shall we leave the remainder of our breakfast and join the others?" he asked, not knowing how best to behave under the circumstances.

Celebsul smiled and, although rising to push his own chair toward the table, he bid Cenyon not to rush. 

"Take your time. Eat. Our horses and weapons will be ready when we are. You have provoked much curiosity and thus haste. But I suspect that which awaits us has done so for centuries. It won't mind the delay as much as our younger elves will. I'll meet you outside shortly." 

Grinning at the sight of Cenyon wolfing down his food regardless, Celebsul headed up the stairs to the rangers’ office. He knocked quietly and entered when he heard a slightly frustrated, “Come in.” 

Celebsul crossed the threshold to find the dark-haired captain of the Burping Troll rangers all but buried beneath a stack of paperwork. 

Upon seeing the elf, Captain Halbarad promptly put down his pen, clearly pleased with the interruption, “Good Morning, Cel.” 

The elf raised an eyebrow and chuckled. 

“Busy?” 

Hal snorted. 

“You could say that.” 

“This can wait –“ Cel began, with a twinkle in his eye. 

“No!” the ranger said a bit too eagerly, “Please. Sit.”

Celebsul nodded and sat down. He related Cenyon’s tale and asked Hal if he knew of the place the young man had described. 

“Yes, we’ve passed by there, but it’s overgrown with weeds and we’ve never encountered anything more threatening than a fox,” he replied thoughtfully. 

“I’m joining Cenyon and a rather large elven entourage in a moment to look for the missing horses and baggage. Would you like me to report any findings when we return?” Celebsul offered, glancing towards the window.

Hal stood up and looked outside, chuckling at the sight of the younger elves eagerly making ready for the journey. Although, to most people the elves’ calm faces would have belied their excitement, Hal, the ranger and friend of these fair folk, knew better. “I appreciate your offer and I accept. As much as I’d like to go myself…” he trailed off as he eyed the pile of documents on his desk. Then he added, "Though I trust that all there will be to find are horses and saddlebags." 

With a grin of agreement, Celebsul bid Halbarad farewell.

Cenyon had just stepped outside when the Eldar joined him. They found their steeds and weapons waiting. While Rilith and Pippin were riding elven style, the other elves' horses were saddled and bridled. Celebsul took his sword from the porch, where Cenyon also found his own. Aerio held the reins of a tall, bay mare and gestured to Cenyon that this would be his mount. The man threw himself into the saddle, Celebsul leapt upon his own grey mare, then as one, the group departed south.

~~~

There was a shadow, so faint no eye could detect it; something that only just existed, but exist it did - at last. 

A chill wind blew, becoming yet colder as it howled through the tattered shadow. But the tenuous form did not dissipate. It continued to be. The wind fled.

Now no creature ventured near, not fox, nor bird, nor even spider. Wildflowers drooped, then withered. Even the leaves hung limply on the twisted branches of nearby trees. Life departed in whatever way it could from this place.

~~~

Azaelia, the elf, smiled to herself as she inhaled the inviting aroma of bacon and eggs emanating from the kitchen of The Troll. Her husband, Brillamen, home from his duties for a few days was sleeping late. When Azaelia slipped out, Tigerlily, their baby, was snuggled under his arm snoring lightly. 

Now Azaelia headed to The Troll for a bite of breakfast and some much needed alone time. As she strolled in through the back, door a hobbity hurricane blew past her and up the stairs, spraying Azaelia with a few drops of water from the pitcher she carried.

“Sorry Azaelia!” Meri called out over her shoulder.

“It’s quite al-“ Azaelia began but was cut off by the sound of a door shutting.

She stood at the foot of the stairs looking up in bewilderment. After a moment, a curly head popped out and looked down at her, “Oh Azaelia, you’re still there! Could you please get a couple of clean rags and bring them up?”

“Of course!” Azaelia replied and headed off to the linen closet wondering what all the fuss was about. Thankful for hobbit organization, she immediately found the clean rags in the perfectly arranged closet then headed back to the room into which Meri had disappeared.

She opened the door cautiously and peeked inside. Upon the bed lay a young woman with smooth skin and beautiful features. Her face was flush and twisted into a pained expression.

At Azaelia’s intake of breath and look of concern, Meri began to explain in hushed tones, “She’s burning up with fever. Her name is Galindë. Rilith and Pippin found her and her brother, Cenyon, last night on the road. They were both soaked to the skin. Apparently the girl’s horse got spooked, threw her and now she has a bit of a gash on her forehead. The poor dear, she’s probably caught pneumonia out there in all that cold rain.”

Azaelia gave the rags to Meri who laid one on the table and dipped one in the water she had just brought. She wrung out the cloth and gently laid it on the girl’s head, being careful not to disturb the bandaged wound. Then she turned to the elf.

 “Could you sit with her a while? Belegalda says she shouldn’t be left alone and I’ve got to help finish up breakfast. We’re a little short-handed in the kitchen this morning with Erin and Sevi both away and Pippin gone with Rilith and the others to find Galindë's and Cenyon's horses … and to investigate.”

“Investigate?” Azaelia inquired.

“Yes, they think that something unusual spooked Galindë's horse and they’ve gone to find out what it is. At least that’s what I could gather from the bit I overheard,” Meri related, then seeing Azaelia’s raised brow and slight grin she blushed a little and began to stammer, “I - I wasn’t eavesdropping! They were speaking plain as day for all to hear! If they don’t want people to hear their conversation they shouldn’t have it right in the middle of the common room! Humph!” This last she said a little indignantly with her hands on her hips although still quietly because she didn’t want to disturb Galindë.

Azaelia smiled, working hard to suppress a giggle.

 “No one doubts that any information you acquire while hearing others’ conversations will most certainly be used for the good of all concerned.”

“I hope so!” Meri replied, then changing the subject she added, “By the way, where’s Tigerlily?”

"She and her father are sleeping in this morning," Azaelia explained.

"Ah, how sweet they must look," Meri sighed, a fond look in her eyes.

"And I will be happy to sit with Galindë for a while," Azaelia continued, winking, " It isn't often that I have two free hands! Go! Finish breakfast!"

"Thanks for your help!" Meri answered. 

 "Belegalda will probably be in soon to check on her," she added as she quietly closed the door behind her.

When the door was shut, Azaelia watched the still figure of the girl before her.  The expression of pain was still there and it caused a lump to form in her throat. ‘What if this were my daughter lying here in such misery?’ She quickly banished those thoughts from her head. Why was it that now that she was a mother, every tragedy or hurt suffered by others wormed its way into her mind, causing her to imagine those same horrible things happening to her own child? What would she do? How would she react? How would she help her own daughter get through it? 

The mother elf picked up the rag, pressed her hand to Galindë's forehead and furrowed her brow. She dipped the rag into the water and began sponging the girl’s face. Wetting the rag again she folded it and rested it back on the fevered head. As she performed these ministrations, she began to sing. Azaelia was no healer but she knew the power of song over the mind and spirit. And, after all, if it were her daughter in this terrible state, that’s exactly what she would do for her. She closed her eyes and took the girl’s right hand into both of her own, gently massaging the palm with her thumbs.

Before long, Azaelia heard someone enter the room and opened her eyes to see Belegalda standing there. He made a sign for her to continue her song and strode towards the bed to examine his patient. When Azaelia looked down, she was surprised to see that the girl’s face was smooth and peaceful. She didn’t look pained any more but her breath was still shallow and ragged.

The resident healer elf of The Burping Troll felt the girl’s cheek and examined her intently. After a moment, he took her other hand and began singing in harmony with Azaelia, strengthening her song. Soon the intense color began to fade from Galindë’s cheeks and her breathing became regular.

The music ended and Azaelia looked to Belegalda, “I didn’t think my song was doing that much, I just didn’t know what else to do.”

“You did well. I don’t believe that we would have done much good if she wasn’t coming out of it anyway. I believe that the fever comes in cycles and nothing I’ve been able to do can change that. However, with the singing, she is able to rest more fully.” He paused in his explanation. “I haven’t heard that song since my childhood, but am I mistaken or are those words that you used different than are normally sung?”

Azaelia chuckled. “The song came to mind because I’ve been teaching it to Tigerlily. And yes, the words are a bit … different.” Her eyes glazed over as if reliving a memory. “My sister and I composed the new words long ago.”

Belegalda looked intently at the elf before him as she brought herself back to the present. She smiled and asked, “So, is the illness that she suffers not of a physical nature then?”

“No, I believe it is not. There is something else at work here, but I haven’t been able to define it,” he explained. “If you are content with watching her for a while, I will report to Meri and then consult with Celebsul when he returns. She may awaken, but do not reveal too much to her. See what she remembers and have someone find me immediately.”

The healer turned to leave. “Thanks Bele, I will stay with her,” Azaelia smiled and shut the door behind him. 

Sitting again by the bed, Azaelia wandered in her own thoughts yet carefully watched the girl for any sign of change. Every once in a while she hummed the childhood tune that wouldn’t leave her mind.

Chapter 3 - For What Was Lost

April 20th – Late morning, road to Henneth Annûn

As the small company of riders progressed, Cenyon looked from side-to-side trying to regain his bearings and recognize his surroundings from the previous night. Where before he had only seen blackened, wet forest, he now noticed green and dripping trees looming out from the dissipating mist. The slosh of hooves in mud puddles soon became familiar and they continued at a steady pace for some time.

In front of the man rode the two headstrong elven apprentices, Aerio and Gambesul. Aerio's horse strode proudly, arching its neck as though it were showing off for the birds twittering in the tangled web of branches that whispered in the spring breeze. The horse's master swayed comfortably in his saddle, elven limbs moving fluidly in rhythm with the strides.

The elven maids followed behind the man, with Celebsul bringing up the rear. Cenyon glanced back at them then returned to watching the edge of the trail carefully for where he thought he had been the night before. He knew that the others were also keeping sharp eyes for the place, so there was little chance of them missing any signs.

Finally, the blonde elf pointed with one long arm to a small dip by the side of the road to the left. Pulling his horse to a halt, Aerio turned his head to his companions. "Might this be the place?"

The others looked in the direction he indicated. Cenyon squinted his eyes at distinct signs of a narrow path that had been hastily trampled. Though the marks were not as clear to him as they were to keen elvish sight, he recognized the place as the same. Pippin and Rilith affirmed Aerio's observation then together the party turned into the trees. 

Cenyon took the lead, to the indignation of Aerio. Though, out of courtesy, the elf did not say anything, Gambesul recognized the faint sour turn at the corners of his friend's mouth. 

"Aerio," he called by way of distraction. "Look up!" he said, pointing toward the sky.

A hawk circled the air high above them. Its wings tilting in the wind, the bird's black form stood out against the grey sky like a blot of ink on parchment. It circled once more, but instead of diving for whatever prey it had been hunting, it suddenly swerved to fly in the opposite direction. Thinking this behavior odd, the two apprentices watched it vanish before directing their attention back to the path.

"Ouch!" Pippin muttered, as they brushed close by another thorn bush. She remembered ruefully that the elf Nellas had warned her of the thorn-infested woods on the road that wound its way towards Henneth Annûn. 

During one occasion when The Troll was under attack and Meri had been hobbit-napped, Nellas and the trader, Sevilodorf, had taken a shortcut through the nearby forest to reach the outpost at Henneth Annûn. Both had returned cut and scratched from the pesky bushes.

Cenyon eyed Pippin’s scratch with concern but she shrugged it off and was about to urge her mount on when she pulled up again. On the ground ahead of the party she could make out different colors amid the grey and green of the underbrush. 

"Over there, do those look familiar?" she asked as she moved her horse so all could get a better view of the packs that lay on the ground. 

"Yes, those are mine; I wonder where Galindë's are?" Cenyon dismounted to swing one pack onto his back. The other he knotted onto the hook attached to his saddle. Rilith and Pippin dismounted, followed closely by Aerio and Gambesul.

Looking around, Celebsul considered how the area seemed drab and blighted. But, this was a land long under Mordor’s dominion and some places would take longer than others to recover from the years of abuse. The Eldar shook his head in gentle dismay. No flowers bloomed here. What green he could find clung tentatively to rocks and tree trunks. No wonder birdsong had abandoned these sorry branches.

Cenyon also examined the grim land before him. In the now crisp light of day, it did not seem as sinister as it had the night before. In fact, he could barely reconcile the brightly lit features of the forest with the limbs of trees that had reached out their raking claws from the shadows during his terrified flight the night before. However, he recognised, a short way in the distance, the gnarled trees under which he had taken shelter. Evidence of the ferocity of the storm lay round about; twisted branches of broken tree limbs and leaf litter lay strewn across the ground in a jumbled display of wreckage and abandoned inclemency. Though some scattered contents from his third pack decorated the ruinous scene before him, the horses were nowhere to be seen.

The four younger elves set themselves to exploring this place as Cenyon gathered his belongings. He intended to put them into the remaining bag. This had been trampled, a muddy hoof print stamped into its canvas, and it clung a little to the earth as Cenyon picked it up. He let out an involuntary gasp at the object revealed by the removal of the pack. Hearing the sound of astonishment, the other elves rushed over to him as he bent down to pick it up. In his hand he held the outer arc of what had once obviously been a goblet. Part of its metallic stem was still attached. Glinting feebly through its muddy visage, the leering face of a gruesome figure grinned up at them. 

Frowning slightly, Aerio peered at the broken vessel. "Not the fairest of countenances," he remarked.

"It's positively ugly," Pippin agreed, scowling with disgust.

"Well, whoever, whatever the face belonged to, it seems popular around here," Cenyon observed cryptically.

During this discussion, Celebsul had dismounted and walked over to join the others. "You have seen something like this before?" he asked. 

Cenyon nodded. "Yes, somewhere in this vicinity there is a column with a similar face atop. My sister fainted when she saw it. Scared the wits out of me as well."

Celebsul looked around at the trees that surrounded them. "Do you think you could lead us to the spot?"

“I think we were a little further north. If we head over in that direction, we may come upon it." The man pointed to a small break in the trees ahead.

"After you," Celebsul responded, inviting Cenyon to go first. 

Gathering their mounts, the company led them single file through the narrow gap between two gnarled trunks. As they emerged on the other side, the surreal landscape within the circle of trees greeted them with what seemed dismal longing. This was what the siblings had stumbled upon the night before. A soft sigh suddenly played in the leafy branches overhead and all looked up in surprise before gazing once again upon the broken chaos before them.

Here, a jumble of ruined columns and low lying walls carved their way around a circular stone floor in the centre of the grove. They gleamed white as bare bones in the etched sunlight against the brown earth, which strained with muddy fingertips at their roots. At the foot of each broken column, scattered stones lay in small heaps. But one pillar stood less damaged and taller than the rest. 

The group tethered their horses. As though drawn by its past grandeur, they found their feet tracing the stony path that led towards the central pillar. Silently, they looked up to see a familiar visage. With wide grinning features, the grotesque gargoyle laughed silently atop its stone support 

"Hello again, handsome," Pippin muttered dryly, to break the silence.

Rilith just sighed and shook her head. She wondered why the ancient architects of this place should celebrate such apparent malice as this carving embodied. Taking a careful step towards the column, she peered up at the figure. Its twisted features bothered her somehow. It was like nothing she had seen before, at least in her woods.

With a dismissive sniff, Aerio lowered his gaze then rolled his eyes at Gambesul in a gesture echoing Rilith's thoughts.

"How he's managed to stay on his perch amidst all this wreckage is a mystery," Gambesul mused, his fingers tracing lightly along a pitted rut in the column.

Looking back up at the carving, Aerio chewed his lip. Yes, that was indeed an enigma, and one that interested him more than tales of 'eerie feelings'. "The face is only slightly eroded, much less so than the surrounding stones. I wonder from which material it was fashioned?"

Celebsul remained silent. He turned slowly and walked back across the circular stone floor. Cenyon followed.

Soon, the Eldar paused, pointing towards the tumble of stones beyond the columns. "So, this is where you stood for a moment before taking shelter against that low wall over there?" 

Cenyon cast an eye over his shoulder. "Yes, that would be right. That is where I felt the invisible rider leap over us. I know it was dark, but it shouldn't have been so dark that I could not see him." The young man shuddered at the memory, and Celebsul gently laid a hand upon his shoulder.

"Come, we should go in search of your horses." He grinned wryly as he looked back and noted Aerio's intense examination of the ruins. The two apprentices were in the full throes of a debate over the construction of the pillar and carving. He could see Rilith tapping her foot impatiently in response.

Deciding to leave their mounts grazing in the long grass near the trees, Celebsul and Cenyon strode back in the direction they had come, after a brief word with the others.

On arrival at the place where Cenyon's packs had originally been found, the silver haired elf examined the trampled earth momentarily.

"This way," he directed, striking east through the broken trees. For a while, all light seemed to have been sucked away, as frail sunrays struggled wanly through the thick canopy above. Cenyon wondered how the horses could have possibly broken through the dense forest but was soon convinced by the sight of one of Galindë's packs hanging from the twisted limb of a tree.

Eventually they broke out into the sunlight again. Cenyon blinked a little at the contrasting brightness to the dim recesses of the forest they had walked through.

"I believe those might be your wandering mounts over there," pointed Celebsul, undisturbed by the sudden brilliance of the day.

Two horses stood in the centre of a wide-open space before them. They started slightly at the sudden intrusion of people, and looked up at them, nostrils flaring as they sought to catch their scent.

After waiting for a brief moment, man and elf walked together across the field with arms outstretched in a gesture of containment to the animals that waited patiently, ruminating over the blades of grass at their disposal. As he got closer, Cenyon could see that his horse's saddle and blanket had slipped down the side of its girth. 

The gelding gave a welcoming whinny to Cenyon but Galindë's mare merely eyed them both with quiet disdain.

'She is just like her mistress,' thought Cenyon dismissing her in turn as he eyed his own mount warily, aware that a sudden movement from his horse might dislodge the saddle altogether. That could cause the animal to bolt again, and possibly result in injury with the saddle unattached as it was.

Celebsul stepped forward. He too had noted the loose saddle. 

The tall chestnut gelding whinnied his recognition of Cenyon again and began to trot eagerly towards him. Suddenly the saddle slipped further, causing the horse to jump as the girth strap flicked around his legs. 

"Collnaur!" the young man called his mount by name. "Dartho 'wador telithon!" 

Celebsul looked enquiringly at Cenyon, a little surprised both at his sudden, easy use of Sindarin, and the fact that the horse, addressed as brother and bid to keep still, dutifully obeyed his master's command. He watched with interest as Cenyon walked confidently towards his mount, placing a firm but loving hand upon the animal's muzzle as he continued to whisper in Elvish with the horse blowing gently into his face in response.

"Vi band im le garo, vi band, band," the man soothed, reassuring the animal that it was safe. 

Collnaur nickered gently in reply. 

"Im ista. Le goe!" Cenyon said forgivingly, "Of course you were afraid. In fact, I don't mind admitting that I was too."

The horse's eyes rolled, flashing white. Then the gelding tossed his head, nudging his master in the process. 

"Al gwador?" the young man asked, laughingly. "Le gosta?" Turning to the elf, Cenyon explained, "My 'brother' indicates that he was terrified."

Celebsul's eyebrow rose at this. He maintained a bemused expression while continuing to observe closely. After firmly commanding the gelding to stand still, Cenyon walked around to the horse's side, and with deft fingers, removed the hanging saddle. All the while, the horse stood stock still in an almost comical pose of obedience. As Celebsul followed the interaction between man and horse, he wondered whether Cenyon was fully aware just how much the animal actually understood him. When the young man had empathized about fear, the horse had responded with a memory of blind terror. Cenyon's subsequent words echoed that recollection. The theory that Celebsul had been musing since he first saw this man began to take firm substance.

After carefully checking the tack, and finding them undamaged, Cenyon placed first the blanket, followed by the saddle, upon the horse's back. As he tightened the girth straps, he continued his reassuring words. 

"Now, I know you weren't the guilty party last night, Collnaur. It was your flighty sister who started all of this in the first place. I'm just glad you had the sense to stay with her."

Celebsul lent his assistance by holding the reins while the man fastened the saddle straps. At Cenyon's words, the horse swept a great nod of his head, butting into the elf's chest as he did so. Both Celebsul and Cenyon laughed but then the man turned with a rueful grin.

"Sorry about that, Sir. I can see that he likes you." Cenyon reached to scratch the big gelding behind the ear in a gesture of pure affection. "You know, sometimes I could swear that he actually understands me."

"Really?" Celebsul responded with a small cryptic smile. "I've noticed you refer to him as brother," he continued.

Cenyon laughed in reply. "If you had seven sisters, you'd be longing for a brother as well. And he is like family to me." With a deeply indrawn breath, the man glanced over to Galindë's horse. "I suppose I better get the other one too. Gaeril! Come!" 

The copper coloured mare looked up at Cenyon and snorted quite audibly. Cenyon rolled his eyes slightly and repeated his command adding that he knew for certain that she was not deaf. The mare snorted once more, before making a dramatic show of obediently dragging her hooves towards the man.

Cenyon looked sideways at the elf. "They're twins you know. Just like my sister, Galindë and I."

Celebsul noted this new revelation, and grinned as Gaeril pranced towards the blonde youth with feigned superiority in every elegantly placed step. When she stopped, Cenyon wandered an experienced hand over the mare's legs, admonishing her for her part in last night's fiasco. In spite of his soothing tone, his voice held the tenor of correction, and the mare gave him a quick nip on the behind as the lad bent down to examine the girth strap of her saddle.

"Hey!" cried Cenyon rubbing his backside. "Watch out!"

Celebsul pinched the tip of his nose in an effort to keep from laughing as the mare curled her lip up in reply.

"Women!" spouted Cenyon, as he tightened the girth around Gaeril's middle. The mare snapped her head around as Cenyon gave one last tug on the strap securing it.

"You've got to watch this one, Sir. She is too much like her mistress," he warned as he handed the reins to Celebsul. 

"I'll bear that in mind, and please call me Celebsul. ‘Sir’ is a little too formal for my liking, though I do appreciate the gesture." He smiled at the lad who nodded in return.

As Cenyon took the reins of the gelding and fell in step with the elf, Celebsul continued his silent speculation. In spite of the boy's blonde appearance, this was no Rohirrim lad; the affinity with horses had a different explanation. Cenyon's easy use of Sindarin provided another clue. But it was the youth's features beneath the unruly mop of hair which hung about his face, and his slender tallness that spoke most clearly to Celebsul of elven blood somewhere in Cenyon's lineage.

~~~

Rilith watched forlornly as Cenyon and Celebsul walked away to find the missing horses. Curiously, to her eyes, it seemed as though a shadow crept at their back, yet she too felt a shadow in her heart. Shaking off the gloom, she turned and looked instead at the source of her vexation; Aerio and Gambesul stood yet again at the statue discussing every minor detail. Shaking her head and letting out a constrained laugh, she stepped over to Pippin.

“This place is,” Rilith paused thinking of a word best to describe the ruins and mangled forest. “… odd,” she concluded. 

Pippin nodded in agreement, though her eyes did not stray from the two male elves as they continued their discussion. Aerio had seized the broken cup and was matching detail to detail against the carving. He surmised aloud that the craftsmen must have been highly skilled for such clever, if ugly, work. 

“Not all of them were so,” Pippin interjected. 

“And how do you arrive at that conclusion?” Aerio spoke rather sharply, his intense concentration having been disturbed, but then he cast his eyes to the ground and drew a deep breath. “I am sorry, Pippin. Please elaborate.”

The redhead smiled at her friend and explained. “You have examined only the inner pillars and carvings in detail, the structures that have weathered the best. The workmanship in some places is less fine, almost sloppy. It seems to me that there were two kinds of craftsmen involved: one group that cared dearly for their creations, mainly centred here; the other group, I think, worked only from necessity.” 

Aerio and Gambesul exchanged a glance. It was a good hypothesis. They invited Pippin to join in their debate as they speculated on what the ruins might once have been. 

Rilith sighed and began slowly to move away from the trio; they could discuss, she would much prefer to discover. Searchingly she followed what appeared to be an outer partition, consisting of broken and crumbling stones, vaguely resembling what could be called a very wide wall. Then she spotted an ivory-white rod jutting out from the ground. Without thinking, she picked it up, only to instantly drop it again in distaste. It was a bone, from the upper arm of a human. 'Ah well,' Rilith consoled herself, 'after centuries of battles in this region, it was no surprise that men have died here.'

She was relieved to hear soft footsteps behind her as the younger elves approached. Together the friends renewed their exploration of the ruins, until they finally felt they understood the design. Then they sat down to evaluate their findings. 

“The outer wall was almost certainly very thick stonework. Inside the circular interior there were many pillars around the encompassing wall," Pippin summarised. "Then, as a partition, those grotesque pillars cut a semi circle to hide what appears to be an inner sanctum of some kind, watched over by the gargoyle. That one area is the heart of the building, but what it signifies, we have yet to discover.” 

“It all seems very strange. Why would someone construct a large building like this so near Mordor? Unless they, too, were evil,” Gambesul mused. 

“When they built it would be an easier question to answer, and one that would help with your query,” Rilith suggested. “It is quite obvious that these ruins have been here for a very long time. Mordor was not always an evil place, and Sauron was not always resident here."

"How can we judge the age?" Pippin asked.

Rilith gestured to plant life and stone around them. "The trees speak of it; they have knotted and tangled their way up into the fabric of the building, aiding in its destruction. Lain above the stones I see evidence of generations of trees. I suspect that the building could have stood even before the onset of the third age.” 

The other elves nodded in agreement. When had the place been built? It was an intriguing question. 

Aerio mused out loud, “It seems certain this was an important place. The structure must have been large enough to be seen for miles around when it still stood, before the forest claimed kingship over it. This was not a dwelling place I deem, so surely we would find evidence of smaller houses in the surrounding area.” 

“Yes, but the forest is too dark, the canopy is too thick,” Rilith pointed out. 

“Come, Rilith, we are wood elves. We have endured darker places than this.” 

Pippin laughed, rising to her feet.

The bell-like elven laughter rang through the desolate ruins. Drifting and sailing, the sound found every ditch and hollow but then died on contact. The ruins swallowed it, as they too had succumbed to the strangling choke of the forest’s entwined branch and root. 

Aerio and Gambesul, feeling slightly subdued, stood up, and Rilith did likewise. As she glanced around, her eyes were drawn to a familiar gleam of ivory-white. Sadness gripped her as she walked over to confirm what she suspected. More bones. She knelt and steeled herself for an unpleasant task; the other elves gathered to witness her discovery. Gently putting aside the small assortment of bones, Rilith attacked the loose ground with her hands, clearing away layers of soil and debris. Beneath were yet more bones. Pippin sighed and fell to her knees beside her friend, joining in the unearthing of the ghastly remains.

It did not take long to reach the conclusion that this was a mass grave, or rather an area where many bodies had been piled. Gambesul stooped to examine a skull. "A man of this land, of small stature. All these bones seem to be of such people. Who would slay so many mortals and leave their corpses here? Could it have been orcs?"

Aerio shook his head. "There is nothing orcish about this place. Of one thing I am certain, men built whatever stood here. The architecture corresponds with that of the ancient Númenóreans, but the bones are of a race of lesser men."

Rilith and Pippin rose to their feet, wiping dust and grime from their hands. The elves stood silent for a moment as the chilling suspicion that evil may have been done in this place ran through them. 

Setting his face towards the dark paths of the wood, Gambesul said, “Let us return to the horses and hope that Master Celebsul and Cenyon hurry back.”

As the four approached the trees where their mounts were tethered, the animals whickered in greeting, shifting in place with anticipation of their arrival, as if their riders' presence released them from their uneasiness. Each elf murmured in Sindarin to their own horse, reassuring that they were about to go home to familiar pastures. Just as the steeds were settled, a rustling in the forest set equine eyes and nostrils to full alert. Celebsul emerged from the shadows trailing a bright chestnut horse behind him. Following closely, Cenyon led his taller steed. Nickered greetings filled the air as the horses warily eyed the newcomers. 

Stifling their news and concerns, the waiting elves followed Celebsul's instructions to mount up. Everyone was more than ready to go home now that the lost baggage and animals were found. Rilith took the lead on her stallion, while Cenyon and the Eldar brought up the rear with the two chestnut horses tethered to the steeds they rode. 

Once away from the ruins, the mood lightened even though the conversation turned to the discovery of many skeletons. Celebsul listened, nodding from time-to-time while Cenyon frowned and asked the elves for more details. Eventually, everyone fell into silent inner speculation as the road led the way to The Burping Troll.

~~~

Lord Inziladun stood invisible beside the pillar of Melkor. His hand reached towards the stone, but passed through without contact. He could touch only one thing; the wraith of the steed that had been slain to deliver him from the world, enslaved to Inziladun by death. He did not even recall its name, but cared not. He had refused to depart, refused to let go of the hope that held him here. And with the arrival of the young siblings, the hope had become a reality, stirring his ancient soul and making him manifest.

He could have slaughtered them last night, reclaiming his life as promised. But the youth had chanted vile elven words, sapping his newly found strength. He would have followed them, but his spirit could not pass the boundaries of the temple grounds. 

Dark and silent laughter cackled within him. None of this mattered. He had touched the mind of the unconscious girl. The long, grey bones of his unseen fingers had hovered over her fair head while his eyeless sight peered inside her skull. He thus confirmed that these two were indeed the issue of the same womb on the same day. And with his innate cunning, he had planted within the maid's thoughts a thread to reel her back in. She was his, and when he called her, the brother would come too; twin keys to open the door to immortality.

He drifted over to the place where the interfering elves had dirtied their hands. Kicking uselessly at the unearthed bones, he sneered. These had been vermin, unworthy of his god, but he, Lord Inziladun, continued to exist. Eru, the false, did not possess the power to command him, not while Melkor awaited the souls of the twins. It had to be. They had tried everything else, but none of the sacrifices saved the lords from death. This was the one slaughter they had not managed to achieve in time, the hearts of twins delivered to the Dark One by fire.

Turning away, he looked to his tomb. By will alone, he lifted the ancient slab, disturbing the debris of centuries. Reaching into the grave, his mind located the mighty dagger that lay beside his corpse. It gracefully sailed through the air towards him, an object of priceless splendour, and thirsty devourer of life. With a flicker of anger he directed the blade towards a tree. It flew faster than an arrow and embedded itself to the hilt.

He cackled again. In life, in all the brooding centuries since, he had never known that death could grant him powers beyond those of mere flesh. But he would gladly yield these when they had served their purpose: to look again at his own strong hands, not to watch them grow gnarled and crippled, nor to mourn beside his own dead body as the skin fell from his bones. His restored fingers would touch the smoothness of women. His arm would wield a sword to slash dissent. His line was noble, more so than the deceitful, selfish elves. He would command respect and honour. Puny mortals would kneel again before him. Melkor would grant him eternal life and the high position he deserved.

Calling the dagger back to him, he found a hiding place where meddling elves would not find it if they returned before his mission was complete.

Chapter 4 - Names from the Past

April 20th – Late afternoon, Galindë’s room

Azaelia looked up from her ministration of the sick girl as the door slowly opened and a tall, blonde man entered the room quietly.

“You must be Cenyon,” Azaelia supposed.

“Yes, I’m Galindë’s brother,” he acknowledged.

“I am called Azaelia.” She rose and he bowed slightly to her. Inclining her head, she continued, “The fever seems to have diminished for the moment."

Cenyon breathed a sigh of relief.

“Do not take too much comfort from that,” Azaelia warned. “She has periods of restlessness with intense fever followed by periods of complete stillness and peace when the fever seems to have left her. She has yet to awaken. We don’t know what is causing it, but the fever does not seem to be from any physical illness.”

Cenyon looked like he had swallowed a rock. “You are a healer then?”

“No, I have the basic skill of my people, that is all. Belegalda, our healer, has been tending to her. He left instructions that she was to be watched at all times, so I am helping,” Azaelia explained, with a small smile.

“Madam, the basic skill of your people is certainly more than I possess. I thank you for caring for her even though we are complete strangers. I am amazed at the hospitality so readily given by the residents here,” Cenyon expressed gratefully.

“That is the business of an inn is it not? To care for strangers?” Azaelia countered with a twinkle in her eye.

“Seemingly, but I’ve never been to an inn so willing to go above and beyond what most others would.”

At that moment, Meri popped in with a fresh pitcher of water. “Oh, we don’t go that far above and beyond. I think anyone would care for two poor souls caught in a storm and looking for shelter.”

Azaelia chuckled. “No, I think Cenyon may be right after all. We have the advantage of hobbit exuberance and eagerness to help.”

“Not to mention hobbit cooking, if I do say so myself!” Meri chimed in with a grin.

Cenyon smiled thinly, worry still lining his brow.  It was clear the burden of his heart would not be lightened until his sister was up out of that bed and feeling like herself again.

Meri continued, “Speaking of food, are you sure you’ve had enough to eat?” 

Cenyon nodded and took the pitcher from her hands, setting it on the bedside table.

Then Meri breathed in sharply. “Azaelia! I completely forgot about you! You must be starving! You’ve been up here for hours! I haven’t even brought you any bread or cheese or even a drink of water. I’ll go get something right now and bring it up.”

In truth, Azaelia had completely forgotten about food. Suddenly aware of her hunger, she was glad that the hobbit had suggested it.  However, just as Meri reached the door, the girl upon the bed began to stir. Her eyes fluttered open and she yawned furiously.

Hobbit and man nearly tripped over each other as they rushed to the bed. Galindë blinked and looked around confused. When she spotted her brother she smiled weakly. “Where are we?” she whispered, eyeing the elf and hobbit with wonder.

“We are at the inn I told you about. What do you remember?” Cenyon asked tentatively.

She furrowed her brow. “I remember thinking we would NEVER reach this inn you kept insisting existed, um ... it was raining, I think. Oh, my horse bolted and I was hanging on for dear life and then … ” She crinkled her nose and knit her brows together in an expression of deep, searching thought. “Nothing ... I don’t remember anything after that. What happened?”

Cenyon looked from Azaelia to Meri wondering how much to tell her. 

Azaelia, remembering her instructions from Belegalda, answered for him. “Hello, Galindë, my name is Azaelia.” She smiled and the girl looked up at her with clear, pale blue eyes that pierced Azaelia’s soul. None of the mortals noticed that the elf was completely taken aback as she quickly regained her composure and continued, “Apparently, you were thrown off the horse and you received a nasty bump on the head. That is probably why you can’t remember. A couple of our friends found you and your brother and brought you back here.”

“Oh …” Galindë said, still looking a little befuddled.

“You poor dear, you must be famished! I’ll go right down and get you something to eat!” Meri proclaimed.

As she scurried away, Azaelia joined her at the door. “Find Belegalda. He wanted to be informed the minute she woke.”

“Right away!” Meri promised and was gone in an instant. Azaelia found herself imagining that even wizards couldn’t disappear faster than a hobbit on a mission. 

She turned her attention once more to the brother and sister. They looked very much alike. The feature that most caught her attention was their eyes. They were exactly the same shape and color. She didn’t know why speaking to Cenyon hadn’t affected her in the same way as looking into Galindë's eyes. Maybe it was the combination of the hair and eyes together. The twins did not share hair color. His was a sandy blonde that was straight and rather tousled. Galindë's hair was unusual and Azaelia had only seen that shade once before. Gold ringlets, slightly tinged with red, framed the girl’s face and brought out the color in her cheeks. Her hair was the color of a beautiful sunset, but it also reminded her of a dessert the hobbits made with cake and strawberry. As her stomach began to growl, Azaelia shook her head and thought ruefully, ‘Now that my stomach has been reminded of food, it’s decided to take over my mind as well!’ She willed her protesting tummy into submission and turned her attention back to the scene before her.  

Cenyon sat beside the bed now, holding his sister’s hand gently. He was saying how grateful he felt that she was all right and they began a playful banter back and forth. Azaelia leant back in the shadows, watching intently. She did not give them more privacy because she needed to keep an eye on Galindë for any sudden change.

Belegalda slipped in quietly beside her with Celebsul. They silently observed with keen elven intensity.

Galindë's eyes wandered toward the door then seemed to focus on the elves. Suddenly, she sat straight up in the bed. 

 “NO!” she cried in a voice hauntingly deep for that of a young maid. 

She threw herself back on the bed and began thrashing violently about. Cenyon froze as if stricken as the three elves leapt toward the bed and held the writhing girl down, murmuring elvish words of comfort. Soon their murmuring merged together and became a song of healing directed by Belegalda. 

Meri came back with Camellia and the two nearly dropped the trays they carried. When they regained their composure, they set the trays down in the hall and stood on either side of Cenyon patting his arms and whispering consolingly. He barely noticed they were there, so deep was his horror at the eerie sound he heard escape from his sister.

After what seemed an eternity, the elves were able to calm Galindë into a restless sleep. The fever had returned and she no longer showed any sign of real consciousness. Belegalda motioned for everyone to leave except Celebsul. Azaelia and Camellia picked up the two trays of food out in the hall as Meri led Cenyon away. 

The four stopped in the common room. Still looking stunned, Cenyon allowed the hobbits to seat him at a table before they scurried back to their duties. Azaelia sat opposite the young man, sliding one of the trays of food in front of him and keeping the other for herself. Although she didn’t feel much like eating, her stomach would not be denied, especially with food sitting right in front of it. Cenyon also ate, though he did so in a slow, automatic fashion that suggested he scarcely even tasted the meal. Azaelia worried about him as she delicately forked morsels from her plate.

 After they both finished, the elf had an idea. She didn’t know of anyone on earth that was better at distracting people than her own daughter; hopefully the child's unusual gift of mind reading would go unnoticed as she had so few words as yet.

“Cenyon, it may be a while before you are able to see Galindë again. Would you come with me to my home just behind the inn? My husband and daughter would love to meet you.” She paused, allowing him a moment to think.

“Thank you for the invitation, but I don’t feel like visiting; and I want to be here the minute I’m allowed to see her.”

“I know, but she will probably sleep for a long time, which is good, it should help her recover. I would recommend that you get some rest also, but I know it would do no good. Your mind would start racing with worry and you'd get less rest than if you were out doing something. Our home is mere steps away from here and you need a distraction,” Azaelia replied wisely.

Cenyon sighed. The last thing he wanted to do this day was to meet more strangers, but he had to admit the elf had a point. He certainly wasn’t going to get any rest this afternoon, nor sleep tonight unless he was completely worn out.

“Thank you, I will come for a little while,” he conceded, hoping he wouldn’t regret it.

“Good! Follow me,” she instructed and led the way towards her home.

~~~

Celebsul enjoyed what was left of the afternoon sunshine. After the explorers returned, they had each gone to tend to their own concerns and duties, promising to meet up at the bar later to analyse their findings further. 

In response to a message passed on by Meri, Celebsul had sought out Belegalda to discuss the health of the girl, Galindë. Now that he had witnessed her condition for himself, he shared the healer's worries; there was something unnatural about her fever.

The elf cast his mind back, thinking of why and when the edifice that now lay in ruins might have been built. He had strong suspicions. It had probably been a time in history when he had wandered far abroad and mixed with 'lesser' folk than elves and the lords of men. A schism had split the two races. Though friendships between them still existed, they were rare. Celebsul had turned his back on the whole sorry saga, weary of the conflicts of the mighty, and pitying those without power who were trodden beneath the feet of their overlords. He had learnt instead simplicity from simple people who possessed a wisdom he envied. 

While he did not regret his years of journeying, guilt still gnawed at the elf for what he had left behind. All that he knew of this region during those times was rumour. He had heard, on his return to these lands, of the appalling cruelty to which some of the Númenóreans had descended. Now he suspected that remnants of that wickedness lay just a short ride from the inn that was his home.

~~~

Azaelia and Cenyon followed a well-trodden path through the trees for a short distance until it opened up into a small clearing. In the midst of this glade stood a quaint, wooden cottage with two bright windows set each side of the front door. Above, at either end of the slanting roof, rose two chimneys from which white smoke drifted.

Passing by the little porch with its three steps, the pair found Brillamen and Tigerlily behind the cottage playing beneath their favorite birch tree.   The child immediately spotted her mother and lunged for her. The mother elf laughed and took her daughter gladly, showering her with kisses.

Azaelia introduced Cenyon to Brillamen and they went into the house to talk in the comfort of the parlor. Once all were seated with cups of fresh, spring water and Tigerlily played happily on the floor with some toys, Azaelia explained to Brillamen about the twins and about Galindë's condition.

Remaining quiet during this exchange, Cenyon seemed to be lost in thought, “That song you were singing to Galindë just before I walked in her room, it’s very familiar,” he stated abruptly.

Azaelia smiled. “The tune is a fairly common elvish children's song, but the words are slightly different …”

Brillamen interrupted with a snort, “Slightly?”

Rolling her eyes, Azaelia gave him a nudge with her elbow. She turned her attention back to Cenyon. “My sister and I made up a few words. We did many things like that when we were young.” She gazed off into the distance with a sad look. “She always did things her own way. I think our parents sensed that when they named her Solindë; she was as unpredictable as the sea."

Cenyon, who had just taken a sip of water, gasped and began coughing and spluttering. Azaelia immediately returned from her reverie and stood, putting her hand on Cenyon’s shoulder, “Are you all right?”

Brillamen crossed the room and thumped the young man heartily on the back. Meanwhile, Tigerlily took a drool-covered toy from her mouth just long enough to stare at the funny man making the noises and make an inquiry as to his health, “Ba?” Not receiving a response, she returned to the business of chewing and let the adults deal with their own problems.

As Cenyon gained his breath, he said in a strangled voice, “I’m … fine. Please continue. Tell me more about Solindë.”

The elf couple returned to their seats and Azaelia began.

“Your sister, Galindë, actually reminds me of her quite a bit. Her hair color is so unusual, but it is the exact same shade as my sister. My father used to say it was the color of sunset.”

Cenyon broke into a fit of coughing again, but motioned with his cup for Azaelia to continue, while flapping his other hand at Brillamen to stay away.

Hesitating a bit and furrowing her brow, Azaelia continued, “You and your sister also have eyes that are the same shape and pale blue. I knew they looked familiar, but couldn’t place them until Galindë awoke and I looked straight into her eyes. I was quite shocked. It was like staring into my sister’s eyes again. It’s an amazing coincidence.”

“Yes,” Cenyon replied thoughtfully, then added with purpose, “Where is your sister now?”

Azaelia bit her lip and looked straight at the young man, “My sister is gone.” 

“Gone?” he prompted.  

Closing her eyes, Azaelia swallowed hard. “I suppose I should start at the beginning: she was quite a rebel and fell in love with a mortal. He was a warrior and they made their home near Gondor. He fought and fell in the War of the Ring and my sister was heartbroken. Her husband was a good man; she loved him more than life itself. She came back to Mirkwood after the War, so I was able to spend quite a lot of time with her. I tried cheering her up, taking her to our favorite places in the wood, but she would not be consoled." 

“Did she have any children?” Cenyon queried. 

“Yes, one daughter, who was grown and married by that time. Unfortunately, the man my niece married had become cruel and wouldn’t allow Solindë to see her granddaughters. One day, after many months of pining, my sister appeared on my doorstep in travel clothes.” Azaelia’s voice trembled slightly. Brillamen slipped his arm around her shoulders comfortingly. As she related the scene to Cenyon it replayed clearly in her mind as if it had happened yesterday…. 

~~~

Solindë pushed her way into the room and turned around to face her sister, “I’m leaving,” she said matter-of-factly. “Don’t try to stop me, I’ve made up my mind.” 

“That much is clear,” Azaelia replied. “And where will you go?” she asked a bit patronizingly. 

“Into the West,” Solindë answered simply. 

Azaelia’s face became incredulous. “Surely you aren’t ready to go yet?” 

“Are you blind? Have you not seen my sorrow?” her sister asked wretchedly.

“But why do you want to go when you’ve been here such a short time? You may yet find peace. At least stay a while longer so that we may say a proper goodbye.” 

“I don’t have time to argue,” Solindë cried in exasperation.  

“We’re immortal, we have all the time in the world,” Azaelia countered with a slight smirk, still not fully understanding the seriousness of her sister’s declaration. 

“Oh yes, curs-ed immortality!” Solindë spat. By now she was pacing about the room like a caged animal. ”Oh, how I have longed for death, prayed for death, but it has not come…. So many times I have even put myself in harm’s way, only to be rescued by some fool of a mortal. If only I had the courage to take my own life.” 

Azaelia gasped. 

“Yes, sister, I have wished it, but alas, I am too cowardly. I will go into the West and live for eternity in misery and hopelessness.” She stopped pacing and gazed into the distance. 

“There is always hope. And when you reach the West, you will find peace and healing there. I …” Azaelia's voice faltered. 

Solindë grasped her sister’s shoulders, held her at arms length and gazed into her eyes, "Cal, I have to go."

Azaelia’s eyes filled with tears. “I know in my heart that it’s true, but I can’t accept it.” 

“You will in time. Thank you for always being here when I needed you. I will truly miss you. I would bid you come, but I know you still love this place. And your husband will not leave you as mine did.”  

Azaelia pulled Solindë into a tight embrace, “I will miss you terribly.” 

“I know.” Solindë kissed Azaelia on the forehead. "I love you. Navaer.” She spoke her 'goodbye' with finality.

~~~

“And with that she was gone. I never saw her again.” Azaelia finished her tale and wiped a tear from her cheek. 

Cenyon looked down at the floor then back up, “I’m sorry to have stirred such sad memories, but I wanted to be more certain of my conclusions. The song we spoke of earlier is familiar to me because my mother used to sing it to us as children and ... ” he paused for a moment, " … they were the same words that you were singing. I believe you left out a verse.

And so she did stay there

But lo and behold

The ranger came for her

On a winged steed of gold

They leapt off the mountain 

And soared through the sky

Lived happy forever 

So surely will I."

Azaelia looked up quickly, wide-eyed and a bit confused.

The young man elaborated, “My mother used to describe my sister’s hair as the color of sunset also. She used to tell us stories about our grandmother.” He hesitated and took a deep breath. “My grandmother’s name is Solindë and my mother’s name is Velindeiel.”

It was Azaelia’s turn to have a choking fit. Brillamen began to pound on her back but she batted at him to stop. Tigerlily crawled to her mother and patted her knee, “Nana?”

When Azaelia caught her breath she stroked Tigerlily’s hand and smiled. “I’m all right,” she croaked, then turned her attention back to Cenyon, “That is the name of my niece! But how can that be? My niece only had daughters.”

“Yes, seven daughters if you count Galindë. There are four years difference between our youngest sister and the two of us. Your sister, and my grandmother, I’m certain of it now, lost contact with my mother before we were born.”

“That is right. The youngest granddaughter was only two when my sister said her son-in-law forbid further contact,” Azaelia confirmed, “Where is your mother then? I would dearly love to see her.”

Cenyon’s face clouded and he looked away. “She is dead.”

Azaelia shook her head in disbelief; fresh tears brimmed in her eyes, “But … how?”

Cenyon set his jaw and it seemed as if he was either going to hit someone or break down sobbing.

Brillamen and Azaelia looked at each other concerned. Azaelia said, “It is clearly too painful for you to speak of as of yet. Tell me of your father instead.”

This seemed to swing the balance from sorrow to rage and with a hard glint in his eyes, Cenyon replied, “He is dead to me.”

So lost in their emotions were they that no one noticed Tigerlily inching her way towards Cenyon. As he spoke these last words, the child had pulled herself up on his chair and was now holding on to his knee with tiny fingers. She reached up putting a hand on either side of his face and looked into his eyes.

Azaelia almost jumped out of her seat, but Brillamen held her back whispering that it was too late.

Taken aback slightly, Cenyon looked at the child with first bewilderment, then amusement. Letting him go, she sat back on the floor and clapped her hands saying, “Cenny! Cenny!”

He smiled and his whole body relaxed. “It must be such a joy having a child around. I have this overwhelming feeling of … peace.” He stood up, stretched and yawned, “I think that you accomplished your mission, Mistress Azaelia, I believe I’m tired enough to actually sleep.” 

Brillamen and his wife exchanged glances and stood as well. 

Azaelia stepped closer to her newly found nephew and gave him a tight hug. She held him by the shoulders in front of her. “I’m glad you have found your way to us. I want to hear more about your mother, but it can wait. Go. Have your supper. Someone will find you when Galindë is awake.” Then she added with a grin, “And you may call me ‘Aunt’ Azaelia.” 

“All right.” He smiled back, but then looked on her with a puzzled expression. “That’s not a very elvish name is it?” 

Azaelia chuckled. “No, it isn’t. My given name is Calorfidien. I chose the name Azaelia Hardbottle when I began travelling years ago. It seemed to stick, even Brillamen calls me 'Azaelia' most of the time since we moved here.” She pouted teasingly up at Brillamen who shrugged and grinned sheepishly. 

“That explains it!” Cenyon exclaimed, completely missing the couples' exchange. He smiled at them and another yawn escaped his lips, “I’d best be going before I fall asleep on your doorstep.” 

After clasping arms with Brillamen, he picked up Tigerlily, gave her a kiss on the cheek then handed the child to her mother before strolling outside humming Azaelia’s tune.

Brillamen closed the door behind Cenyon as Azaelia hugged Tigerlily close. She was glad that her own daughter was here, safe in her arms where nothing could harm her.

Chapter 5 - Making Connections

April 20th – Evening, the common room

With a burst of energy, Aerio and Gambesul opened the door to The Troll and claimed a place side by side at the bar. Leaving enough stools to accommodate their other companions, they began to scrutinize every detail of their adventure again. Gambesul waved Balrog over to the counter, and with the most quizzical expression a balrog can muster, the being peered down at his friend.

"Balrog, could you hand me that piece of paper on the counter behind you?" Gambesul asked absentmindedly as Aerio tapped him on his shoulder to point out another fact. Nodding his head in response, Gambesul reached his hand out for what he thought would be the paper. Instead, as he glanced at it, he found his left hand covered in soot. Astonished, he looked up to see the bemused balrog.

"Sorry...I forgot, I shouldn't touch those I guess," Balrog mumbled in his rumbling baritone. What once had been a slightly wrinkled piece of paper had been reduced to the black ashes in the apprentice's hand. Gambesul was about to shake the soot onto the floor when he heard the unmistakable sound of a hobbit foot tapping behind and below his position on the stool. Twisting around to look down at Meri, a pink color crept up his neck to the tips of his ears. 

"I just know you weren't thinking of dusting that mess all over my nice clean floor," she said as she stared primly up at him. Gambesul regained his composure and shook his head from side to side.

"No, no of course not, I wouldn't dream of it!" he assured her, a bit too heartily. 

With a final shake of her wooden spoon, she turned back towards the kitchen. But after a few steps, Meri stopped, turned around and returned to Gambesul. "Oh, give it here," she said, holding out her tiny hand.

The elf grinned sheepishly and gladly parted with his sooty hindrance. He thanked the hobbit as she marched away again.

Having arrived in time to witness this exchange, Celebsul's face remained remarkably expressionless save for the glint in his eyes. Aerio watched his master intently for a moment, then started once again outlining the ruins. 

"Can you maneuver around the counter and reach those papers?" Aerio asked Gambesul, who was nearer. 

"Last time I ventured in there I found myself cleaning mugs!" his comrade argued back. 

Celebsul shook his head briefly but did not say anything as the other members of the exploration party gathered at the bar.

"I'm in need of the paper to create a proper outline," Aerio argued. 

Pippin, having found a seat between Rilith and Cenyon, pushed her stool back and walked towards the entrance to the bartender's niche. "They won't mind me," she said as she grabbed up the pile of papers and placed them on the counter, "since I work here. Unlike some other elves I know." She grinned at Aerio and in turn he grumbled to himself about his share of the work; everyone distinctly caught the words 'under-appreciated' and 'overworked as it is'.

"No you're not, and you could be worked much harder!" came a cheerful call from the open kitchen door; Camellia no doubt, and the twinkling laughter of Meri followed. Aerio rolled his eyes and then set his concentration back to the paper. Moments later, with a final flourish of his quill, he pushed the sketch towards Celebsul.

"See, Master? These are where we deduce the outer walls must have been situated," Aerio said as he pointed with the tip of his pen to the marks he had drawn to represent the lesser-quality workmanship. "Here," he pointed towards the middle "is where we conclude the artisan work took place. And there is where the bones were, or thereabouts." Finally he pointed to his drawing of the gargoyle." My rendition of the beast could have been better detailed had I paper with me when I was there and so I apologize to you all for my lack of being prepared in-" Aerio was cut off abruptly by Gambesul. 

"We don't mind," his friend told him. Celebsul looked over the paper while the others waited for his more learned opinion.

"Does he always talk so?" Cenyon asked Pippin under his breath with a look towards Aerio. Stifling a giggle, Pippin assured him that he did. 

"You'll get used to it, that is if you're planning on staying," she said and then asked him, "Are you?" 

Cenyon nodded his head agreeably. "My sister is still quite sick, so I imagine that we'll be here for a while at least. Is there much business here?" 

"Yes, I suppose. Why do you ask?"

Perking up a little at this, Rilith leaned in closer to catch his answer. 

"Well, for our line of business, a good many people are always essential."

Rilith cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. "What line of business do you mean? There are plenty that require a good many people - battles, for one thing." 

Pippin rolled her eyes this time. "Ril, I don't think -"

"It's all right, I don't mind," Cenyon cut in. "You've obviously seen trouble around this place to warrant some caution." 

At this remark, the entire group exchanged bemused glances. 

"You have no idea," Pippin stressed ruefully. 

Celebsul handed the paper back to his apprentice and then placed his folded hands on his knees, signifying that whenever the others were ready to listen, he would be ready to speak.  

"Your research and conclusions seem well founded, though there are a few questions unanswered," he began slowly. "If the outer walls were built by different, less skilled hands, who were those people, for it seems that the inner sanctum was constructed with great care by those who owned and valued the building. I also suspect that the one you refer to as 'gargoyle' could signify more than you may have deemed."

Gambesul looked over the outline again and pointed to the drawing of the face. "Perhaps our friend is watching over something, like a guard of sorts?"

Smiling, Celebsul responded enigmatically. "Perhaps. But what could he be guarding, or … witnessing?"

Rilith perked up again. "What about the bones that we found?" she asked. "There might be a connection," she offered.

"Bones?" a new voice asked sceptically from behind. Cenyon jumped, and turned around to find himself staring at yet another elf. Her long blonde hair rippled around her face like a river of gold, and she was greeted with smiles by the others at the bar.

"Hello Gilraen. I thought Meri had a list a mile long of chores that need doing," Pippin teased. 

Gilraen put her hand to her brow and let out a lengthy sigh. "Call this a recess from hard labor. I've cleaned and dusted, mixed and baked, washed and polished, and I think I've lost count of everything else. Where's Balrog?"

After peering over the counter, Pippin rolled her eyes. "He’s still embarrassed at burning some paper earlier - he's probably hiding out in the privy. Did you want something to drink?" she asked as she hopped down from her stool and went around to the other side of the bartender's counter. 

Filling a mug and setting it in front of her friend, she sat down behind the counter, explaining that if Gilraen was taking a break, it was probably time for her to get started working again.

"I've already shirked on my kitchen duties this morning. But," Pippin added, "that doesn't mean I can't join in the discussion between customers."

"Gilraen, I'd be happy to tell you about the bones, if you have time for a tale," Rilith said and motioned for her friend to listen while she began to fill her in on the various details.

At that moment, the two hobbits Meri and Camellia came marching into the common room bearing trays piled high with rolls, pats of sweet butter, plates filled with tender meat, cheese, and bowls of ripe tomato slices. The elves and Cenyon immediately vacated the bar area and found themselves a nearby table.

As he took his place, Meri planted herself by Celebsul's side and began to unceremoniously set the food down in front of him. Aerio and Gambesul exchanged amused looks as they watched their suddenly helpless master look upon the mounds of food that were placed before him. Handing him a cloth napkin, the mother-hen hobbit looked up at him and, in indignation, bobbed her curls. "Now I want to see you eat every last bit of that!" she said. 

From a few feet away, Camellia was having a harder time of keeping the hands of the two male apprentices away from all the food before it was even on the table. Slapping Gambesul's palm, she sidestepped and stood by Meri's side, setting yet more food in front of Celebsul.

"You spend entirely too much time on your workshop fancies and not enough on properly nourishing yourself!" she insisted. Celebsul obediently picked up the roll and took a bite, slowly chewing it and then setting it back down on his plate.

"Oh no you don't," Camellia said sternly. "Pick it up and take another bite," she coaxed. Meri folded her arms across her chest and watched as the Eldar sighed and took another bite. 

"Do you think we can trust him to eat the rest of it?" Meri asked Camellia in a stage whisper. 

"Let's ask him. Celly?" she looked up primly at him. "Can we trust you to eat the rest of this?"

Celebsul finished chewing and swallowed before answering. "Yes," he said somberly. "I promise to eat every crumb."

The two hobbits exchanged smiles and then set the last plate of cheese slices on the table before turning back to their kitchen sanctuary.

Once they were out of sight, Aerio and Gambesul both started to ask the same question at once. 

"How much of that are you really going to eat?"

Celebsul looked up, mildly surprised. "All of it."

Aerio scoffed, "Really?"

"Why would you think any differently?" Celebsul asked him, arching his eyebrow.

"We assumed because of your past actions, that you would continue in your usual manner," Aerio offered as explanation.

"Ah," Celebsul picked up a piece of cheese, "Never assume. I told them that I would finish it and I will keep my word." He then raised the cheese to his mouth. Aerio and Gambesul mulled over his answer for a moment, then appropriated several slices of cheese to tide themselves over the brief period before the rest of the food was served. 

The meal passed as any normal meal can pass at the inn of The Burping Troll, with laughter and general merriment, along with the occasional banter. Finally, Cenyon set his fork down onto his empty plate with a clink. Pippin, now back serving bar, looked up from the mug she was drying. "Did you want something to drink?" she asked.

"No, no I'm fine." Cenyon assured her. 

"So," Pippin asked in an effort to make conversation. "I never did hear what your profession is."

Cenyon got up from the table and strode to the bar, leaning on it. 

He smiled, "I guess you didn't, though the food was a fine interruption and one I would welcome again in a heartbeat. My sister and I are actors, and we travel from place to place giving our performances," he explained.

Pippin chuckled, "that certainly explains your need of crowds. And it's a much better reason than Rilith's suggestion."

Cenyon shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. "Does she always have so many suspicions of people?" he asked quietly. 

Pippin set the mug down and picked up another, wiping around its rim and drying it as she spoke.

"She does, but she has her reasons."

A few moments of silence passed. 

“I think that I'd better go see how Galindë is doing," Cenyon said. 

Pippin nodded. "I hope she's feeling better." 

Cenyon thanked the elf and then went up the stairs to the room where Galindë was staying.

Meanwhile, Rilith finally finished telling Gilraen of the newly found ruins and the theories that the elves were developing. Looking up from the meal he was still methodically digesting, Celebsul spoke to the remaining group. 

"I would suggest you go back tomorrow and look around again. See if you can find further clues. But take care not to disturb the ruins more than necessary," he cautioned. 

 All agreed, with Gilraen adding that she would like to join them as well. 

"We can start first thing in the morning, if you're all up to it," Gambesul offered. "I'll tell Cenyon when I next see him," he added.

"I assume we'll be back before nightfall," Aerio told his master before standing up to leave. 

Celebsul set his mug down and cleared his throat. 

"Aerio."

"Yes Master?" the young elf asked.

"Never assume."

~~~

Galindë lay between the clean white sheets that the hobbits had changed the previous evening. Cenyon had been here sometime in the night, she recalled vaguely, and an elf sat watching her as ever, eyes gently glowing in the dark room. Which elf, she was not sure. She had problems knowing who she, herself, was. Her head ached terribly and the relentless droning at the back of her mind continued to assail her. She tried to fight it yet again. But doing so made the pain worse. Each time she railed against the strange thoughts and feelings, fever consumed her. She was weary of the battle, weary and wounded.

'Then don't fight,' she thought. But it was not her thought! Galindë wanted to fight it; at least the part of her that she knew and recognised did. But the fever-induced alien mutterings were incessant. Fever-induced? That was it! It was the fever. She was suffering delusions. 'Yes, just delusions,' she laughed inwardly. No, not she. It. The delusion was cackling to itself. Fighting hadn't done her any good; maybe she should simply ignore it and wait for it to fade away along with her illness. Galindë was good at ignoring. Anything she didn't like or understand, she could simply pretend out of existence. 'Ah, but I do exist.' She ignored it.

Galindë was also good at acting. She didn't feel like herself, she felt more like a battered kitten with a wasp in its ear, but she knew her character well. She could act Galindë while awaiting the return of normality. 'Yes, an excellent idea.' Dismissing the reply, the girl realised she felt much better for having simply decided to let the illness run its course. Her headache eased and she sighed with relief. 'Good girl.' Yes, she was good. She had found a way to escape the worst of the pain and fever.

Beyond the window, a blackbird began to trill, warming up his voice as the dawn approached. Turning onto her side, Galindë smiled and drifted back to sleep.

Chapter 6 - The Tomb Speaks

April 21st – Early morning, Gilraen’s room

Thud. Gilraen rubbed the side of her back as she squinted through the hazy light to find her intruders. Sitting on the wooden floor, she raised her eyes and found herself looking at Rilith and Pippin. Wincing, she started to get up. “Do you realise how much I need my beauty sleep?”

Pippin moved forward and caught Gilraen about the arm, hauling her up with less decorum than the younger elf may have preferred. She looked at Pippin questioningly. 

“Sorry Gil, I’m just excited is all.” The redhead grinned.

“Yes, quite. May I ask why, exactly, you’ve come so early in the morning? Meri’s been chasing me around since dusk! I really had hoped for a few hours…”

“We’re going to have to make a start sooner or later, and personally, I’d prefer sooner. Besides, Gambesul and Aerio are coming – and you know how anxious they’ll be to ‘ruminate over that magnificent carving work.’” Pippin imitated Aerio whilst waving her hands in the air, causing Gilraen to chuckle as she combed her hair through. Rilith seemed unimpressed.

“Yes, well, magnificent or not, they are not exactly appealing to the eye.”

Gilraen stood to pull a forest green tunic over her head. “Rilith, you’re making me nervous.”

“How could you mean?”

The younger elf pulled her long hair out from the neck of the tunic, leaving it to spill down her back and sway as she rushed to get ready. “This place… It doesn’t sound altogether… wholesome, for lack of a better word.”

Pippin nodded. “But you will love it, Gil. I remember how you were in Rhûn, before we left – those caverns had you ensnared.”

Chuckling, Gilraen responded, “Maybe so – but they were still in one piece, and not supposedly haunted by an invisible rider. How much has been sensed of this… thing, anyhow?”

Rilith shrugged. “The man, Cenyon, said that he and his sister both felt something on their arrival – it scared the wits out of her. I remain doubtful.”

Laughing, the young elf maiden clapped Rilith on the back in a most un-elvish manner. “I wouldn’t have expected any less from you my friend.”

Rilith gave a loud ‘oomph’, a split second later trying to appear unmoved. Pippin and Gilraen shared a swift wink in each other’s direction, before Rilith spoke again. “Perhaps we should go and meet the others?”

Nodding, Pippin murmured, "We both felt something strange at the time. I would like to know more."

~~~

Cenyon had decided against going back to the ruins; they didn't interest him, in fact, he didn't like them. They reminded him of the storm, the spookiness, and the cause of Galindë's illness. Now that he was awake and dressed, the first thing he intended to do was check on his sister. After running a hand through his sleep-tousled hair, to little effect, he left his room and strode across the corridor to tap gently on Galindë's door.

Quietly opening the door, Belegalda smiled at the young man. "Good news," he whispered. "Your sister's fever broke just before dawn, and she now sleeps peacefully. I think it will not be long before she wakes, and I suspect she might be rather hungry when she does." Belegalda paused to appreciate the grin of relief and happiness that spread across Cenyon's face. The elf continued, "Go and get yourself some breakfast, then bring some back for Galindë, something light and nutritious; Meri will know what to prepare. Once your sister is awake and I have had a chance to speak to her, you can take over her care for a while."

With an enthusiastic nod and a heartfelt "Thank you" Cenyon turned on his heel and headed for the stairs.

~~~

The solid drumming of hooves sounded through pre-dawn air. The elves were alert to every small noise, and curiosity tinged each sense. Birds sang sleepily to one another, untroubled by the elven company that rode south on the road.

No conversation passed the group’s lips; all were wrapped in their own musings. Silvermane tossed his head in his frustration at the slow pace, Rilith patted her horse's neck and chuckled as Pippin’s steed Maegloth snorted his agreement.

“I believe our horses are a little bored, Pippin,” Rilith said aloud, the rest of the group turned and smiled at the remark. 

“You know, Rilith, we’re still a little way off from the ruins,” Gilraen piped up, grinning. 

“I believe you’re right Gilraen,” Gambesul smirked. 

It was clear the whole group was in agreement. “Noro Lim!” came the collective cry.

The forest burst into life simultaneously. Birds flurried over the canopy, screeching as they went. Hurtling through the underbrush went squirrels, foxes and the like. The only creatures who pricked their ears with glee were the horses as they pounded down the road to the vocal encouragement of their elven riders. 

Nearer and nearer came the ruins. Suddenly, the pace slowed to a walk. Through the vast array of branch and bush, the malevolent ruins waited. Almost entirely, silence fell. 

The elves hesitantly rode forward into the dense forest; all thoughts of the race lost upon the road. The haunting ruins stood watching darkly as the elves dismounted. Lighting the black stone fringe of Ephel Duath, the sun burned the horizon but no dawn birds sang within that desolate place.

Unsettling as it was, the elves were still keen to explore the mysterious ruins a little more. 

“Perhaps spreading out across the area will help us find something quickly,” Rilith ventured. 

“And perhaps there is something I’ve found already,” Pippin chuckled; she raised her hand to point off away from the large central area.

Pippin was looking through the trees to a small stone structure. It stood about the height of a man. Most of it was covered in a mound of earth yet the entrance gaped open. Slowly the elves crept towards it. Rilith lit a lantern and hung it upon a nearby branch. The yawning hole was indeed an entrance of some kind, a door to a burial chamber on closer examination.

The tomb had been disturbed; the slab that would have once covered the entrance lay cracked and broken beside the left stone pillar. Gaping black, the mouth of the grave revealed little within, and though light should have passed the door, none did. The elves stood warily studying the opening. A pillar for each doorframe, and across the stone lintel, a carved image not unlike that atop the large column of the ruins. 

“I suggest we enter, since nothing more can be discovered till we do,” Rilith said. 

“Pippin, take the other lantern down from the tree,” Gilraen requested, as she peered at the first step down to the tomb. She already hated this place – the caverns in Rhûn had been a different thing altogether – grand and peaceful. Here, she felt an unpleasant restlessness, and she was almost certain the others felt it too.

Pippin did as she was asked and handed the lamp to Gambesul. With Gilraen leading slowly and Gambesul behind, the elves warily made their way down into the impenetrable darkness. As they gathered at the bottom they stood silently watching warm light bathe cold stone. After surveying the room, the group broke apart for closer inspection. A silence of wonder enveloped the elves as they moved about the tomb. 

“Maybe we could have the lanterns hung up so we can see the room as a whole,” Aerio suggested. 

Gilraen moved cautiously to the wall opposite the small stone staircase. She lifted the lantern to gain a better view of what stood before her as she caught glimpse of a stone hand. A statue of a tall and handsome man stood proudly overlooking his domain; the carved features of the face showed the care and love of a craftsman who deeply revered his … Lord, for a Lord this must have been. Spying the sword that he held across his chest, Gilraen unceremoniously hoisted the light to hang neatly over its tip. 

At the same moment, Gambesul hung his charge from a cracked piece of masonry. Turning about, the elves saw a stone bed before the statue; the resting place of the Lord, it seemed. Despite the passage of many years, the bones of a tall man lay silent and still, glittering in his finery. The robes and jewels remained untouched or unchanged by the sleep of the tomb. Bathed in the orange glow of the lamps it seemed life once again breathed where it should not. 

“The bones are taller than those we found outside,” Pippin mused aloud as she inspected the corpse. 

Aerio knelt on the mosaic floor beside the stone platform. His keen eyes carefully followed the delicate intricacy of the carvings. It seemed odd to him that such beauty resided here since all indications from the ruins previously showed carvings of ugly malice, however well crafted. 

“The jewels remain and yet,” Gambesul wondered, “ … and yet the tomb was disturbed.” 

“Yes, it is strange, but then these ruins have lain here for so long undiscovered that it seems more likely that weather and time disturbed this resting place.” Rilith said as she walked slowly round the walls of the room, tracing the stone pillars that were equally well carved.

“The bones. Númenórean?” asked Gilraen over Aerio’s shoulder.  

“Possibly, it is certain that they are … taller as Pippin put it. For now it would be sufficient to surmise that they are not of the same descent as those we found in the mass grave,” Aerio agreed rising to his feet.

“Why were there mass graves?” Gilraen questioned. “I mean his bones were treated so well and the others, you say, they were just piled into a pit.” A tone of disgust coloured her voice, to be echoed in the faces of her kin.

“That is what we want to find out: why this place was and is,” Gambesul spoke after a moment of silence. 

“Answering that will take a long time,” stated Pippin. “And we may need some food, otherwise we’ll have a few angry hobbits running around these ruins as well as invisible riders.” 

The thought brought cheer back to the group, but also concern for their friends at the inn. The smiles soon subsided as silence crept into their hearts and each mused upon one theory or another to answer the mysteries of the ruins. 

“If this will take as long as we think, I suggest that I ride back to gather some provisions for the rest of the day, while you continue searching,” Rilith eventually commented. 

“An excellent idea,” Aerio agreed.

“I will return shortly,” she said by way of a farewell before disappearing up the steps, leaving the group to continue their exploration of the tomb.  

~~~

Cenyon could hardly believe the transformation of his sister. She sat up in bed, looking much like her normal self, though pale and drawn. Most importantly, she smiled and nodded with interest at his account of the previous day, while at the same time eating her way through the small mound of scrambled eggs. Galindë took far more interest in who-was-who, rather than the layouts of ruins or the inn. She wanted him to describe everyone he had met in detail. When he recounted his visit with Azaelia, Galindë gasped at the news that the elf was their great aunt, then laughed with delight.

It was not long before the girl was asking to be let out of bed, but Cenyon had strict instructions to make sure she stayed there. She would be weak from her prolonged fever. To distract her, he said, "Maybe they will let you get up for a short while this evening. We could put on a small performance as a thank you to everyone for all their help."

"Oh yes!" Galindë grinned. "What will we choose, something old or something new?"

"Something new. We haven't written anything in a long time. You start thinking up a theme, and I'll fetch a pen and paper."

~~~

Silvermane pounded the soft ground of the road as Rilith pushed him into a canter. She loved the rush of the cool, soft wind against her face and through her hair; she also wanted to try and forget the ruins for a while. She was sure that her companions felt it too, a stifling air of … she could not describe it with words; she just knew it existed. 

The clouds had broken up in the breeze and sunlight lazily passed down through the gaps. Much time had passed since they had ridden out that morning. Odd that with such distraction, time could slip by in a place that seemed to have stood so still for many an age. She urged Silvermane to slow as they reached the yard of the inn, familiar to her now as the paths of Rivendell; she smiled a little at the comparison.

“I suppose I ought to steel myself for a long rant on how to keep eating even though we are exploring the ruins,” Rilith sighed.

With a snort and a toss of his mane, Silvermane agreed. Dismounting, she left her friend to stand where he pleased till she returned; there would be an awful lot to carry. 

“I am sure of that,” she laughed as she patted his neck and turned to enter the Inn.

Second breakfast was in full swing it seemed. Suddenly, it did not feel as late as she had expected. Contemplating turning about and waiting in the stud pens so the hobbits would not demand she join in the meal, Rilith sighed and prepared herself for what she knew was coming. Leaping lightly onto the porch, she opened the door and entered the inn. 

“Ah, Rilith! And just where have you been?” Meri called across the room as she cheerfully placed down a huge plate of breakfast in front of a waiting guest. “Come to think of it, where are the rest of your friends?”

Following Meri into the bustling kitchen to find it full of rangers and a few elves as well, Rilith began to explain.

“We decided, as Celebsul suggested, to go out and explore the ruins. We've found a little more, but we fear the investigation will take all day.” Rilith paused. 

“So I have returned to obtain any provision that you would give me to take back.” She spoke in an overly dramatic tone trying to make it sound as if the elves had been good in remembering the food – though Rilith was sure that Aerio, for one, would be complaining loudly by now.

“Celebsul you say? Huh, he should know better than encouraging you all to run off without eating first. But,” the hobbit's voice rose louder, “he is Celebsul.” 

The exchange was being noted by many a down-turned head. Catching the eye of one of the rangers, Rilith found it quite hard to keep a straight face; maybe she had unintentionally caused Celebsul a lot more trouble. 

But Meri pulled a wry expression and continued, "As to you and your friends - you thus felt compelled to leave at daybreak and not pause to think of provisions until your stomachs reminded you?" The hobbit shook her head in exasperation. "Despite all your learning and experience, there is something not quite logical about the enthusiasms of elves." 

Rilith blushed slightly, realising that it was indeed illogical to have ridden back for provisions rather than taking them along in the first place. Their eagerness to get to the ruins had scattered their wits. The only response she could muster was a quiet "hm." 

“Let’s see what we can pack for you,” Meri said, clapping her hands together. 

After what seemed like an hour, Rilith stepped out of the inn. She now carried two large packs full of all sorts of things she had not thought she needed. Silvermane noted the burdens and snorted in an undignified manner. 

 “I know, but I am sure Meri is watching out of the windows. Would you like her to come out here?” Rilith questioned.

Silence from the stallion met her ears, and Rilith took it as compliance. Carefully, she secured the two packs by means of a broad leather strap over Silvermane's unsaddled back. Then, graceful despite the extra baggage, she mounted the horse and with a word moved him out of the yard and back towards the ruins.  

~~~

Shortly after Rilith left through the gaping mouth of the entrance, Pippin took the lantern from the statue of the stately man, and hoisted it up to get a better view of the far corner. A portion of the wall swallowed the light, leaving only a yawning shadow. She motioned to the others to follow and stepped cautiously over the small piles of rubble on the stone floor.

Drawing near the opening, with Gambesul carrying the other lantern, they peered within. Lamplight spread across the remains of what in life had been a large and sturdy horse, its now fleshless carcass laid out upon a stone bier. A leather bridle was still upon the horse’s skull, adorned with small jewels. The dull blade of an aged sword lying next to the horse caught the light slightly as Pippin moved the lantern around. Its hilt boasted the same colourful jewels as the horse’s decorations

Gilraen’s brow furrowed as she ventured further into the chamber with Pippin. She stooped down and gingerly picked up a small bronze figurine. From marks upon its surface, she could tell the figure had been a cast whose mold was made from a whittled block of wood. It matched the carvings outside the tomb; the hideous gargoyle she had noticed upon their route. Looking down, she found several similar figurines about the room, all boasting the same unsightly countenance and all facing the bier.

She motioned for Aerio to come over. “Aerio, these figurines, what do you notice about them?”

He studied the one in Gilraen’s hand for a moment, before replying with hardly a glance at the others upon the floor. “They’re all facing the horse, as if they are guarding it, or watching over it.”

Coming over to join them, Gambesul asked, “Wouldn’t you say that is similar to the way the carving is placed outside? As if it was guarding the whole area?”

Gilraen left the two for a moment to join Pippin. She noticed how the older elf’s shoulders slumped slightly as she stared at something hidden from her own view on the wall. “Pip? What is it?”

Moving a little to the side, Pippin kept the lantern high so that Gilraen could see. A hollow in the wall served as a shelf for numerous vessels of altering size and shape. Gilraen looked at each one with deep interest, blowing the dust away to reveal the smooth earthenware beneath. “What do you suppose these were for?”

Pippin grimaced. “I don’t know, perhaps to put some sort of scent or drink in? Who can tell? We still don’t even know if those bones were of Númenórean line. That makes it much more difficult to tell.”

Gilraen grinned. “I know a good way to tell.” Defiantly, she opened the seal for one of the smaller bottles, pausing to wave away Pippin’s words of caution. She lifted the bottle to her nose, and sniffed at what remained of the contents.

As he heard the smash of ceramic upon stone, Aerio turned around sharply and raised his eyebrows at Gilraen, who was now clutching her throat and coughing violently. Gambesul rushed to check on her. “Gil, what’s wrong?”

Calming herself, Gilraen kicked the small pot on the floor away from her in disgust. “That… smelled… filthy. It was worse than stable duty. Urgh!”

Pippin giggled slightly. “You should learn to listen to your elders,” she rejoined with a wink, earning a playful punch from the younger elf.

Shaking his head, Aerio walked back over to the stone bier in the middle of the room. He reached into his pack and brought out a light-bristled brush, which he had brought with him from the workshop. The others watched as he began to dust away the blankets of cobwebs upon the horse’s bones. Nothing struck the four as peculiar until he reached the neck, and revealed a strange jewel, lying under the jaw of the skull.

He picked it up and lifted it to Gambesul’s lantern, before bringing it back down to his tunic to polish it. When he held up the brooch once more, it caught the light magnificently, sending small rays of shimmering colour in every direction from the stone in the centre.

“What do you expect this is?” he asked as he turned the jewel slowly from side to side, allowing the light to fall through it onto every wall of the room.

Gambesul marvelled at the beauty of the brooch, the metal curved into intricate but solid knots and twists, all framing one oval jewel. When the light didn’t fall upon it, the jewel would fade to black, only to dazzle the viewers later with a show of multi-faceted colours from within. He shook his head. “And why is it lying with the horse rather than the human skeleton in the other room?”

Pippin shrugged. “Perhaps this race placed great importance on their horses, much like the people of Rohan.”

Offering a snort of disgust, Gilraen joined in. “A pity they didn’t share some of Rohan’s other traits – like good taste in sculptures.”

Aerio ignored the comment, as he happened to rather admire the carvings of gargoyle-like creatures; they intrigued him. Pippin and Gilraen obviously did not share his appreciation of the art. Sighing, he placed the jewel and the brush in his pack, ready to be inspected later.

All decided that it was high time for some fresh air, agreeing to go outside and await Rilith’s return. Walking slowly back through the opening to the main chamber, they rounded the tall skeleton for a final look, before filing out into the dazzling daylight filtering through the canopy of trees. As she waited for her turn to ascend the steps, Pippin noticed, reflected in the light of her lantern, a wink of shimmering red and orange peeking out behind the corpse's robes, from within the ribcage of the bare bones, but she remained silent.

Shielding her eyes while she became accustomed to the light, Gilraen sat upon the floor a short distance from the entrance, waiting whilst the others followed suit. She glanced once more at the slab, which had presumably covered the entrance. It was broken in two, and almost looked as if it had been tossed aside with little or no effort. She frowned a moment, before hearing the soft thudding of Silvermane’s hooves on the ground.

Rilith raised her hand in greeting, dismounting lightly, and pulled the two packs from her horse’s back. She brought them over and dropped them gently to the ground, smiling slightly while she watched her famished friends begin to unravel the cloth-wrapped parcels of food lovingly prepared by Meri.

As they ate, the other elves brought Rilith up to the mark with what had been found in the new cavern. Aerio briefly showed her the jewel from the horse’s neck; allowing her to turn it over in her hands a moment, before placing it back in his pack. Pippin took the opportunity to comment on the reflection she had seen in the main chamber.

“Why didn’t you say something then?” Gilraen asked wide-eyed.

Pippin held up her hand a moment while she swallowed her bite of bread. “It was only a few minutes ago, and I thought we should get some air before going back in. I’d prefer not to go back in today at all.”

Gilraen and Rilith nodded slowly, chewing their food in silence. The elven lads however began to resolutely gulp food down in their hurry to get back into the chamber. Pippin raised an eyebrow in the direction of the pair. Speaking hastily between mouthfuls, Aerio explained, “I want to see if it is another jewel. If it is, it could give us some sort of clue as to who is in there.” 

Gilraen looked up. “Jewels… I have a book back at The Troll; I brought it with me from the Greenwood. It contains many drawings of different types of jewels. It also tells to whom they belonged and if they had any purpose. I could begin looking tonight, to see if this brooch is in there.”

Aerio nodded eagerly, while standing up and dusting the crumbs from his thighs. “It’s a small chance, but if you can find its likeness, it could be of immense importance to finding out who this person was.”

As Aerio and Gambesul took one lantern back into the chamber, the three remaining elves spoke of what else had been found in there. Gilraen had her own theory about the bottles and jars discovered in the horse’s chamber.

“It seemed almost as if it were filled with things that belonged to him… the dead Lord, I mean… in life. As if they were provisions for him after death.”

Rilith nodded. “A strange idea, but mortals know so little of their spirits' destination or what awaits them there. Maybe these people thought they might be able to take their possessions with them." She paused for a moment in thought. "They might even have shared the belief of the dwarves that they would be returned to life in some way."

“The bottle I opened must have been some sort of scent, though it smelled awful – perhaps the seal had been broken already,” suggested Gilraen.

Pippin spoke up. “Or maybe it wasn’t a scent at all, maybe it was something that wasn’t meant to smell nice.”

Gilraen concurred. “Well, whatever they were, we may be able to put these relics to some use, perhaps get a better idea of who this person was?”

Her speech was cut short as Aerio emerged from the entrance, with Gambesul close behind. “We have, indeed, found another jewel, almost exactly like the other, except for a few minor details of the carving around it.” He held it aloft for all to see the same warm colours shining in the midday sun. “We also took most of the small bottles from the ante-chamber; I hope to examine the contents in the workshop. Perhaps it’s time to return to The Troll?”

All readily stood, brushing themselves down and clearing up the blankets. Rilith once again threw the now-empty packs over Silvermane's back, but as she was about to mount up, her foot encountered a large, smooth stone. Bending to examine it, she saw that it was a small skull no bigger than her hand; curiously, it did not shine with ivory-white but a dull grey. She picked it up, only to see that it was a stone carving, and she knew its likeness. Rilith looked directly towards the gargoyle that sat atop the pillar guarding the ruins. She turned and showed her companions. They acknowledged the find and Rilith stuffed it in a saddlebag. Then they mounted their horses and rode with haste back to the Inn. By the time the sun fell from its highest point, they had reached their destination. 

~~~

Belegalda returned to Galindë's room in the early afternoon. He found the brother and sister laughing together surrounded by sheets of paper. "I see you have kept her well entertained," he remarked to Cenyon, while passing the tray of soup and bread he had brought for the girl. 

Taking the tray, Galindë said, "Yes, he has, but then that is his job."

"And your job, for the time being, is to recover your health," the elf responded. "Eat the soup, then try to rest this afternoon."

"But I want to get up," Galindë protested.

Cenyon frowned at his sister sternly and backed up the healer's words. "Do as you are told. Belegalda knows best how to treat an invalid, and that is what you still are. Maybe if you feel well this evening, he will let you come downstairs for a time?" Cenyon cast a hopeful glance at the elf.

"Maybe," Belegalda replied. "We shall see." 

Gathering up the scattered papers, Cenyon ruffled his sister's hair. "I'll go and put the final polish on this poem while you rest."

The girl merely harrumphed at her brother's back as he left the room. Then she turned her attention to eating.

A while later, Belegalda was reading quietly in a corner near the window and Galindë appeared to be asleep. 

She wasn't. She was thinking. 

'An excellent performance.' 

'I feel almost like myself, almost well.' 

'You need your strength for tonight.' 

'Yes, I want to act out our poem.' 

'Not that, foolish girl, you have more important things to do.' 

'Do I?' 

'Yes, the most important thing of your life. Now go to sleep.' 

'I will.'

Chapter 7 - Things Foul and Fair

April 21st – Late afternoon, Celebsul’s workshop

Rilith and Gilraen hesitantly entered the workshop. Gilraen’s fear was that Aerio had managed to open the other bottles and the unpleasant smell she had experienced might now fill the air. She wrinkled her nose at the memory of the putrid stench. Once inside the cool building, they were relieved to note that the atmosphere was fresh. The small flasks and jars they had collected from the tomb were carefully placed on a long workbench. Aerio and Gambesul stood bent over it, examining a book lain on the far end. 

In the clearer light of the workshop, away from the forest and tomb, delicate patterns could be seen upon the smooth surfaces. Each design was different, quite simple but beautifully painted. There was no repeat of the hideous gargoyle or the stone faces on the pillars. 

“Gambesul, Meri is looking for you, something about forgetting in all that elvish haste to do your chores.” Rilith said by way of greeting, smiling sympathetically at her young friend.

“Oh, chores." Gambesul sighed, but then his expression brightened as he recalled, "Meri did promise extra toffeed nuts today. Just make sure you tell me everything you discover when you see me later.” 

Without looking up, Aerio mocked in a strangely muffled voice, “I will be certain to expound every detail, though I fear you may be too weary after all the exertions of the day followed by the labours the hobbits will bid you undertake.”

Shrugging, Gambesul left wearing a cheerful expression. Rilith shook her head wryly at this exchange; she knew the hobbits would be gentle. She turned back to Aerio, whose face was averted apparently lost in deep thought again. Gilraen also seemed fascinated by the vessels and began picking them up in turn, carefully sniffing each one before replacing it and moving on. Rilith chuckled softly; the air truly was different away from the remains of the ruins.

“Gilraen, will you please put that down? I am trying to determine if there is a pattern that discerns what is inside,” Aerio said, straightening up from his position above the book. 

Gilraen immediately burst out laughing, for adorning the face of her friend was a peg pinching his nose. Rilith moved in closer to see what was so funny, then she too fell into the depths of helpless mirth. Aerio flushed as he remembered his appearance.

“Well, Gilraen, at least I thought before attempting to oben bottles dat hab been sealed for bany years,” Aerio paused, “shall I oben a receptacle dow and see who is laughing den?” 

“Peace my friend,” Rilith said. “Your ingenuity is not what we laugh at, but your face certainly looks funny. Does Meri know you have that?” she asked in all seriousness. 

“I am dot sure, but if dot, she does dot dow I hab dese eider.” He produced two other pegs from his pocket and offered them to his friends. 

Both elves took them graciously before turning their attention back to the bottles. They were a puzzle, filled with something foul, no doubt, but of apparent worth to the dead man lying in the tomb. 

“Have you discovered anything that would tell us what remains inside?” Gilraen asked, looking over the pages of the book Aerio had been using. 

“Do, dat is why I hab de begs. De only way to tell is to oben dem,” he paused and looked at her, “ad I did dot wish to hab de sabe exberience you had.” 

Gilraen nodded in agreement, trying to stifle her amusement at their appearance as she and Rilith affixed pegs to their own noses. Aerio took up the first bottle. He sighed and then gently broke the seal; a brief look of perplexity crossed his fair features before he poured some of the contents out upon the workbench. Small seeds spilt and rolled across the smooth wooden surface. A glance of curiosity passed between the three as they removed the pegs. 

“It smells like some of the spices the hobbits have brought in from the Southern lands,” Gilraen noted, thankful that not all the vials contained the same pungent surprise. 

“I wonder what else they packed for the dead Lord’s journey,” Rilith mused aloud. Replacing the peg upon her nose, she motioned for Aerio to continue. 

Eventually, all the bottles were unsealed. An assortment of things was found within them, from honey to gold flakes. The most perplexing, however, seemed to be the two jars that were similar to the pot Gilraen had opened in the tomb. One contained the exact same foul smelling liquid and the other, they feared, was blood. 

“This makes entirely no sense at all,” Rilith puzzled. “Why fill your tomb with things to eat and use and then have two bottles that smell fetid, and another containing blood?”

“I almost wish we could wake up the dead man and ask him,” Gilraen mused. 

“Maybe some sort of ritual?” Aerio shook his head, his finger resting lightly on his chin. “There is nothing more we can learn here. Perhaps our friends will have some thoughts over dinner. It is time to close these up and go to the common room.” 

The elven maids agreed and began sealing the containers. Once finished, they gratefully abandoned the workshop, leaving the door open to air the room. 

~~~

Cenyon walked down the stairs to the common room of The Burping Troll, noticing, to his surprise, that it was empty save for the elves, Gambesul and Pippin, by the bar area. Gambesul sat on a stool polishing the surface, his long legs curled underneath the wooden seat with such flexibility that he reminded Cenyon of a cat. Pippin was rearranging the various bottles that lined the wall behind the counter, turning them so that their labels were facing the proper direction. 

"Slow business this afternoon?" Cenyon asked Gambesul as he sat down beside him, making sure that he didn't make any marks on the newly polished surface of the counter. Gambesul looked up from his concentration over one particular smudge.

"Not at all, only a lull of activity."

"There will be more soon, they'll be coming in for the evening rush," Pippin added and then came to stand nearer to the two. 

"Don't touch it," Gambesul started to warn her, but she only grimaced. 

"The customers will touch it soon enough, I may as well make it look used."

Gambesul's face became stricken until Pippin shook her head and laughed. "I was teasing you.  Your polishing job is fit for the woodwork in Thranduil's Halls and I wouldn't dream of smudging it on purpose."

Looking relieved, Gambesul continued to work away at the smears and, for a few moments, the common room was peaceful. Warg lay by the hearth chewing on her haggis while her tail made a rhythmic thumping noise against the woven rug on the floor. One half-open, glittering, yellow eye watched Cenyon, but not in a hostile manner - mere wargish curiosity and the knowledge that she would protect her ‘pack’ should anyone try to harm a member. Strangers were always to be treated with caution until they won her approval.

"May I ask you two a question?" Cenyon said abruptly, breaking the silence. Both elves looked up from their work and waited for him to continue. "How is it that you came to this place, if Mirkwood is a scant distance away?"

The elves glanced at each other and then back to Cenyon. "I am here because my master is here," Gambesul stated simply, as if that was as good an explanation as any. Pippin did not answer, but continued to straighten the bottles. Gambesul set his rag down on the counter and then pushed it towards the edge. "Speaking of Celebsul, I told him I would sweep out the workshop when I finished here. Since I have done so, I shall depart. Before I go, how is your sister?"

"Very much better, thank you." Cenyon replied, smiling broadly.

"Glad to hear it. I thought you were looking more cheerful. I'll see you later."

Pippin waved goodbye to Gambesul as he gracefully disembarked from his feline position on the stool and headed out the front door with a few long strides. Cenyon, his worries behind him and now alone with a beautiful redhead, decided a little flippant banter was in order. He cleared his throat. "And you, m'lady? You must have a reason for playing bartender here at a shabby inn, when you'd surely enjoy a forest better."

Pippin turned one bottle too hastily, banging it against another, and quickly put out her hand to catch it should it begin to fall. It did not, and she carefully turned it to its correct place before circling to face the young man who was still waiting for her answer. 

"I don't 'play bartender' for a start, I am one and that's a fact. Second, this place could hardly be described as shabby. Three, we elves have constructed our own woodland home nearby so that we're much more at ease." She flushed, embarrassed at being so curt. "I am here because I am fond of this place and its people," she finished more softly. 

'Hm,' thought Cenyon, 'that certainly got her attention.' He replied, "Ah, yes, the woodland home where Azaelia and her family dwell. And fondness for people is a very good reason to stick around. I always say, if you're not happy somewhere, then it'd be better to be Smaug's supper than to stay there."

Pippin moved away from the bottles and pulled her stool up to the counter to sit down. "Is that why you and your sister travel, because you weren't happy where you were?" she asked tentatively. Cenyon nodded his head in affirmation.

"More or less. I've been able to see a great many places this way - name a town or city and I'll bet you anything that I've been there," he said proudly, smoothing his burgundy tunic and tucking some of his unruly hair behind his ears. 

"Oh? Any town you say?" Pippin asked doubtfully. 

"Or city," he reminded her.

"Right, or city. Let me think a moment," she said and tapped her chin thoughtfully with one willowy finger. " All right. How about I make it easy - Minas Tirith."

Cenyon placed his hand on his breast and moaned, "Dost the lady take me for a simple bard? One who only wanders many a stone-hedged passageway by night, trekking up and down the levels of the city all the day long? Come now, I, the famous Cenyon with his sweet sister Linde, only to visit Minas Tirith? Surely you jest."

"Famous, you say?" Pippin responded, folding her arms skeptically. 

"Not only famous, fair damsel, but one of exceptional talent, endless wit, remarkable poetic renditions, impeccable timing, wondrous air of nobility when the part requires it, and perfect charm." He smiled broadly this time as he finished his speech. 

"Come now," Pippin said and tilted her chin. "No one is perfect, not even elves," she added wistfully while she skilfully hid a smile. 

"Then I suppose I am simply one in a million," he said, still beaming at her. Pippin shook her head and crossed her arms again. 

"Bree, have you been to Bree?"

"Of course."

"Rohan?"

"Sey."

Pippin rolled her eyes and continued, "Dale?"

"We were there not that long ago, in fact."

"Nurn?"

"Where?" He stopped. Pippin frowned. 

"I'd skip it, not much to see there," she said hastily, looking over her shoulder down the hallway for a moment in a manner that made Cenyon wonder if she did not want to be heard. But a second later she added another place to the list.

"Erynlond?"

Cenyon did a double-take and then hung his head dejectedly. "You win, m'Lady. I have not heard of your Woodhaven, nor have I performed there." He let out a gusty sigh of defeat.

Warg made a wuffing noise in her throat that sounded suspiciously like a laugh, and Cenyon looked at the large beast for a few long seconds before turning his attention back to the elf behind the counter. He noted that she looked surprised. 

"You're right, it's Woodhaven. How ever did you know that though? ... Oh! Of course, you speak elvish," she corrected herself. Still Cenyon frowned.

"Aye, I understand its name, but I do not know where it would be on any map," he said as he furrowed his brow. Though he did not see, Pippin covered her mouth and kept her chuckle to herself. 

The door to the tavern swung open as Aerio, Rilith and Gilraen walked in, cleaned up from their earlier expedition and looking ready for the meal that would be served shortly. They claimed a table near the bar. 

Cenyon stood up, "I shall prepare myself for this evening's supper and see if Galindë is feeling fit. She might be able to join us. Until we speak later, Namarië." With a parting smile, the man walked up the stairs lightly, skipping every other one. 

Pippin, shaking her head and frowning, muttered under her breath "perfect charm." She wound her feet beneath the stool as she waited for customers to arrive. 

"Pippin?" Gilraen called, catching her friend's attention. 

"Hmm?" Pippin responded.

"Are you feeling well?"

"I think she's missing Carcharien," Aerio observed with a smirk, though Rilith kicked him under the table. "And just think, he won't get back until at least tomorrow night. Firnelin is sure to keep him running after deer as long as he is physically able," he added for good measure.

"I'm fine, really," Pippin assured them, turning away from Aerio before he could see her blush, but it was too late. There was no hiding the fact that she did indeed miss Carcharien. He was her dearest friend and though they both were a bit shy about it, he was also her dearest love. Firnelin, his brother, took him on hunting trips quite frequently, but Pippin was content with the time she and Carch did spend together. 

"Pip, if your neck turns any redder, it will match your hair splendidly," the cheeky elf remarked cheerfully. 

"Rauko edhel," she said warningly to Aerio but he continued to beam at her, not at all like the 'demon elf' she had just called him. It was going to be a difficult night.

~~~

As Cenyon reached the top of the stairs, the coin dropped. Woodland home. Woodhaven! He slapped his forehead hard with the heel of his hand, then snorted with merriment. 

He was still chuckling to himself, after a bath and a change of clothes. Rapping on his sister's door, Belegalda let him in with the reassuring words, " Galindë seems just fine, she's had a sleep and she can get up for an hour if she wishes to. I think she is well enough not to need someone to sit with her tonight. So I'll take my leave of you both until morning." 

"Goodbye and thank you," Galindë's cheerful voice followed the elf out the door. Cenyon added his thanks then stepped inside and bowed theatrically to his sister. "Come fellow thespian, our audience awaits."

"I don't think I will, Cenyon, if you don't mind. I still feel a bit … wobbly, and have a slight headache."

"But Belegalda said you could get up, and you wanted to this morning."

"I know. I'm sorry, but I don't feel like facing a lot of people. Meri brought me some food earlier so I'm too full for supper. You go down and enjoy yourself. Don't fret about me, I'm happy just resting here and I intend to have another long sleep and be fresh as a daisy tomorrow. I want to meet Azaelia and her family properly."

"But we were going to perform the vignette." Cenyon found it difficult to hide his dejection.

"You still can. You don't need me. In fact I insist you do perform it as a celebration for my recovery."

Cenyon shook his head slightly and chewed his lip. He wasn't going to nag his sister when she still felt under the weather, but he did need her for the performance.

As if reading his mind, Galindë winked at him. "Now brother, do not tell me that with a room full of fair maidens you are not capable of finding one who will help with the poem."

"Perhaps," Cenyon considered, but even if he found a volunteer, she would be unlikely to have the talent and experience of his sister.

~~~

Belegalda sought out Celebsul and listened while he related his apprentices' description of the tombs. The healer cast a querying glance at him. "You know more about this than you are saying, don't you?"

"Not really," Celebsul replied with a shrug. "I have theories, but it is Rilith and her young friends who are finding the evidence and adding it all together. We will see, eventually, if their deductions and my theories tally."

"And your theories are?" the healer insisted good-naturedly.

Grinning, Celebsul retorted, "Theories." But then he became serious and explained, "The graven images at the ruins are all of the same face - it is one that I have seen before and hoped never to see again."

"Does it represent a danger?" 

"Not any more. Not in itself since the end of the First Age. And not in any way since the downfall of Sauron."

This was sufficient for Belegalda to understand whom the carvings represented, and to recall relevant events from his vast store of historical knowledge. "Some of the lords of men who should have been wise were very foolish." 

"Aye, foolish, misguided and cruel. But all that remains of them, for all their efforts, are bones."

Chapter 8 - A Slight Diversion

April 21st – Evening, Burping Troll common room

While the evening meal was placed on the tables, Cenyon came down the stairs alone. His face bore a disappointed expression as he took a seat between the two elven apprentices, and it only deepened when Aerio posed a question to him.

"How can one look so morose when he has such a bounty of food before him?"

The young man tilted his chair back onto its two thin back legs; an action which normally would have caused disapproving looks from the woodworking elves. They had no desire to mend chairs that had been treated carelessly, but under the circumstances the two perfectionists managed to ignore the issue. On the other side of the table, Gilraen and Rilith occupied a sturdier wooden bench. 

"I was hoping to present a short vignette composed by my sister and I this morning, but she is feeling a little tired," Cenyon explained as he mulled over his bread. He picked up the knife that sat by the butter and idly spread some onto the pale brown surface before taking a bite. 

"Is it such a presentation that is in need of two players?" Gambesul asked, contemplating for a moment. "I would be willing to fill in if you describe the part to me." 

 This caused a wry smile to appear on Cenyon's face and he chuckled as he held his bread aloft.

"I am not quite sure you would fit the part," he said pursing his lips to keep his laughter in as he watched Gambesul's puzzled expression.

"Sir, I've had some experience before - are you quite sure?" the elf asked. 

"Quite. I am in need of a maiden."

Gambesul blushed, and Aerio punched him in the arm. 

"Well done indeed," Aerio said as he desperately tried to contain his laughter. Suddenly he beamed and addressed Cenyon.

"I believe I know of a maiden who would do well," he offered. Jumping up from the table, he hurried to the bar and leaned over the counter to where Pippin was filling a mug for Anbarad. She looked up quizzically as Aerio waited for her to push the mug to the other elf before turning her attention to him. He posed his most innocent expression.

"Do you think you could possibly perform a favor for someone?" he asked. 

Wiping her hands on the towel that hung nearby, Pippin smiled. "Of course, what do you need?" she asked. 

Aerio smirked and beckoned her to follow. Anbarad looked up from his seat at the bar counter and quietly took over while Pippin trailed Aerio to the table. Eyes growing wider, Gilraen could see the delighted look on Aerio's face as he stopped in front of the actor. She also observed the lopsided grin that Cenyon threw when the apprentice arrived with his favor in tow.

"Let me see if I can explain this to you..." Cenyon began and motioned to the empty seat at the head of the table. Pippin cast a look at Aerio, only to see him sit smugly back in his chair. 

Twenty minutes later, while the Common Room was still quite full with guests and residents alike, the young actor stood up and walked over to the great stone fireplace. Clearing his throat, he tried to get the attention of the inn, but it was in vain. The loud laughter and talk drowned out even his resonant voice; for a moment he was at a loss as to what he should do. Then below him he felt the nudge of something furry against his leg. Looking down, he saw the giant warg grinning at him. Her teeth glittered, and Cenyon was very glad to not be meeting her alone in the dark woods. 

"Want me to help ya?" Warg asked, cocking her head in canine fashion. 

"If you would be so kind," Cenyon responded slowly, wondering what in Middle Earth the warg might do to gain the attention of an entire room. The answer turned out to be surprisingly simple.

She let out a fierce growl. She would have howled, but didn’t want anyone’s heart to actually stop beating, the hobbits didn’t taking kindly to startled persons breaking their dinnerware. Warg’s action, however, did have the desired affect; the entire room focused on the fireplace and the two beings in front of it. Looking up at Cenyon serenely, Warg said, "They're all yours."

Seizing the opportunity, Cenyon began to speak. "As a way of thanking you all for your wonderful hospitality, I have proposed to present a short song composed by myself and my sister. Regretfully, she is sleeping and thus unable to help me. But I have found a most remarkable substitute, and so the show must go ever on." 

He smiled broadly, spread his arms in a courtly bow, then nodded towards Aerio sitting nearby with a borrowed fiddle and Gambesul clutching a thin reed pipe. The apprentices had recently been practicing the playing of these instruments and were glad of the chance to display their skill. At Cenyon's gesture, the two began a merry tune, fast but not overwhelming, happy but not silly, and overall very catchy. 

Cenyon now looked to Pippin who stood at one side of the couch, with a mug in one hand and a dishtowel in the other. She appeared to be cleaning the vessel, although anyone who knew her well could easily tell that it was an act - she was normally much faster. Cenyon sat down emphatically on a stool that he had placed on the other side of the couch minutes before. He tilted his chin towards the crowd winningly. Then in a rich, melodious voice, he started to sing.

"Sweet maiden of the golden ale,

I sing to you my sorrowful tale.

You see, my dear, I traveled far

to come and reach your glorious bar.

My horse lost not one shoe, but three

and so I had to walk, you see.

Six days and seven nights too long

my heart was deep in its sad song.

I only ask for one sweet sip,

perhaps with just a brandy nip.

Ever and always I'll come just to you

the one drink you gave me you never shall rue."

Apparently unaffected by the growing chuckles and smiles of the audience, Cenyon forlornly placed his head in his hands and waited for the maid's response. Pippin started uncertainly, not yet familiar with the lines she had been told only moments before. 

"The drinks here are not free, good sir

and neither am I, though if I were

I do not think that I'd come so near

to one who held his brandy dear."

Cenyon looked adoringly up to the tall elf and began his next stanza, this time with more emphasis and obvious suffering. 

"My throat doth burn, I feel it ache

please just a cup, for Eru's sake.

I'd gladly spill my coins of copper

if it was not stolen by that robber.

For, my lass, my love, my faery

while for the blacksmith I did tarry

I found that all my coins were gone

and now I'm left with narry a one."

The audience now stifled laughter, trying hard not to miss a single word of the song. Pippin turned towards them and gave a supreme look of satisfaction.

"Just a cup is all you beg?

Not mug or barrel, bottle or keg?

Why a cup is something that I'll do

here, please, do take it, cheers to you."

Flipping the towel expertly over her wrist, she handed the empty mug over the couch to Cenyon, who stared dumbfounded at it, turning it upside down for any last drops he might have missed. He looked generally displeased and bewildered. The music slowed then came to a halt.

The inn remained silent for a few moments while the audience absorbed the end of the song, then applause and laughter burst out around the room. Cenyon took Pippin's hand as the two accepted their acclaim with deep bows. Only Anbarad remained unimpressed; standing at the bar, he shook his head and muttered, "Copper rhymed with robber, ugh! He would get along famously with Esgallyg; neither of them can write poetry." 

~~~

Gilraen, Aerio and Gambesul clapped and cheered as Pippin made her way to the table after the performance, but Rilith merely smiled at her friend’s embarrassed thank-yous. The noise died down to a murmur as people discussed the unusual entertainment, and hobbits entered with an assortment of delicious desserts. The elves fell silent, concentrating upon the food, only speaking to welcome Cenyon back to the table. 

After their plates were cleared, and each had stretched and yawned, they began to muse. Aerio’s sudden talk of the contents of the bottles seemed a welcome distraction from the lull of sleep that threatened the warm and full. They laughed and chatted as his eloquent descriptions came complete with a theatrical performance to rival that of Cenyon's. Yet, the laughter died to concentration as he told of the bottles that contained more sinister things.

Gilraen produced one of the miniature gargoyles from her satchel, causing Pippin to scowl. “Not here Gil, I know we’ve finished dinner, but I’d prefer not to glance at that hideous thing with food still resting in my stomach.”

Smiling, Gilraen placed the object back in her satchel. Leaning her chin on her hand, she thought privately on how the carvings had guarded the horse’s remains. 

Exactly what had happened in that place? The elves were began to suspect that they were not going to like the answer at all. A laugh from across the room cut through the silence of the contemplative group. The Ranger, Bob, had obviously been at the Cherry-B as he was now apparently telling jokes and laughing uproariously at them, with Celebsul as his smiling audience. Their thought patterns broken, the group relaxed again. 

“I bid you all a goodnight.” Gilraen rose from her chair. 

“As do I.” Rilith joined her. 

With the pair leaving and Pippin being called to help in the kitchen, the remaining trio went to join Celebsul and Bob beside the hearth. When Bob eventually started nodding, he was convinced by all to go to bed. Celebsul listened as his two apprentices continued to discuss the bottles from the tomb. Cenyon visibly lapped up every word till he realized the late hour and bid them a goodnight, hoping to check on his sister. 

“Master, what could the jars mean?” Gambesul asked, now that there were just the three elves. 

“I think that they tell of what these men hoped to encounter after death,” he said before taking another sip from his bottle. 

"And?" Aerio insisted.

"Ask yourself what you might choose were you a mortal who thought he could bring gifts to Eru." Celebsul left that question with his apprentices, and took his leave.

The young elves sat in silent contemplation for a while, then as one, they rose and walked out into the night, sleep the furthest thing from their minds. With a mutual understanding, Aerio headed towards Erynlond while Gambesul detoured to the workshop.

~~~

Sleep also eluded Gilraen. She stifled a giggle as she remembered the look on Pippin’s face earlier that night in the common room. If she’d polished that mug any more, Gilraen was sure it would have turned to solid gold. Sighing, she tried to return her attention to the canvas leaning against her wall. Only a few small etches lay on its surface; the beginnings of the portrait she’d started more than a week ago.

Why wouldn’t the picture come to her? She let her charcoal clatter back to the floor, and watched with dismay as it left faint smudges of black upon the clean corner of the canvas.

Feverishly, she grabbed the loaf of bread from the basket on her bedside table and ripped out a small part of the dough. Rolling it into a ball, she knelt down gingerly next to the canvas, and started rubbing the black marks. Though her floor was soon covered with crumbs, the canvas was returned to its original state.

She still felt unsure of how to carry on with the portrait when she heard a chuckle at her door. “I never knew you were an artist.”

Turning around to sit on the floor, she encountered Aerio’s heartfelt beam of greeting. She smiled in return and waved him in. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, my friend. It’s a little late for a visit isn’t it?”

“Hardly, the night is still young! Besides, we have some important matters to discuss.” Aerio sat down on the only chair in the small room.

Gilraen raised her eyebrows expectantly, but before Aerio could carry on, there was a slight cough drew their attention to the door. Rilith smiled. “May I come in?”

The hostess nodded, and watched as Rilith came to sit beside her, only using a footstool rather than curling her knees beneath her as Gilraen did. No sooner had she done so than there was another voice at the door. “I hope I’m not intruding?”

Gambesul smiled in greeting, waiting for Gilraen’s permission to enter. The elf maiden laughed and threw her hands up in the air. “Of course not! By all means, let’s have a feast!”

Rilith raised one eyebrow at the crumbs on the floor, and the half-broken loaf of bread back in the basket. “I doubt we have enough provisions for a feast.”

“May I continue?” Aerio implored.

“With what?” Rilith wondered.

“What I was going to start discussing before everyone else came in.” 

“What’s going on here?” Pippin poked her head around the door. Gilraen stifled her laughter as she saw her room filling to the brim with elves. Then she remembered the canvas leaning against the wall. Clambering up from her knees she moved slowly over to stand in front of it, just in case an unsightly disaster with a misplaced foot might occur.

Aerio stood up, gently taking charge of the situation. “Pippin, kindly find yourself a seat, and let’s wait a moment to ensure that no other visitors are on their way.”

A few seconds of silence passed, each elf seeming rather bemused at the lack of space in the room. After all, it was only built for one resident, not five. Gilraen looked up to see her brother at the door, pointing his finger at the group, mouth slightly open.

He hesitated, before nodding resolutely. “I’ll come back later.”

Now at last settled, the other elves turned to Aerio. “Right. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I came here to talk over the ruins further with Gilraen. She seems as interested in their structure as Gambesul and I.”

Rilith nodded. “My reason was similar to that, except the comment about you and Gambesul.”

Pippin blinked. “I just came here to find all of you.”

Laughing, Gilraen used the spare moment to lay her canvas on the bed. “What needs to be discussed? What do we have? A mass grave, a tomb, jewels and vials of various substances.”

Aerio shook his head slowly, rubbing his forefinger along his chin. “The tomb confuses me. It was disturbed… and yet nothing inside appeared to have been moved or damaged …”

Pippin shivered, causing Gilraen to send her a questioning look. The reply was a shake of the elf's head to say she would be all right, but Gilraen continued to glance at her throughout the conversation.

“Perhaps someone simply wishing to see inside, and then not wanting to go in?” Rilith volunteered.

Aerio nodded. “Conceivably – but it would have taken more than one ordinary man to break the slab like that… Maybe some other entity, though they’d need the strength of a Beorning.”

Eyes widening, Pippin looked up suddenly. “It was broken from the inside… no one was breaking in – there was little or no rubble right inside the entrance…”

Gilraen let out a nervous giggle. "Perhaps somebody was trying to get out..." She fell silent at the look on Pippin's face, wordlessly apologising.

With a dismissive snort, Gambesul remarked, “More likely some sort of movement of the ground, or buckle in the stone slab…”

Gilraen raised her hand. “What natural force could possibly have caused the slab to buckle like that? It was much too thick to be affected by heat or cold."

Aerio shook his head. "Actually, that is possible - rocks on the mountains can be broken in two if ice gets into a small crack every winter - but then the slab would have just crumbled to the ground - not cracked in two as we saw it, with all that rubble..."

Everyone fell silent, not wishing to volunteer another explanation for fear that their suspect would become more powerful, or more malevolent in intent than those already speculated. 

Pippin shook her head. “I really think we’re looking too much into this broken slab. It could have been anything from a violent storm to some aggressive beast, and I would much prefer it if we didn’t find it to be the latter.”

“Could it be anything else do you suppose?” Aerio ventured.

Gilraen shuddered. “I hope not."

Changing the direction of the conversation, Gambesul took three small bottles from his pocket and explained about the question Celebsul had posed to them.

Rilith rolled the idea around on her tongue. "What might I select were I a man who could bring gifts to Eru?" Then she scowled. "Not those foul substances, of that I am sure."

"Eru certainly would not welcome a vial of blood," Gilraen agreed. "I think your master may be working on the wrong theory. The bottles would not contain gifts for Ilúvatar. There has to be some other explanation."

Pippin sighed and got to her feet. "Too many questions without answers. I need to sleep." She nodded to the others, rubbing her forehead wearily as she left the room. Rilith and Gambesul looked around, and deciding the discussion was over, left also. Aerio followed them but paused at the doorway, turning back to Gilraen. "You said you had a book on jewellery?"

"Ah yes. Maybe I can find at least some answers there. I'll look in the morning."

Chapter 9 - Powers of Earth and Sky

April 21st – Just before midnight, Cenyon’s room

Cenyon was asleep long before the elven gathering in Gilraen's room. The whole inn had lain quiet for some time. Shifting restlessly, the young man whispered his sister's name, "Galindë."

He suddenly rolled over to his side, and his eyes sprang open in the darkness, fear pumping through his veins. It had been a dream - a nightmare in which his sister strayed amongst the ruins, sobbing. He was awake now, but the dream-fear did not leave him. Instead it grew. Cenyon felt an overwhelming urge to check that Galindë was safe.

Pulling a shirt over his head and tucking it into his trousers in haste, he opened the door and stole across the landing in his bare feet. Glancing inside his sister's room, he found it empty. Panic hammered at his chest. Galindë's sheets had been tossed aside and lay in a wrinkled heap on the floor. His sister was a neat person; if she had left the room for any of the logical reasons that sped through his mind, she would not have cast aside her bedding.

Cenyon could feel his palms growing sweaty; this only happened when something was really wrong with Galindë - it had always been that way.  Spinning on his heel, he dashed back to his room, thrust his feet into his boots then ran down the stairs like the wind. He skidded to a halt at the entranceway of the large common room, and peered into the silent darkness. A full moon provided the only cool glimmer of light.

Suddenly a black shape loomed up from the floor. Cenyon stopped breathing, then let out a sigh as he realised it was the warg. “Are you looking for your sister?” the creature enquired as she padded towards him. 

Warg's eyes momentarily captivated and frightened Cenyon: glowing like dying embers in a dancing fire around the rim, then fading into the color of melted gold, and finally sinking into deep pools of darkness where anything might lurk, be it good or evil. Shaking off their spell, the man answered, "Yes. Have you seen her?"

"Seen, no. But I patrolled outside a while ago and noticed a trail of her scent going to the stables."

"The stables! Was she there? Was her horse still there?" Cenyon asked in a desperate tone, his eyes darkening as his face grew more taut with worry. 

"She was not. I don't know which horse belongs to whom, not amongst you guests."

Cenyon felt something icy stir deep within his heart. "The dream! What if she is fevered and trying to return to the ruins?" 

Without explaining his words, the man ran across the room, pushed open the inn door and bounded down the steps towards the stable. 

Warg decided to take action of her own. It had not been long since Gambesul returned from Erynlond. Maybe the young elf was still awake.

Horses snorted as Cenyon entered the stable with his heart pounding and his brow sweating. He tried to wipe the beads onto his palm, but found it too was damp. As he hurried down past each stall, searching for his sister's horse, he tried to control his growing dread. Even in the darkness, he would recognise the copper-coloured mare, he would feel her presence as he did that of his own gelding. But all he felt of her was absence. Cenyon's pulse quickened and he turned his head side to side wildly. Where was she? 

"Cenyon?" a voice called out quietly from behind him, and the young man jerked around.

A shadowy figure stood in the doorway, features distorted by the trembling light of a small lantern. Cenyon squinted and then let out his breath. "Gambesul!" he said, relieved as the pale figure moved closer.

"Yes. Warg said there might be a problem. Is anything wrong?" the young elf asked, a worried look in his glittering eyes.

"Galindë's mare, where is she?"  

Gambesul narrowed his eyes and looked from one end of the stable to the other. The horses were standing in their proper places, shifting in mild irritation at being disturbed. One stomped an angry hoof against the straw-covered floor, but all seemed well … except for an empty stall at the end … a stall that should have been occupied.

"The mare's gone," Gambesul confirmed, trying to take in the full situation. "Where is Galindë?" 

"Not in her room, and now her horse is missing. A bad dream woke me; a feeling that something awful was happening. I still feel it and I fear she is riding back to the ruins," Cenyon said hurriedly. 

Gambesul moved towards the stable door. "I'll find the others to form a search party." The elf looked back over his shoulder as Cenyon's vehement protest surprised him.

"I cannot wait for the others. I must go now!" He turned towards his horse's stall.

"Cenyon! Wait! It won't take …" the elf began to say but was cut off by the determined words of the young man.

"Please, Gambesul. Organise the others. Follow when you can. I must go now." With trembling hands, Cenyon threw a saddle on the horse's back.

The elf gave up arguing. He caught up a bridle and helped ready the steed. In seconds, Cenyon was mounted. "We'll be right behind you," Gambesul assured him.

"I hope so," the man replied, then he spoke a command to the chestnut gelding, and the horse clattered out onto the pathway towards the main road.

Gambesul closed the quiet and obviously well-maintained wooden door of the stable and was about to head back to the inn to rouse his friends when he noticed Warg sitting in front of him on the grass. Her eyes glimmered golden from the swaying lamplight and she peered up at him intently. 

"Where'd he go?" she asked, pointing her head towards the direction of the quickly disappearing horse and rider. 

Gambesul shook his head and held a palm up helplessly. "To the ruins. We need to organise a group to follow him."

Looking again to the main road, Warg wondered, "He's gone searching for his sister?"

Gambesul nodded grimly. "I'll wake Aerio and Celebsul. Could you run over to Erynlond and rouse Pippin, Gil and Rilith?"

"Will do." In a storm of rippling fur, Warg vanished into the night.

~~~

"What convinced Cenyon that his sister has gone to the ruins?" Gilraen asked Gambesul as they led their horses out of the stable.

"A dream, of all things," he replied. 

"At least we know we'll find one of them there," Pippin said dryly, mounting her steed.

The moon now sailed amongst gathering clouds as darkness thickened and threatened them with rain. 

"I smell thunder," Celebsul remarked, his keen eyes scanning the sky. 

"Wonderful!" Rilith muttered, though she sounded less than pleased. 

“Before we proceed,” Aerio interjected, “was thought given to alerting our ranger friends as to the possible plight of the derelict damsel?”

“Yes,” Gambesul reported, “just before finding you and Master Celebsul I caught Halbarad leaving for a perimeter check. He will keep his eyes open for the girl.”

Celebsul nodded his approval as he swung lithely into his saddle.

The six riders set their horses at a steady walk before they reached the road, then urged them into a faster gait. Aerio took the lead, with Celebsul bringing up the rear.  

They were soon heading into a storm. Fat drops of rain heralded a heavy downpour that brought flashes of lightning and ever louder, closer thunder. The horses flinched at each burst of sound, but kept their pace, soothed by their elven riders. Then the storm raged directly overhead, blades of lightning biting into the woodland around them. A blinding silver bolt sliced through the darkness ahead, the roar of its voice shook the ground as it split a tall pine to the roots. Age-old branches began to fall from the sky, mingling with the rain. Some broke through the boughs of nearby trees before crashing to the muddy earth.

The horses stopped instantly, trying to back up in panic. Regaining control, the riders smelt burning wood and leaves. When they gazed above the top of the ruined tree, sparks could be seen flying into the night sky, glimmering briefly before the rain consumed them. Calming his steed, Gambesul looked back to see Pippin's grim face in the dim light.

"This is madness," she stated, as the sky flashed a bright white again. 

"Aye, it might well be," Celebsul responded.

~~~

Cenyon paid no heed to the gathering storm. He urged his horse on in wild speed, chanting to it in Sindarin. The gelding only heard his own heartbeat echoing in his head and the thunder of his hooves as he strived to meet his master's demands. 

They reached the path to the ruins and Cenyon swerved his horse into the forest. Leaning in to the chestnut's mane, the young man trusted his steed to find a safe route, though both came through to the clearing with cuts and welts from the thorny bushes and whipping trees. Man and horse paused for a moment, the gelding's sides heaving. Cenyon dismounted, leading the exhausted animal towards the ruins. Where was Galindë? It had started to rain, and thunder rumbled ominously. 

Suddenly, the chestnut’s ears pricked up, then he let out a loud whinny. From somewhere ahead came an answer; Galindë's horse! Cenyon quickened his stride, hastening through the narrow gap in the trees. A flash of lightning briefly lit the surrounds and Cenyon saw the copper mare tethered to a low bough of a sturdy oak. He left his own horse tied alongside, then rushed towards the heart of the ruins.

~~~

Lord Inziladun was aware the moment that the man stepped within his domain. He was prepared. The girl lay quietly in her white gown upon the ancient altar. How fitting that she was dressed thus. No rain fell on her. The spirit lord so willed. His voice filled the girl's mind. 

'Your brother is near.' 

'Cenyon has followed?'

'You are twins. Where you go, he goes. Where you are going, he will go too.'

'Where are we going?'

'To … meet the greatest being that ever was or will be.'

Inziladun turned his attention from the girl. She was his thrall, but the approaching man was not. He must be quelled by other means. The ghost drew on the power that had now ripened into overwhelming force.

Cenyon walked towards the main pillar looming as a tall shadow in the darkness. Another flash bathed the ruins in light and thunder deadened his ears. Galindë! He saw his sister lain upon the ground in her gown. He started towards her, but a weight came upon him, as if his flesh and muscles turned to lead. Then it was all around him, pressure, driving him relentlessly to his knees. It was happening again! In horror, Cenyon tried to speak the words that had saved him before. With an inward cry, he found his lips would not move - they were sealed shut. But a voice sounded in his head, a dry, deep, mocking voice.

'Crawl, crawl to your sister so you may die together. Twin hearts - what a sweet gift you bring me. A gift I will send in flame to my master, Melkor.'

Without will, Cenyon felt his limbs propelling him across the stone, the pressure still heavy upon him. He could see no persecutor, though he strived to look around. He felt his body spin and was sent sprawling onto his back. There he lay, alongside Galindë, unable to move. He stared up to the pedestal towering above him. The grinning gargoyle was hidden in darkness, but glittering in the moonlight, a blade hung high above them.

~~~

The search party turned their attention from the ravaged tree back to the road ahead. Aerio once more took up the lead as both elf and horse bent their heads against the driving rain. Progress proved difficult; their mounts were now less inclined to accept elven assurances when contrary evidence echoed all around them.

Eventually Aerio slowed his steed and called over a loud boom of thunder to the others, "Here's the path."

Pippin's mount fidgeted and danced as another flash of lightning crackled across the sky. For a moment, she struggled to keep the terrified horse under control as it side-stepped into the road edge. 

Noticing her wide-eyed expression, Aerio asked, "What is it, Pip?" He ran light fingers down his own horse's neck to soothe it. "Shh," he whispered and then looked back to Pippin.

"This is so much like the conditions when Rilith and I stumbled across Cenyon and Galindë," she explained. "I find it somehow … chilling." 

Aerio nodded his understanding then guided his horse onto the narrow path. The woods closed around the group like a tangled net; slender branches from the trees that flapped in the rising wind occasionally smacked across a rider's face. Amid darkness split by flashes of lightning, teeming rain and a gale that now seemed to blow from all directions at once, the swaying boughs were difficult to predict and avoid. By the time the riders had followed the slippery trail to a small clearing, some faces displayed angry red welts. 

"I really do not like this place," Rilith complained, as she rubbing her palm across her cheek where one particularly vicious branch had hit. 

A jagged blade of light again fractured the sky and a clap of thunder flattened the horses' ears. Pippin's mount danced in a skittery circle, "Shh, roch med nin," she said as she tried to calm the gelding.

The rain fell even harder, beating with a rhythmic sound, faster and faster, drops becoming larger and larger until it seemed a solid sheet of water. 

CRACK! Lightning again struck a tree only yards from where the group stood. Everything seemed to slow down, seconds stretching unnaturally as events unfurled. Pippin's horse reared in fright and gave a terrified whinny as he plunged down and then up again on his long rear legs. The elf maiden clung to his mane and gripped his saddle-less body with her knees, but in the wetness she could feel herself slipping until, all at once, her grasp was lost from the slick hair, and she felt herself shaken off like a fly when her horse lurched again. 

Gilraen's mount pranced in tight circles as she tried to soothe it, while Aerio and Gambesul both hastened to prevent Pippin's horse from bolting. The elder elves, Celebsul and Rilith, looked on, waiting to see where their help could best be given. 

Tongues of fire that had sprung from the stricken tree were quenched to mere steam, and time returned to its normal speed. Celebsul dismounted. Giving a command to his horse, he walked over to the fallen elf maiden. She lay on her side, then rolled over to her back letting the rain fall heavily onto her face. 

"Pippin?" he asked worriedly. Reaching his hand down, Celebsul helped her to her feet, but as she stood, she clutched her arm with a wince. 

"Are you injured?" 

Pippin bit her lip and closed her eyes for a second before opening them again. She tried to lift her arm, but quickly tightened her grip on her wrist in obvious discomfort. "Nmad that roch," she muttered to herself, using three languages all at once and not noticing.

"You cannot ride in these conditions with a damaged wrist." 

Raising her chin defiantly, Pippin declared, "Then I'll walk or I'll ride behind one of you - I can still search. There is nothing wrong with my eyes." Her expression matched the storm raging around them.

Celebsul stared at her for a moment before turning to address the group. "We will all walk. It's pointless trying to ride here. Tether the horses in that stand. He pointed to a group of broad-leaved trees, less tall yet denser than most of the varieties surrounding the clearing. The animals would have some measure of shelter and security there. 

While the others tended to the horses, Gilraen took a soaked scarf from her neck and bound Pippin's wrist. "That might just help. But don't do any handstands."

The instruction won a slight smile, though Pippin looked a sorry state. Her hair fell limp and wet over her eyes and drops of rain ran down her face. Gilraen glanced around as another flash lit the night. They were all in a sorry state, and goodness knows what the sick woman's condition would be if she had indeed come here. 

~~~

Chanting the ritual prayer, Lord Inziladun set the dagger before the carven image of his god. Despite the rain that still fell all around, a fire burned in the hearth of the altar, just feet away from the two siblings, the sacrificial victims. 'Ash ghash burzum-ishi ... ash burz ghash...' 

Cenyon struggled inwardly, but his body was paralysed. He had heard the fire crackle into flame; he felt the heat as he watched a blade dance in the air; he almost understood the terrible words, full of their own fire and darkness. Lying helpless on the dry stone, the young man wondered if he had lost his mind. His throat constricted, and his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth as he tried to swallow and again to cry out, but to no avail. About him he could make out the dim forms of the tall columns, but even the moonlight did not cast its comforting rays into this circle. An impenetrable blackness drew a blanket about the place, shielding it from everything but the dancing red flames. Again the harsh voice spoke in his mind those words that made Cenyon's heart burn as though lit by a torch. 'Ash ghash...' The words cut into his soul, stripping away his being as though they were sharp knives. He centered his vision on the gargoyle, now glowing ghastly above the fire, but in his wavering sight, it became more and more blurred until finally, even it was snuffed out in the night that fell upon Cenyon.

~~~

The search party found the twins' horses and knew that both brother and sister were somewhere amongst the ruins. Aerio and Gambesul took the fore, their young eyes scanning between the tall pillars. "There!" Gambesul shouted, and all looked in the direction he gestured.

Fire flickered in the distance, impossible fire in this rain. As they dashed towards it they saw two figures prone beneath the gargoyle's gaze. Above them a dagger hung suspended by unknown means.

Aerio sprang into immediate action. He had no idea what was happening, only that the twins were in danger. Gambesul ran after him. Together they grabbed at the inert bodies pulling them from beneath the threatening blade. The dagger fell, rattling harmlessly onto the stone. Aerio swept it up in his fist.

Rilith and Gilraen, swords drawn, circled around looking for whoever had wrought this horrific scene.

'Elves!' Lord Inziladun spat venomously. He had not heard them, not seen them. Alien meddlers. He would crush them; crush them like ants with his unassailable strength. He bent his forces toward one of the pillars, rocking it violently. 

Just in time, Pippin heard the scrape of stone. She leapt aside, avoiding the column as it crashed to the ground beside her. Using her good hand she drew her sword and sought for the enemy.

The Eldar stayed apart from the other elves. "Lómë túrë sinómë," he whispered. 'Yes, darkness does indeed rule here.' Something lurked out there; he could feel it. But this foe was not flesh; weapons were useless. Searching with his thoughts, Celebsul explored the circle of stone. There - an ugly knot of fury, invisible but palpable to his mind. 

Calling upon neglected ancient arts, deep from the well of his being, the Eldar brought forth innate potency. Briefly his eyes blazed, bright as lightning, and he spoke. "Ter oiomornie, aurë entuluva, á vala Manwë!" The plea echoed through his blood in every language that he knew: 'Through endless dark, day shall come again, may Manwë order it.'

Words of power bled energy from the wraith and channelled it towards Celebsul. Chanting, the Eldar wove the force into a cloak of shadow, clothing the spectre. The remainder he released back into the earth from which it had been stolen. "I see you, shade of man," he called out. 

All heads turned, Cenyon and Galindë coming to their senses, and they beheld a deeper darkness, the silhouette of someone crooked and stooped. 

Celebsul spoke again, his voice rising into the air like a welcome breeze to the oppressed. "You have no power over us. You have no purpose in this world. Why do you cling here when your maker has called you?"

Shadow leant substance to the ghost's voice. Unlike the deep and terrible sound that had spoken in the minds of the twins, they heard the thin reply rattling like dead leaves in the wind. "My maker has not called me. He has charged me with a duty. You interfere in the work of the Lords of Men and the desires of Melkor, King Over All. Get back to the pale Valar, elf. This is not your realm."

"Nor is it yours. You are nothing but dust, bones and malice, and that is all you will ever be while you remain here. You seek immortality, but if you sacrificed to Morgoth every being that lives, still you would be naught but dust and bones. He did not make you. He cannot grant you life. He cannot give you anything. The Valar threw him from the world. He has less dominion than you, foolish wraith. Leave this evil temple." 

"No, you lea. You sully the sacred altar!" the scraping voice sneered. "I have waited here for centuries to take the blood of these siblings. You will not cheat me of this chance of life."

Celebsul shook his head. "You had a life; a long life which you squandered in a cruel and vain effort to gain yet more. You listened to the lies of Sauron and now you waste even your death. Go to Eru. Maybe there is some hope even for one as wretched as you." Then the elf's voice lifted and he commanded, "Ilúvatar valuva!" 
Aerio whispered an awed translation, "The will of Eru be done."

The dark shape of the ghost began to waver and fade, and a tremulous, drawn-out cry issued from it, receding rapidly into the far distance. Soon sound and shadow vanished from their senses and Celebsul felt the air clear of polluting hatred.

Pippin looked at him and asked, "Is it over?"

"Yes, it is. He is gone."

Chapter 10 - After the Storm

April 22nd – 1:30 am, yard of The Burping Troll

Warg waited for an hour and a half, peering out into the pouring rain from where she paced restlessly on the inn porch. Whenever the group returned, they would be absolutely drenched, and Warg could not help them. Hobbits were the ones who lit drying fires and brewed warming teas, but it was quite a while before their normal waking time. 

"Make your mind up!" she ordered herself. "At least wake Milo and see what he thinks."

~~~

“What in Middle Earth, just happened?” Cenyon’s unusually inarticulate question permeated the silence that had fallen upon the group. The man held his sister tightly; they both looked drained and dazed. Above, a low stony rumble told that the storm was finally dying. 

Rilith shot an uncertain look at Celebsul, a feeling of ultimately knowing washed over her and she understood something she had not seen before. Turning to the twins she spoke, “Questions are best left for when we return to the inn, and when you two are warm and dry." She worried about the frail condition of the girl. "Come, we should leave now." 

As the group turned to go, the band of storm clouds slowly dissipated revealing a crystalline starscape to lilt down upon the land. On the walk back to their horses, Aerio noticed the discomfort of wet clothes, then he realised how chilled the mortal woman must feel. “Here, take my cloak,” he said, draping it over Galindë’s shoulders.

The garment did little to improve the cold as it was quite soaked through; nevertheless Galindë graciously accepted it. 

Their horses seemed none the worse for wear, though they too had been soaked to the bone. Pleased that the storm was almost gone and that their riders had returned safely, a gentle snort of welcome rippled round the group. 

Pippin and Rilith stood together as they untied their steeds, the older elf assisting her injured friend in the task. 

“Do you think the ruins should be forbidden to further exploration?” Pippin asked in a whisper.

“If we or they,” Rilith indicated the twins, “wish to return I see no harm in it. I fear the place will always seem chilling, but Celebsul said that the Shade is gone. Stopping anyone from exploring these ruins would let fear and memory take shape and, in effect, the man's malice would still reign here.” She paused as she mounted Silvermane then, extending her arm to help Pippin climb up behind her, she said, “We might even get more answers that way. Celebsul was quite pleased that we were searching for information ourselves. If, before he knew of the threat, it was well, why would anything have changed after the threat has been removed?”

Pippin relaxed a little, cradling her wounded wrist against Rilith's back as she watched Aerio lead her horse away. She turned to face the ruins and through the trees she could see starlight hitting the stone for the first time. Here indeed was a way to learn of past mistakes, and she knew well the lessons they taught. Leaving this place standing and allowing mortals to witness what had been before was one way of preserving the history of the brief lives of men. Unless a testament remained, such memories passed from the world without trace. Pippin sighed; it was not the first time she had contemplated the life span of men and it would not be the last. Feeling an overwhelming sadness creep into her heart that the ancient mortals had so scorned the gift of Eru, she turned her back upon the monument of ages gone by. 

When all were mounted, they slowly made their way back to the road. Galindë rode with her brother, as Pippin did with Rilith. Aerio and Gambesul led the two loose horses while Gilraen and Celebsul brought up the rear. The dark of night seemed clear and clean compared to the ugly blackness they had experienced at the altar of the ruins. Everything seemed more alive than before. Each rustle of leaf or crack of undergrowth pricked at their hearing and they became acutely aware of the incessant peace that starlight planted in the hearts of all who gazed upon its jewelled beauty. 

Each of the group remained silent, trapped within themselves for a time, in a forced attempt to understand the truth before it could be fully revealed. Pieces clicked quietly into place within the collective, yet gaping holes of mystery remained and, for the other elves, Celebsul proved once more a wonder and an enigma. Suddenly, the silence that loomed upon them was broken.

“Oh dear!” The exclamation shattered the delicate intricacies of thought.

“What's wrong, Aerio?” Gilraen asked, urging her horse forward.

“I have just realised that when we return to the inn we might be in very grave danger,” he spoke soberly and with the face of someone stricken with despair. 

“Why? The ruins are behind us. Surely no greater threat awaits,” Cenyon ventured worriedly.

“If the hobbits know we are out in this weather, they will cook us alive,” Aerio concluded, and then he began to laugh merrily at his jest. 

“I wonder what precise delicacy they would make out of you, Aerio,” Rilith mused aloud, a smile playing on her lips.

“Come now, the skills of hobbits could certainly make three or four dishes out of him,” Gambesul called from his position at the front.

A wave of laughter spread through the group. Thoughts turned away from the dark clearing they had wandered, towards the warmth and comfort of their homely inn. 

“Peace, friends or I fear we shall wake any and all who sleep within the walls of the inn." Rilith said, almost theatrically. "If that were to happen, I know a couple of lasses who would gladly cook us for our trouble.” She grinned and swept a dramatic bow towards the twins, apparently finally accepting them. 

As the group soggily rode into the yard, they saw that indeed the common room held within some who were awake at this early hour; lamplight shone in the muddy puddles that littered the area in front of the porch. Dismounting into the wet mud, the group arranged their various duties. Celebsul, Gilraen and Gambesul led away seven of the horses to unsaddle and settle back to their rightful places. Rilith took Silvermane to the stud pens with a promise to return quickly. Pippin and Aerio shepherded the twins up the porch steps and into the common room.

“There you are at last,” came Meri's relieved voice just before she appeared from the kitchen, followed by Camellia and Milo.

The hobbits handed out towels and directed Pippin and Aerio to sit down at two prepared tables before a roaring fire. Camellia took Galindë to find her a dry gown and Milo led Cenyon upstairs to change out of his wet clothes. By the time the other elves returned, the twins were in front of the hearth looking much warmer.

Meri led each dripping elf to the tables. “Sit. Sit down. You look soaked through. Here, we've warmed the towels for you.” 

Without protest they sat abruptly into the chairs Meri indicated. Now that the elves noticed, they saw that indeed they looked quite comical in the light of a good fire. Their usually perfect hair clung to their neck and faces at odd angles, so that it seemed as though they had taken quills and drawn strange patterns upon their skin. Their usually pristine clothing was splattered with mud and dirt, which Camellia commented would take quite a few washes to remove. Noticing an assortment of cut faces, Pippin's bandaged wrist and Galindë's paleness, Meri sent Warg to fetch Belegalda. 

After the inspection of outward appearances, the hobbits turned to filling the insides of the group. Pots of tea were laid down with bread, butter, cheese and jam, along with some cold slices of meat and a fruitcake. As the group ate their way through what was placed in front of them, they answered the questions that Milo fired in rapid succession as best they were able. The arrival of Belegalda brought an end to the inquisition. 

The healer elf inspected and cleaned all wounds, declaring Pippin's wrist the worst of the injuries, though it was a strain rather than a break and would soon mend.

As the hobbits began collecting empty plates, Celebsul noted that the twins were visibly drooping from tiredness. “Belegalda, I think your patient and her brother may need to be ordered to bed.” He glanced pointedly at the twins who, though seemingly content and happy, were fighting to keep their eyes open.

Meri agreed. She smiled a very motherly, knowing smile before nodding. Carefully she passed the empty plates to Camellia and then turned to lead the twins up to their rooms. 

“What about an explanation?” Cenyon yawned as he struggled to his feet. 

“We'd all like one of those," Celebsul replied. "Belegalda and I would like to talk to you and your sister, but it can wait until the morning when we are all awake enough to hear and understand explanations.”

Admitting defeat in the form of another stifled yawn, Cenyon helped his sister up and thanked everyone. Each twin took a hand that Meri offered.

“Goodnight to you all,” Cenyon called from the stairs.

“Good night,” came the collective reply. 

As the common room descended into soft and comfortable silence, the thoughts of the elves drew back to the cold dark of the ruins. All the contentment they had felt a moment before seeped away. Aerio opened his mouth as if to ask a question but then realised that perhaps any questions and indeed answers should be left until his Master was ready to speak.

So the group retired: Aerio, Celebsul and Gambesul to their rooms in the inn while the other elves quietly wandered out into the now peaceful night, dwelling in thought on all they had witnessed.

~~~

April 22nd – late morning, behind The Burping Troll
The trees swayed back and forth through the warm rays of the late morning sun making shadows that scampered across the ground like squirrels. A pleasantly cool breeze swam through the rolling sea of leaves and blossoms on its way to gently lift the twins’ hair back from their faces as they walked along. 

Galindë closed her eyes and let the zephyr take her thoughts away with it through clouds and under birds’ wings; she waded through tall grasses on steep hillsides and chased rabbits down into their holes. After her recent brush with evil, she had decided to live fully in each moment and never take anything for granted. 'Especially, my dear brother,' she thought as her mind was brought back to the present by a renewed gust. She opened her eyes and glanced at Cenyon walking beside her. 

He, too, was enjoying the beauty of the day, throwing a stick up into the air and catching it like any merry lad in such weather with no chores to do. 'Well … almost catching it,' Galindë grinned to herself as the young man ran off the path to scoop the stick from the ground for the fourth time.

Although he engaged in a boyish, carefree activity, Cenyon’s thoughts were those of a man. When he did chance to look up at the trees he couldn’t help but think of the contrast between this beautiful, sunny day and the ugly, dark night he had just experienced. He was thankful to be alive and that his dearest sister had escaped the clutches of the most evil force he’d ever come near. The fact that the escape was so narrow scared him and left him feeling almost powerless to protect her. This wasn’t the first time he felt that way, but the other person he had sworn to himself that he would protect slipped from his grasp. He wouldn’t get a second chance to be her guardian against danger. He gritted his teeth at the image his mind produced. “No,” he thought, “don’t let yourself think about that now.” By the grace of Eru he had been given another chance with his sister and he wasn’t going to spoil it. He would always be there for her, no matter what! 

He glanced at her and their eyes met. She grinned and pointed up in the air above his head. 

“What are you—“he began.

WHACK! 

“pointing at,” he finished, gently rubbing his nose. The unruly piece of wood he’d been wielding struck him with amazing force for such a small object. 

'Then again,' he mused silently, still checking his face for damage, 'maybe she can take care of herself.'

“Hey, you should put that in our next act.” Galindë clapped and laughed. “It’s the amazing Cenyon and his pet stick!” She howled and nearly fell over. 

He narrowed his eyes and hauled the Stick of Talent in her direction. Dodging expertly, she ran ahead of him but he soon caught up and pushed her off the path. 

“Slowpoke,” he taunted. 

“Ha! I let you catch me! Stick boy!” she retorted as she joined him again on the path. At that moment, a clearing opened and they were standing in the yard of Brillamen and Azaelia’s cottage. 

The small, wooden building seemed to greet them; its two sparkling windows like merry eyes each side of the front door. Smoke curled out of one of the chimneys and suddenly the brother and sister’s noses awoke to the mouth-watering smell of bread baking.

Their stomachs growled as they approached the steps. Galindë cocked her head and looked at Cenyon out of the corner of her eye. He caught the gleam there and reacted instantly. The pair shot off toward the cottage taking the three steps to the small porch in one stride. They simultaneously reached toward the door with the palm of one hand, but felt only open air as they toppled into the parlour. 

Brillamen, shaking with barely controlled mirth, reached down to help them up, “So it was a tie?” 

Galindë started and looked like she'd just gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Cenyon grinned at her, but shook his head in mock disgust, “Elves! Can’t get anything by them with those ears!” 

The elf snorted as he closed the door behind him, “Don’t tell me you have ear envy as well? You’re one of us…” he chuckled, cuffing Cenyon on the shoulder, “This time I cheated though, I was looking out the window.” 

The twins laughed good-naturedly and followed him into the kitchen.

Tigerlily was in her usual spot on the kitchen floor making music with the cooking utensils. Azaelia pulled a pan of steaming rolls out of the oven, set it down on a hot pad and turned to greet her guests. 

“What was all the noise?” she asked, giving Galindë then Cenyon a hug. 

The two looked at each other sheepishly until Brillamen answered for them, “It seems there was a race.” 

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow. “And the winner?” 

“It was a tie,” the twins answered simultaneously and everyone laughed.

“It seems that’s a pattern with you two!” Azaelia exclaimed, “Must be a twin thing,” she added with a wink. 

Just then, a loud rumbling noise erupted from Cenyon and he colored up to his ears. 

Galindë looked at him in shock, completely embarrassed. He shrugged his shoulders and Brillamen and Azaelia burst out laughing. Tigerlily squealed and giggled so as not to be left out. 

“At least you brought your appetite,” Azaelia observed, chuckling. She directed them to the table while Brillamen picked up Tigerlily and set her in her high chair. Brillamen had been taking some woodworking lessons from Celebsul and this was his first real creation. It was fraught with flaws to a master craftsman’s eye, but Cenyon and Galindë thought it magnificent.

“That’s the most beautiful chair I’ve ever seen!” exclaimed Galindë and she didn’t take her place at the table until she had fully examined it. The seat and back of the chair were as smooth as glass so there would be no nooks and crannies for food to hide in and get stuck. But the legs were intricately carved with fruits, vegetables and many spice plants. When pulled up to the table it was exactly the right height. A strand of elven rope compassed the baby’s middle keeping her securely in place. 

As Galindë bent down to inspect the beautiful creation, Brillamen beamed with unconcealed pride and Tigerlily patted the top of Galindë's head. When the child grabbed a fistful of hair and squealed with glee, Galindë disentangled herself and stood up. Tigerlily reached her hands up to Galindë as if she wanted to be picked up, but the girl refused.

“Oh no, I’ve been warned about you!” she said and tweaked the young elf’s nose. 

Tigerlily waved ‘bye-bye’ then picked up the spoon in front of her banging it on the table. 

“Yes, you’re right, let’s eat!” Azaelia conceded, “But first, I’ll tell you what we’re having because it’s special.” 

Cenyon and Galindë looked up with curiosity to hear what Azaelia would say. 

“First, we’re having deer chili. Chili was my sister’s favorite recipe that she picked up in Gondor. Sevi gets the chili spices for me when she goes to Henneth Annûn. I thought it appropriate to share with you.” She held out her hands to the two of them as she said this. They took a hand each and there were watery eyes all around.

She smiled and let go, proceeding to the next item, “We have fresh rolls, salad, shredded cheese and our beverage…” she paused for effect, “is tea!” 

Her audience looked a little confused and Brillamen came to the rescue, “Ahem, the reason that this tea is so special, is that it has loads of sugar and … it’s cold!” 

That got their attention. The two guests exchanged delighted glances, “How did you get it cold and how did you know that we would like it?” asked Cenyon. 

“I’ll answer the second question first. Solindë said that one of the children’s favorite games during any particularly bitter winter in Gondor was to take fistfuls of snow when their parents weren’t looking and put it in the freshly brewed tea. Your grandfather used to laugh when your mother would pull that trick because he knew that Solindë had acquired a taste for it. In fact, she often put snow in the tea herself,” Azaelia explained.

Galindë giggled, “Actually, our mother liked it too, although she continued the tradition of pretending it was a nuisance to her. The children do it even to this day.” 

“So how did you get this tea cold?” Cenyon persisted, taking a sip of the tea Azaelia poured him. 

“Ah, that’s where I come in,” Brillamen offered as he served chili for everyone, “Even though it’s not cold enough for snow, the stream nearby is still very … chilly.” He laughed at his own pun and Azaelia rolled her eyes. “I had just returned with it when you arrived, but I’m sure it isn’t as cold as you’re accustomed to.” 

“Oh no, it’s wonderful!” Galindë exclaimed. “Really, thank you for making us feel so welcome,” she added genuinely. 

“It’s our pleasure! We’re just so glad that you’re here,” Azaelia replied.

The dinner continued with companionable conversation. The newly united family talked and joked as though they’d known each other all their lives. 

“I’m stuffed!” Cenyon proclaimed. “What’s for dessert?” 

Everyone laughed heartily and Azaelia stood up to fill the request, “We have apple pie and fresh cream from Meri with her wish that we have a wonderful time.”

Everyone’s eyes lit up and their stomachs suddenly had plenty of room. Very soon the pie was gone and the dishes were cleared away. Azaelia took Tigerlily to her room for a nap and Brillamen led his guests to the parlor for a more comfortable place to continue their visit. 

Azaelia returned shortly and sat next to her husband on the couch. She pulled her feet up under her and leaned her head on his shoulder with a contented sigh. He put his arm around her and leaned his head on the top of hers. 

Galindë and Cenyon exchanged amused glances.  

“How long have you two been married?” asked Galindë. 

“Are you sure you want to know?” Azaelia giggled. 

The twins nodded. 

“Alright, we just celebrated our 399th anniversary,” Brillamen revealed.

Cenyon and Galindë gave a collective gasp, but Galindë tried to stop her exclamation mid-way, for fear of being rude, and began coughing and spluttering. 

Cenyon slapped her on the back a few times before she successfully pushed him away and regained her breath. 

“Oh dear, I knew it would be a shock, but are you all right?” Azaelia enquired with mingled mirth and concern. 

“Oh yes, I’m fine now, it’s just … Well, I mean … you don’t look a day over 200.” Galindë said giggling. 

The elf couple burst into laughter, “Let’s save the age conversation for later, you might not recover from THAT choking fit,” Azaelia suggested still chuckling. 

“It seems to be an epidemic in our home for people to get choked up,” Brillamen put forth thoughtfully. 

“Yes, Azaelia, as I recall you and I both had bouts of it last time I was here,” Cenyon observed.

“It’s completely understandable, there was quite a bit of shocking news being swapped,” Azaelia agreed. 

“Indeed,” Galindë chimed in, “Cenyon told me about your conversation and…” She paused to look at her brother. He nodded, though a hard glint began to form in his eyes. “…of the things that he left out.” 

Azaelia sat up and looked at Cenyon, “My heart aches to know what happened to my niece, but I would not have you tell me before you’re ready.” She gazed on him with complete understanding. 

Sticking his chin out he replied, “No, you have waited long enough. Galindë has agreed to help me tell the tale.” He looked to his sister and she began.

“The day that our mother, Velindeiel, died was just like any other day. We were still living with our parents at the time. Every morning we had breakfast together and then left for our various studies and duties.” As Galindë told the tale, memories came flooding back in vivid color … 

~~~

May 14th, 1421 SR – Morning, Gondor
A pale-skinned woman with blonde hair wrapped in a bun stood in a modest kitchen looking down at the table before her. Directly opposite the table on the far wall stood a stone fireplace, to the right of the fireplace was a door to a bedroom and to the left rose a stairway. Now that her elder daughters were married, Velindeiel needed only to set four places around the table. Heaps of eggs, bacon and toast were piled on each plate.  

“What am I missing?” she asked aloud. 

“Butter, as usual, AND the salt. How many times do I have to tell you that I like my eggs with plenty of salt,” a harsh voice growled from the adjoining bedroom.  A tall, hefty man followed the voice. He pulled his hanging suspenders up over his broad shoulders and sat down heavily at the table. 

The woman hurriedly found the butter and salt and set them before the man. As she turned to walk away he grabbed her skirt and yanked it toward him. She gritted her teeth and swallowed but carefully showed no anger when she looked at him.  

“Come here!” he snapped. When she leaned down he grabbed her face with one large hand squeezing her cheeks and reprimanded her, “I’m getting sick and tired of having to tell you how to do things all the time. You little half-breed, if your mother had taught you what she was supposed to we wouldn’t have this problem! If you don’t straighten up, I may have to do something drastic.” With that he laughed wickedly and pushed her face away, nearly knocking her to the ground. 

Galindë had been waiting just outside the room for Cenyon to join her before she approached the table, but could stand it no longer. She left her place on the stairs and rushed in to make sure her mother was all right. Velindeiel, fearing retribution for her daughter, shooed her toward the table. 

Cenyon appeared then and pulled up his own chair, “Mother, have a seat. Everything looks wonderful.” He smiled at her and she couldn’t help but smile back.  

Galindë thought that when Velindeiel smiled she had an ethereal quality about her. The girl wondered if it was the half-elvish heritage or just the amazing spirit her mother seemed to possess. 

“She’ll sit when she’s told,” the twins’ father bellowed. “Get me some more milk.” 

Velindeiel rushed to do his bidding, then stood waiting for his next order.  

Cenyon’s appetite suddenly left him. He slammed his fork down on the table and stormed out.

As Velindeiel started after him, her husband, Graman, held her back by the arm, “Let him go. I’m not even certain he’s my son, anyway. He’s off to study more poetry," he spat the word, and she nearly choked on the smell of alcohol, "and music. What kind of son likes those things? No son of mine!” 

She wrenched her arm free and ran out the door anyway, but paused to glance at Galindë. The girl took her cue and hurried out as well, carefully avoiding her father’s reach. As she passed through the door she heard him muttering, “That’s gonna cost you woman. Oh yes, you’re going to pay for this.” The next sound was a thud as he slammed his fist on the table, sending silverware flying.

When Galindë got outside, her mother had caught up with Cenyon and was pleading with him, “Please, it’s only a little bit longer, then you and Galindë will be out on your own-“ 

Cenyon interrupted, “And where will that leave you? Alone, with him! Who will protect you? What will become of you?” 

“Don’t worry about me. I have my own plans, but I just want to know that you and your sister will be fine,” she responded. 

“Listen, we can be out of here tonight. I have a friend who’s agreed to rent a small room to the three of us. I’ve got enough money from my job at the stables and-“ 

But she didn’t seem to be listening anymore, “That’s good, you have a place to stay,” she said pensively.

Then she gazed at him with a look that pierced his soul. “Know this, that I love you … and you,” she added, turning to pull Galindë closer, “more than you can fathom. Go; make the arrangements for the room. I’m so proud of both of you. You have brought me joy I had lost hope of having.” Then her mood changed abruptly, “Come, I’ll walk you to your study halls. Sing me a song on the way.” 

“But mother-“ Galindë began. 

“Oh come on, let’s be gay and forget all the nastiness of this morning,” Velindeiel pleaded. At her insistence they began to sing. Their hearts weren’t in it at first, but she joined them and soon the song took flight and their spirits soared with it to places where there was only happiness and joy. 

~~~

April 22nd, 1422 SR – late morning, behind The Burping Troll

Galindë's eyes lost their distant glaze and she focused on Azaelia. “By the time we arrived at the halls, others had joined in and it was a lively, rowdy chorus and truly a day to remember." She sighed and paused at this point in the story. 

“Yes, she was happier then than I’d ever seen her in my entire life,” Cenyon offered, “But, unfortunately, the story doesn’t end there, though I wish it had.” He sighed as well, but soon took his turn to continue with the story. 

“We went about that day with our studies and I worked at the stables. But I also spoke to my friend about the room and he said that, of course, we could have it that night if we needed it. It was our custom to meet at the stables before going home, because I didn’t think it was safe for Galindë to go home alone. 

She arrived as usual and we set off at a quick pace. I’m not sure why, but both of us seemed to be in a terrible hurry. In fact we ran the last hundred yards or so before reaching the house. It was just about dusk when we arrived at the front door.” 

~~~

Chapter 11 - A Different Darkness

May 14th, 1421 SR – Just before dusk, Gondor

The brother and sister paused outside their home, looked at each other and swallowed, “Why are we so nervous?” Cenyon asked. 

“I don’t know, I just have this terrible sense of foreboding,” Galindë replied, trembling. 

“I do too; we’re probably just nervous about leaving,” he reassured her, placing a hand on her shoulder. 

She gave a thin smile and swallowed again. “Yes, yes that must be it.” 

Galindë held tightly to Cenyon’s left hand as he stood up straight and opened the door.

They stepped into a dark kitchen. The only light came from the waning sun, which would disappear at any moment below the horizon. 

“That’s odd.” Cenyon spoke and Galindë jumped, barely containing a scream. 

“Ouch! You are nervous!” Cenyon winced.

“Sorry,” she apologized when she realized she was digging her nails into his palm. 

Cenyon produced a tinderbox from his pocket and lit one of the candles on the table. Galindë took the candle, lighting the two lanterns on the fireplace. 

As a warm glow filled the room, they noticed something on the floor. It appeared to be a towel. Cenyon bent down to pick it up. His eyes widened and he froze to the spot. The cloth had concealed a pale arm reaching out from under the table. 

Galindë's sharp intake of breath, and the shattering of glass from the lantern hood she dropped, mobilized him. He tugged a chair away from the table and sat her in it. Then he knelt by the inert figure. With great care, he pulled Velindeiel out from beneath the table and checked to see if she was breathing. He waited there an eternity; listening, hoping beyond hope that there was some breath of life left in her.

“The healers!” he thought and then said aloud, “We’ve got to fetch somebody, anybody! Galindë! Come on, I need you!” 

Galindë sobbed uncontrollably. She didn’t seem to hear Cenyon shouting to her. Grabbing her by the shoulders, he shook her. Then he put his hands on both sides of her face. “Come ON! You’ve got to fetch the healers! We need help!” 

She suddenly focused and said, “No! No, I want to stay here with mother.” Standing up, she pushed her way past Cenyon to Velindeiel's prone form and fell on her knees, “What, wh- what if she wakes up, I-I want to be here to talk to her and tell her everything’s all right.” She sniffed and stroked her mother’s hair lovingly. 

“Galindë, listen to me.” He knelt down and pulled her chin so she was looking at him. “What if he comes back? You’re no match for him. I might at least have a chance until you return with someone.”

She gazed down longingly at her mother once more, but the terror of possibly meeting her father here alone was enough to bring her to her senses.  

Galindë got up slowly, but then seemed to focus and gain a sense of urgency, “I’ll be right back,” she proclaimed in a clear voice, which surprised Cenyon. 

While she was gone, he checked his mother’s body for some sign of injury. There was not one speck of blood on her clothes or skin, only a few bruises; he knew when she’d received those and who’d given them to her. Cenyon’s eyes blazed with fury and hatred, his thoughts racing back to the events of the morning. Galindë had related the comments his father made when she and her mother had left the house. He had said she would “pay”. Is this what he meant? Had his own father killed his mother?  

'My father,' the thought sent acid into his stomach. How could this horrible, wretched person truly be his father? How could someone like his mother ever join herself to such a man as this? How did he do this? What sorcery could take the life from someone without leaving a mark?

His thoughts dispelled as the door burst open. Galindë led a group of people into the small and rapidly shrinking kitchen. Two healers pushed Cenyon gently out of the way and began examining his loved one. After checking for a pulse, they immediately caught his eye, shaking their heads. 

Cenyon thought he would go mad from the finality of that simple gesture. He had to do something. The pain and anger found its way down the length of his arm and he lashed out, shattering one of the kitchen windows. Pain sliced through his hand and forearm, and blood dripped onto the floor. One of the healers jumped up from her inspection of the body and stood near Cenyon, patiently waiting for him to calm down. Glaring at her with fire in his eyes, he saw only patience and understanding. This seemed to calm him. He nodded to her and looked down at the floor, ashamed. What was he doing breaking windows and hurting himself? How was he going to take care of Galindë if he couldn’t keep his head?  

The healer was a rather robust woman with red hair and thick brows, but merry eyes and an interesting accent. She sat him down in a chair and began her ministrations.  

“What happened to my mother?” he asked earnestly. “There’s not a mark on her that I could see.” 

“Not a mark?” The healer rolled her eyes. “Did ya have the lanterns lit when ya looked, boy? Or maybe it was the grief that blinded yer eyes. Yer ma quite a few bruises dear,” she whispered as if it were going to be a shock. “But they were a bit old, I don’t think they had anything to do with what happened to her.”

“Yes, I know about the bruises and I know when she got every one of them,” he said through gritted teeth. 

“Oh,” she replied, a little uncomfortably, “It would probably be best to wait until the examination is completed before giving you any theories, dear,” she added and glanced at the other healer. 

Cenyon turned his head that way as well and found Galindë. Two neighbor women who had brought over hot tea were consoling her. After placing a blanket round her shoulders, they were rubbing her back and whispering to her. 

'What is it with women and consoling people with blankets?' he thought inanely. 'It’s the middle of summer!' 

“Ouch!” he exclaimed aloud. 

“Yes, that is bound to hurt,” said the healer thoughtfully as she applied a brownish liquid to the cuts on his arm.

Cenyon snorted and looked back at his sister. A captain of the guard stood nearby, asking her questions. As Galindë responded, the captain glanced up and caught Cenyon’s eye. The healer tending Velindeiel arose and spoke to the Captain. He listened attentively and then strode over to Cenyon. The Captain waited in silence as the healer wrapped Cenyon’s arm. When she finished, she instructed, “Make sure you come to the Houses of Healing tomorrow. We’ll want to make sure all those little slivers of glass are out when there’s more light.” 

“Thank you,” Cenyon replied with as much genuineness as he could muster.

He then turned his attention to the Captain, “Is the cause of my mother’s death known?” 

“My name is Mortimir and I’d like to ask you a few questions first,” the guard said with authority, ignoring the young man’s question. 

“My mother is dead and I have a right to know why!” Cenyon shouted, then softened and added, “Please, please I must know.” 

“All right,” the captain conceded sternly. “She appears to have been poisoned.” 

“Poison!” Cenyon exclaimed. “That would explain the absence of marks,” he added thoughtfully. 

”She has quite a few bruises on her, although I don’t believe they are related to her death.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“Do you know who inflicted them?” Mortimir asked pointedly.

Finally, a chance to tell someone in authority what life had been like all these years. But something stopped him. If he told now, everyone would say what an idiot he was for not speaking of it before, especially in light of what happened. Oh why had he kept his big, stupid mouth shut? 'Well, if you’re the idiot, everyone might as well know it,' he thought and took a deep breath before replying. 

“Those are compliments of my father.” 

“You and your sister don’t appear to be harmed.” 

“No, he only hit her,” Cenyon said, gazing at his mother’s body. 

“Why did you never tell anyone?” the captain asked sternly. 

“Why? Why! It’s a question I’ll ask myself for the rest of my days, Captain. At the time, I was obeying my mother’s wishes. She didn’t want anyone to know, but she was afraid.” He snorted. “ I was afraid too. Afraid that he would do something to her if we told anyone. Now look, we didn’t tell and he did this to her anyway.” 

“So you suspect your father?”

“Don’t you?” Cenyon asked incredulously, “I mean he drank all the time and hit her and demanded things of her. He treated her terribly! This morning she defied him and he said she would pay for it and she has! With her life!” he spat the words out at the end, working himself up into a rage again. 

“I’d like to get all the facts before I start suspecting anyone,” Mortimir responded calmly. “You’ve answered all my questions. Where can I find you if I need you? I assume you won’t be staying here.” 

Cenyon gave him the address of the new room he had rented, and the Captain left. Meanwhile, other people from the Houses of Healing arrived to help take the body away. The neighbors stayed long enough for Cenyon and his sister to grab some clothes from their rooms. He thanked them and then he and Galindë trudged off, in misery, to their new living quarters.

~~~

April 22nd, 1422 S.R. – Noon, behind The Burping Troll
“Your father never showed up during all of this?” Brillamen asked. 

“No, we never saw him again,” Galindë answered, sniffing a little at the dark memories she had just relived. “Mortimir knew and respected my mother’s father, having been trained by him a couple of years before Grandpa died. I know one thing, if our father so much as shows his face anywhere near Gondor, Mortimir will have his head on a platter.” 

“So, your father IS a suspect then. Did Mortimir get all the facts he needed?” Azaelia wondered, drying her eyes as well. 

“No, actually, they don’t have enough evidence to convict him of murder. Mortimir could get him on abuse charges, but that’s all,” Galindë said. 

“I don’t understand, what other possibility is there? All the facts point to him killing her,” Brillamen commented.

“Not all the facts,” Azaelia said quietly. “The other option that cannot be ruled out, from the evidence, is suicide.” 

“It was NOT suicide! He killed her!” Cenyon retorted vehemently. 

“Cenyon, I’m not saying it was suicide. I was merely answering Brillamen’s question as to why the courts couldn’t positively say it was murder. They must have complete evidence before they sentence someone to death,” Azaelia replied carefully. 

“For instance,” she added, “how many cups were at the table for tea?” 

“Only one,” Galindë answered. 

“But how did she get under the table? I don’t see how she could have fallen under the table,” Brillamen queried. 

“He could have found her already dead and known that he would be accused of murder. So he hid her under the table thinking it would take longer to find the body so he’d have more time to escape,” Azaelia put forth logically.

“He obviously killed her. Why are you all defending him?" Cenyon jumped up, raising his voice at Azaelia. "I would’ve thought that you, of all people, would understand.” 

Tigerlily made a noise from the next room and Brillamen went to soothe her back to sleep. 

Cenyon sat back down, mortified. He put his head in his hands. “I’m sorry.” 

Crossing the room, Azaelia knelt beside him with tears in her eyes, “I’m sorry, we shouldn’t have been debating it here like this. It really is still too fresh a wound for us to reopen. And you've both suffered so much in the last few days.” 

Brillamen walked back in, signaling that Tigerlily was back asleep. 

Cenyon put his hands in his lap and looked at Azaelia. She smiled, then her face hardened into the expression that many an orc had seen before taking its last breath. “I want you to know that if your father is ever in my presence, I will strangle him with my bare hands.” Cenyon swallowed and leaned back a bit. “Whether he poisoned her or drove her to the point of poisoning herself, it makes no difference to me. He’s guilty all the same.”

With that she stood, took a deep breath and asked sweetly, “Anybody for some more pie?” 

Cenyon swallowed hard again and looked at Azaelia's husband with astonishment. 

“I wouldn’t get on her bad side if I were you,” Brillamen advised with a knowing nod. 

“Obviously,” Cenyon replied. 

Azaelia and Galindë burst into a fit of giggles. 

“Actually, Azaelia, we should really be getting back. I’ll need a nap before dinner,” Galindë declined with a big yawn. 

“Obviously,” Azaelia replied and everyone laughed. She hugged Galindë tightly, saying, “I’m so glad you found your way to us!”

“Me too!” Galindë exclaimed, “and it’s especially nice to know we have family somewhere that loves us.” 

“Oh, I meant to ask about your sisters? How are they? What do they think about this whole thing?” Azaelia wondered. 

“Actually, all of them moved away when they came of age. They’re scattered everywhere," Cenyon explained. "The two oldest we've not seen in years and the others are busy with their young families. I sometimes think they hold us partly to blame. When there were just us two and our parents, our father's behavior became much worse.” 

Azaelia hugged him tightly, looking up at him. “I can never replace your mother, but if you're ever in need, just call on us. We’ll help you with anything if it’s within our power.” 

“We know.” Galindë smiled as she took one of her great aunt’s hands and kissed her cheek. 

Cenyon took the other hand and tears welled up in Azaelia's eyes for what seemed like the millionth time that day. “You better get out of here before I start wailing again.”

They laughed, shook hands with Brillamen then skipped out the door and down the steps. 

Brillamen put his arms about Azaelia’s shoulders while they watched the almost identical duo disappear down the path. After a moment, they heard Tigerlily again. 

“That didn’t last long,” Azaelia commented ruefully. 

Brillamen grinned and went to get their wide-eyed little girl. 

When he was gone, she thought how sad it was that her sister's daughter suffered the fate that Solindë had so longed for: the escape into death. Lost to the world, Velindeiel at least left her wonderful children to carry on. 

Azaelia placed a kiss in the palm of her hand and blew it onto the pleasant breeze that continued to waft steadily. “See, my sister? There is still hope. One day when we meet each other again, I will bring you news of your two strongest grandchildren who have persevered through terrible circumstances and have become lovely people. I will take care of them as best I can while I’m here. I miss you! I love you! Namarie.”

~~~

So yet more ghosts were laid to rest, at least for a time. Though elsewhere in Erynlond, other elves murmured questions about the older evil they had encountered, and Aerio, more so than most, wrestled with his disdain for mortal weaknesses. 

"How dare he have claimed we interfere in the work of the Lords of Men, or call Morgoth, King Over All?"

"He was naught but an insane shade," Pippin reminded Aerio gently.

"Seeking immortality - jealous of the fate given to elves. Is this not an inevitable result when elves and men meet? Is our presence here a provocation? Is that why the Valar call us into the West?" 

Not knowing how else to respond to Aerio's questions, Gambesul suggested, "Why not wait until this evening. You are tying yourself in knots that may easily unravel when all the facts are revealed." 

"Aye," Gilraen agreed with a sigh. "And I might spend the time looking for a few facts of my own."

With heavy hearts, the elves disbanded, each seeking to fill the hours before nightfall.

~~~

A long stream of blue-grey smoke puffed from Gilraen’s lips as she lowered her pipe slowly. The book of rare jewels and ancient gifts lay before her on the wooden desk, its spine bearing the weight of over a hundred delicate beauties. 

But none befitted her needs.

Next to the book lay the two gems found in the ruins, both almost identical but for the differences in the twisted silver about them. She lifted one to the candlelight, letting its colour spread about the walls of her room like so many stars. 

Putting the brooch back on her desk, Gilraen allowed herself a small sigh of frustration. She thought back over the discussion with her friends. Aerio’s words still rattled around her mind, she was aware of them but paid no heed, knowing that when a solution arrived, she would be informed of it.

She stared out of her window at the lowering sun for some time, waiting for the idea to come into focus. ‘When elves and men meet …’

'Elves and men...'

“Gilly?”

Her head snapped around so that she faced the door, where her brother looked at her in bemusement. 

“Gil, are you okay?”

She waved his concern away, taking another puff on her pipe. “Fine, just trying to think about something.” 

Eldonir nodded, quietly moving to sit beside his sister. He watched as that distant look returned to her eyes, knowing all too well not to interrupt her again. He’d seen her sit in this way many a time before, usually when she was attempting a new song or poem.

Some time would pass, whether a few moments or a few hours, then she would find her inspiration. Trying to get an idea was a wholly different thing to getting one, she had told him. Having an idea could happen anywhere, whether walking past a trickling stream or listening to the songbirds in the canopy. 

Trying to get an idea proved much more difficult, and meant that she would need to detach herself from a part of her mind, letting it work on its own for a while.

Eldonir couldn’t tell if minutes or hours had gone by, so intent was he on watching the occasional flinches on his sister’s face. He sat with his chin on his fists, and kept silent. 

'Men and Elves... Elves and Men...'

“AHA!” Her thoughts and her conscious united once again, Gilraen flipped through the text before her, searching desperately for the correct entry before she lost hold of her idea. 

Eldonir, perceptive as ever, remained mute.

And there it was, lying before her, two pages filled with sketches of brooches, a single stone set in their centres, all differing yet all carrying one identical feature. 

“The stone, the stone was a gift from the elves. Look.” She showed her brother the drawings of brooches, stones surrounded by twists of silver. “They’re all so similar to these two.”

Eldonir nodded, scrutinizing one drawing at a time. “So these were once gifts to the ancient Númenor?” 

“Exactly.” She tilted her head to one side, allowing another jet of smoke to pass her lips. “But who would they rightly belong to now?”

Reaching for one of the brooches, Eldonir shook his head. He turned it over in his hand a few times, admiring its beauty. Though it could never rival the sunset over the forest, or the sight of a deer in full flight, its unusual simplicity was fascinating to him. “Perhaps Celebsul would know?” 

Gilraen nodded. “Perhaps, but I doubt he would tell us, at least not straight away. No, he’d much prefer to hint at the answer.” She laughed, freeing her hair of its ties, satisfied at her small discovery. “I honestly feel like I’m playing a game with him, I’m sure everyone does, when I try to ask him a question. Once that look comes to his eyes, you just know you’ll have a hard time of it.”

Eldonir glanced up. “But he never means any harm by it?” 

“No, no, of course not. Quite the opposite in fact, but when you come from there, and you feel swollen with pride for knowing the answer to a riddle, it takes you only a few minutes to realize that he solved it in a split second, and just teased you into thinking for yourself.” A wistful look came to her eyes. “I will miss him though, I’ll miss all of them.”

Frowning with surprise, Eldonir asked, “What do you mean?” 

She took a deep breath before beginning. “By rights, these jewels would now either belong to the good of the Númenor, or the elves. I think it would be best for me to take them to Thranduil; he will be able to decide whether they should go to Aragorn, or stay with us.”

He placed the brooch back on her desk. “But that wouldn’t take long? A journey to the forest and back?” 

She shook her head. “No, it wouldn’t. But if Thranduil decided that they should be in Aragorn’s keeping, I would take them. And if he chose that they should stay with the elves…” She allowed herself to pause, looking out at the surrounding trees and paths. The lights they placed round Erynlond fought back the gathering gloom, barely winning their battle. “I would stay with them, or take them to whichever realm he saw fit.”

Eldonir almost laughed, but saw the slight burning of resolve in her eyes. “Gil, you’ve never wanted to work under the King’s service. Never.”

“Maybe I do now. I’m getting tired of this. I began travelling to find Erin, but now I’ve found her, I’m here, surrounded by these new friends, and as much as I love this place, I want to feel the fresh breeze in the morning while I’m sitting on a hillside. I want to see the sun rise in another part of Middle Earth. If going into Thranduil’s service would grant me that wish, if only for a short while,” she turned to him, and smiled, “I would do it.” 

He smiled back, resting his hand on hers. “Then I shall go back with you, and we’ll see what can be done.”

Some time later, he left her alone, and she sat listening to the scuffles of animals in the grass, hunting for their evening meal as she would soon seek her own. She saw the clouds pass over the pale moon, and let it beam down upon her.

'Would you?' 

Her head fell back, and she closed her eyes, fading briefly into a dream of the forest.

'Yes.'

~~~

Chapter 12 - The Clearing of Clouds 

April 22nd – Evening, Burping Troll common room

The sky above the inn was a deep indigo, sprinkled with stars and washed with moonlight. Though the night air held a chill, no signs of storm could be seen or otherwise sensed. Behind the wooden door, a hearty supper was set out. The hobbits joined the elves and twins around several tables that had been pulled together to make room for everyone. Azaelia arrived just in time, having bid her husband to put their child to bed in Erynlond. Warmth resonated from the fireplace even across the room, and all nibbled at their meals, wondering who would start the myriad of puzzlements that would sate their curiosity.

Bold as ever, Aerio set the questions rolling, "You called the ruins an evil temple, master. What did you mean by that?" 

"You have heard of Meneltarma?" Celebsul knew the name would be familiar to Aerio, but not everyone had his apprentices’ depth of learning.

"Yes. The mountain on the Island of Númenor, the Pillar of Heaven, and at its peak, the Hallow of Eru."

Celebsul gave Aerio an approving look before addressing the full group; in particular the hobbits and twins, all of whom bore befuddled expressions on their faces. "Meneltarma was a temple, a holy place where men turned their thoughts to Eru. But when the Númenóreans brought Sauron to their isle, they were corrupted by his lies and many turned from thoughts of Eru to the worship of Morgoth. They built vast structures in crude imitation of the Pillar of Heaven, and they called these the Temples of Melkor. Within those places, cruel deeds were done in the hope that Morgoth would grant men immortality."

At this, even some of the elves looked startled. Rilith exclaimed, "That was foolish beyond measure!"

"Aye," Celebsul agreed. "Sauron made many people believe strange things. And, as we have seen, the Númenóreans brought their vile practices to the mainland where they could harvest their sacrifices from lesser folk who had little defence against such lords."

From the corner of his vision, Celebsul watched Aerio’s eyes flare and his jaw become hard-set at the mention of this unsavoury mortal behavior. Pippin set down the warm, buttery roll she was about to devour and asked, "When did all this happen?"

The Eldar turned his attention back to the group as a whole and replied, "Towards the end of the Second Age, under the rule of Ar-Pharazôn."

Shaking her head in disgust, Rilith remarked, "The king who tried to attack Valinor and who caused Númenor to be destroyed. Such folly!"

All of the elves exchanged agreement concerning Rilith’s statement; a murmur of comments rippled round the group before they quieted down and waited to hear more.

Gilraen posed the next question. "Why the phials? Why all the objects in the tomb? You said to ask what we might choose were we mortals who thought we could bring gifts to Eru, but those gifts would never be acceptable to Eru." She paused for a moment before smiling. "Oh, now I understand what you meant. The gifts couldn’t be for Eru, or for anything good at all! I should have seen that they were for Morgoth. She tilted her head and then added in a wry tone, "You never do just give a plain answer to a question."

Kneeling on his chair to be better seen, Milo the hobbit queried, "Why did this ghost that you saw want to kill Cenyon and Galindë, though? I can’t understand why he would suddenly pop into existence after so many years."

"Yes, it was all very strange, Milo," Celebsul admitted. "It seems the sacrifice of twins was what the Númenórean lord had planned just before his death - simply a combination that he had not yet tried in his growing desperation. After he died, his spirit refused to leave the world. It festered uselessly for centuries. The arrival of Cenyon and Galindë within his realm, the very beings he once lusted to kill, awoke him from slumber."

The hobbit, still not satisfied, frowned in perplexity as he asked, "But how can you know that?"

Celebsul folded his hands, and for a moment Aerio thought that his master appeared more tired this night than was usual. "Because," the Eldar said slowly, trying to decide on the best way to describe what had occurred, "I ‘looked’ at him with my mind; I had to, for there was no other way to discern him. And the only thing to see was his soul ... a tattered remnant of thoughts and feelings. He was insane, clinging on to that one idea - there was not much else of him, except bitter anger, a fury so intense that it drew power from the very earth, lending him strength."

"What did you do to him? That’s what I would most like to know," Pippin asked. "How did you make him visible?"

All the folk about the table leaned in closer to hear Celebsul’s reply. "It is almost impossible to explain. He had stolen a natural force and made it unnatural. If you wish a branch to bend, you must hold onto it, otherwise it will return to its intended shape. I made him let go, that’s all. The natural order of the world wanted the same thing, so it was easy."

"Easy for an elf, he means," Camellia whispered to Meri, smiling.

"The words you spoke?" Gambesul wondered.

"Tools, most tasks require implements."

Pippin ventured, "They seemed more like weapons."

"If you will - " Celebsul said, gesturing slightly with his hand, "but to me it was tidying up rather than fighting." He smiled at the doubtful expressions that regarded him from the circle of faces around the tables. 

Meri, however, laughed at the elf’s analogy. "I could do with a few such words."

"But how did you make him visible?" Pippin insisted, with nods of similar puzzlement being added from the others.

"You put your foot in the water, and it flows around you; you have changed the course of a river. You walk in the snow and choose to leave your imprint; you have changed the world, if only for a short time. I just did what my being allowed." 

Rilith’s eyes sparkled. "And could you bring down storms upon your enemies, if you so willed?" she asked.

"That would be handy!" Milo remarked, wide-eyed, but Celebsul shook his head.

"No, I can only do what nature and the Valar allow. In this instance, it was granted. I have no magical powers, just a knowledge of what is the way it should be and what is not. I can put a foot in the water, and as one of the Eldar, I may remove that foot but bid the course of the river to remain diverted for a mere moment. Thus I managed to cloak the ghost, by briefly diverting part of an already disturbed force of nature. That is the best explanation I can offer."

Belegalda spoke now. "Moreover, nothing is gained without a price. What Celebsul did last night burnt away a fragment of the fire that is his spirit."

A small gasp escaped Camellia’s mouth and her eyes widened. "You don’t mean that he is injured or in danger?" Her gaze flicked from Belegalda to Celebsul and back again, her tender heart suddenly troubled.

The healer smiled gently at the hobbit lass as he reassured her, "No, but if he did such things more often, or wielded his full strength, he would rapidly fade. Celebsul knows that well enough and I don’t think he is ready to leave Middle Earth just yet." Belegalda turned a broad grin to the Eldar. "Are you?"

"No." Celebsul grinned back. "Valinor is the most wonderful place imaginable, but they don’t have hobbit cooking."

Meri and Camellia exchanged happy smiles, and the light chuckles from the elves lightened the mood considerably for a moment, with Aerio and Gambesul agreeing heartily with their master.

Belegalda turned his attention to the twins who had listened to all of this in silence. "Galindë, perhaps you would explain what happened to you?" 

Casting a brief glance at her brother, she received his reassuring nod. The young woman shifted her slender frame in her chair before she started to explain, her voice hesitant and soft, "Lord Inziladun, for that was his name, somehow came into my mind on the night when you first found us. I didn’t realise to begin with. I was too fevered and everything seemed strange."

She looked over to Azaelia, who offered her an encouraging smile, then continued, "In the room, when I awoke and saw so many tall, bright elves, something took over ... he took over. He was afraid and angry, but I still didn’t realise. After that, he became more subtle, pretending to be my own thoughts, punishing me if I struggled against him, rewarding me with ease of pain and sleep when I let him be. Soon, he had full control and I had no will of my own. But he did not tell me his intentions. Those I did not learn until it was almost too late..."

Cenyon took his sister’s trembling hand as her words faltered. His own voice sounded strong and forceful. "I will speak no details of what that foul spirit intended. But waking to see it before us, to see the haggard creature that had boasted its superiority over us, to hear it whine, that I am grateful for, however it was accomplished. And we both are truly grateful for the help and friendship we have found amongst you."

Smiles spread around the tables, gladness that the twins were now at ease and feeling the warmth of companionship. The hobbits, in particular, grinned and Azaelia sent an affirming nod to her newly discovered relations.

Into that happy silence, came an unexpected query. "Master," Aerio said softly, causing the others to look at him curiously as he pulled the gilded dagger of Lord Inziladun from his belt and placed it solidly on the table, "may I ask you something about this?"

From the fierce glint in his young apprentice’s eyes, Celebsul had an idea of what was on Aerio’s mind. "Of course," he replied.

"What," the young elf spoke slowly and with precision, "exactly would you say this knife is?"

Celebsul studied the expression on Aerio’s face for a long moment before setting down his mug of ale. "A means of sacrifice, the ritual killing of innocents."

"Precisely!" Aerio exclaimed, apparently pleased that his master had put it so plainly. Celebsul looked at him quizzically then motioned with a short wave of his hand for his apprentice to continue. The others around the table cocked their heads and sat up to observe the suddenly sparked conversation. Gambesul slid his chair back a few inches, folding his arms as he anxiously listened to his friend speak.

"The knife, the effigy to Morgoth, the temple that blasphemes Eru, the weakness and cruelty of men." Aerio avoided the stares from Cenyon and Galindë as he continued, "These are people who would stop at nothing to gain immortal life - even the slaying of their own kind!" The young elf spoke quickly, intent on expressing his strongly held opinion on this matter. "Master, might it be that any alliance between men and elves is doomed to provoke jealousy and eventually produce similar results?"

Celebsul had listened patiently as his apprentice worked through his argument, but now that Aerio took a moment to breathe, the Eldar looked at him with weariness. "I can see how you might suspect so, but the worst excesses of men happened when they were most sundered from the elves. Maybe if we had intervened, some deaths might have been prevented, but again, that might have resulted in war and even more losses." Celebsul shrugged slightly, indicating there were no certainties. "If you are suggesting that we should avoid the company of men because some of them were corrupted centuries ago, then I cannot agree. What of the King, Prince Faramir, our Rangers, and now Cenyon and Galindë? Aye, the twins - should we have not helped them?"

"Well -" Aerio started and then stopped, frowning. "Well," he tried again, but the simple question gave him pause for thought. Celebsul took the opportunity to pick up the dagger and study it closely.

"Such gaudy craftsmanship," he commented, turning the hilt about in his hands. "Did you notice how the decoration makes it less wieldy?"

Aerio stared at the weapon but still his eyes burned with embers of an old fire; he remained silent.

"This is not a blade you could fight with, or use for any purpose except butchery; its very appearance declares its nature," Celebsul added. He put down the dagger then turned towards the twins. "Cenyon, do you have a knife on you?"

The young man pulled a short dagger out from its sheath on his belt. His puzzled expression changed to a slight frown as he glanced towards Aerio. 

"Would you mind if I take it for a moment?" the Eldar asked, and Cenyon handed the hilt over, nodding his assent. 

Aerio looked up from the dagger he was inspecting and waited for his master to speak. The eyes of the hobbits widened as they wondered what Celebsul was doing; he placed the man's dagger alongside the other.

"Compare these two blades. The ancient one forged with arrogance and dark intent; the other, practical and capable of uses from removing stones from a horse's hoof, to defending its owner. They are made of the same materials, and they both bear the name 'dagger'." Celebsul paused for a moment. "Who could confuse one for the other? Not you, Aerio, nor any of us." He took up the second weapon and handed it back to Cenyon with a quiet, "Thank you." 

Cenyon gently slid the blade back into its sheath, and then leaned forward in his chair to listen intently to the Eldar’s words.

"It is less easy to judge apart the owners of such weapons; they may not so obviously display their natures, but that should not blind you to the vast underlying differences."

The young elf sat quietly in his chair another moment, letting smooth fingers run over the edge of the blade before him, but then he sighed and looked up. "You are right, Master. And I know that elves are capable of evil deeds, as capable of fighting and killing each other as men are. We have discussed this many times. It is just that the story of the ruins is more despicable than anything I could ever have imagined. The ancient Númenóreans were renown as more noble and gifted than any men since, yet we learn that they were base beyond belief."

Surprisingly Azaelia responded. She usually remained silent in such a large gathering. "Not all of them, Aerio. Some stayed true to Eru. Those from whom King Elessar descended."

"Yes," Gambesul agreed, unfolding his arms and relaxing now that Aerio's indignation had eased. "Some remained noble, and their line ran true."

Gilraen took the two jewels from her pocket and set them on the table. "And here is evidence of the strength of the friendship that once existed between Númenor and Valinor. I have discovered that these were elven gifts to men at the time when Eldar-kind still sailed to Andor and were welcomed as teachers and friends. The jewels found their way into the hands of the disloyal. Our exploration of the temple will allow this other wrong to be righted."

Gambesul grinned at Gilraen. "Well done, Gil. And I'm glad we discovered the facts about the ruins, however awful they are, because it allowed us to help Cenyon and Galindë." He winked at the twins. "And you two are noble mortals if I ever saw any."

"Ah," Azaelia said with a motherly smile at the young elf. "Perhaps you ought to know something about Cenyon and Galindë."

The elf-woman grinned at the twins, whose faces lightened at the gesture. "Their mother was my niece! My sister married a mortal, so her daughter was half elven. Thus these two are part elven," she added pointedly, "and they are, I am proud to say, my great niece and nephew."

All who were crowded around the tables blinked their eyes for a moment. Azaelia chuckled upon seeing the slightly embarrassed face of Aerio as he closely examined the grain of the tabletop. 

"It's all right, Aerio. I don't think they'll be holding any grudges against you for your words." She smiled reassuringly and Aerio lifted his chin confidently.

"That is good. Cenyon," he caught the attention of the young actor who waited patiently while the elf swallowed a gulp from his mug. "I'm sure you're happy to be related to Azaelia-." He stopped mid-sentence though, and his face paled. All eyes around the tables noticed the raised eyebrow of Celebsul. Aerio's shoulders sagged a little, but then he straightened and took a deep breath before speaking. "Cenyon, will you accept my apology? You are a noble man, and I should not have questioned you, your intentions and quality, or your actions."

Cenyon nodded his head good-naturedly, knowing from the tone of the young elf's words that he was sincere. "Of course. From everything you've all mentioned of this fine establishment, " he waved his hand about the room with a dramatic flourish, "you have a right to be careful whom you trust."

Aerio frowned, and his jaw tightened, then he spoke. "No, I had no right to say what I did, for what I had to say did not apply to you or Galindë, and I would have faired better to discuss it in private." Though none save Aerio noticed the minute change, Celebsul nodded in silent approval. The apprentice was learning, and not for the first time Celebsul thought to himself that soon the day would come when Aerio would be the one raising eyebrows at some unruly apprentice. Soon, of course, was a relative term. Still, the notion caused the Eldar to chuckle to himself; someday perhaps Aerio would be faced with the same questions, though maybe not, if the world continued to change as rapidly as in recent years. 

"So let me see if I've understood it correctly," Gambesul spoke up, mostly towards the twins and Azaelia. "If you two are her relatives, then you're also mine, since Azaelia and I are connected through her in-laws."

"Don't forget Nellas, she came with them to The Troll from Mirkwood when Brillamen's family came to visit," added Pippin in realization. 

Gambesul nodded to himself then focused once again on Cenyon and Galindë. The actress crinkled her brow in perplexity, and tried to look like she knew exactly what Gambesul was saying. 

Cenyon chuckled. "I think he's saying that this family at The Troll is even larger than we originally thought, Linde!"

Azaelia beamed. "Indeed! And the more the merrier, I say. You're all one family to me." She winked then to the residents who had been there longer. "I think Tigerlily will grow up here just fine, and I challenge my relatives to find any lovelier group of people for my child to have around her."

Milo said thoughtfully as he patted Camellia's hand, "There are the occasional bad, nasty hobbits who try to hurt others - you remember Nate!" 

Camellia shuddered but then smiled at Milo with affection while the others at the tables murmured their varied remarks concerning the hobbit who had such horrid intentions for Camellia's fate.

"Oh, never mind them, The Troll knows how to defend itself," Camellia responded after a moment, grinning to all. "We always have managed before, and I agree with Azaelia."

"You betcha!" Warg wuffed from where she lounged comfortably near Cenyon's feet. 

Though still not completely at ease with the warg, Cenyon decided that it was a good sign that she was at least at ease with him. Some things would take more time getting used to than others, he reasoned. 

As if on cue, Gilraen cleared her throat. "How long are you planning to stay here?" she asked the twins. 

Cenyon ran one hand through his hair as he thought silently for a moment, and then Galindë nudged his shoulder and leaned towards him to say something that the others couldn't hear over the background noise of the common room. He smiled, seeing the waiting expressions on the faces of the others. 

"Are you sure, Linde?" he asked. Galindë looked around the tables, exchanging a glance with Azaelia lastly who sat by her side. 

"Quite sure," she responded, this time so that the other patrons could hear her voice.

"Well then," Cenyon said at first towards Gilraen and then to all as he looked at each one present. "If you've got room somewhere, we'd love to stay for a while. We could use a break from travelling to get to know our new family."

Small stars twinkled in Azaelia's eyes, and she beamed. "Oh, you can stay with Brill and I until we find you a better place! It's no trouble at all!"

Talk around the tables started once again, but Gilraen remained oddly silent. The others continued chatting about past adventures, explaining to Cenyon and Galindë who Nate was, among others. Pippin went to tend bar, and Gilraen leaned back in her chair to observe everyone. Words whispered back to her, questions of whether she would be willing to return to her home, and even as she watched these friends with whom she had talked and laughed, with, remembering both good and bad times, she knew the answer still held true. This time there would be no changing her mind. This time she felt certain what her heart was telling her. 

Her eyes passed over each resident in turn. Warg was on the floor dozing softly, her tail thumping against the wood - obviously she was having a good dream, perhaps one of hunting underneath dark skies, in deep forests. Gilraen smiled. What at first had seemed so odd - a warg in a bar - now was familiar and even homey enough to make her feel a little melancholy. There was Celebsul, who Gilraen realized had always been teaching them something even before they knew they needed to learn anything. She watched Rilith smiling at the hobbits who sat near her, eyes dancing in a way that Gilraen had not seen in many years before she came to The Troll. The Rilith she had known in the past had not been the same, for this one smiled more often, and was slowly opening up. 

"Gilraen?" a voice came from behind the counter at the elf's back, and she turned in her seat to look up at Pippin who pushed a mug towards the edge of the bar. "What's wrong?"

The sounds of The Troll's common room became louder then; as Cenyon laughed at some joke Gambesul had finished telling, and Gilraen's mind swam as she tried to find a way to answer Pippin's question. She felt the dizziness increase while she fought to think. Gambesul had by that time consumed more than one mug of ale, and true to form, his jokes were becoming more and more garbled. However, it didn't seem to matter to Cenyon, who had appeared at the bar for two refills already. Celebsul sipped his Cherry B, while Aerio goaded his friend by mentioning that Gam's mug was again empty and that it would be a good idea to replenish it. Suddenly everything seemed so comfortably familiar.

"Gilraen?" Pippin asked once more, startling her. 

"Oh," Gilraen replied slowly, then stood up to lean her elbows on the counter. Pippin noted the tone in the elf's voice and pulled her stool across to sit down. 

"I'm leaving to go back to Mirkwood," Gilraen blurted out, immediately regretting her bluntness. Pippin's face changed from curiosity to surprise then she narrowed her eyes and spoke quietly.

"You're serious, aren't you?"

Gilraen nodded and Pippin cocked her head. "May I ask why? I thought you said that you would never go back."

"I did think so then...but my heart tells me that the time in my life when I said that is over...does that make sense?"

Pippin smiled a little. "It sounds like you've had your usual drink, but yes, it still makes sense. Gil, are you sure?"

Gilraen looked around the room again, then smiled. "Yes, Pip, I am. And I will miss you dearly - you've become a true friend to me."

Pippin sighed. "You'll be sure to visit, won't you? I mean, you aren't just going to go off and not tell anyone are you? You can't leave me here to argue with Rilith alone forever!"

"No, of course not, silly, though you and Rilith aren't half as wary of each other as you were a while ago. I feel I can leave you two alone without either of you trying to kill the other!" She laughed as she saw Pippin's face then both giggled for a moment before Gilraen sobered. "It's not that I don't care for everyone at The Troll anymore."

"That's good, as we all love you Gilly and we'll miss you terribly."

"I'll miss you too."

~~~

Chapter 13 - The Dragon and the Salad Spoon

April 22nd – Evening, Burping Troll common room

A sudden clapping from the tables diverted Pippin and Gilraen’s attention. They turned to watch Cenyon reach out a hand to Galindë, pulling her to stand in the middle of the room. Gilraen forgot the threat of tears at her planned leave-taking for the moment.

"What are they doing?" she asked.

"I think they're putting on a drama," Pippin whispered back as she watched the twins converse for a minute before taking opposite places.

"Oh - but hasn't he had a few drinks already?"

"Yes," Pippin replied with as straight a face as she could muster.

"How many?"

"At least three."

"So," Gilraen winked, "this is going to be interesting, isn't it?"

"Yes."

The two friends shared a look and tried to contain laughter as their imaginations ran wild with the possibilities of a drunk Cenyon attempting to act. The young actor turned his attention towards the audience. 

"We would like to preshent the re-enacting of Turin and Nienor and the dragon Glaurung -." Whatever else he meant to say was cut off from a shout in the audience.

"Who's playing Glaurung?"

Cenyon paused, for the thought had not occurred to him. 

Then he grinned, "Warg!"

Warg looked up from where she had been dozing, and stared at Cenyon for a long moment.

"Woulsh you play Glaurungsh, Warg?"

With a ruffling of fur, Warg stood and walked nonchalantly, tongue lolling, to the 'stage'. 

"Sure."

While Cenyon spoke to Warg, Galindë watched with a bemused expression, as if this scene had been played out many a time before. Both Gilraen and Pippin caught the slight eye-roll she gave towards her brother, and the elves recognized the gesture as one of understanding annoyance. 

"How many times do you want to bet he's tried this story after having a few drinks, from the look on her face?" Gilraen whispered to Pippin, who tried to keep from coughing on the sip of ale she had just taken.

"I'm guessing seven," she replied after a moment.

"That low?"

"If I had it happen that many times, after seven or so I'd just refuse to even attempt it."

"Good point, I wonder how badly the drink will affect his acting," Gilraen mused, then went back to observing as Cenyon attempted to give Warg stage directions. He waved his arm in the air for a moment, explaining something or other, then knelt down to point to a spot on the floor. 

 Had they been human, Gilraen and Pippin would have started at the male voice that appeared behind them.

"Who is he and what in Middle Earth and all of Valinor is he doing? Tracking ants? Why, Firnelin, I think we've found you a friend!"

Pippin laughed softly as she turned to face the elven brothers, returned at last from their hunting: Firnelin, who would track anything including mice, just for the sport of it, and Carcharien, her beloved.

"He's an actor who's had a few too many drinks to act properly but who is trying anyway,” Pippin replied, then asked, “Back from the hunt?" 

Carcharien pulled her into a hug making it plain just how much he'd missed her. "No, we're not back; we're figments of your over-active imagination," he said with a serious expression on his face. 

Pippin swatted at him with one hand, then turned her attention back to the presentation. "Any more comments like that and I won't be telling you about everything that happened while you two were away."

"Brother," Firnelin muttered to Carcharien, noting Pippin's bandaged wrist. "I think we've missed something. It seems that The Troll's had another - what could we call it- adventure, while we were gone."

"What happened?" Carcharien asked with sudden worry, gently taking her arm and examining it, but Pippin didn't answer. Instead she pointed to where Galindë had pulled up a chair and was watching Cenyon slur his continued explanation of who Glaurung was to Warg. Apparently Elvish history had never been the canine's strong point.

"I'll explain later," Pippin muttered, and then bit her tongue to keep from bursting into laughter as Cenyon went to Galindë and pulled her up by her hand to give her a slight push towards Glaurung/Warg.

"This is going to be interesting, isn't it?" Carcharien asked.

Gilraen laughed, "Yes."

The four elves watched as Galindë stood opposite her brother, who quickly decided that his throat was too dry and that he needed a quick sip from his mug before starting the act. 

"My deah friensh," Cenyon announced with a noble air that would rival any king. Or at least, any king who had just finished his third and a half mug of the inn’s strongest ale. "We wool like to preshent to you lov'ly folk th' tale of -" he paused trying to remember, then finished, "Turban and Nienol."

"Turin and Nienor," Galindë muttered.

"Thash wha' I says," Cenyon insisted, but Galindë ignored him and just shook her at the audience, who by this time only stifled its laughter because it wanted to see more.

Carcharien exchanged a glance with Firnelin, and rubbed one side of his chin in an effort to distract himself from his mirth. Then a new light flickered in his eyes, and a slight smirk crossed his face. With a parting word to the three elves nearest him, Carcharien left swiftly. He returned a short while later with another elven brother, Esgallyg, in tow. 

"What's transpiring in here?" Esgallyg asked before he heard Cenyon, who again mentioned the name of Turban, followed by Galindë's patient correction. Though very musically inclined, when it came to composing words to accompany his music, Esgallyg’s talent was severely lacking.

"Anbarad's over there. I'm sure he'd enjoy your lament of Nienor, and it would fit the occasion remarkably well," Carcharien Esgallyg. His tone sounded so serious that even Pippin almost believed that he really thought Anbarad would appreciate the gesture. Giving a slight push to Esgallyg’s back which sent him in the direction of Cenyon, Carcharien and the others watched with amused expressions as the poetry-impaired elf wound his way through the tables to where the actors stood. 

After a quiet word to Galindë, a delighted nod from the girl, and finally a wide smile to where Anbarad sat cradling his mug at a corner table, Esgallyg cleared his throat and began. 

"Galindë and I have decided that to help the production, I shall narrate the story of Turin, Nienor and Guthang by way of a personal lament, whilst these fine actors pantomime. Warg, if you will still consent to play Guthang, we would be much obliged."

Anbarad's head jerked up, and his eyes met those of the four elves at the bar; if angry stares were daggers, they'd all be quite dead.  Anbarad was the brother whose sensitivities were most injured by Esgallyg’s lack of talent.

Esgallyg began. 

"Turin was mighty, save for sorrow 

And had a sister, Nienor, named for sorrow,"

Anbarad glared more fiercely at Carcharien, and motioned for him to hasten to his table. Carcharien shook his head, but Anbarad pointed sharply to the empty chair beside him. Finally, after another moment of hesitation, the errant elf relented and made his way around the actors who were valiantly trying to act out the sorrow of both Turin and Nienor.

"Brother," Anbarad said in a low tone. "I have said it once, I have said it a thousand times; you cannot rhyme a word with itself. Tell him that now, for I fear I cannot stomach any more of this."

"You would crush his spirit, Anbarad, if he knew of your dislike of his poetry."

"Then crush it, I say, and be done with it," Anbarad muttered.

"You are the one who does not appreciate his efforts, Brother, not I. If you want to tell him, then I certainly cannot stop you." Carcharien smiled faintly to himself and stepped away from the table as Anbarad once again glared at him. In the background Esgallyg's clear voice could be heard interspersed with polite clapping every so often for the actors miming the story.

Gilraen and Pippin covered their mouths as Cenyon searched wildly for some sort of prop to use as the sword, Gurthang. He finally selected one of the serving spoons from the bowl of salad in the middle of the closest table. All eyes in the room saw the look that by this time was most prominent on Galindë's face, that of both amusement and dismay at how things were going. 

"I'm sure she's never had to act out silently to such a lament as Esgallyg's," Gilraen whispered, causing Pippin to clamp her teeth to her tongue in an effort not to snicker.

Esgallyg continued his recitation as Turin pierced the evil dragon, Glaurung, with the mighty spoon, Gurthang. The warg rolled onto her back and howled, waving her paws in the air and wagging her tail in an effort to portray agony. Thus the tragedy played out before a disbelieving audience as Turin collapsed from the venomous blood of the dragon, and lay seemingly dead. Nienor found him and heard the cruel final words of Glaurung.

"And so Nienor, the mourning elf

did throw herself-"

None of the elves watching Anbarad missed the grimace that flickered on his face for a moment, though whether it was Esgallyg's rhyme or rhythm or both which bothered him the most none could say.

The hobbits, on the other hand, seemed enthralled by the tale. Camellia gasped and clutched Milo's hand as Galindë gamely collapsed to the floor a few feet away from the now-still body of the dragon and Cenyon. The face of the drowning Nienor wore an expression of joyful relief.

So the story came to its sorrowful end. Turin recovered from his faint and, learning the terrible truth, he threw himself upon his own deadly salad spoon. 

"And on his grave they writ

Turin Turambar Dagnir Glaurunga

And underneath they writ as well

Nienor Niniel."

Niniel, or rather Galindë, couldn't keep a straight face anymore as she lay upon the wooden floor. At first she merely giggled, but moments later her eyes started to squint together, and tears formed in them until finally she burst into bright tinkling laughter. In her gaiety, all in the room could tell she had elven blood, for stars shone brightly and seemed to sing sweetly with her as she rose and flopped helplessly into the nearest chair, holding her sides. Cenyon stood up unsteadily alongside Esgallyg who, having finished his lament, simply stared at the laughing actress. Warg grinned upwards, tongue lolling, while the rest of the common room remained silent, holding its collective breath. 

As Galindë heaved one final sob of mirth and wiped her eyes, the audience broke out into a roar of applause. Esgallyg looked mildly embarrassed, and gave a short bow before heading towards Anbarad's table. Cenyon seemed unsure of what to do. In the end he simply bowed with the salad spoon in one hand then tried to locate a chair that wasn't swimming before his eyes. 

"Oh," Galindë breathed, still chuckling in between her words. "Cenyon, we've tried this one so often, will you ever remember how it turns out?" She watched her brother clink his mug against that of Gambesul, and once again laughed as she glanced down at Warg.

"He won't remember a thing, I'll warrant," she remarked, and Warg nodded wisely.

"Prob'ly not. Don't worry though, I think the rest of us'll fill 'im in."

Gilraen and Pippin looked at each other, and Gilraen moved to sit next to the other elves and the actors, pulling her chair closest to Galindë. Once the girl noticed Gilraen's quiet presence, she smiled.

"Galindë," Gilraen said. "I was wondering if you and your brother would be needing rooms for the time you'll be staying here."

Looking puzzled for a moment, Galindë nodded her head slowly. "Yes, but Azaelia said we could stay for a while with them..." she trailed off.

"But would you rather have your own place?" Gilraen persisted.

"If that would be possible, we'd be very grateful."

Gilraen spoke with a little more emphasis than before and loud enough for the others at the tables to hear. "I think Eldonir and I could help you two with that. You see," there she paused for a moment before standing up beside her chair. "I'm going to travel back to Mirkwood with the jewels that we found. They may very well belong to King Thranduil, and if not, they could be Elessar’s heirlooms. I plan on leaving soon, and my brother will be coming with me. Our apartments would be more than adequate for Cenyon and Galindë to use as long as they'd like."

The common room fell silent for a moment, then Gilraen caught sight of Rilith standing with a blank expression on her face. Realising again that she would be leaving behind many dear friends, she stepped over to the older elf maiden.

"You have made your decision, then?" Rilith asked. 

Gilraen nodded resolutely. "Yes, I have. I see our roads must once again diverge."

Rilith smiled sadly, knowing the full meaning of her friend's words. "You will be missed, mellon nin. But you will be a great asset to the forest. I wish you luck."

The tables remained quiet, until Gilraen laughed sweetly. "Come, it is not as if I'm going to erase you all from memory. Why, I shall be sure to spend some time writing you all down in songs and poems, and dreaming of you. Let's not make this a sad occasion. I say we enjoy this night, for surely I would like to remember my last night at The Troll with gladness!" Gilraen took a few steps towards the bar, and looked back over her shoulder gesturing the others to follow her.

Pippin grinned from behind the counter, and together with Carcharien, began filling mugs and setting them on the polished surface. "This one's on the house, Gil," she said, pushing a brimming tankard towards the elf who had suddenly become the center of attention. 

"You know I won't refuse it!" Gil replied. 

At her side Milo the Hobbit giggled. "It's your night, Gil, have as many as you like."

"Quite a threatening thought, Milo. Surely you remember me waking up in the stable after my first night here? Should I really risk that again?" she asked with a wink.

Once everyone had acquired at least one mug, the noise level rose even more, so that if anyone had thought it riotous during Cenyon's presentation, they would believe the entire tavern filled with lunatics during Gilraen's parting 'celebration'. 

Still not all was well.

"Oh, why the long face, Meri?" Gilraen asked the hobbit, who sat in one chair by herself away from the largest gathering. 

"Must you go?" Meri asked shyly. 

"Yes, I must."

"What about Erin. She'll be devastated." The hobbit spoke of Gilraen's dearest friend who was currently away from the inn. "Surely you cannot go without saying goodbye to her."

"No, I'll seek her out before I go to Mirkwood. Do not worry about that."

"Good," Meri said with relief, then added. "You must promise me one other thing."

"And what would that be?" Gilraen asked.

"You won't leave Middle Earth without stopping here at The Troll to say farewell to us all."

Gilraen chuckled and placed her hand gently over Meri's shoulder. "Silly hobbit, you do not recognize your own worth. You and the others are dear to me, I wouldn't dream of leaving without a proper farewell."

"So do you promise?" Meri persisted.

"Yes, I promise. If I plan to leave, I will stop by The Troll on my way."

Meri heaved a small sigh. "Good. I know how you elves are, and I'd hate to think of you traveling without packing yourself a proper meal for a ship or forgetting enough blankets or buttons or...oh, my, you aren't leaving tomorrow are you? I've got to get you some provisions if you are!"

Gilraen's eyes widened. "Slow down, Meri, if I need anything I'll be sure to let you know."

"But you will need many things."

"My horse can only carry so much," Gilraen replied easily and with a short wave of her hand. "Besides, Mirkwood isn't that far away, only a few days if the weather provides, and you know I don't eat that much."

"All the same, I'll be sure to see that you're properly provided for."

Gilraen laughed once more. "There's no stopping you, is there?"

Meri beamed and wiggled her toes as she swung her legs in the higher-up chair. "No, there isn't!"

From the larger gathering, a call rang out for Gilraen to come and join them all. After pulling Meri gently with her, the elf found herself paired with Cenyon for the dance that began in response to music provided by Esgallyg and Aerio. Despite having had several drinks, Cenyon was still remarkably good at dancing. Gilraen supposed that everyone must have some sort of talent when semi-drunk, and acting simply was not Cenyon's. That was as far as her thoughts went, for the room filled with swirling dancers. Ignoring the occasional good-natured banter from people trying to concentrate on their food at the fringes of the room, most folk indulged in a cheerfully noisy and energetic celebration. Even Warg bounced about the floor, winding her way around moving feet in time with the music. 

During a short break, Galindë stood near Firnelin whose eyes occasionally strayed to the windows to look out at the dark forest beyond The Troll. Seeing that the elf was a bit preoccupied, Galindë attempted to make conversation while they waited for the next song.

"This certainly is a remarkable place."

Firnelin made a short hum in his throat which Galindë took to be agreement, and for a moment she wondered what else she could say. After all, here she was standing next to a very fine looking elf, who seemed as if he could use a distraction from whatever it was that called to him outside in the night.

"Firnelin," Carcharien shouted from behind the counter, causing both the elf and the actress to look up. "The hunt is over, pray join in the merriment that resides within!"

Aerio and Esgallyg struck up another lively tune, and Firnelin blinked, as if he coming back from a dream. He tilted his head at Galindë, smiled then took her hand. "May I have the honour of this dance?"

~~~

April 23rd – Evening, yard of The Burping Troll 

The moon rode high. Gilraen's whole day had passed by in a whirl of packing and organizing. It was a wonder she got anything done at all with the many knocks at the door by one person or another coming to bid her farewell. A few even brought small parting gifts. It took more explaining than she had wished, but she finally convinced the hobbits that there was no need for another large party to send her off. Now, in the deep of night, light flickered down to her through the leaves, whispering in the cool evening breeze. Farewell Gilraen, go safely.

The elf ran her hand lightly along her horse's back, soothing it before the journey ahead. Memories of her time at The Troll replayed: day upon day, adventure after adventure, friendship, laughter and tears. A brief snort from her equine companion jolted her thoughts.

"Peace, friend, we will be leaving shortly," she murmured.

She checked through her provisions: a small basket-by Hobbit standards-of food from Meri, along with a jug of ale from Pippin. She smiled to herself. That girl knows me too well. Azaelia had given her a woollen blanket, warm and soft to the touch. Winking in the moonlight upon that thick cloth lay the two gems.

Rilith left a dagger in Gilraen's room earlier that night, then slipped out before Gilraen returned. She recognized it as her brother’s from years before. It had been his gift to Rilith whilst they were courting, and now and now passed to Gilraen. She felt the bond between the three of them strong as ever now, as she traced a finger down the hilt of the slender blade.

The horse leaned over, rubbing its muzzle gently against her cheek, and the elf laughed, her mirth ringing through the trees. Catching herself, she raised a finger to her lips.

"We wouldn't want to disturb anyone now would we?"

"Ready, sister?" Eldonir's voice came from behind.

She felt a sudden pang of guilt for those friends she would not see before she left, but Gilraen knew if she did not go now, she would never again gather the courage to return to the forest. Turon, her one love, awaited her there, older and so much wiser than she. The thought of him brought back feelings of warmth and joy, but also the cold sting in her heart, the reminder of her insignificance in the forest. 'But that can be remedied, Gilraen.'

"El, do you really think I can do this?"

Her brother looked at her with caring eyes. Coming closer, he rested his hands on her shoulders. "Truly?"

She swallowed, sure he would tell her that nay, she was not ready for such a responsibility, that she should stay with her friends for a life of peace. But peace in The Burping Troll was an impossibility, and well she knew it. So much had happened in her time at the inn, growth and love, doubt then hope, battle and loss. Her brother spoke to her now, his eyes shining with a silvery glow.

"You have learned much here, sister. You have learned your courage, the importance of your life. You're much more independent than you ever were before." He let out a brief chuckle. "If I ever thought it possible, you almost seem to have grown up since you left the forest."

She tapped him on the nose. "And you, dear brother, have learned how to have a bit of fun again!"

He rubbed his forehead, and smiled. "I expect I deserve that."

Gilraen turned to look back at the dimmed lights of The Troll, blinking behind swaying trees, not too far in the distance. Eldonir touched her shoulder, lightly this time.

"Come. If we are to detour to say farewell to Erin, we must go now."

"All right Elly, keep your hair on!" She giggled, jumping on her horse and pushing it into an easy canter. 

"How many times have I told you? Don't call me Elly!" he shouted after her.

And with a final laugh and whoop, they were gone, homeward bound to Mirkwood.

~~~

Thus the only objects of value that the ruins yielded - elven jewels given in friendship to the men of Númenor - were returning at last to royal hands. 

In the final hours of the night, Galindë stirred in her sleep, a slight smile flickering at the corners of her lips. She dreamed of hanging curtains at a window that looked out across Erynlond towards her great aunt's cottage. Beneath a tall birch tree, a toddler, dappled by sunlight, giggled at the antics of a squirrel. Glancing up at the sky, Galindë saw dark clouds, but they were rolling away into the distance. As her attention returned to the child, she noticed that Azaelia and Brillamen now knelt beside their daughter. There also stood Cenyon, waving over to the window where Galindë stood. She waved back, and murmured softly in her sleep.

"Home at last."

~~~

The End

~~~
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