OF WINE, REGRETS AND RANGERS

By ErinRua

The Inn of the Burping Troll

Spring 3022, nighttime

A warm spring night wrapped the wilds of Northern Ithilien in stillness, as all but a very few inmates of a certain inn sought their sleep.  Those few, however, sat still wakeful.

"What's it like," said Anardil, tilting his glass towards the handsome personage across the table.  "Being immortal?"

Said personage blinked pale eyes and favored his questioner with a smile.  "I would not know," he replied.  "Since I have not lived forever, yet."

In the quiet common room of the Inn of the Burping Troll, a bottle of wine stood on a table surrounded by four glasses, which were in turn held by three men and an elf.  The elf, it goes without saying, was both beautiful and wise, while the men were graced with the touch of lost Númenor, manifest in grey eyes and dark, shaggy hair.  Rangers, all three of them; it was stamped in their very being, although one concealed an empty left sleeve beneath the loose folds of shirt and tunic.  Whatever histories each bore, however, in this warmly-lit room late at night, the most evident detail was that all were very comfortably under the influence of dark Dorwinion wine.

"I'd think it would get boring," said Bob, frowning as he contemplated lamplight through the maroon fluid he swirled before his eyes.  "What does one do after the first two or three thousand years?"

The elf shrugged.  "Drink with Rangers, I suppose."

A gleeful wheeze and the smack of a hand on the table marked the presence of the Rangers' captain, Halbarad the Younger.  "Celebsul has got you, Bob," he chortled, and cast their Eldar friend a grin.

Bob, however, lifted a philosophical shoulder.  "Our benefit, the world's loss.  How many Rangers have elves for drinking companions?"

"Good point," Anardil noted, saluting their elven comrade with a one-armed toast.  "So then, Master Celebsul.  Tell us something wise or profound."


'Master' was a designation purely honorary in nature, and used for the most part only by Celebsul's two younger elven apprentices.  However, Anardil the former Ranger had his own peculiar code of conduct, and that included a formal title for the eldest elf to frequent The Burping Troll.

This Celebsul knew, and once again he simply offered a gentle smile.  "Profundity, is it?  Then, I say to you, one should never accept a drink in a sticky glass."

A chorus of laughter and noises of revulsion greeted this statement, whilst Celebsul demurely sipped from his crystal-clean, non-sticky glass.  Various ribald comments were exchanged about what sorts of things would be acceptable when tacky, and then Anardil grinned as he looked to their elf once again.

"I've just enough wine in me," he announced, "to be bold.  And I will say to you, I never thought to share a bottle of wine with an elf who has seen the Light of the Trees."

Celebsul languidly tilted an eyebrow.  "And I never thought to drink with a one-armed former Ranger."  The warmth of his gaze removed any sting from those words, however, and he added, "Each day is a new cup to savor, my friends.  Remember …" he paused and slowly swept his glass before him.  "Each day brings us one new thing."

With that he took another sip.  The three Men waited, watching.  He sipped again.  Bob frowned.

"And what is that one new thing?" he asked.

Celebsul looked up with an expression of mild surprise.  "Why, I have no idea.  That is why it is new."

Again warm chuckles rippled around the table, whilst Bob looked good-naturedly befuddled.  Snickering, Halbarad clapped a heavy hand on his back.

"It's really not fair," Bob mumbled.  "You get all deep and I get … confused."

"Drinking with elves, brother," commiserated Halbarad cheerfully.  "It's a risky pastime for mere mortals like us."

Bob sighed and Anardil chuckled.  Then Bob reached for the bottle and poured for all of them, leaning a comradely arm on Anardil's bad shoulder as he did so.  He tightened his clasp as he set the bottle down with a thump, an unconscious gesture that embraced the infirmity along with the man.

"Very well," Bob said, and gave a gentle hiccough.  "I propose that we forget who is Man and who is Elf, and each of us tells one thing, just one thing, that he regrets."

Silence.  Halbarad frowned at his friend.


"My.  You do know how to knock a party in the head, don't you?"

"Not at all!"  Bob straightened in his seat and gave his glass a very cautious flourish, so as not to spill.  "I never said it had to be dark and dire.  Such as, I regret ten years ago I did not kiss Alitha, Bergin's daughter, when she gave me the chance."

Halbarad stared.  "You didn't?  When?"

"At Denthil's wedding."

"I remember that.  The two of you disappeared for a good twenty minutes."


Glumly Bob shook his head.  "Nope.  She got to talking about her brother off to the north, gone a-ranging for six months without a day at home, and all I could think about was how he would beat me like a dirty rug if I touched his baby sister."

The strangling, snorting sound Anardil made was singularly inelegant, and Halbarad gave him the sharp end of an elbow.  "There, Anardil, now it's your turn.  Speak up!"

"Ah.  Well."  Anardil's lopsided grin deepened as he attempted to compose himself.  "I suppose I could regret I never kissed your sister, Halbarad."

Wine spewed across the table amid a chorus of yelps before Halbarad could catch himself.  "You what?"

His eyes were huge as dinner plates as he stared at his friend.  Halbarad's sister, Anoriath, was thought by some to be a handsome woman, but she was foremost a Ranger, as their father had been before them, and surely the most formidable female any of them had ever known.  A misstep with her could easily result in a man's innards being removed at sword-point.

Chuckling, Anardil grabbed a nearby napkin and dropped it into the mess.  "I said I suppose, Hal.  I never said I did."

Absently pushing the napkin through his spill, Halbarad dazedly shook his head.  "She's your comrade in arms, Dil, almost your sister."

At that Anardil laughed aloud, reaching to clap his friend's shoulder.  "Ease yourself, man.  She is a sister to me, just as you say."  Mischief winked in his glance as he added, "Although consanguinity is distant enough that she might still have appeared kissable, at one point or another."

Hal dropped his head into his folded arms and groaned.  Helpfully Bob thumped his captain between the shoulders.

"But as to regrets …" Anardil paused to frown thoughtfully towards the darkened rafters.  "I suppose I regret that I never saw Rivendell.  Oh, to have seen the Last Homely House when its master was still in residence.  I should have liked to have roamed Elrond's library and asked him questions about the books and artifacts I found."

Bob nodded in satisfaction.  "That's a good one.  Yes.  Since Master Elrond has sailed West, that certainly qualifies as a regret.  All right, Hal, now it's your turn."

"Hm."  Hal lifted his head and propped an elbow on the table, there to slowly draw one hand over his face.  "Let's see …"

Bob grinned and gave Hal a brief shake.  "Not too maudlin, mind you.  You've a bad habit of taking responsibility for every mishap in Middle-earth."

Hal favored his friend with a wry glance before continuing his contemplations.  "I suppose," he said, "I regret I did not buy Mithraug's dam when I had the chance."


"Mithraug?  That demon-spawned horse has a mother?"  Bob drew back in mock horror.

A quick hand swatted Bob soundly as Hal frowned.  "He is a fine horse, the most trustworthy war horse I've ever ridden."

"Aye, he's a fine horse - so long as one doesn't have to walk or breathe or try to exist within his reach."  Bob grinned as he fended off another swipe from the maligned steed's owner.

"His dam was magnificent," Hal resumed.  "She was powerful and handsome and she was for sale, at one time.  But we were too often gone a-ranging, so I let the chance go.  I've often thought of the colts she might have thrown."  He sighed and propped his chin in one hand.  "Fool that bought her let her get into the grain one night, and she bloated and died."

Raising both eyebrows, Bob lifted his glass in concession.  "Aye, that qualifies as a regret."

All heads nodded sagely, and then the human faces turned as one towards Celebsul's quiet presence.  The elf widened his eyes in an expression of feigned surprise.

"Oh, my turn, is it?"

"Rules of the game," Anardil replied.

Nodding slowly, the elf steepled both hands together and touched his forefingers to his lips.  The elegant brows rose in soulful deliberation.  The timeless eyes seemed to look inward to a vast and fathomless distance.  Light shimmered in the silken fall of hair over his shoulders, and in the stillness the fire in the hearth popped softly, as glowing logs settled in the grate.  The three Men waited in breathless silence, for they knew not what words of import might come from this ageless being, he who had seen kings and kingdoms rise up and pass away.

Finally Celebsul lowered his hands and blinked himself back into the present.  "I regret," he said, "That I did not go swimming in the spring of 3441 of the Second Age."

The Men stared at him.  The fire popped and hissed as the logs settled lower.

"Uh …" Bob scratched his chin.  "How long ago was that?"

"Three thousand and twenty two years," Anardil responded automatically.

"Right.  What happened that year?"

Celebsul pursed his mouth in lieu of a shrug.  "Gil-galad was slain.  The Dark Lord was overthrown.  The age ended.  I should have taken time to go swimming when spring was upon the land."

Halbarad tried to look like he understood, although the hand he slowly raked through his hair gave that lie away.  "Swimming?" he asked.

With a single nod, Celebsul confirmed his remark.  "I find swimming to be deeply restful and restoring."

Quiet followed thereafter, as the Men of the little gathering pondered these words.  Somehow it seemed rather disappointing, however, that their eldest could regret nothing deeper than a missing spring swim.

Bob frowned thoughtfully at his elven friend.  "You really like swimming that much?"

Celebsul nodded again.  "When I make the time."

"I don't even remember the last time I went for an actual swim."

"Last summer," Halbarad said.

"Was it?"  Bob glanced at his captain then shook his head.  "No, we were going to go, but I had to stay back and finish something - fixing my saddle, I think it was."

Anardil chewed his upper lip as he contemplated.  "I don't think I have truly swum since we came south with the Grey Company.  Do you suppose I still could?"

Both Rangers eyed his empty sleeve with the brusque scrutiny of old friends.  "I don't know," Hal replied.  "But I should think you can at least float."

"Aye," Bob agreed.  "And if you can float, you could still sort of kick around on your back, or something."

Halbarad nodded thoughtfully.  "We should try sometime."

Bob grinned.  "Tonight!"

Hal scowled.  "Tonight?"

"Why not?  It's a warm night.  We're drunk.  And we have an elf to lead us through the woods to the river."

All three Men turned expectant faces towards the elf in question, who in turn eyed them warily.  "Are you certain?"

"Of course we are!" Bob replied brightly.  "Wouldn't it be a shame to sit somewhere years from now, and say how we wished we went swimming in the spring of 3022?"

Celebsul lifted his glass of wine and viewed it thoughtfully.  Then he tipped it and drained the dregs in one pull.  When he set it down he gave a smile that reduced all of them to very pleased children.

"Come, friends," he said, and rose in one motion.  "I know just the pool, and tonight the moon is nearly full."

On hasty, stealthy feet they seized towels from the inn's linen closet, whereupon the heavy front door closed quietly behind them.  Out into moonlight the foursome slipped, grinning and giggling and possibly quite silly, had any sober folk been present to judge.  However, perhaps there was a certain logic to their merry, wine-induced foolishness, for frivolity was not always to be shunned.  Indeed, if all regrets could be remedied by giving in to wine and moonlight, who could say how much better off the world might be?

At any rate, it was a lovely night and the pool was deliciously cool, and Anardil was after all able to float very neatly.  If the Moon was amused, she was so very quietly.

~ END ~

PAGE  
2

