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Author’s note for Chapter One; Finally I have a new Returnverse story to share. There are two and a half chapters written and beta’d and it is definitely time to get on with sharing it.




Some of the ideas have been in my head for a long while and have turned up as drabbles at a Live Journal Community over the past couple of years, so one or two of you might recognise snippets here and there. 




There has been a lot of life since I posted the end of The Valinor Trail—house moves, family illness and bereavement, smaller stuff, and so it might make sense to re-read ‘Intermezzo’, in For Small Returns to remind you about who is going on the expedition, to explore the new lands The Valar have told the Sindar and Sindarin Elves is theirs, and who is staying in Alqualondë.
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Chapter 1: Tell Me About the Key



“Mithrandalf…”




Even if he had not recognised the footsteps, and the gentle tap on the door, the Maia would have known who it was; for only three people in the whole history of the world had ever used that wonderfully silly mishmash of two of the names he had answered to over the years. And the other two people had ridden off in the party going to explore the new lands that had been opened up for them.




“Come in, Ithilienne,” he answered. “What can I do for you?”




“Tell me about The Key.”







She wasn’t sure whether that had helped, really. 




Of course, Mithrandalf knew little more of Lord Námo’s recent use of Naneth as The Key, or Radagast’s use of The Key within Haldirin, or even the way in which Naneth and Haldirin had, together, ‘rescued’ Tharhîwon, than Ithilienne did herself. Like her, he had not been there. 




He did confirm that Ithilienne was almost certain to carry The Key in her blood just as Haldirin did. So with the right magic her blood could open portals…




Could he, then, use her blood to open a portal not between dimensions, as Radagast had with Haldirin’s, but between Aman and somewhere else in Arda? Like Imladris or The Great Greenwood?




This had earned her a long, hard, look. Eventually the Maia answered that it was very likely that he could, but it was highly unlikely that he ever would. Perhaps in a world-threatening emergency one of the Ainur would use The Key in that way; but not for anything less. It was certainly not, he had given her the hard stare again, a way of popping into have a chat with friends or family.




‘Drough er!’ thought Ithilienne.




She had changed tack. Did he think Haldirin seeing dead people, or the Houseless, was to do with having something of The Key in his blood? Had it needed to be awoken by Radagast?




To the first he answered that, doubtless, it did. But he thought it very likely that Haldirin would have seen them even had his blood not been used by Radagast to return Naneth to them. 




So why didn’t Ithilienne see them? 




Mithrandalf pointed out that Naneth didn’t usually see them either. It was doubtless due to the influence of Adar’s fëa on The Key. 




Would this mixing of her parents hröar and fëar have a different effect in Ithilienne? 




Almost certainly. After all, that mixing had resulted in other differences between them; from different hair colour to different personalities. 




Could he possibly tell her, then, what effect the Key had in her case? 




Sadly, no. He genuinely did not know, nor know how to find out. Doubtless she would discover it for herself, at some time, he had concluded.




Ithilienne had her own thoughts on this but decided not to share them; at least not with Mithrandalf.







Perhaps, Ithilienne thought a few days later, she should have talked through her theories with Haldirin before he left with the exploration party. Naneth might have been better able to answer questions, but Ithilienne didn’t want to explain to her what she wished to achieve. And so she had kept her thoughts to herself, hoping she could produce the whole thing like a present gift-wrapped with a bow; a way of saying ‘Look what I can do with my Keyness!’ 




But it had been rather childish, she knew now, as Mithrandalf had not just waved his hand and told her what she wanted to hear; now she would have to work out for herself whether she was right in her suspicions about how The Key might express itself in her blood. And that would have been so much easier to do if she had spoken to her brother before he left.




Another week passed and she still was not sure how to do this. Legolas had told her, more than once, that she ‘dreamed loudly’. Not that she made any noise as she walked the dream paths, but that he would often find himself walking them with her, and not only if she shared his bed. Sometimes he would find himself walking the path she was on when she was in her room in her parents’ house in the village and he was in his bed in Lady Celebrían’s home.




Surely there must be some way of choosing exactly what she dreamed, and also inviting someone of her choice to walk the path with her. She hoped it wouldn’t involve shedding blood every time; she knew creating a portal required blood, and when Naneth and Haldirin had freed Tharhîwon from the Winter Garden, before her birth, it had involved blood—but Haldirin saw the houseless fëar without spilling blood. If it was going to require blood, she thought, she might lose quite a bit before she could achieve her goal.




Who could she try reaching out to in her dreams? Really it needed to be someone who knew of The Key. Not that it was exactly a secret here in The West, but the only people here in Alqualondë at the moment who knew of it were Master Elrond and Lady Celebrían, Erestor and his wife, and Legolas’ mother; and just at the moment they were precisely the people she did not want to involve.




Then there was the question of choosing exactly which paths to follow in her dreams. Waking dreams would be much easier to direct along the paths she wanted to follow than sleeping ones. But she had had little practice at this; she had rarely ridden on long journeys without someone to talk to, nor had to push herself so hard that such dreams were all the respite she got whilst her body continued without physical rest. And, although waking dreams involving Legolas and being ‘swayed by the desires of the body’ had figured in the last few years in Ithilien, she had not needed to indulge in them more recently.




By the time Legolas, and the others, had been gone for almost a month Ithilienne had spent so much time either sitting in his favourite tree, or down on the sand watching the waves, that she was not surprised to overhear Celebrían and Ferveren worrying that she was pining for Legolas. 




Perhaps, if they worked out what she was really doing, they would accept pining for Legolas as the only reason, and not think any further…







The noise was loud and reverberating. It could probably be heard by every elf within the village.




Beside him, Tindómë giggled, making Rumil smile. It was, he thought, all her fault, anyway. 




At long last they were really on their way. It felt as if they had been stuck in Tirion for yéni although he knew it was really only a matter of weeks. There had been so many official events and meetings that Legolas had deemed it best to attend. Although, Rumil thought, the one at which the Noldor High King had suggested that Gil-galad should come with them “because he had excellent qualities of leadership and was at a bit of a loose end since he had returned from Mandos’ Halls,” had probably been the last straw.




It was as if those who had not lived in Middle Earth had no interest in the lives of those who had fought evil there. For Tindómë had said, when she told him of that particular offer, King Finarfin not only appeared to think Legolas would welcome one of the Noldor royal family taking over the lead of the expedition, but also had no idea that Legolas might consider Gil-galad to be the cause of the deaths of his Grandfather and many, many, of the Silvan warriors.




And here they were, tonight, sleeping amongst the Sindar woodsmen that Tindómë and Haldir had met on their original journey. The villagers seemed interested in their quest, but not desperate to join them; they seemed content in this fairly small forest, harvesting the wood and providing the Noldor metalworkers with charcoal. 




Compared with Tirion, Rumil thought, it was quite a good place to live; the Sindar may not have quite the empathy with trees of Silvan elves, but they were doubtless better foresters than were the Noldor with their affinity to metal and stone. And here, three or four days from Tirion in one direction and from the Noldor mines in the other, they would never be short of trade. It was interesting, though, that no one here wanted to join them or lay claim to new lands.




The whole cottage shook again—well, it should have, considering the noise. Tindómë giggled again.




“Do you think Legolas and the others can hear him?” she asked.




“I wouldn’t be surprised if Ithilienne can,” Rumil answered.




Although these Sindar were not as inclined to live in the canopy as the Galadhrim were, there were enough places to sleep above the ground for those who wanted to. And after the time in Tirion almost everyone had wanted to. Including Legolas and Tharhîwon, even though they had said they were willing to stay at ground level to be near Gimli.




But Tindómë had chased them off, above, and said she would stay near the elderly dwarf. Rumil, of course, had chosen to join her in what was a very comfortable bed. 




Another loud snore came from the other sleeping room.




“It is well that we do not need much sleep, meleth,” Rumil said.




As his finger dipped down into his wife’s wet warmth, then circled her hardening nipple with her own moisture, the last words she spoke out loud for some time were “How in all Arda are we to amuse ourselves…?”







Above them, on a flet, Legolas breathed a sigh of contentment. Overhead, there was just enough breeze to stir the leaves so that they danced like moths in front of the great globe of the moon.




They really were on their journey now; the air carried the green scent of living trees and their voices murmured softly around him. Nearby he could hear Haldirin and Tharhîwon talking, and Orophin and Lithôniel being swayed by the desires of the body. 




He smiled to himself at the way that the ridiculous phrase, which they had found in a book from the library of Minas Tirith, had become the way in which all of that close-knit group referred to joining. Then he smiled again as he realised that, at last, he could think of the time spent with Aragorn, Arwen, Éomer, and all the others, without even a twinge of sadness; they were a much-loved part of his past but now he could really look to the future.




The peace was broken, not for the first time that night, by a loud dwarven snore from below, followed by the sound of his sister-of-the-heart giggling. Soon, he thought, would come the sound of her taking flight…




But, before that happened, he drifted to sleep. A sleep that found him on a very interesting dream path. One that involved Ithilienne, wine, and his bed in Master Elrond’s house. One which he recognised as a memory from the week before he began this journey—until Ithilienne left the bed and stood beside it, telling him she would only come back to it if he could tell her where he was really sleeping tonight. And, when he did, she said that she was really outdoors in his favourite tree, but her dream self had needed a place to start—and she was very happy to rejoin him and continue. And as the dream continued it definitely took its own course; it was no longer a replay of the previous encounter.




He awoke feeling extremely satisfied—and not a little curious.







Chapter 2: The Key Is in the Blood



‘Yay!’ Ithilienne thought, ‘finally!’




After some thought about whether to try to visit Haldirin or Legolas through waking dreams, and failing to find a way to touch the fëa of either of them, she had remembered something Naneth had told her from the time before she had been bound to Adar.




The easiest way to demonstrate to King Elessar the way emotion could be passed through the tentative link between those whose fëar had begun to sing together, even though they were not soul-bound, had been for Adar to think of actually sharing bodily pleasures with Naneth. It had been the strongest emotion he could easily reproduce.




It made sense, then, that it might be the strongest emotion she could pass from her dreaming fëa to someone else’s. This ruled Haldirin out and, while there were ellyn much closer at hand with whom she had shared her body, none of them knew about The Key. Nor was there any sort of fëa link to any of them so Legolas might well be easiest to reach—and more fun.




She had tried, to no avail, a few times when she had expected he might be sleeping, but it had not worked until now. She wondered whether this was because she had finally got it right, or because he was now surrounded by trees not stone. That would need some thought.




By sunrise Ithilienne realised that reaching out in that way to Legolas had drained her; she had not even climbed down from the tree but had drifted off to sleep held up by the branches. Not that anyone would find it particularly odd that she had spent the night there—but they may have been surprised had they seen her climb slowly down, rather than jump to the ground as she usually would have done.




She needed to eat. But if she went into the hall where breakfast was laid out someone would be sure to notice that she hardly had the energy to put one foot in front of the other. Then some well-meaning person, quite probably Lady Celebrían, would remember that Naneth is not-quite-an-elf, worry that Ithilienne had some sort of sickness caused by that inheritance, and it would be off for a long consultation with Master Elrond.




At this point she distracted herself wondering if Lady Celebrían had panicked every time her peredhil husband or children sneezed or didn’t feel like eating…Perhaps she might not worry about Ithilienne but best not to chance it. No, safer to head for the library…




There was actually something in the library she wanted to read and, possibly, copy. But more importantly the chances were no one else would be there yet, and with any luck it would be quiet enough for her to hide in a corner for most of the day and rest. Also, she knew where to find the librarians’ not-very-secret supply of fruit and cookies.




On entering it seemed as if she was right, and the library was empty at this time of day. But just as she opened the blue glass jar which was usually full of cookies, there was a voice from behind her.




“You are up early Ithilienne,” then a pause. “Or have you also been up all night?”




“Eleniel! What do you mean ‘also’?”




The other elleth looked slightly guilty. “I did not want to leave the work part way through in case the pause did any harm.”




Eleniel was a conservator. She had learnt the skills in Imladris before arriving here, at what Naneth described as Imladris-on-Sea, on the first ship after Heart of Eryn Ithil—along with many cases of books. Erestor had greeted her with enthusiasm, as had Naneth. Naneth was welcoming a friend, as she had got to know Eleniel before she had even become bound to Adar. Erestor, too, welcomed a friend—but even more he welcomed someone who could understand the problems of exposing books to salt air…




She was also not easily distracted. Probably a good personality trait for her work, but one Ithilienne could have done without right now.




“You look as if you are a good deal more tired than I am, anyway. You really are still too young to go without sleep. And,” she added, “why are you dipping in the jar? Surely you must have had breakfast. Or are you avoiding someone?”




“Yes, I know I am still young. No, I didn’t go without sleep, but my dreams were not restful, and I awoke more tired than I was before. No, I have not had breakfast because, yes, I am avoiding not just someone but more or less everyone. And, before you ask, I was hoping that avoiding everyone would save me explaining that I only look tired because I had…um…less than restful dreams.”




Eleniel looked at her for a long minute. Then shrugged and smiled.




“I have had ‘less than restful’ dreams on occasion. I hope yours were of the pleasant sort, perhaps featuring Legolas, rather than dreams of fighting.”




Ithilienne gave a slight nod of acknowledgement whilst thinking ‘You don’t know the half of it!’.




“I am going to breakfast. I will bring you back some food, and you can regain your strength after eating by sitting quietly, looking out of the window at the sea, and walking restful dream paths. Then you should spend the evening with a lusty ellon, and you will sleep better tonight.”




Eleniel smiled again as she left the library to return, as good as her word, some time later bearing bread rolls filled with butter and blackberry jam. Ithilienne did as Eleniel had suggested, at least as far as quietly drowsing in a corner for a while, and woke again feeling somewhat better. It was even possible that a lusty ellon or two might feature in the not too distant future, she thought.




By this time Eleniel was nowhere to be seen, but another elleth showed her where the notes and sketch map of Naneth and Haldir’s journey were, and she spent the rest of the morning copying the information she wanted and considering that Eleniel might well be helpful as the plan proceeded.







Knowing how much that first successful ‘conversation’ with Legolas had drained her, both fëa and hröa, Ithilienne decided not to try again for two or three nights. The notes and map suggested that, by now, the travellers would be in the Noldor mining town and so surrounded by metal and stone. This was, probably, the time to test whether both of them being in trees had helped with the communication.




She settled again in Legolas’ favourite tree, and concentrated firstly on the feel and sound of her blood travelling around her body. Then she focussed her thoughts outwards, towards Legolas, before letting her mind drift into waking dreams. She felt as if she could almost reach him; as if he was a figure in the distance, too far away to hear her if she called.




Back to concentrating on her blood…The Key is in the blood…Think of her own blood moving through her body and then think of the sap moving through the tree. Think of her own heartbeat, think of Legolas’ heartbeat…This time she could see him so closely that she could almost touch him. But when she tried to speak to him he just smiled vaguely in her direction and then faded away.




She knew, now, how tiring this was and decided that was enough. She had brought a bottle of wine, fruit, and a small savoury pie from the kitchen with her and, this time, made sure she ate and drank before drifting asleep.







Since the night on the flet when he was certain he had walked his dream path with Ithilienne, rather than a path on which he thought of her, Legolas had had hoped for another ‘visit’. He had also spent time considering what had happened, and whether to discuss it with anyone else in the party.




He knew Ithi dreamed ‘loudly’. But he was pretty sure no one could usually dream quite that loudly. He remembered, when Tindómë was kidnapped and taken to Sunnydale, that Radagast had explained;




“The power of The Key is in the blood. The blood of the mother is in the child. Therefore the child’s blood contains the essence of The Key.”




This would be as true of Ithilienne as it was of Haldirin, although she did not see the Houseless as her brother did. So, it must be that her ability to reach his dreams over many leagues was related to The Key.




Should he discuss this with Tindómë? Not yet, he decided. It might have been a one-off. Or it might be that the only thing Ithilienne could dream about loudly enough was joining. He would wait and see.




It was now three nights since that dream visit, and he was more than happy to retire to his bed in the house of the town ‘mayor’. This stay was a little different to that of Haldir and Tindómë; they had been mistaken, at first, for elves wanting employment as they were not Noldorin. Then they had stayed for some nights in a guest house.




Whilst some of the party were sleeping in that same guest house, Legolas, Tindómë and Rumil (as his ‘sister’ and her husband), and Gimli and his apprentice, had been invited to be the mayor’s guests.




He lay on his back and thought of Ithi lying beside him. As he started to drift into sleep he began to feel as if she was there with him. For a moment he saw her clearly; she looked as if she was going to say something, and she was gone again.




For the rest of the night he thought about this and decided that Ithilienne had tried again to reach his dreams and had almost succeeded. Perhaps it was harder because he was further from her than last time. Or perhaps it was because he was surrounded by stone and metal. At least at present he decided not to discuss it with Tindómë.







Tindómë was both amused and pleased at Gimli’s welcome by these mining elves. Here Gimli was afforded more recognition than he had ever had in Tirion and invited to spend a few days touring the mines. Clearly these followers of Lord Aulë had heard of his pleasure in meeting the dwarf. Possibly, she thought, the Vala might even have sent instructions that Gimli was to be treated as an honoured guest; but the welcome and conversations were so genuine she thought he had probably not felt it necessary.




She had accompanied Gimli on one of the visits to help interpret, as he spoke reasonable Sindarin but little Quenya, but once had been enough—she was very happy to hand the task on to someone else. Gimli had examined veins of ore in shiny white stone, admired equipment, discussed yield, politely suggested improvements, and had his suggestions well received.




Throughout their whole stay in the town Tharhîwon, as his apprentice, was always by the dwarf’s side.




“Best they know you, lad,” said Gimli, “for you may need to do business with them in the future.”







Chapter 3: Frustrated



After a final dinner with the town worthies the party set off to follow the trail Haldir and Tindómë had taken on their earlier journey. 




A couple of the party wondered why it went less than a day’s ride before petering out. Tharhîwon, having spent more time with the miners than anyone other than Gimli, said it was because empty space and nature held little appeal for those they had just left. They preferred the beauty they had created from metal and stone.




The path they were now taking was originally, he thought, used to survey further afield for possible valuable ores but, as none were immediately apparent and the current quarries and mines were sufficient, it had become a path followed by those wanting a quiet picnic spot.




“Preferably,” he added with a grin, “one away from parents.”




That night Tharhîwon and Haldirin took watch together. There may be no real need to keep watch, there were certainly no orcs, and probably no wild animal would attack such a large group, but no one had suggested anything other than keeping watch as they always had. Or as Haldirin always had. It was odd, he thought, to think of growing up without making journeys requiring camps and watch keeping. But he knew, from conversations with Tharhîwon in the past, that such had been his friend’s experience. It was probably the experience of many of the elves they had encountered here in Aman.




They walked around the camp, checking on the horses and Gimli’s pony (how good it was that Lord Elrond had insisted on bringing ponies on the ship all those years ago, for Bilbo and Frodo), then sat on a rock overlooking the camp and talked quietly.




“It is good to be outdoors again,” Haldirin commented, “even with the fire the air smells so much sweeter. I did not envy you spending so much time in mines and forges with Gimli, although I am sure he is right and the contacts will be useful.”




“I don’t know, I found the mines really interesting, some of the caverns that have been excavated are really rather beautiful.” He paused for a minute then added, slowly, “It worries me Drin.”




The use of the ‘Three Musketeers’ name meant he was really worried, Haldirin thought. They had found Naneth’s name for the two of them plus Ithilienne amusing once they understood the ‘musketeers’ were three warriors who did everything together.




“Why would it worry you Thar? Isn’t it good that you didn’t find the mines oppressive, or the forge too hot, if you are going to be a smith?”




“But perhaps it means that I am not really a Wood Elf…Perhaps I am related to those people. I could be, you know. Someone there could be my brother or sister, or my grandparents…I know none of them are my parents because Mithrandalf told Adar that Lord Námo had searched and found no sign of them. But I could be related to the Noldor and not know it.”




Haldirin thought for a moment. Tharhîwon had not sounded as if the idea thrilled him.




“Would they not have felt that pull to meet you at the docks that people talk about?”




“I don’t know. What if they only left the Halls since I arrived? What if some day I meet one of the Noldor who tells me I must be related to them as I look exactly like their son, or grandson.”




Haldirin asked “Do you want that to happen?”




“I don’t know…I suppose I should want it.”




“Should? But do you really?”




There was a pause. Then, “No. No. I loved my Adar Frodo and I don’t really want someone new to claim me as kin…And what if it turns out that I am not a Wood Elf?”




“I am sure you are as much a Wood Elf as I am, or Legolas. Probably more really,” Haldirin added, “We are all a mixture of Silvan and Sindarin and…things. Lady Galadriel is Noldor, and she also has Telerin blood, and she is certainly going to come and live in our new forests. 




“And anyway, we are your kin. Naneth would be your Naneth if you would have her. Master Elrond and Lady Celebrían are like your grandparents—and nicer ones than mine so you should keep them. As you had an Adar, then my Adar is more like an uncle to you—so is Orophin—and I would be happy always to think of you as brother. 




“Although,” he remembered some of the nights of comfort or celebration since the Ithilrim arrived in the West, “perhaps Ithi is more—um—a cousin.”




Finally Tharhîwon smiled. “Then I would be your older brother…”




He had a point—but Haldirin had the answer. “Yes, well, Orophin is Adar’s older brother and I don’t mind as long as we are like them. But if you try to be like Haldir is sometimes I will disown you!”







Haldir was frustrated. It was five days since they had finally left the Noldorin town and its mines behind. They should have been above the snow line and either approaching, or over, the high point of this first range of mountains. Instead they could just make out the snow line high above them and, if anything, it was actually lower than it had been when he had travelled this way with Tindómë.




They should have been moving at least as quickly this time—they knew the route. But instead they were not only restricted by the shorter stride of Gimli’s pony, but by the dwarf himself. Half a dozen times a day he seemed to spot some piece of rock or stone that he declared to be interesting. Although to Haldir they were anything but.




Each time he would dismount, call Tharhîwon over, and proceed to explain to him why this particular bit was important, what it told him about the rocks beneath, and whether there may, or may not, be important ores or minerals nearby. 




And then, just as Haldir was considering that Tharhîwon probably found the whole procedure almost as boring as he did, a shaft of sunlight broke through the grey clouds overhead and illuminated the dwarf and his apprentice, glinting off Gimli’s hair. Hair now as pale as Haldir’s own. And the sudden bright light showed shadows where the old dwarf’s forehead was deeply furrowed.




Haldir found himself releasing the frustration with a long breath. He had known few mortals, but the signs of ageing were clear even to him. Along with the others in the party he had, himself, literally all the time in the world. If the one mortal, who clearly did not have that, could take time to look at his surroundings and not worry too much about their destination, then so could Haldir.




Although, he thought, it was to be hoped that Gimli was not offered the Great Gift and moved beyond the Circles of the World before they at least arrived in their new lands. If nothing else, his ability to recognise useful rocks and strata could certainly make them less reliant on the Noldor.







Back in Alqualondë someone else was becoming more frustrated.




Ithilienne had not had a good night. She had tried, again, to see if she could reach Legolas along the dream paths and had found herself alone. She had no idea whether it was because he was surrounded by stone, which seemed to make it harder, or because he was too far away. She hoped it was not the second option because if she could not even reach Legolas over that distance it would take her an awful lot of practice to reach as far as she wanted. She refused to consider, yet, the possibility of no amount of practice being enough!




“So, how far do you think they will have got by now, Eleniel?” Ithilienne asked.




“Honestly, I’m not the best person to ask,” her companion said. “I mean, you can read the notes from your Naneth and Haldir as easily as I can, and you probably have as much idea as I do as to whether they would travel faster or slower this time.”




“Mmhuh…faster, because they know where they are going. Or maybe slower, because they have Gimli’s pony with them. And they have Gimli’s bladder to consider, too, come to think of it. And we don’t know how long they stayed in the mining place, either. This is so annoying!”




“Why?” Eleniel asked. “They will be gone for months, probably a year or more. But it isn’t that long, and there is no particular day for which they really must return. Why should it matter quite where they are on their journey?”




“Um…” Ithilienne considered how to answer. “Um…because I like to try and see them in my mind’s eye when I go to sleep and think of where they might be.”




And that answer, she thought, would have to do.







Chapter 4: At Last!



‘At last!’




Four people had the thought almost simultaneously, and another would, oddly, follow over the next few hours.




‘At last!’ Haldir thought, ‘I am sure I could have travelled between the Noldor town and this point faster if I had been walking backwards carrying my horse!’ 




But he refrained from saying so. 




The party had gone over the highest pass three days before and were descending, slowly. Last night they had finally reached the point where he and Tindómë had spent the night, on that previous journey, when there had been what she called an ‘earthquake’. They had spent the past few hours following the same small stream as last time, through increasing numbers of pines and thicker undergrowth. And now they rounded a bend in the little valley and the hill dropped away, their small stream forming a waterfall, and spread in front of them was open land.




‘At last!’ thought Legolas. 




Just as Tindómë had predicted last night, they could now see soft rolling hills and grassland dotted with trees in small woodlands. Light glinting off a couple of distant patches of water; and in the distance were snow-capped mountains. 




Tindómë had told them that she had been disappointed by the size of the land in front of them, the first time they had come this way, and Haldir had admitted to feeling the same. But, now that they knew that they would have to climb those distant mountains before they got to their own land, they could take pleasure in these green lands first and then climb over the far range refreshed.




‘At last.’ 




The first range of mountains had been interesting, and he was the first dwarf to ever see them, but they belonged to the Noldor. Their mines ran through them and under them. Fine mines. Well-crafted mines. And fine elves, too; much more polite than the Noldor he had met in the city. They had been courteous, and interested in his opinions, and both he and Tharhîwon had learnt from them some of their ways of working the stone here.




But now, in the distance, were new mountains. The sun glinted on them in places, as it was still before noon and, although even with his spyglass these old eyes could not see them clearly, he was aware of the height and the breadth of the range. 




And these were new mountains, unexplored mountains, mountains that Lord Mahal and his kin had kept veiled from the eyes of anyone travelling this way before Haldir and the lass…Their mountains!




He would not deny, though, that both his own legs and those of his pony would benefit from some time on the gentle slopes, and more level ground, he could make out between the two ranges. It was not just his eyes that were old.




‘At last!’ thought Rumil. 




Before the day was out they would be walking on soft ground and beneath trees. Tonight they could sleep to the sounds of branches; shivering pine branches and newly greening birch and oak ones. Not that he planned to sleep much. 




There would be a turn on watch; no matter that there were no threats from men, or yrch, or warg. No matter that Haldir and Tindómë had said these forests contained no large predators; no bears, no big cats, no great wolves or, they had said, anything much bigger than a rabbit. Elves of Middle Earth could no more sleep without someone on watch than they could breathe without air. 




Being on watch also filled in some of the hours of darkness, for none of them needed more that two or three hours to sleep. But Rumil planned to fill more of them in sharing his body, and his pleasure, with Tindómë. Cold stone and sparse grass on the mountain passes were not conducive to being ‘swayed by the desires of the body’!




He shared the idea with Tindómë through their mental link. She grinned and then he ‘saw’ a series of mental images that clearly showed she agreed with him.







‘At last!’ 




Ithilienne had spent most of the day being gently tutored in household management by Ladies Celebrían and Ferveren. 




In the weeks since she had moved into the main house of ‘Imladris-on-Sea’, as Legolas and all Ithilienne’s family had left Alqualondë to go adventuring, both the older ellyth had, as planned, taken her under their wings. Lady Ferveren was not only getting to know her, but also quietly ascertaining that Ithilienne’s education had included not only the history of the Sindar but also of her, Silvan, people.




It was very clear that both Celebrían and Ferveren expected her to eventually bind to Legolas. The good news was that they both seemed to regard it as a good thing. But, at last, she was able to gather her supplies and head out to Legolas’ favourite tree as she did, after dinner, every second or third evening. 




If ‘their ladyships’ noticed, and they almost certainly did, they approved of her spending time with trees. Ithilienne had even overheard Celebrían say that, as long as Ithilienne was not pining for Legolas, she thought that the way in which she always chose that tree to think in was rather sweet.




It was her own personal time. Just as Naneth’s time was the first light, so Ithilienne’s name-time was now. Ithil had risen over the sea, the silver light illuminating a broad path from the horizon to the land that made Ithilienne think of ‘The Straight Road’, for it had been like this on the last nights at sea aboard Heart of Eryn Ithil when the helmsman had simply followed the path straight to harbour. And now Ithil was almost overhead. 




Naneth had explained that Ithil was simply a very large ball of rock that moved around the world because of gravity. But Adar and Haldirin had told her that when Naneth had discussed this with Lord Celeborn he had said that this was, ‘of course’, known to Elvish scholars. But it did not mean that the light of Telperion had not given the ball of rock its sheen, nor that Tilion was not responsible for ensuring it kept its course. 




Legolas had told her that Naneth had also been very sceptical about Vingilótë being a sky-ship with the twins’ grandfather at the helm, but had finally admitted it was the case when she saw Vingilótë set sail the first time. 




He had also added that California had had a lot of things he didn’t understand either, during his short visit, but if it was possible for The Key to exist, and it was possible for doors to be opened with it between worlds, then he still didn’t understand why Naneth had found the idea of Vingilótë so difficult!




Which train of thought brought Ithilienne back to her reason for sitting here, in Legolas’ favourite tree, as midnight approached.




The Key. As she had done a number of times, she focused her mind and concentrated firstly on the feel and sound of her blood travelling around her body. Then, still aware of her own blood moving, she let her mind drift into waking dreams. 




Now, as she reached the point of calm where she could mentally leave the tree and walk a dream path to anywhere, she thought instead of being curled up in this place, but with her head on Legolas’ chest. ‘The Key is in the blood….’ Think of her own blood moving through her body and then think of the sap moving through the tree. Think of her own heartbeat, think of Legolas’ heartbeat…




“Meleth!”




And suddenly there he was. 




They were neither in this tree nor anywhere else, for a moment or two, but they were sitting with her head on his chest and his hand on her hair. 




“Where are you?” she asked.




“Wait and I will show you,” Legolas said.




Now when she lifted her head and looked around she could see they stood on grass, in a clearing. Around them were trees, mainly deciduous and just being touched with the bright green of new leaves, but with some pines and, in the middle of the clearing, a stately spreading cedar.




“I am sleeping on a branch of the cedar,” he said. And it felt as if the world reoriented itself for a moment and now she was sitting in the tree, on a broad branch, her back to Legolas’ chest.




“Elo!” said Ithilienne, “and I didn’t even have to start by dreaming of us joining!”




“I would have no objection…. After all we are on a dream path, not really together in my tree, where it might be a little awkward,” he paused, “although certainly not impossible.”




“Mmm…” It was tempting. “But not just yet,” she decided. “There are things I want to know. Like why did this work this time when it hasn’t the last three or four times?”




“Perhaps I was not asleep, meleth.” 




Somehow something quite so simple hadn’t really occurred to her.




He continued, “In the town of the Noldor, and as we climbed over the mountain passes, I slept little. There was little to tire me in the town, and over the mountains I took third watch, sleeping in the fourth. Tonight Galanthir and I took first watch, knowing there were some who would take advantage of being on grass, below trees, to enjoy each other’s bodies once the fire dimmed a little—and Gimli slept! And then this tree called to me to sleep in its branches, so here I am.”




Ithilienne smiled. The old dwarf’s hearing may not be as good as it was, but she knew from experience that sounds of others joining too close at hand made him go red up to his ears and huff a lot.




“So…if it really is that simple perhaps I should try to ‘visit’ you at first light rather than this time of night? Should we make a time in advance? I thought maybe you had to be in trees for it to work…”




“Perhaps I do. We will not be able to tell until our next mountain climb.”




Yeah—well that was logical, but she wanted to know now.




That thought must have reached across, through the ‘door’ that her version of The Key opened, because Legolas asked “Why? Are you worried about us crossing the mountains, meleth?”




‘Drough er!’ she thought, quietly. “Um…no. I…er, I kind of want to know all I can about doing this. I mean, it’s nice to be able to visit you when we are apart, like this, but I want to know more about how it works and what I can do with it.”




She hoped she hadn’t said too much and given him ideas. Quickly she went back to the idea of arranging ‘dates’ as Naneth called them.




“I…, err, I get pretty tired when I do this, so I’ve not been trying every night. Is it better, when I do try, to make it early morning so you can sleep as you usually do?”




“How tired?” He sounded worried. Well it had distracted him, anyway.




“Oh, just ‘I need something to eat and a lie down’ sort of tired, not ‘prostrate on my bed for a week’ sort of tired.”




“Well if it tires you, meleth, it would be better if you slept afterwards.”




That was ‘very sensible Legolas’. What Naneth called his ‘big brother setting’. Not really ‘Legolas the lover’. But he was right, of course.




He went on, “I will be sure to sleep during second watch every third night. It matters little if I take first watch, or third or fourth.”




Neither spoke for a few minutes as Ithilienne looked around her. She was pretty sure she was able to see what Legolas could see through his sleeping eyes. Naneth slept with her eyes shut, like a mortal, it wouldn’t be possible to do exactly this with her. 




Now it was important to…




Legolas licked her ear and his hand began to curve around her breast. It felt so solid that it was amazing to think that she wasn’t really in that clearing in the forest, on a branch of an ancient cedar. Perhaps she should have thought of herself in something other than tunic and leggings, perhaps next time she…whoa! 




“Mmm—wait a minute. I want to explore a bit.”




“I was thinking about exploring this bit…” his hand moved down over her stomach.




“Just….mm…just…” Naneth was right—ellyn often seemed to think with their grond! “I want to explore this Key thing!”




His hand stayed where it was but stopped stroking.




“I can see where you are—it looks like a good place. I want to know if I can show you things like this too.”




She tried to concentrate again on her blood flowing through her veins, her heart pumping it…and where her hröa was. Now they were both in the tree in Lord Elrond’s garden. 




“You look well my friend,” Legolas said. 




The leaves near them danced a little.




“She knows I am here,” he said.




“Mkay…that’s…good. I think. But weird.”




Was it the real tree that was acknowledging him or was it a version of the tree on the dream path? Did it matter?




“I want to know if I can show you things that I have seen or done. I mean that might be really useful,” she said. “Just sit still and don’t distract me. I’m going to concentrate on being with you, but on what I did earlier, as well.”




The Key is in the blood…the Key is in the blood…the blood is in my veins…the Key is in me…This morning I sat with Legolas’ naneth…




“Naneth!” Legolas said from behind her.




“She can’t hear or see us,” Ithilienne said. “This is just her and me reading this morning.”




“Even so,” he said, “I still want to smile whenever I see her.”




Inside Ithilienne felt like smiling too. It had worked. All the practice even when she hadn’t managed to reach him seemed to have helped. But she was beginning to feel tired.




“You are tired, meleth, I can feel it. It would be better for you to rest now. We can leave any other exploring until three nights away…second watch.”




He was right. She turned her head towards him, she felt him kiss her—and then she slept. 







Chapter 5: Around the Camp Fire



It was three nights since Ithilienne had walked the dream paths with him. Legolas sat on a log beside Gimli, a fire just in front of them, and some of the party of twenty arranged around it.




Haldir and Tindómë had been right when they had described this valley as New Imladris. Haldir had led the party high into a ravine in the lower reaches of the mountain range beyond which lay their own lands. Then. very like the entrance to Imladris itself, another narrow gully opened to one side hardly wide enough for two horses to enter it side by side. It gave the impression that it would be another dead end but, after a couple of twists and turns, it opened out and they were halfway up the side of a lush green valley.




They had made their way down to the valley bottom where they dined on fish, from the river, spring greens that grew near it, and flatbreads, made from their store of flour, cooked on large stones beside the fire. Tindómë had known where to find the early raspberries, where their canes grew between other shrubs and caught the mid-day sun, and now, replete, they were all simply enjoying their surroundings and talking in small groups.




“Do you think Master Elrond will want to come here?” Haldirin asked Tharhîwon. “Naneth says it reminded her of Imladris when she first saw it.”




“It is very peaceful…” he answered. “Perhaps he might. Although he seems happy in the house outside Alqualondë.”




Haldirin turned slightly. “What do you think, Legolas? You knew Imladris.”




Legolas thought for a few minutes, turning the question around in his mind.




“I can see this valley could easily become somewhere very like Imladris, but I am not sure that Master Elrond, or Lady Celebrían, would want to make their home here…After all, he only went to Imladris in desperation, seeking a safe place, to start with. He was an elfling of the sea—and then an ellon of Lindon.”




“And,” Tindómë joined the conversation, “there are so many memories of Arwen bound up into their memories of Imladris, and also of the time after the capture of Celebrían. And then the ghosts of all those many, many, descendants of Elros…Not real ghosts,” she hastened to add, “but the memories of each one leaving—and dying.”




Gimli, who had seemed to be drowsing, clearly wasn’t, for he added his voice now. “There is no point in trying to make again what was before. My own folk have tried, but it is never the same thing. Better that he doesn’t try to use this valley to make a replica of the old Homely House.”




“Although,” Haldir said thoughtfully, “the situation is good, especially for a household that is part Noldor part Sindar, as both Master Elrond and Lady Celebrían are. Not that close to Tirion, so less likely to attract unwanted visitors…”




“Like, you know, most of the Noldor population…” Tindómë cut in with a slight smile.




“Quite,” Haldir continued. “But close enough to make it possible to go the Noldorin court; to visit them as relatives and, incidentally, keep an ear to what is happening there. And there are only the next mountains to cross to reach my Lord and Lady in our lands.”




“Only…pffft!” Tindómë said. “But you do have a point. I think we should put a ‘Sold’ sign on it and keep it for the twins to look at.”




Whilst a couple of voices asked about the concept of the ‘Sold’ sign, Gimli spoke out again.




“The lass is right.”




‘The lass’ smiled.




“It would give the two of them a chance to build what they wanted—as close in design as they wanted to their old home, but with their own decisions, not just taking over from their father. It is a good feeling. I’ve done it and so has Legolas.”




Gimli was, as so often, absolutely right thought Legolas.




“As long as they come,” said Haldir.




“They have to come, they just have to…” Tindómë saw the twins almost as much as ‘family’ as she did Legolas himself, and he understood the anxiety in her voice. “Oh, if only they knew their naneth was well and waiting for them!” she went on. 




Legolas thought of his reunion with his own mother and could only agree.




Rumil had been talking to some of the others but must have noticed that Tindómë was upset as he came over and knelt behind her, gently rubbing her neck.




“How about you, Legolas?” he asked.




“Oh, no, I don’t see this as a place for me!”




Rumil smiled. “I meant what sort of land do you want to claim for the Ithilrim when we get over those mountains? And, what do you think your adar would want? Haldir knows what he wants for Her Ladyship and the Galadhrim.”




Legolas had thought about it quite a lot. “I want trees, of course. Enough space to have both deciduous trees and evergreens, and enough open land for crops. Fruit trees…. water to fish—perhaps a lake or two as well as a river, or rivers. And I want it to be cold enough for snow in the winter. 




“Ithilien was a good place for us—but I missed having snow and ice in winter. Naneth said there are goats and snow sheep fn1 in the foothills on the route you took back and I think I would like that area, perhaps.




“It was a good place. There was a lake where we woke up…”




“Perhaps we should call it Cuiviénen!” Orophin had also drifted over from the other group.




Tindómë stuck her tongue out at him—she was still a small sister in many ways even though she was a mother twice over, Legolas thought, with a smile.




“Perhaps we shouldn’t,” she said.




“M’kay,” Orophin grinned. “I think a lake within our lands would be very good. I was serious when I have said in the past that I think I would like to spend some of my time fishing.”




“Somewhere, out there, there are buffalo,” Tindómë said. “Like big hairy, wild oxen, sort of. I know your Naneth said we could use the goats for milk, meat, and leather, but if we could find the plains where the buffalo roam, not necessarily to be our land, but just so we could try to bring some buffalo into our own lands, they would be great, too.”




“Stone,” Gimli stated with certainty. “Although that shouldn’t be difficult. But I will look at the stone and find where you might be able to provide your own metals so you are not depending on the Noldor. I know some of your folk know how to smelt metal.”




“You are right my friend,” Legolas said. “Your expertise will be most welcome.”




“Aye, well. Name a seam of good iron in remembrance of me—that would be a fine memorial when I’m gone!”




“And Lady Ferveren?” asked Haldir, changing the subject slightly, when silence had fallen after Gimli’s last remark. “Do you see her sharing your land?”




“No.” Legolas was quite certain about this.




“Naneth will want to start building for when my Adar comes. But I think our preferences might be similar. We could have lands that adjoined, perhaps. Then we could trade between us easily for anything not readily available in both. 




“Naneth is Silvan, of course, and those Silvan of Eryn Lasgalen who are here already, or who will be returned now that we are here, will surely go to her and my Lord Adar. They might require more land than I would for those who prefer to remain Ithilrim.”




“You do not see yourself returning to be a Prince of Eryn Lasgalen, then?” Haldir asked.




“No…no more than you would expect Lady Celebrían to return to being the equivalent in her parents court.”




This made Haldir smile. He may not have thought of the idea of the Mistress of Imladris returning to her parents’ home, but he had clearly not really expected Legolas to return to his parents either.




“What of Prince Ardoron?”




This was Malbeth, one of the elves from Eryn Lasgalen who had arrived by ship since Legolas and the Ithilrim had sailed. Although he was well known to Legolas, he had served alongside Legolas’ elder brother Ardoron for many, many, years.




“I do not know when he will sail,” Legolas began.




Inside, he wondered if his brother would ever sail. Ardoron would feel it his duty to remain as long as any of their people remained, if Adar sailed. But what a decision for Adar, then! To be apart from one son and his wife, and possibly their children, if he sailed; or to choose to stay until it became too late, and so be sundered from this other son, who would almost certainly marry and give him grandchildren that he would not know, and from the possibility of re-joining his wife. He wished Adar knew that Naneth was here, waiting for him.




Out loud he continued, “Nor do I know if my brother would wish to remain, as he has always been, at my Lord Adar’s side. Or whether he may wish lands of his own to share with his son. 




“For myself I would want us to have space for elflings to flourish and our numbers to grow. But, from what Tindómë and Haldir tell us, that amount would be but a small portion of the land that is there, waiting for us. Either we could consider the lands for my Lord Adar need to be large enough for Ardoron to take some as his own, or he may wish to explore and carve out a space for himself.”




Malbeth nodded. “It will be good to have so much land—it will be as if we are home in Eryn Lasgalen, or even as Eryn Lasgalen was when your Grandfather first came there.




“And there would be no complaints from the Lady Galadriel, if we took so much land, Haldir?”




Legolas knew what the answer would be. But he wondered if, seated, Haldir would be able to look down his nose at the standing Malbeth.




Yes—he could.




“My lady has no desire to impinge on lands that are preferred by Prince Legolas,” he nodded in Legolas’ direction, “or his esteemed family. We think it likely that lands further south will be more suitable to the Galadhrim. Following my first sight of the new lands, from the far side of the Great Mountain Range, I think there may well be mellyrn some leagues south of the passes Tindómë and I took. My Lady feels Her Lordship would feel happy there.” 




“There is an awful lot of land,” Tindómë said. “I reckon, no matter what the old maps said, that even after the Ithilrim, the Galadhrim, and those of Eryn Lasgalen, have had first dibs on as much as they want, there would be plenty of room for Elu Thingol to decide to move from his current lands, and any other folk, and we could still only have filled a lot less than half of it.”




Malbeth nodded towards her. He knew her a good deal better than he knew Haldir and seemed happy to take her word for it. It was Tharhîwon who continued the conversation.




“Do you really think Elu Thingol and the Doriathrim will want to come to the new lands as well?”




“To be honest I have no idea,” she answered. “I mean the ones we stayed with back there,” she waved vaguely at the mountains they had already passed through, “didn’t seem at all interested so, hey! probably not. But if they do, well I’m sure there are some nice flowery bits with caves down south somewhere…”




“Well,” said Legolas, “to be fair they might decide against needing caves, I don’t know that my Lord Adar is desperate for a new version of his Stronghold…”




“Nah…your Naneth is pretty sure King Thranduil will be happy with land and trees without a spacious cave system. How about your Grandad, atheg?”




Now that was quite a question. Legolas had thought, a little, about the possibility of his grandfather Oropher being returned from Mandos but, on the whole, his thoughts had concentrated on Adar arriving. He had definitely not considered King Oropher being returned without Adar already being well established.




He thought for a few moments, then answered slowly. “I really do not know. I do not think I can see my Lord Adar quietly returning to being Prince Thranduil…if I want to continue to have my own lands after so short a time…”




He looked at Malbeth, “What do you think Malbeth? If my grandfather leaves Mandos would folk see him as the King?”




Malbeth looked slightly nonplussed but then shook his head firmly. “No. Perhaps those who died beside him might, for they have not known Thranduil as our King. But for those of us who came by sea, or who have lived in King Thranduil’s time and are now returned, we will always think of your adar as our king, and your mother as our queen.




“Just as the Galadhrim are happy to live in new lands led by the Lady Galadriel, we will live as subjects of Queen Ferveren.”




“Yeah, well…King Oropher can have a bit to himself somewhere as well then. Even then I don’t think we would have anywhere near as much a surfeit of kings as the Noldor do!” 




Tindómë’s remark was the sort that brought conversations to an end, and Legolas realised it was already full night. Time to sort out watches and make sure he was asleep at the right time.







She focused her mind by concentrating on the feel and sound of her blood travelling around her body. The tempo of her pulse, her heart pumping the blood…‘The Key is in the blood….’ Then, still conscious of that rhythm, she let her mind drift into waking dreams, of Legolas, of the rhythm of his heart beating. Blood calls to blood…The Key is in the blood…




“Meleth…”




It was even easier this time. Ithilienne wondered if it was because Legolas was expecting her to join his dream path, or was it because she was finding it easier to use the power of The Key? Probably both, but she already had a plan to help her find out if she was improving.






fn1. Big horn sheep.







Chapter 6: In The Hidden Valley



Dream Ithilienne’s hand was still almost absent-mindedly caressing his ceryn, and he was sure that non-dream Legolas’ bedroll would show the evidence of the flight they had taken together on their dream path which had included his bed in Master Elrond’s home.




“It is a beautiful valley,” she said. “Have you seen all of it yet?”




“Not yet, we will venture further tomorrow. I think, before we set off over the mountains, we will stay here for a few more days yet. A rest will be good for Gimli, even though he does want to get up into the mountains.”




“Show me what you have seen so far; is it really like Imladris?”




“I think so…yes. I think it must look as the Hidden Valley must have looked when the elves first saw it.” 




He thought of himself gazing down from the first place where the valley opened before them, and then of the place where they had fished in the river, looking towards a waterfall that was about twice his own height, before bringing his thoughts back to the glade in which he slept.




“I only visited Imladris once with Naneth and Adar,” Ithilienne said, “but I think, yes, it must have looked like that to start with.”




Her caresses became slightly less absent minded and a little more purposeful. Legolas could feel his ceryn tightening in her hand and his grondithen, which had been semi-erect since they had joined earlier on the dream path, begin to rise again.




“It would be nice to go starlight bathing in the pool under the waterfall,” Ithilienne suggested.




“Alone? Others have already had the same idea, before you joined me here.”




“Alone, I think. Unless the memory of others is so clear in your mind that they kind of drift into the dream.”




He tried not to think of her parents who had still been in the pool together when he went to sleep. Dream Ithilienne giggled. 




“They will not be there now,” she said, sounding certain, “unless the water is warm.”




She was right. Legolas’s ‘small sister’ did not like to spend long in pools where the water had come straight from the mountains. It was easier, now, to imagine the pool empty.




“I have brought oils,” she said, “and camomile for your hair…”




And, sure enough, they were now both naked beside the pool, and at their feet was a small basket with all the usual things for starlight bathing. 




“Can we talk first? In case I forget, in the pleasure, or get too tired and have to leave.”




“If you are too tired we don’t have to bathe…” he said, hoping that he did not sound too reluctant to forego the pleasure.




“I’m good. It is easier, now, to walk the dream path with you.” She paused briefly. “But I still don’t quite know how it works, and what I can or cannot do. So I think I will need to try with someone else. Now, whilst you are going to stay in the valley for a few days, would be good. And, to see if I can talk this way across the distance with anyone but you, I think I will try to talk to one of the others who are with you.”




That sounded sensible. “Who?”




“I wondered if it had to be someone I had joined with—but then it also has to be someone who knows about The Key, I think, to save explaining unless a time comes when I really need to. That would make Tharhîwon the best as we have shared our bodies, and he knows about The Key from when Naneth and Haldirin rescued him.




“But it would be more useful to know if I could do it with someone who I hadn’t joined with. I’m pretty sure it did help me to reach you the first time, but I think it might be that I needed a really strong picture of us in my mind, and I remembered being told how Adar used bodily pleasure as a strong memory to prove something about fëa links before he and Naneth were bound.”




Legolas remembered that, too. Quiet, solemn-seeming, Rumil almost bringing the less experienced Tindómë to flight in front of Aragorn, to prove his point. Afterwards he had wondered exactly what mental image Rumil had used. One day he might ask one of them.




“Now that I know what I am doing,” Ithilienne continued, “and I can reach you within a couple of minutes if you are asleep, I thought about people I hadn’t joined with; Orophin and Galanthir both know about The Key—and Lithôniel too.”




“Why not Haldirin, or Tindómë? Or your Adar?”




“I thought that they are as much in tune with my fëa as you are, and I have strong memories with them, too, just different ones. And Naneth and Haldirin have their own Keyness and I didn’t know if it would make it easier or we would clash…




“But, actually I think I am going to see if I can reach Naneth after all. I really want to talk to her about it. But don’t warn her, because that might make it easier. Especially if you can just try to get her to sleep during the second watch, too.”




Legolas was relieved he was not to mention it to Tindómë in advance; he could imagine he might get ribbed at least a little by her once she knew he had been having dream assignations with Ithilienne, but on the other hand he was quite relieved at the idea of her talking this new skill over with the Original Key.




Ithilienne continued speaking. “So, if we go starlight bathing on this dream path, now, and you are going to stay here in the valley for a while, I will try to reach out to Naneth in two days’ time, and then meet you here by the pool in two more after that.”




“Would three not be better, as we have done this time?” he wondered.




“I think I’ll be fine with two-night gaps, honestly, and I really, really, want to talk to Naneth now I’ve made up my mind. And if you sleep in second watch as usual, if I am too tired after another two night gap, try to stay there for one more night and I will try then. But right now…”




She leant down to the basket and brought out a bottle of oil. Soon he was rubbing mint infused oil into her breasts and down her stomach, whilst she had gone back to stroking his ceryn with it. As they changed position and she took his grondithen into her warm mouth he found himself wondering whether his hröa would smell of mint and have damp, camomile rinsed, hair when he woke up.







It was a bigger valley than she had realised last time she had been here. Of course, on that first occasion she had been recovering from being knocked off her horse by a rock fall, and they had been in a hurry to press on with the quest to find the entrance to Mandos Halls. This time there was much less sense of urgency, and everyone wanted to explore a little.




There were a series of waterfalls coming down the steep sides of the valley, each with a pool at the bottom where they met the main stream. All too cold for bathing for pleasure in Tindómë’s opinion, after the first time a couple of nights ago, but others were certainly taking advantage and there were enough places that they could choose privacy if they didn’t want to share a pool. Fortunately Rumil was as happy for them to share the desires of the body (even be swayed by them, she thought with a giggle) out of the water for the most part. 




Rumil was sitting on a nearby fallen tree trunk, sketching a waterfall, Haldirin had set off with Orophin, Haldir, Malbeth, and two others, at first light to see just how far the valley extended. Haldirin had taken materials to sketch; so very like his father. He seemed to be getting on better with his older uncle on this trip. Tindómë had a feeling this might be because she had reached a better place in her relationship with Haldir in the past year.




Tharhîwon had told her that one of Frodo’s greatest joys had been the discovery that mushrooms of one sort or another grew all year round here in The West. Today Tindómë was on foraging duty and was happily filling a basket she had woven from rushes with a mixture of flat caps and morels. She had already picked sorrel leaves, and some peas to shell later. Legolas and Galanthir had gone hunting for the pot as it was their night to cook. 




For a minute her mind drifted back to formal events in Minas Tirith where Legolas was ever ‘His Highness Prince Legolas,’ Galanthir his faithful servant. Very few people ever realised that Galanthir was his best friend. It seemed a long time ago, now.




Somewhere not too far away Lithôniel was working with Mirieth, the Galadhrim healer, cataloguing all the useful healing plants for, as Mirieth had said, even though there were no wars to fight, accidents were always going to happen—as well to know what you have available, before you need it.




Half way up the steep side of the valley Gimli and Tharhîwon were looking at the rocks. Truth to tell Tharhîwon was really Gimli’s apprentice in smithcraft but, as Gimli said, it was a poor craftsman who had no idea where his materials came from and the young ellon was genuinely interested, even if he had no intention of taking up mining as a long term occupation.




Almost as if her passing thought about them had conjured them up, she suddenly heard their voices. 




“Rhuks!” Gimli’s cry, dwarfish for ‘orcs!’. 




Tindómë first thought of it as a warning cry and her hand had gone to her knife by the time she realised it had sounded more shocked than angry as she would have expected.




And as Tharhîwon’s “Huitho!” reached her she mentally reminded herself that there were no yrch in Valinor.




Her mind might know it, but it took her a second or two to remind her emotions that “Rhuks!” was Gimli’s strong expletive of choice, just as her own was still “Ceryn Manwë!” despite the possibility of Manwë overhearing her taking his genitals in vain.




“Huitho! Huitho! Huitho!” 




Tharhîwon’s Adar Frodo would probably not have approved, Tindómë thought, rather inconsequentially, as she couldn’t remember him ever saying anything much stronger than ‘Bother!’. There were also a couple of rather pained grunts from Gimli. There was clearly some sort of problem.




Rumil was already on his feet, sketching material left beside the tree trunk, and the next voice was his, calling to Tharhîwon who was more likely to hear him than Gimli. 




“What is wrong? Do you need help?”




“Thank you, yes…yes please. It is Gimli’s foot. It is caught and twisted.”




‘Huitho!’ Tindómë’s thought echoed Tharhîwon’s exclamation of a couple of seconds earlier. ‘At least he hasn’t had a heart attack or anything, but what if he’s broken it? What if it is held so firmly that we can’t free it? What if…infection! Are there bacteria and things here? Yes, there must be some sort of things because…yoghurt, blue cheese…’




Well there was no point in standing here worrying. Rumil was already scaling the steep slope. 




“Shall I come with or get one of the others?” she called to him. 




“I will go to help, and I will call to Legolas. Go for Mirieth, we may need her skills if he is injured.”




“M’kay,” she was already heading in the direction the two ellyth had gone.




By the time she had found them, and they reached Gimli, Legolas and Galanthir were already there having been alerted by a piercing bird-call from Rumil.




Gimli’s foot was jammed in a crevice in the rock they were standing on, and his body was supported by two large stones which had, clearly, just been placed behind him. The angle of his leg did not look right at all.




“What happened?” asked Mirieth.




Before Gimli could answer Tharhîwon did. “Master Gimli took a couple of steps back to point at something higher up and his foot slipped into the crack in the rock, which made him fall, and he twisted his leg.”




Gimli grunted in agreement. He looked well and truly stuck.




“I will give you something for the pain, then we will need to use your tools on it,” said the healer briskly and, for a moment, Tindómë thought she meant to cut off the foot. Then she realised Mirieth intended to increase the size of the gap in the rock, and she almost laughed out loud at her own misunderstanding.




As the poppy syrup from Mirieth’s pack began to take effect, the dwarf’s last clear words were “Show Rumil, lad,” addressed to Tharhîwon.




Using the small chisels and hammer that Gimli had been carrying the ellyn soon made the hole in the rock large enough to work his foot out. 




“Don’t remove his boot,” Mirieth warned, “bring me a good straight branch to immobilise his knee, then we will examine the leg properly when we get back to the camp.”




Soon Legolas and Galanthir had improvised a stretcher and the party began to make their way back down, very carefully. 




“What are you to show me, Tharhîwon?” asked Rumil.




“Above us. Gimli stepped back carelessly because he had just spotted coloured streaks in the rock. They will make good pigments for you and Haldirin. Although,” he continued with a hint of a smile, “he has explained to me in the past that such pigments in the rock often mean there is metal ore around somewhere too, so please do not worry that his injury is solely because he thought of your needs.”




What Tharhîwon said was doubtless true, but Tindómë thought it likely that her husband would still think a badly injured dwarf was too high a price to pay for a good shade of green or yellow.




Once back in camp Mirieth declared, after a careful examination, that whilst both ankle and knee were badly wrenched, the major bones were not broken. Galanthir and Lithôniel went to collect comfrey, already ‘catalogued’ earlier, to make suitable poultices, and Rumil went with Legolas to continue hunting for the pot.




“He will be in a lot of pain,” the healer said. “I will give him more poppy syrup and someone will need to sit by him at all times.”




As the evening moved on into night Tindómë took her turn. They had moved Gimli’s bedding a little away from the others so that he would not be disturbed by the sounds of cooking, eating, and general conversation. 




She was suddenly all too aware of the old dwarf’s mortality, his hold on life. Her mind went back to ‘What if he has a heart attack? Or a stroke? What if he gets an infection?’ over and over again. 




She wondered if somewhere one of the maia, possibly even Mithrandir, kept an invisible eye on them, or whether they were really alone out here. Perhaps they should have left Gimli back at Master Elrond’s, for he knew most about dealing with the physical needs of mortals. Not that she didn’t trust Mirieth, who had actually trained in Imladris for a while, and had treated Tindómë herself once, in Caras Galadhon, but she didn’t have Master Elrond’s experience. 




Such a shame the cell phone she remembered from back in her California days hadn’t made it to Middle Earth…or Valinor. They could have just rung him for advice. 




Eventually Legolas came and insisted that she looked very tired, and it was almost second watch; she should find her husband to keep her warm, and sleep.







Chapter 7: You Don’t Need to Shout!



Rumil offered to guide her onto a pleasant dream path, for fear she might be worrying about Gimli, but Mirieth was sitting with him and seemed unworried and so Tindómë had simply allowed her mind to drift into sleep.




“Naneth!”




Well that was unexpected. She hadn’t expected to dream of Ithilienne. Especially not of Ithilienne shouting loudly.




It took a few minutes to sort out that this was not Tindómë dreaming about her daughter, but more Ithilienne ‘breaking into’ her mother’s sleep. Then came explanations.




“I knew I had The Key in my blood too, and I wondered what mixing it with Adar’s blood meant for me. I mean, I guess I could be used to open portal things like you can, because Haldirin’s blood got you back from the Aunt Buffy place. But Haldirin sees the Houseless, and Mithrandalf says it is because he has a mixture of Key blood and Elf blood, and so I thought I must have something too.”




Tindómë’s inner Dawn almost channelled Buffy and thought ‘That old thing?’ but she squashed it.




“So,” Ithilienne continued, “as you and Adar said I dreamed loudly as an elfling, and Legolas says I still do, I thought I would see if I could do it on purpose, and make use of it.”




“Well you certainly shouted loudly to me!”




“I know. I didn’t mean to. I don’t know if it is because you are The Key, or that I am getting better.”




The explanation continued. “…and I concentrate on the blood in my veins and sort of meditate, like you have explained we ellyth do if we wish to conceive—only not the same of course. And now I want to talk to you about how to make it stronger so I can use it to…”




“Of course!” Tindómë could feel her dream body bouncing up and down. “Of course! You could talk to Master Elrond for us! Gimli has had an accident and Master Elrond would know best about whether Mirieth is doing the right things. Now, how can I explain exactly what happened?”




“M’kay…” Ithilienne sounded hesitant as if, Tindómë thought, this was not quite what she had expected. “Did you see what happened? Can you think about what you saw?”




Tindómë thought of picking the mushrooms, and then the shouts from above, seeing what had happened, and then Mirieth examining the old dwarf’s injured leg.




“Naneth, do I really have to discuss this with Master Elrond? I mean if Mirieth says he has not broken anything, and he just needs the compresses and rest, then what more can Master Elrond do?”




Tindómë thought ‘X-rays would be good…’ but not out loud, if you could class it as ‘out loud’ when it was in a dream. Instead she said “He might get an infection or something.”




“Was his leg cut? That’s how Lithôniel told me infection would get in when my horse hurt his leg and it’s the same for everything that’s mortal, she said.”




Really, Tindómë thought, her daughter was getting quite bossy. Although, probably, she was right.




“Anyway,” Ithilienne continued, “If he did get an infection, and Mirieth could not find the right herbs where you are, I’m not sure Master Elrond could do much to help. But you could let me know in a dream, or Legolas could. I have ‘met’ him this way a few times now.”




‘Hmm,’ thought Tindómë, ‘he’s kept that quiet…’




“But, honestly Naneth, I want to talk to you seriously about this…thing. I know being able to give messages to Master Elrond would be serious, but it wasn’t what I had been thinking about.




“I mean, so far, I have been just sharing a dream path with Legolas, and now with you, which is not really new. You do it with Adar, and both of you have set me onto good paths when I was an elfling, and doubtless still could, just that you haven’t needed to.




“No—I was thinking about mixing it with sort of creating a portal…”




She paused and Tindómë almost said “Creating a portal takes complex magic…,” quoting Radagast as she had on a number of occasions in the past, but her daughter knew that and so she waited for Ithilienne to continue.




“You have told me that you think that, here, we are not quite in the same dimension as we were when we lived in Middle Earth, but in a sort of a ‘pocket dimension’, and the straight road is a path between, protected by magic, yes?”




“Yes…” Tindómë was beginning to get an inkling of what her daughter wanted to discuss.




“Well I asked Mithrandalf if he could just use my blood to open a portal between here and, say, Imladris. I could have let the Els know their Naneth is here and she is waiting and waiting for them.




“Or, say, here and King Thranduil’s stronghold—let him know who’s waiting here for him! But Mithrandalf said he wouldn’t. It wasn’t allowed. Maybe for some sort of world threatening emergency he might be able to do it, but not just to contact the elves left behind. Portals, he said, attract attention.”




Tindómë had not even asked the Maia about the possibility, although the idea had occurred to her as well. Morgoth might well be in the void, but the events that had brought Tindómë to Middle Earth showed he was not totally cut off or defeated, and opening portals, even just between Middle Earth and Aman, might create what Spike might call a disturbance in the Force.




“But do you think, if I could reach them by dreaming, it would be…what did you once say…‘below the ray-dar’? There wouldn’t be a big hole like the ones made with your blood, or the one Radagast made with Haldirin’s.”




Honestly, that seemed perfectly reasonable to Tindómë. She wanted to pump her fist in the air and yell “Go for it!”. Instead she tried to behave like a responsible adult.




“I don’t think it would really count as opening a portal—after all, opening a portal requires…” Her daughter joined in and they said in unison “Complex magic!”




“Which,” Tindómë continued, “you don’t have—so if it works it doesn’t count as a portal!”




Ithilienne smiled. “I knew talking to you would help, Naneth.”




“Applied logic…You probably need to carry on practicing for a little longer before you try the theory out though, Ithi.”




“I am not as tired now as I was the first time I tried…”




Then came a short discussion of just how tired she had been, and what she did about it, and Tindómë decided to really be the responsible parent, and tell her daughter to disengage and get some proper rest.




As she was going to ‘see’ Legolas in a couple more nights, if they did need information from Master Elrond he could let Ithilienne know but, now, Tindómë could see why not mentioning this new skill to the twins’ father might be best. As well not to raise false hope, nor to have him offering to help in some way, or to inadvertently pressure Ithilienne so that she pushed herself too hard.







They were still in the valley when Ithilienne ‘visited’ Legolas two days later. He knew, from Tindómë, about their conversation on the evening of Gimli’s accident and reassured her that she would not need to try and explain this new skill to Master Elrond as the dwarf was recovering well.




She realised that she had not discussed with her mother whether or not they should give Legolas any hope of her contacting his father. At the moment it seemed to Ithilienne better not to. Not because he might try to ‘help’ or make her feel she should try harder, but she did not want to give him any false hope.




As he made no mention of it as a possibility, neither did she. Instead she told him that Lady Galadriel had arrived ‘on a family visit to her beloved daughter’, except that it was just as much a visit to discuss the new lands with Legolas’s Naneth, and consider the politics together. As these discussions would take place in Celebrían’s sitting room, over wine and cakes, it had seemed natural that Ithilienne join them; all three older ellyth told her that if she did reach ‘an understanding’ with Legolas she needed to be aware of just how much decision making was really in their hands, even if an outsider might think the Lords of various rank held the power.




She was not quite sure whether to mention that particular comment to Legolas, but he said, straight away, “They will do such a good job of sorting the politics out that, with any luck, by the time we return with sketch maps and more information they will have Lady Galadriel’s father believing that it is entirely his idea that distribution of the lands beyond the mountains will be totally in the hands of their ladyships and any of the Teleri, Vanyar or, more importantly, Noldor who want to move there will have to apply to them personally…”




As Mirieth had declared that Gimli should be able to sit on his pony “as long as he does not insist on getting off to look at ‘interesting’ rocks every few minutes,” the party would be setting off again the next day.




“Up into the next range of mountains—we really should think of a name for them. Haldir and Tindómë say they were climbing up for around four days, before they reached the watershed, and then there will be another two or three days down the other side before we reach any trees.




“But there is still more snow than they encountered, and whilst we won’t have to wait for Gimli to examine rocks, he will still need to stop more often than they did, to empty his bladder and to stop him becoming stiff. I want to see the trees—I want to feel them, hear them, and dance naked amongst them as Haldir did! We may have until the end of the world—but right now I want to hurry!”




Part of Ithilienne wanted as much time as possible to work out how to let King Thranduil know his wife was waiting for him, and to get his royal personage onto a ship. Part of her wanted to laugh at Legolas’s enthusiasm. And a third part wanted to be there to dance naked through the trees with him.




So, whilst he had originally been considering the practicalities of discovering whether they could still meet in his dreams when he left the trees, and how he could arrange the watches to be asleep at the right times, in the end it did not take her long to convince him that they should make the most of the way she could use The Key to feel every touch as if they really were in the same forest clearing.






Chapter 8: Baby it’s Cold Outside!



It was cold. Very, very, cold. Tindómë was certain that even the full-blooded elves who made up almost all the rest of the party had frozen toes and noses.




The relatively balmy conditions in the hidden valley now seemed like a pleasant dream, even though it was only two days since they had left it. They were now traversing the great range of mountains, that lay between the valley and the lands that were truly theirs, and the temperature dropped with each hour they climbed.




Now they were getting ready to make camp for the night on a level area, somewhat sheltered from the biting wind. ‘Almost as if it was designed as a resting place,’ Tindómë thought, with a mixture of amusement and suspicion. Sometimes she thought the Valar were really enjoying giving this land to these late-comers; perhaps, like Lord Celeborn’s attitude to wagers, they felt that such things brought interest to a very long life which might, otherwise, have been quite dull at times!




It might be flat enough to pitch tents, but it was still icy, with snow on the ground. Tharhîwon came towards her, pulling his heavy cloak tightly around himself, and tucking one of her knitted scarves around his chin. Tindómë smiled as he muttered that he could now see the advantage of Gimli’s thick facial hair.




She had wondered whether her ‘winter elfling’ would be happy in the increasing cold, now colder than anything he would have experienced since arriving in Aman, or whether it would bring back difficult childhood memories of, literally, freezing to death. Being Tindómë, she asked him.




“I have no real memories of the time before,” he said. “My first true memories are of walking through a gate holding hands with you and Haldirin, which must be when you used the ‘key’ in your blood to let me through with you. That, and of being on a horse. The horse frightened me, it was so big, the biggest thing I had ever seen.”




He paused and then went on, “But the ice and the snow make me…a little sad. The mountains are magnificent, but I will be glad to feel grass under my feet and see trees again.”




“Typical wood elf,” Tindómë said, with a smile. “It will only be a few days more, I promise.”




Tharhîwon looked at her, seriously, for long moments before nodding.




She wondered what that was about. She would ask Rumil sometime.







“Orophin and I will take first watch,” Rumil told her as the group began to settle for the night. “It will be a pleasure to look at the stars in this clear air, and…”




“Lithôniel and I will have warmed the furs and blankets,” she finished for him.




He smiled. “And you will not be too sleepy to indulge in a little vigorous exercise to help us warm quickly.”




It had been something of a longstanding joke between them ever since that night in a tent, shared with Orophin and Lithôniel, as they journeyed to Eryn Lasgalen—accompanied by the very young Haldirin.




Knowing just where her thoughts had turned, he added “And Haldirin is sharing a watch, and his blankets, with Tharhîwon so you may move as much as you like, meleth.”




“Talking of Tharhîwon,” she began, and told him about her earlier conversation with the Winter Elfling. “I am glad that this weather doesn’t upset him,” she finished, “although there was…something.”




“What did you say when he told you he would be glad to feel the grass under his feet and see trees?”




“I told him he was a typical wood elf.”




Rumil nodded. “There is your something, meleth. Haldirin tells me that Tharhîwon worries that he might not be a wood elf, and that one day he will meet one of the Noldor who will claim him as family. But he does not want to be anyone other than Tharhîwon, son of Frodo Baggins, and gwador to Haldirin. I think this worry comes in part from the affinity he has for Gimli’s teachings.”




“Ha! Maybe, in that case, he should worry that he is a dwarf!” 




 She stopped, suddenly. In the moonlight he could see her expression change, and he could feel her become suddenly serious and a little upset. He put a finger under her chin and tipped it so that he was looking into her eyes.




“I remember that fear,” she said softly. “The fear that someone will want to pull you into another life from the one where you are happy. And then I stopped worrying that it could happen—and it did.”




She shivered. Rumil tried to remain calm, the similarity had not really occurred to him, and even now the memory made him angry, but Tindómë did not need his anger right now.




“No-one can force him to leave us, leave the Ithilrim, if he does not want to. We did not let the people in…that place…keep you from us when we knew you wanted to be with us in Middle Earth. Persuading some Noldor who thinks Tharhîwon is their brother or grandson that, even should it be true, he is now a wood elf would be simple by comparison. 




“Perhaps, meleth, you should tell him a little of that part of your story so that he knows we will still see him as ours no matter what. I know that he has been taught that he was like a hibernating hedgehog, or a bulb dormant in the cold earth, until you and Haldirin came; and that you two could awaken him and help him live again because the Valar made you to act as a key should it be needed. But of your time away from Arda he knows nothing.”




“M’kay, if you think it will help,” she said.




“I do, but only if you are happy about it. And not tonight. Tonight I want to find Orophin and check the horses, sit and watch the stars—and then join you in our tent and distract you from any thought other than those of pleasure.” 







Whilst she waited for his watch to be up, and to be suitably distracted, her thoughts did turn to those months when her ‘family’ in the other dimension had pulled her back thinking they were saving her yet, in reality, condemning her to fade. And to Spike.




She wondered if Spike felt that she had forced him to abandon everything he knew, even the demon who was an integral part of him, even his body, to end up in Mandos Halls. Yeah, he had been given the choice, which she so had not been, but maybe he felt he had to say yes because she was the person who had asked him? Well, Lord Namo had done the actual asking but even so…




How was he coping? What she knew of The Halls from Haldir, Ferveren, Túriel, and others was that it was mainly a place of peace, mental recovery, and reconciliation, and that time had no meaning there.fn1 None of them had any idea how long has passed in the outside world whilst they had waited to be re-embodied. And Tindómë was almost sure that the point in time where you found yourself on leaving was exactly when it was best for you, or for the general scheme of things.




When, she wondered, might Lord Námo decide was the right time for Spike to join them? When they had built their new settlement? Before that? (probably not, people did seem to spend at least a yén there.) Not until the Dagor Dagorath? He certainly needed time for mental recovery, but would he find it lonely in The Halls? There was no-one there he knew, or that he needed to be reconciled with; he had left them all behind, long dead, in Sunnydale. 




Which thoughts brought her back to explaining to Tharhîwon why she really did understand his fears, and why she knew he didn’t have to worry.




She suddenly realised she had no idea how Rumil, Orophin, or Legolas had explained their trip to the Máhanaxar to anyone who did not know the details of her background, or why those three had returned to Alqualondë without Tindómë and Haldir.




She really must ask Rumil, who was just coming into the tent behind Orophin who seemed to have shed his boots outside. Surely he must have very cold…




“Aaargh! Your feet are freezing!” Lithôniel yelled, as her husband slid in beside her and, by the angle, appeared to have put his chilled extremities on her bare thighs. She was squirming around trying to push him out of the warm cocoon of blankets and furs, calling him all sorts of names; he was laughing but making no attempt to defend himself. 




Tindómë realised, at about the same moment as Lithôniel, that this was because he had both hands full of snow which he now tried to apply to his wife’s breasts, whilst she was trying to get it from him, and seemed to be aiming her, now cold, snowy, hands at his grondithen. 




As her husband brother and his wife became an indistinguishable writhing mass under their covers, a giggling Tindómë turned to her own husband, trying to look stern.




“You had so better not be about to do the same thing or I swear you can spend the night with your horse!”




He held out his two empty hands, bent to remove his own boots, then rubbed his hands together as if to even make sure they were warm, with a slight smile and an air of innocence suggesting butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. He slowly stripped off leggings and tunic, even his undershirt. He was clearly unarmed, she decided. He reached over and closed the shutter on the small lantern so that it would go out and, to the accompaniment of the now rather erotic noises coming from the other side of the tent, slid in beside her.




Slid in, and slid down, his not terribly cold hands caressing her sides, across her stomach, down towards her huch. Through their soul bond she could feel his desire, and a hint of amusement, presumably at his brother’s antics. His fingers slid into her cleft, his mouth was level with her breasts…




“Huitho! You…you…Huitho!”




The slight smile was now explained. Butter would certainly not have melted in his mouth—because it was full of ice which first one, then the other, of her nipples could now confirm. Then, with a quick twist, before she had time to register what he was doing, his warm hands were teasing those cold nipples, and his mouth was applying ice to her tuiw. She couldn’t decide which was stronger, the pleasure or the pain of the cold.




’Pleasure!’ she decided after a few moments, as his tongue circled the hard little nub and then pushed inside her, still icy cold; the cold sting was part of the pleasure, just as she received pleasure when he sometimes nipped her nipples or bit her ‘adel-bein’.




He moved back up her body, his still cold mouth pausing at each erect nipple again before reaching her own mouth. This time her mutter of ‘huitho!’ was less an exclamation and more an instruction as she silently told him that it was a good thing he was an elf as she thought a man putting his erect cristhen into such a cold, cold, sheath would find it shrinking on entry.




Through their bond she felt him smile, just as she felt him thrust firmly into her, and then his pleasure. He clearly enjoyed the unusual sensation. She would remember that, after all there was time enough for her and Lithôniel to get revenge!







Ithilienne wrapped her cloak firmly around herself where she sat in the crook of their favourite tree and considered whether to have a warm bath before sleeping, or just a warm drink. That would be easier as there was always a kettle on the hob in the large kitchen, and it was not really a cold night. Well not here anyway.




Her first impression when she had reached Legolas in his dream was that of cold. He had shown her where he was sleeping, in his bedroll in a tent shared with Gimli and Galanthir. Then where he had been sitting on watch with her Adar and her uncle, with snow-capped peaks around them, ghostly in the moonlight, and icicles hanging from some of the rocks.




“Naneth will be cold,” she said.




There was a hint of amusement on dream-Legolas’ face, but then he told her he was sure Tindómë was currently engaged in the time-honoured form of vigorous exercise and he wondered if dream-Ithilienne would like to help him warm up the same way. 




“Mmm…but will it work on your hröa?”




“I will be warm enough when I wake, anyway,” he answered, “but here in this place of the fëa you could warm me, and it would be very pleasurable…”




‘Ellyn’, she thought, ‘really do seem to think with their ceryn as Naneth says.’




But she was happy enough to agree, even as she felt his cold hands slip up under her tunic.




It was only later, as she recentred herself in her hröa, that she realised that as she had responded she had imagined her dream self to be on the cold mountainside in a tent, rather than the more sensible option of imagining them both somewhere warm!




Which was, of course, why she now felt cold. She would remember for next time. Perhaps a warm summer night beside the sea.




As she climbed down from the tree, and headed towards the kitchen, she considered how good it was that, despite the distance and the rock and ice around him, she had reached him with almost no more effort than last time, when he was in the valley. She was sure her ability to reach out using waking dreams was getting stronger.







fn1. If you want to know just what Spike’s life is like as a guest of Lord Námo, you can read a little about it in “Conversations With Dead People” in For Small Returns.







Chapter 9: Dazed…



Ithilienne was not sitting in their preferred tree; instead she was sitting on a rock watching the moon rising over the calm sea. Soon Ithil would be high enough above to be seen further inland where the rest of her family and, of course, Legolas were. 




She wondered about trying to contact them from here rather than from her usual perch in the tree. Celebrían, in particular, still worried that she spent too much time there; that she might be pining for Legolas. Perhaps she should tell him, next time she walked with him in their dreams, that friends here, from Celebrían to Nithdur by way of Merilwen and Eleniel, were all expressing, in varying degrees, surprise that she seemed to be remaining celibate. 




 Although, she knew, he would certainly not have expected it of her; celibacy was not considered particularly good for the hröa and easing yourself was seen more as a necessity when there was no-one to share pleasure with when you felt ‘antsy’. But she was not getting antsy because she was enjoying the ‘desires of the body’ in her waking dreams and flight there seemed to satisfy her hröa perfectly well. Maybe Legolas was getting similar worried looks, she thought. She must ask him.




She wondered how Master Elrond and Celebrían had fared during their time apart…but then she remembered Naneth saying the twins told her that after their naneth‘s kidnap and torture they burned with anger so strong that they had no desires of the body. Probably that was true, in slightly different ways, for their parents. And, she decided, perhaps as well to believe that, or next time Master Elrond mentioned Glorfindel she might get the giggles - after all that would not be quite the same as breaking their bond by joining with another elleth…probably.




And Aran Thranduil and Lady Ferveren—huitho! Her ladyship would have been all right in The Halls (well, apart from being dead, that is) because—no hröa. But Legolas’ Adar…elo! That is an awfully long time to only ease yourself. Maybe the desires disappear when the bond is stretched by death. Maybe she could ask someone…Then she shook her head and laughed at herself, Naneth always did say that Ithilienne shared her ‘bright enquiring mind’!




But it reminded her again of why she was trying to master her key-ness and use it to open a door between dreamers. And why it was probably not a good idea to give their two Ladyships and reason to wonder what she was up to so, in the meantime, perhaps not sitting up in Legolas’s favourite tree for long periods in the hours of darkness would satisfy them; she could visit it by day so that it did not feel lonely. 




And, maybe, next time Eleniel asked her to come and spend the evening with her and ‘a few friends’ she would say yes and enjoy herself. Especially Eleniel, actually, because Ithilienne thought being able to share dreams with her might come in very useful. 




So after the evening meal, when Ithil was high in the sky, she walked from what Naneth called The New Homely House past the Hobbit Hole, currently unoccupied, to the point where the garden became shingle and sand. She settled herself comfortably and began to watch the waves come in, sliding up onto the land, then slipping back to the deeper sea almost silently. 




She began to adjust her breathing to fit with the rhythm, and then to concentrate on the blood circulation through her hröa until she felt herself slipping into the state of waking dreams.




It took her very little time to find the path her mother was walking. It really was no harder than when she was in the tree.




“Naneth…how is the journey?”




“Well…same old, same old, really. Bare mountains then bushes and a bit of grass, then a bare mountain, more bushes, another mountain or two…same old, same old.”




She could hear the smile in Naneth’s voice. But from Ithilienne’s point of view, that there were now a series of mountain ranges between her and her mother was good news—even if it might be blood calling to blood, and it was not an unknown number of miles of ocean, it still meant she could soon think of reaching out to the true targets of her experiment.




Naneth was still talking. “Gimli is fine now, so he can get on and off his pony as well as he could before…so we stop often to admire the mountains, and then at each crest all the rest of the party look hopefully to see if we are nearing the point where we are heading into the foothills and so on to the trees….”




“And are you?”




“Yes. We saw the forests in the distance today, and we will soon be dropping down to the upper parts of the moorland, I think. If you wish to find Legolas sober enough to realise you are trying to walk his dream path, you had better try tomorrow because I think we might be amongst the trees by the night after that. And if they gave Haldir cause to dance amongst them naked I can hardly imagine the effect they will have when they greet a Wood Elf prince…”




Ithilienne laughed. “I can certainly try to imagine!”







Just as Tindómë had described, when she returned from her first journey here with Haldir, they were no longer in the mountains but now into the foothills. As the day went on they reached what could be described as moorland, and as they continued down they saw hares, goats, mountain sheep, and then deer and plump grouse. Above them flew not only small birds, but falcons and buzzards, ravens and, spotted in the distance, eagles.




The coarse grass was interspersed with heather and gorse, and the horses picked their way through carefully. Tindómë had said there were bilberries, but even here it was too early in the year for them to have ripe fruit, and so when they set up their camp that night they dined on roasted hare alone. Legolas hoped by the next day they could supplement their meals with nuts and fungi, and perhaps some other bounty growing in the forests here in Aman which would have been out of season back in Ithilien.




But when the next day came, by the time they would normally have made camp thoughts of food had left him totally.




As they descended into what was, truly, a forest the first trees had been like excited elflings when they first see a guest coming towards them—he could almost imagine their voices were saying “Look! Look! They are coming! Look—they are almost here!” 




Then they began to travel through oak and beech; over streams edged in willow, ash, and alder; there were drifts of conifers and tall, majestic, trees that Legolas realised were the trees Tindómë had called redwoods. All around them were signs of life; reptiles and amphibians where there was water, insects and birds in the air, and signs of mammals both large and small as they followed meandering paths made not by elves, but by deer, badgers, wild boar…




Overshadowing everything though was the song of the forest. The song of the trees was overwhelming. As if each tree was trying harder than the next to greet the elves. 




At first they stopped frequently to simply breathe in the forest air and smile. Soon it became impossible to keep moving as Legolas began to feel like an elfling who has stolen the strong wine and drank it all under the table. Around him the others looked as dazed. Apart from Haldir, who had already met these trees and now moved to the front, Tindómë who now rode so close to Rumil that they were touching, and Gimli who, when Legolas thought to look for him, was still on his pony, nodding and smiling exactly as Legolas remembered him doing at Eldarion and his sisters when they were small children.




Legolas could no longer resist the trees. Almost unawares he dismounted in a small clearing and began to sing. He had no notion of what he sang, whether it had words or not, a tune or meter, he simply added his voice to the song around him. He was vaguely aware of other voices joining in, and soon the whole forest around him was filled with the sound of elven voices singing in harmony together for the sheer joy of being here, with trees who were happy to see them.




He had no idea how long he stood entwined in the song of the forest but eventually, as if somewhere a signal had been given, the song became calmer until it was little more than a gentle cushion of sound, and he found he could focus on hröa as well as fëa again.




The sun was well past its zenith, horses were cropping the grass; elves were smiling and beginning to converse with each other; some such as Tindómë and Rumil, or Orophin and Lithôniel, still stood arms with around their partners; Gimli was sitting on a fallen log eating. 




Haldir approached. “If we ride on another mile or two in that direction,” he pointed more or less in the direction in which they had been travelling earlier, “I have it on good authority that we will find a river with space to camp and water deep enough to bathe…”




It did not occur to Legolas to ask on whose authority but, as they remounted and set off in the direction Haldir had indicated, a rainbow of butterflies seemed to lead the way and, when a faint sound of female laughter drifted back, he remembered what Tindómë had told him about meeting Nessa and thought he knew who Haldir’s good authority had been.




They heard the river as the sun dropped away ahead of them leaving the sky, now clearly visible as they entered an open glade, in shades of grey streaked through with pink. It began to call to Legolas almost as clearly as the trees had earlier, and soon he was naked and ready to bathe. 




Here, so close to the mountains where the snow still lay, and some weeks yet until mid-summer, the water was icy cold as it tipped over a small waterfall with an eddying pool beneath it, before it tumbled on its way. Soon the water was full of elves laughing and tossing water at each other. 




It was not exactly a pool one could swim in. Although the water came up to Legolas’ waist there was not room for more than two or three strokes. Just as he thought that, he found himself grabbed by an ankle and being pulled down, and the ensuing tussle with Galanthir certainly washed away any sense of being drunk. 




Eventually both of them climbed onto the bank, wringing water from their hair, and found the ever-practical, and dry, Tindómë there waiting for them. Her dry hair suggested that she had resisted the urge to do more than quickly dip as little of herself as possible into the cold water. But, as it meant she was holding their dry clothes, Legolas was glad she felt the cold more than anyone else but Gimli.




Further observation showed that others were also now more clear-headed. Tindómë’s husband and his brothers, all still naked, stood in the river a little further downstream catching fish, whilst others were setting up camp, lighting a fire and so on. 




By full dark the whole company were sitting around a good fire, eating baked trout with mushrooms and the fresh green shoots of dandelions. There was conversation, and occasional snatches of song. Some sat quietly, just gazing at the trees around them. As if from nowhere instruments were produced as the meal ended, and also a couple of skins of wine which must have been kept especially for this first night in the new forests. Some of the elves began to dance, and one or two couples began drifting back towards the river—the perfect spot for starlight bathing.




Legolas smiled as Gimli glanced that way a couple of times, then at Haldirin dancing rather closely with an elleth, before declaring “Well it’s been a long day, and I am for my bed.” His old friend would be the only person who slept for more than an hour or two tonight!







As the sun began to rise the last of the elves drifted to their bed rolls or fell asleep against the trunks of the trees or on accommodating branches. Tindómë stretched out like a waking cat under the blanket someone had thrown over her as she slept. She looked up. Above her was a canopy of branches, whose leaves were also beginning to stretch and uncurl—just a lot more slowly that she was, she thought with a smile. 




Her head was cushioned, as it often was, on Rumil’s naked stomach as they lay almost at right angles. There had been no need to cuddle together under their furs and blankets now that they were no longer in the cold, cold, mountains and his stomach was a little softer than his shoulder.




The first time Haldir had ever seen them lying like this he had raised an eyebrow and looked as if he was about to comment, but Rumil got in first. 




“You should try lying so with an elleth, brother; Tindómë hardly needs to move at all, on waking, to reach my cristhen with lips or hands…”




Fully refreshed as she was by a couple of hours sleep after the wine, the dancing, and ‘being swayed by the desires of the body’, she thought it was shame that she couldn’t just reach out and dip her hand into the ice-cold river from here, or she would have paid her beloved back for the ice incident, back in the mountains, with an unexpectedly chilly awakening.




‘I could easily bring you some…’ came a familiar voice in her mind and a slight giggling sound brought her attention to what looked like a tall elleth sitting, almost invisibly, under the trees in the half-light. Nessa! 




The Vala smiled. ‘It is good to see you again Tindómë. And you are right, your husband’s hröa is as beautiful as that of his brother Haldir. And,’ she nodded towards another pair of elves not far away, ‘…so is that of his other brother.’ 




Tindómë answered the same way. ‘It is good to see you again too, your…em, Nessa.’ She wondered how many other people were on first name terms with one of the Valar.




‘Not many.’




Again she could hear the smile in the answer. And remembered that the Valar could hear all your thoughts, not just the ‘spoken’ ones.




‘But you are our Key. I think, also, that I would like spending time amongst your Wood Elves as you settle here in my brother’s domain, and so we may meet quite often.” 




She paused briefly, then went on. ‘Your Prince is also very beautiful. Watching him, his friend, and the elleth in the river was a pleasure. I think some evening Tulkas and I must join in this starlight bathing.’




Ah—Legolas and Galanthir clearly didn’t spend the night sharing Gimli’s tent. She had been too occupied with Rumil to notice what any of the others were doing. 




‘I could show you if you wish…Haldir was…’




‘No. Honestly. I’m fine not knowing the details.’ 




She wondered whether to tell her oldest husband-brother that he and, probably, Mirieth the healer had had an unexpected audience. Maybe. Or tell Legolas that he might find a couple of the Valar starlight bathing with them some evening. The thought made her smile.




‘For you!’ The voice of the Vala cut across her thoughts again and she realised there was now a bowl fashioned from leaves beside her hand, filled with water that must be even colder than the river as there was a thin skin of ice on it.




‘Enjoy your revenge.’ 




The figure of Nessa smiled then faded until Tindómë could no longer see her at all.




She had no doubts that the Vala was still around, watching, but as this was certainly a chance for revenge to be a dish served exceedingly cold, Tindómë dipped her fingers into the water and reached out to her husband’s cristhen…






Chapter 10: Why do you want to know that?



Ithilienne was in a quandary. She had really enjoyed the night with Eleniel and her friends. But she was fairly sure she had drunk too much wine and quite possibly, well almost certainly, said more to Eleniel than she might have done whilst totally sober.




The problem was that, although an adult, she was still a fairly young adult compared with Eleniel and almost all the others involved, with far fewer years of practice in knowing just how strong any given wine was and, exactly, how much she could drink before doing or saying things she might regret later. And she was sure that, whilst she was only almost sure she had said too much about her plans to Eleniel, Eleniel would remember every word perfectly.




It did not take long to discover that she was right. 




She was on her way down the path that led to the Hobbit Hole, having promised both Gimli and Tharhîwon that she would spend time there so that it ‘would not feel lonely’ (Tharhîwon), or ‘would feel lived in’ (Gimli), when Eleniel joined her.




“So,” the other elleth began, “explain to me more clearly why you wanted to know how well I knew the private wing of the current Lords of Imladris…”




“Em…,” 




Ithilienne got no further before Eleniel continued, “Something about trying to visualise them in their usual surroundings?”




“Um—you know, fantasy, imagination…em…change from Legolas?”




Eleniel’s look said it all. And the all it said was something like ‘if you think I’m going to believe that you are sadly deluded…’




“Ithilienne. If you wanted to imagine sharing pleasure with Elladan and Elrohir you would imagine going starlight bathing with them in Eryn Ithil, or being with them in the rooms made ready for them here. After all, you’ve seen those already, as Legolas is living in them…”




‘Oh huitho!’ thought Ithilienne, ‘I had never thought of how like those rooms might be to their old ones! Why did I not think of that?’




Out loud she said, “Well, um, I just wondered if their suite here was like their suite in Imladris, because I was only young last time Naneth and Adar took me to visit them there and I never went into their rooms. And, if you’ve been in both places you would know.”




She was quite pleased with that explanation. She was fairly sure Eleniel wasn’t. 




“And I had drunk too much wine. It seemed like a reasonable thought last night but, now, I do not really know why I asked at all.” Well, that was true.




“You were asking the wrong person, anyway,” Eleniel said with a shrug. “I was not familiar with the bedrooms of Elladan or Elrohir. And I have not visited Legolas in the one he sleeps in here, either…”




She looked sad for a moment. “Although their rooms were probably beautiful. The library was, and so peaceful. The one here is beautiful, too, but not the same. There you could feel the yeni of care, of the thoughts and conversations, and the love for the scrolls and books. They had seeped into the very fabric of the place and, whenever I entered, it felt as if it was an old friend greeting me with an embrace.”




Ithilienne felt quite guilty, now, for upsetting her friend. But her apology was met with a wry smile. “What is, is. And the library here is like a seedling; we love it and tend it well, and it will become a graceful, much-loved tree, to think like you Wood Elves, in the fullness of time!”




At least, thought Ithilienne, she seemed to have distracted Eleniel from why she wanted to know about the Els’ bedrooms. 







It was glorious. The snow-capped mountains behind them, the streams they had crossed, the stands of tall trees with natural clearings from flower-filled dells to larger open meadows. So much to explore, almost too much to take in, and they had seen such a tiny portion of what Tindómë was sure was there.




Haldir thought they might be a little further north than they had been on their search for Mandos’ Halls whilst, definitely, south of the route they had travelled on their return. 




The stream where they were currently camped had proved abundantly stocked with trout, which was cooking now with freshly picked parsley and sage, and it had taken little effort to find small potatoes, and sweet new peas on a vine twining itself between bushes where there were ripe blackcurrants. When they had passed, about two weeks before, through the foothills where goats roamed freely, one of the ellyth had persuaded two of the females with kids at heel to let her milk them and tonight there would also be a soft goat cheese.




It was almost midsummer now and they had eaten, and were sitting talking in various groups, by the time the light turned from deep pinks to the velvety blue that lingers only a short time before true darkness and moonrise; above them on almost silent wings bats began to sweep across the sky. 




Gimli watched them with a smile, and an easy conversation began considering whether they signified caves nearby, or whether they had roosted in trees. Time enough to find out over the next few nights. And, also, to decide whether it was worth cutting leaves from the wild tobacco plants he had noticed earlier to attempt to dry for smoking—or, in Tindómë’s case (and she was sure also that of the majority of the party) to persuade him that it was not likely to succeed.




But there was also a sense of tension within the group. Not as if there were factions wanting to do different things or go in different directions, but a tension within each elf. It was as if the trees, the plants, the very land itself, tried to beguile them to go no further, to stay just here and make this particular area their new home. But the lands ahead in all directions each seemed to beckon them to come and see, to find out what it had to offer, and realise why it should be their new home.




Logic might suggest that they could split up; Haldir could lead a group towards where he thought there were mellyrn, Legolas could continue in their current, more or less westerly, direction and perhaps Tangannel could lead a group of those who would help establish a new home for King Thranduil’s people. But, when this was mentioned in passing one evening, everyone thought it was better to stay together. 




Tindómë did wonder, privately, whether it was because they enjoyed each other’s company or because no-one wanted to risk missing something good that another group then claimed. She tried not to speculate…




But the tension created by everything around them trying to attract their attention did mean many of the Elves sometimes seemed to be in a daze. It was probably as well that there were no yrch or giant spiders here, as she sometimes thought those on watch might well be less alert than they would have been at home…no, not at home. This was home now. Less alert than they would have been on the fences back in Middle Earth. 




Thinking of those on watch reminded her that, looking at how high in the sky Ithil now sat, she should think of going to sleep as Ithilienne might want to ‘talk’ to her. As she undressed, and settled into her bed roll, she could hear Legolas explaining to a large oak, in a quiet but serious voice, that there would be Elves here more often as time went on, and that he, personally, would rest in its branches tonight; but could it ask the other trees to be patient and stop shouting? 




‘And this isn’t weird at all…’ she thought with a smile as she let herself drift to sleep.




“Naneth…” Ithilienne’s voice called her and, for a moment or two, the dream path she had been walking disappeared but there was nothing to replace it—she was in warm darkness. Once she answered the darkness took shape and she was in a room with large glazed windows that looked out over trees, towards the sea.




Ah—Legolas’ room in Celebrían’s house. Fleetingly she smiled; most people might think of it as Master Elrond’s house, but she had a feeling that Ithilienne and Lady Ferveren also thought of it in terms of its mistress as well.




“Naneth—before you show me where you are, I want to ask you about where I am. I know you know what the Elrondionath’s rooms in Imladris are like—is this really almost exactly the same?”




Tindómë considered the question. Ithi was an Elf, she would doubtless explain why she wanted to know in the fulness of time.




“It is very like Elrohir’s room. Elladan’s is the other side of the wing and a mirror image. I think their naneth tried very hard to replicate the rooms; the beautiful wrought metal bed is very similar. It must feel odd to Legolas, now I think about it, to sleep surrounded by metal….”




“We do make use of the bed, but he does not often sleep in it.”




Tindómë smiled. “The colours of the walls are similar, but Elrohir has blue drapes and rugs. I guess Celebrían has changed them for greens whilst Legolas uses it. And the view is equally beautiful, but different.”




“Naneth…could you show me?”




Tindómë thought of Elrohir’s bed chamber. She had been in it a number of times over the years, although not to share his bed after that first visit. She realised that, slowly, the room in which she was talking to dream Ithilienne was becoming an almost perfect match for the original. She was also beginning to get an inkling of why the décor of Elrohir’s bedroom had become the focus of the dream conversation.




“Why?” She asked outright.




“Um…I thought it might be possible, if I am in the room here, to reach out to the same room there and see if I can reach Elrohir in his sleep.”




“I thought that might be the idea…Do you think it is possible?”




“I will only know if I try, Naneth.”




Fair enough.




“Do not wear yourself out trying. Find someone you feel you can tell, ask them to keep an eye on you while you try. And if you cannot reach, we will think of other ways to pump up the volume.”




“Do what?” Ithilienne asked and Tindómë realised it was really a Dawn phrase. 




“Strengthen your dream voice.”




“M’kay. So, tell me about where you are Naneth.”




And the conversation continued for another few minutes before Ithilienne said farewell and left her mother to walk her own dream path again.







Naneth was right. She remembered how tired she had been the first time she had managed to find Legolas’s dream path and, although she was now able to do that easily, to reach Imladris would probably be at least as tiring.




But who to ask? Eleniel maybe. But it might need an awful lot of explaining about Keyness and things. Perhaps Erestor? But he may well not know much about The Key, she had never needed to ask Naneth, and he would probably be very tempted to talk to Master Elrond or Lady Celebrían.




Eventually Ithilienne drifted down her own dream path, still considering the question.




As she slept her dream paths took her to times in her past when Naneth had used Radagast’s ‘window’ to contact Gwanor Buffy in that other world. 




That, she realised, was more or less the same thing that she was doing, except she had no desire, at all, to contact anyone there! 




If the window only worked for Naneth, and memory suggested that it did, then the power that made it work must be the power of The Key! She wondered if Naneth had ever considered that. Probably. Naneth liked to know how and why things worked. 




If the power to open such a window to Gwanor Buffy when she slept was really The Key, the Maia just gave Naneth a way to use it when the time was right, then her own ability was not so very different. Surely it should manage to stretch as far as Imladris, or Eryn Lasgalen. She felt more confident all of a sudden.




Perhaps one of the other Maia, or one of the Valar, had given her a clue when she slept. But she didn’t think Lord Irmo would have been interested enough in her doings, or in the twins or King Thranduil, to get involved, and Mithrandalf had said he couldn’t interfere. 




Naneth had told her about Nessa, and Ithilienne thought she might well want to meet Elrohir and Elladan—but she was really mainly interested in dancing and running wild. Perhaps it was Ithilienne’s own subconscious. Or perhaps it was her Keyness. And, she suddenly thought, perhaps it was actually to do with the question of who to ask to sit with her; confirming that she should be able to do what she planned, with practice, was an added bonus.




Naneth, and Adar, had explained when it was that the Maia had made the ‘window’. They had told her about Naneth being snatched back to the horrible place without her leave, and how it had been Radagast and Haldirin who had been able to find her. And they had explained how the warriors had been ready to fight, how the portal was guarded at the place in Eryn Ithil where it was opened, and even how Gwanor Buffy, the person called Spike (who was why Naneth had gone to find Lord Namo), and others, had come through the portal.




So almost anyone who had been in Eryn Ithil then would not be as surprised as other elves might be, even if they didn’t know exactly where the other side of the portal had been. 




Of course Galanthir, and Orophin, and even Lithôniel would have been good, but they were with Legolas. Haldirin knew all about The Key, and Tharhîwon knew it was how Naneth and Haldirin helped him to escape the Winter Garden—but they were with Legolas too. Merilwen’s naneth and adar had been there but she would feel a bit odd asking them.




Oh! Nithdur. He had been one of the first Elves in Eryn Ithil so he must have known, and she knew him really well as he was Tharhîwon’s preferred partner for sharing the ‘desires of the body’, as Naneth called it. Definitely Nithdur. She would go, this very day, and ask him to come and watch her as she dreamed.






Chapter 11: First Contact



Imladris was quiet. The kitchens were quiet, the library was more than half empty, and the fire was lit in the forge only rarely. In the courtyards plants grew between the paving stones; not so much an encroachment as a reclamation.




When they met in the Hall of Fire, now, all the inhabitants clustered together near the fire itself and, when someone sang, their voice echoed back from where shadows clung in the corners.




Few elves now lived in the homes away from the main building, and some of the more distant buildings were now permanently inhabited by members of the old Dunedain families, invited to settle in the valley their forefathers had occasionally visited, as they no longer needed to huddle together around The Angle for safety.




No yrch had been seen by any of the valley’s inhabitants, elf or man, since a time when the current mature men and women had been small children.




Within what really was now The Last Homely House for any Elves outside Eryn Lasgalen, apart from a handful in Eryn Ithil, there was a sense of ennui. Those who remained, from the diminished household staff to Glorfindel and Celeborn, did not say anything, but it was not hard to tell that they waited on the Lords of Imladris to make their decisions; either choose to sail West or to stay here, known only to a few, and become no more than legend. Although unspoken most believed that, had they been going to choose mortality, they would have done so already, and have made their choice clear to the Elves around them.




And those twin Lords knew, in their very bones, that they had no real reason to stay. Eldarion’s grandson sat on the throne in Minas Tirith and in reality they barely knew him. Nor, to be honest, did they want to; they had mourned the deaths of all his family who had flown the circles of the world since those of his forefathers who had been fostered in the valley in their own youth, and they wanted to mourn no more.




Sometimes, in private, they recalled their last conversation with Tindómë when she had gone through all their reasons for being unsure about sailing West and had, to use her own phrase, ‘blown them out of the water’. And then, to each other, they admitted that she was probably right. And yet…it would be such a final decision, and they mainly just let days continue to drift past, un-numbered, without any deep thoughts of any kind. 




They were aware that another year had passed as, soon, it would be midsummer again. At midwinter those who remained would stand out in the courtyard to look for the first star and, then, they thought of Adar doing the same thing. They still hardly dared to think of the possibility of Naneth being at his side. 




But there was no such link to mid-summer. Further down the valley the men were building bonfires and would leap them at first light when Anar peeped over the Eastern valley rim, but it reminded Elladan and Elrohir too much of summers spent with the Dunedain, of Estel, then of Legolas and Tindómë; they would not be joining the celebrations.




And then one morning Elladan was woken by Elrohir’s mental voice. ‘El, wake up! I must tell you! Last night I found myself on the oddest dream path…’







Nithdur had no trouble with the idea that Ithilienne had inherited from her mother the ability to ‘not quite open a portal’. He had been in Eryn Ithil when Tindómë had been snatched from her own home by some mysterious force which left no trace, and when Radagast had used Haldirin’s blood to find her again. He had seen the strangers who had returned, briefly, with her, and knew how Tindómë’s own blood had been used to seal the opening between the two places. 




So the possibility of Ithilienne directing the paths of her waking dreams, to meet up with someone else’s sleeping dream path, seemed perfectly reasonable to him. Ithilienne explained that the first time she had managed to reach Legolas it had tired her so much she had almost fallen from the tree she had been in. Which, for a Wood Elf, meant she was very tired indeed; hence the need for someone to stay with her when she tried what was likely to be a more difficult mental leap.




Nobody in the household questioned why Tindómë and Nithdur retired together to Legolas’ chambers, complete with enough food and drink for a mid-night feast, which was, as Naneth would say ‘of the good’.




She decided to sit in a comfortable chair, looking towards the bed, so that, in her mind’s eye, she could slowly imagine the covers as blue silk, and Elrohir lying on the top. She centred herself, concentrated on her breathing and the blood flowing around her body. ‘The power of The Key in in the blood…the power of The Key is in the blood…’




To Nithdur, watching her, it must have seemed an awfully long time. To Ithilienne it felt as if she was shouting across a wide, wide chasm to someone she could just make out on the other side. When she began to feel as if she might just tumble into the chasm from exhaustion, she heard Nithdur’s voice telling her to come back, to take some deep breaths, and then to have some fruit juice and honey cake.







“I was slumbering,” Elrohir told his twin. “My dreams were of nothing in particular; sunshine and the light glinting on the Anduin. Slowly they began to fade as if night was falling but there were no stars, no Ithil, no Grandfather Eärendil; but it was not unpleasant or threatening.




“Then I began to hear a voice, an elleth, as if she was a long way away. I could not make out any words to start with, then I realised she was calling my name.”




Elladan looked slightly worried. “Are you sure it was an elleth? It sounds worryingly like what we have been told of death, but I know we have always been told Lord Namo calls us himself.”




Elrohir grinned. “Definitely an elleth. Although she was quite faint, and it took me a few moments as it was not someone I might expect to meet on a dream path no matter how strange, I recognised it.”




He paused for dramatic effect.




“It was Ithilienne!”




He could see his brother was as surprised as he had been at the time.




“When I called her name back to her, her voice became clearer, although I could still not see her. And she said ‘I am not a dream from your memory Elrohir. I can make our paths join because I have The Key in my blood. My naneth says to tell you to ‘get your Lordly asses over here because your naneth is desperate to see you.’ And right now I am in the bedroom she has ready for you—look!’




“And I could just see a room—still not clearly, rather as if it was dusk, but so very much like my bedroom. Except the bedding was green…”




“That message really does sound like Tindómë!” Elladan said. “And that Naneth is there!”




“But,” he went on in a less excited tone, “perhaps it was actually from some unknown enemy; another minion of Morgoth who wants us gone from this place. Naneth would not have gone to the trouble of recreating our rooms for us and then given you the wrong colours.”




Elrohir nodded, but with a smile. “I thought that. She must have heard my thought because she giggled. Her giggle is so like her naneth’s. I could almost hear her sticking her tongue out like Tindómë does. Then she said ‘Legolas is borrowing it until you get here and we move to our new forests. My naneth said this will be your room because it is on this side, which is why I am talking to you, not Elladan.’”




“Huitho! Perhaps it genuinely is that Ithilienne can reach our dreams across the Sundering Sea, after all Haldirin can see the Unhoused. Remember when he kept seeing Lord Denethor crossing the courtyard in Minas Tirith. And Naneth really is there and wants us so much that she has rooms ready for us. This needs thought, El.”




“It was clear by then that she was very tired, but the last thing I heard was that she would try again in two sennight, the night after mid-summer, and that I should ‘Bring Elladan’.”




“Bring Elladan…” the ellon in question repeated. “I think we could do that, if I was here with you and we chose to walk the same dream path as each other. But, if it is a trick, we could then be ensnared together. Perhaps we should talk to Glorfindel and ask him to sit in the room with us so that he could wake us if he sensed any danger. Best not to mention it to Grandfather for it would be wrong to give him false hope that Naneth is alive and well. Although surely, if it is true, she must be well in fëa and hröa to have put thought into making us identical rooms to those here.”




“I’m not totally sure that I want to go back to living with our parents, El,” Elrohir said. “But perhaps for a short while, as we find our feet there…”




And in that moment, although he might not have acknowledged it to himself, Elrohir had already made the decision to finally sail.







It was Midsummer. 




In Eryn Lasgalen the Hunt proceeded as usual; there were still enough Elves in the vicinity of the Stronghold for things to be much as they had been for many yeni. But further out no-one lived in many of the villages any longer. No-one was left to jump the fire in the village where Rumil and Tindómë had once played with the others in the snow.




In Eryn Ithil the last handful of Elves jumped their last fire. There were not enough of them for the Hunt, but the blessing of the fire was sought to see them on their journey next day through lands that knew only Men.




In Imladris the men’s bonfires were pinpricks of distant light, but in the Hall of Fire there was a frisson of…something. No-one could put their finger on it, but something about the Twin Lords seemed more alert. Perhaps not quite no-one; Glorfindel could be seen glancing their way with a thoughtful expression now and again.




In the distant new forests of the West the bonfire was lit. No ribbons were worn for they really were not a big enough group for the Hunt, but they feasted on what was on hand, drank almost the last of the wine they had brought with them, and many drifted off amongst the trees to be ‘swayed by the desires of the body’. One or two thought of future celebrations with those not near them tonight. 




Knowing that her daughter had made first contact with those across the sea, Tindómë wondered who might be joining them for future midsummer nights. 




In Alqualondë, in the grounds of the house her Naneth called Imladris on Sea, there were tables laid out with a feast, the bonfire was piled high with driftwood on the sand, and everyone was dressed in their finest with many ribbons on show in the hair of the unbound ellyn. Ithilienne had not yet told Legolas of her success in dreaming across the ocean; she knew he would see how it could finally reunite his parents, but she worried that he might not be happy that she had started with the Twins.




He had told her, two nights ago, to enjoy the night and gather as many ribbons as he usually lost. He would not expect her to walk his dream path tonight, nor be surprised if she did not meet him there for a few more days either. Tonight she would enjoy herself, for tomorrow she would once more try to walk the dream path along the Straight Road and hence to Imladris.	







Chapter 12: Wanted: A King and some Lords



“Naneth!” Tindómë was relieved to hear her daughter’s voice almost as soon as she started to dream. She had worried before the first ‘Giant Leap’, and knew it had been successful, but it did not stop her worrying when she knew Ithilienne was going to try again. 




She knew that Nithdur had not exactly had to stop Ithilienne drifting too far, just support her as she returned to her hröa, but that he had been prepared to do so if it had been required. And she wondered if everything had gone well on the night after midsummer or if he had needed to do more this time to rouse Ithi from her waking dream.




“Naneth! I did it! I asked Elrohir, the first time, to bring Elladan. But I was not sure if he had heard me. He had, and they went to sleep in the one bed with their dream paths already linked. 




“And it was easy! You know how the first time I tried with you, after Legolas, it was like a shout in your mind? Well this was like that. Because they were both together, both waiting, and they can always talk to each other silently, and, and—whatever it was, I could reach them so much more easily than when it was just Elrohir. Elladan definitely ‘pumped up the volume’ and I am sure, now, that they will choose to come.” 




Well that was a relief. Tindómë had worried that perhaps trying to reach two fëar would be twice as draining, even those of the twins who always said that they were one fëa that had split just after conception and formed two hröar rather than the way Tindómë had been taught, as Dawn; one fertilised egg splitting and so, in effect, one hröa that had developed two fëa after the split. 




“This time I could do what I do with both you and Legolas, and show them what I wanted them to see. I showed them their Naneth and their Adar joining our midsummer feast and then dancing together once the bonfire was lit.”




“Was Her Ladyship there, too? And Lady Ferveren?”




“Yes, Naneth. Both of them. The Els were so happy to see their parents looking well and happy, and also Her Ladyship because, they said, she had looked…’diminished’ when she sailed.”




“She did,” Tindómë remembered well. Galadriel had looked as if she hardly had the energy to mount her horse by the time she set off for The Havens. “But did they notice Lady Feveren? Did they recognise her? They are older than Legolas, after all, so perhaps they knew her before. Then they could tell King Thranduil and…”




“Naneth,” Ithilienne interrupted her. “They did not mention recognising her, and she had said she would not wear a crown of flowers until she is truly a Queen again, so there was nothing to mark her out.




“I did wonder about pointing her out and asking them to tell Legolas’ adar, but I still want to try to do that myself—show him like I showed them, then he has to believe. If I can’t do it then I will talk to one of the Els, or both, again and ask their help, before they sail.”




“I guess… If they had known her well, of course, they would have probably recognised her. And if they didn’t know her well, I guess His Royal Stubbornness might think that they had it wrong, even if he actually believed that you had shown them in their dreams.”




Ithilienne smiled. “And have you found a place where you think his ’Royal Stubbornness’ might be happy yet? Perhaps he would be more likely to come if I could show him trees…”




“We have celebrated midsummer on the shores of a beautiful lake, with old pines, and bright new ones, birch and rowan, aspen, juniper, oak…all spreading out behind us as far as we could see. Although we know there are mountains not too far away—the water in the lake is still the cold of meltwater.




“It is not the lake that Lady Ferveren and Haldir and I awoke beside this time last year, but just as beautiful. We could be very happy here. So could King Thranduil, as well, I think. But I have a feeling he would prefer to have the Ithilrim as a buffer between himself and any adventuring Noldor, or possibly even between his folk and the Galadhrim! 




“And I think that if we do not claim this area as ours we should look for that other lake, or a similar one. I think Orophin was quite serious, back when we had not been in Alqualondë very long, when he said that he quite fancied spending his time fishing; he might prefer sea fish, but he was discussing boat building and preserving fish by drying it or smoking it a couple of days ago.”




She paused, then added with a grin, “Talking of waking beside that other lake, I think Haldir hoped to join Lord Oromë’s midsummer hunt again. But I am sure he will another time. I wondered if Nessa might join us, to be honest, but I don’t think she did either.” 







“Who would have thought of Adar and Naneth settling into a home beside the sea?” asked Elladan.




“Well he lived beside it as an elfling,” his brother pointed out, “and again when he was at Gil-Galad’s side.” 




“But I wonder if Naneth chose the place and had a home made ready for him arriving? Or did he choose the place when he got there? I had not thought of Naneth wanting to be anywhere but amongst trees.” Elladan was still in the mood to ponder this, it seemed.




“She seemed very happy there. Maybe, once she was well, she simply preferred to be nearer her Telerin relatives than her Noldorin ones… But, if we join them, we can simply ask her, El.” 




Elrohir ended on what might have been a note of impatience, but Elladan would know that he was teasing—mostly.




“We really do have to think of the practicalities of sailing, now, don’t we?” he continued. “Before, it was a vague thing in the future, but now we need to confer with Círdan; I do not see us building our own ship as Legolas did. And we need to discuss everything with the household; who does not wish to sail, what we will take with us, and so on. Although, first, we need to tell Grandfather what we have seen.”




“He will be very happy to know that his Key has now provided the key to our new certainty,” Elladan said with a smile. “And as happy to know Naneth is so…alive, and that Grandmother looks well too. 




“And Glorfindel. We must tell Glorfindel. I think he will be as happy as Grandfather, in all honesty. Perhaps he really will find an elleth who has been waiting all these long years.”




“Talking of ellyth,” Elrohir began, “there was one who drew my eye, dancing near Naneth and Adar. She had…”




“Black hair,” Elladan said. “And a dress of…”




“Deep blue, and tiny stars…”




“Twinkled in her hair,” Elladan finished their sentence.




“I wonder who she is?” Elrohir said. “I would like to get to know her—actually it seems that we would like to get to know her!”




“I might even be prepared to don multi-coloured Silvan splendour and wear the ribbons for the chance of a kiss. Although she looked more Noldorin…”




“Well she seemed happy enough to be up there dancing,” Elrohir pointed out, “How much do you want to wager on which of us can kiss her first?”







Legolas really had not minded that Ithilienne had tried to dream across the Sundering Sea to Imladris rather than Eryn Lasgalen. He had seemed to be troubled more that she had not told him she might be able to do it.




It had taken a couple of conversations, where Ithilienne began to think Naneth had a point when she had once, jokingly, said it was Legolas who was still too young to think about binding, before things felt ‘right’ between them.




Dream Legolas almost pouted when he first realised that she had discussed the possibility of being able to reach those left in Middle Earth with Naneth, who would, of course, have then discussed it with Adar (and possibly Orophin, Lithôniel, Haldirin—maybe even Haldir and Tharhîwon…), but had not mentioned it to him.




When she told him that she had discussed it with Nithdur as well there was a definite pout, even though he was glad to know she had made sure there was someone who could make sure her fëa did not get lost. It had taken a description of all the different reactions she and Nithdur had imagined, if anyone noticed them spending time in Legolas’ bedroom together, to finally make him grin. That and her pleasure at reporting that she had accepted more ribbons at the midsummer celebrations than Galanthir’s sister Brethiliel, or Merilwen, and so had won her wagers with them both.




“I had good odds,” she told him, “because I was thought to either be pining for you or, at least, be holding back from indulging the desires of the body as much as I might!”




In truth, he acknowledged, he would have been so worried had he know what she was going to attempt, that he would have been distracted from what he was doing himself; especially whilst waiting each time through the days between her ‘reaching out’ and having enough mental strength to contact him to let him know she was undamaged by the attempt. 




It occurred to Ithilienne that her mother must have felt like that but had managed to appear cool and untroubled apart from making it clear that there should be someone with her. Adar, she realised, probably had had to do a lot of calming in the background.




Since then, when she walked the dream paths with Legolas, as well as enjoying ‘the desires of the body’ and learning more of where he was, they spoke sometimes of reaching out to Eryn Lasgalen, but her first attempt had not succeeded. She found it difficult to mentally place the King, even though Legolas had ‘shown’ her where his father slept. 




And now it would soon be midwinter. As she joined their dream paths together, Legolas showed her where he was. 




“I feel that this is a place where my Lord Adar would be happy,” he said.




Ithilienne recognised that this was the Prince of Eryn Lasgalen speaking of The King, not just Legolas speaking of his father. 




“And this land, and these trees, would welcome him joyously. I feel as if they welcome me as his son, rather than as their future lord.”




Well, that was new. He had never said anything like that before. 




“There is still so much we have not seen, Tindómë and Haldir say, but this would be the right place for my Lord Adar to build his new home I think, and others can explore further as the yearning to go further touches them.




“For myself and my own folk, the land we passed through to reach this point calls me back, and I think we should begin there. Especially as Gimli tells me there are metal deposits close by so that we would not need to rely on Noldorin miners. And there is a deep, wide river that flows into the very lake that the Valar showed Tindómë, Haldir and Naneth. 




“But, once we have spent time celebrating the longest night, we are going to leave these places for a while and head south towards the land where Haldir is sure there are mellyrn.”




Ithilienne touched her forehead to his in their dream. “Once we have celebrated midwinter, I promise that I will do all in my power to find a way of letting your Lord Adar know that Lady Ferveren is here, and that there are trees that crave his presence. And, if I cannot reach his own dream paths, I will ask Elladan and Elrohir to pass on a message before they sail.”







On midwinter morning, in Alqualondë, a ship was sighted.







Chapter 13: The Ship



The ship appeared, as they always seemed to, out of the early morning mist. Naneth had said, in the past, that she wondered who orchestrated it—Cîrdan’s sailors, Ossë, or Lord Ulmo. Whoever it was, the ships from the far side of the Sundering Sea always appeared out of the mist at a point where they would take perhaps an hour to reach the shore. 




They never seemed to arrive in the middle of the afternoon, or at dusk, no matter what the day length. Neither did they arrive on a day so clear that a mast could be seen as it came up and over the horizon. If it was not for the number of misty mornings without ships arriving from The Havens one might even use such weather conditions to predict that a ship would arrive by mid-morning. Anyway, as Naneth said, it made for good story telling or song.




Ithilienne had seen for herself the way in which people seemed to somehow know if there was someone special for them on board an incoming vessel. Sometimes a family of Teleri would arrive in their own vessel, from a town or village up or down the coast, at almost the same time as the immigrant ship—and one of the crew would be greeted by parents, or other family members. 




Sometimes a family would arrive from Tirion or some other Noldorin settlement. They would almost certainly be greeting someone who had come from Imladris these days. More often, in the past years, a group of Sindar or Silvan Elves would arrive in Alqualondë about the same time as the ship first appeared out of the mist, and there would be those on board from East Lorien or Eryn Ithil. 




That had been the case when the last ship arrived, whilst Naneth and Haldir had been on their journey to find Lord Namo, and Galanthir and Brethiliel’s parents had been on board. But, even if you felt no pull in the fëa to be at the quayside, it was still an exciting event and many elves headed to the quayside anyway, taking a break from preparations for the evening’s feasting, dancing, and gift giving. 




Ithilienne was almost certain that it was not an earlier-than-she-expected arrival of the twins, their grandfather, and the last of the Imladrim. Lady Galadriel was spending some time at her father’s palace in Tirion (convincing him that letting the ‘newcomers’ sort out the new lands for themselves was entirely his idea), and there was no sign of her suddenly arriving at the quayside, and Master Elrond and Celebrían seemed to only be preparing to go down as usual to stand towards the back of the crowd, to greet anyone from Imladris, and hope for letters from their sons. This time, Ithilienne was sure, there would be letters that would give them extra cause to celebrate. 




Lady Ferveren did not appear to have the desperate need to get down there that she surely would if she felt the tug on her fëa of her husband approaching, so it certainly wasn’t King Thranduil having decided to sail without any ‘help’ from Ithilienne. Which, she thought would have been so funny—but would also have saved her trying to figure out just how to reach him in his stone-built stronghold.




Perhaps, she thought, distracting herself from the ship for a moment, she should wait until warmer weather. It had been very hard to reach Legolas in the stone-built Noldorin town, although she had assumed, in the end, that had been just because it was such a new skill to them both. But if it was the stone then she knew, from a conversation with Rhîwen in the past, that Aran Thranduil slept outdoors, in the trees, quite often in the summer.




Thinking of Rhîwen, Ithilienne had promised her brother that she would meet any ship whilst he was away exploring, in case Rhîwen was on it. Haldirin did not think she would arrive whilst he was away as she had said she did not really want to travel to The Havens alone—but she had also said that, in the end, she might not wait for her Grandfather to decide to sail. 




Ithilienne got her cloak and went to join Master Elrond and Celebrían for the walk to the harbour. Lady Ferveren was waiting by the door. She said she was excited to go to the quay as she had not witnessed such an arrival before. She seemed a bit more antsy than her hosts, Ithilienne thought, and began to wonder if, even if her husband was almost certainly not on board (he would definitely have flown a standard like Legolas did), there might be someone she knew well from her life in Eryn Lasgalen. Or, just possibly, a relative she had never met…







“Rhîwen!” 




Thank goodness she had kept her promise to Haldirin. Then before she even got a chance to point Rhîwen out to Lady Ferveren she recognised the figure standing behind the elleth. Well that was unexpected! 




“Cîrdoron! It’s Cîrdoron!” Somehow it had never occurred to either Haldirin or Ithilienne that Rhîwen’s brother might choose to undertake the journey with her.




Once the ship was berthed it took Ithilienne very little time to decide that, whilst whoever did such a good job of timing the ship’s arrival had clearly assumed that it should be a perfect midwinter gift for those waiting on the quayside, an extra day’s preparation would have been useful. And, of course, there was no way she could walk a dream path with Naneth or Legolas tonight to give them the news; no-one slept on midwinter night. 




Her day quickly became a blur; she introduced the siblings to their grandmother and all three seemed quite stunned by this unexpected meeting. Then she needed to explain why Haldirin was not at the quayside as he had told Rhîwen he would be on the last occasion he saw her. Next came the question of where they would live, at least in the short term and, almost as important, whether they had brought their festival clothes and did Cîrdoron need to get ribbons? 




Celebrían suggested Cîrdoron might use the bedroom Legolas had been using, and Rhîwen could use the one built for Elladan, “for a short time”, Those rooms were beginning to look, Ithilienne thought, as if they should be known as the ‘Junior Royalty Wing’. Luckily the answers to the other questions were ‘yes’ and ‘no’, so at least there was no need to try to arrange those things at short notice, just the need to ensure there were midwinter gifts for these two new arrivals.




Master Elrond and his wife had received a package of letters from Imladris which made them both smile whenever they caught each other’s eyes, so Ithilienne was sure they now knew that their sons, and so the rest of those remaining in Imladris, were finally preparing to sail. 




She wondered if they mentioned her part in this; so far both were busy with other things and she had not spoken to them. Master Elrond was closeted somewhere with Erestor, and Celebrían had taken over Lady Ferveren’s share of the organisation of the feast for the night, to give her more time with the grandchildren she had only just met.




In the end Ithilienne only really got a chance to speak to Rhîwen and Cîrdoron once the feasting was well under way. They explained that it had been Rhîwen who had wanted to sail; she felt restless and thought often of what the sea might be like, as well as thoughts of Haldirin, and a feeling that their world was closing in on them as they no longer left their forest and the inhabited part of that was getting smaller. In effect, Ithilienne thought, it sounded as if Rhîwen had begun to feel the sea-longing.




But her parents and grandfather tried to persuade her to “stay, wait until we all make our decision on the future.” They said the world outside their forest was not safe for her to travel alone, and did not even want her to travel with any group who decided to make the journey; “you need your own family with you, who knows what might await you either on the road, at The Havens, or when you get to this fabled land beyond the edge of the world…”




And Cîrdoron had shocked them all by choosing to accompany his sister so that she would not be alone. 




 “I wish,” he said, “that there was some way of letting them know that we are safe, that we are amongst friends…and most of all that Daernaneth is here.”




Ithilienne said nothing…yet.







In the forest to the West, midwinter was celebrated amongst the trees that Legolas thought would be a home for his adar. The air was feeling chilled, and the grass was frosted by dawn in the clearing between the trees where they had built some very simple talans for shelter. Gimli, at ground level, slept in a bender made from willow branches which Tharhîwon and Haldirin said looked like it should be a ‘hobbit’s holiday hole’.




There were one or two simple gifts exchanged, mainly small wooden tokens made around the campfire in the evenings, and a feast was planned, certainly simpler than that being prepared in Alqualondë, but all from the bounty of the land around them.




But, as dusk began to turn to darkness, a voice was heard calling “Greeting friends!” and a figure rode into the clearing. 




Simply dressed in grey, riding a dappled grey horse, he was recognised almost as soon as he was visible.




“Gandalf!”




“Mithrandir!”




“Mithrandalf!”




Quickly followed by “What news, Mithrandir?” from Legolas. “Do you bring bad tidings?”




“No, no storm crow I!” came the reply, at which a chuckle could be heard from Gimli.




“Rather,” the maia continued, “I have come to share mid-winter with you and bring you an invitation. Lord Oromë invites any who wish, to join his hunt tonight.”




It quickly became clear that almost the entire group wished.




“There is certainly time to eat first,” Gandalf said. “And I bring gifts to add to the feast, having passed by Master Elrond’s kitchens a day or two ago.”




Well that confirmed that he had not ridden the whole way in his physical form Tindómë thought, as he produced fresh bread and cake from saddle bags, and she wondered where he had acquired the horse. 




“How was Master Elrond?” she asked him.




“Ah…I did not see any of the household except the baker. It was a flying visit. I realised you would be short of flour by this point in your journey, and thought you might appreciate a small addition to your larder, but did not really have time to socialise.”




Tindómë wondered if he already knew of Ithilienne’s occasional visits by dream, or whether she should ask him for all the news, as if she knew nothing of anything that had happened since they left almost a year ago. But he seemed anxious to change the subject of how he came by what were, technically, Master Elrond’s baked goods and was already turning to talk to Gimli.




By the time the food was laid out Tindómë had asked Gimli if she could stay with him, as she really wasn’t up to the equestrian standards of Lord Oromë’s Hunt, so letting Legolas and Tharhîwon go and enjoy themselves guilt-free. Mirieth, the Galadhrim healer, had said she would prefer to remain in their temporary settlement too, and tend the fire alongside Tindómë, but it seemed as if every other ellon and elleth was desperate to mount up and be off. And then, rather to Tindómë’s surprise, Gandalf said that he, too, would remain throughout the night.




“I am looking forward to spending time with my old friend Gimli, and with my honorary grand-daughter,” he added with a distinct twinkle in his eye.




Finally, as Ithil rose well above the treetops and stars studded the near-cloudless sky, a horn was heard and it seemed as if the forest was suddenly filled with voices and movement. 




The great, golden-haired, figure of Lord Oromë emerged into the clearing and greeted Tindómë, Haldir, and Legolas by name adding, “I see Olórin passed on my invitation,” as many of the elves were already mounting their horses.




Tulkas then materialised from the forest and spoke directly to Tindómë. 




 “Do you wish to join me again, little one?”




“No, I think I will pass and stay here, thank you, Your Lordship.”




He grinned. Then his gaze turned so unerringly to Haldirin, already on horseback, that Tindómë smiled. Either it was another sign that the Valar kept a closer eye on their Key than was obvious, or her son glowed green to their eyes. Maybe both.




“I see, in this, that your son is more his father’s than yours. Perhaps your daughter, too, will join us when she comes to live in these woods!” 




He touched his heel to his mount and became part of the host of mounted figures that Tindómë could now see at the edge of the clearing. Within seconds that throng also contained all the exploratory party except for Gimli, Tindómë and Mirieth; the great horn sounded again, there was a rushing sensation, and their part of the forest was suddenly silent.




Then Gandalf turned to Gimli and produced a pipe and pipe-weed, and the normal sounds of the forest began again.




As Tindómë watched the two old friends smoking and conversing she thought, firstly, that at least they were out in the open and she could stay up-wind, so to speak, then fell to considering what her ‘three musketeers’ would call the maia if they included Olórin in their composite version of his names. 




It was hard to explain to the other three why she burst out laughing when it occurred to her that the obvious version would mark him down, back in California, as having Irish ancestry, it being O’Mithrandalf.




Gimli slept. Mirieth and Tindómë told their visitor tales of their journey so far and finally Tindómë asked him a question that had fascinated her since she and Haldir had first encountered Lord Oromë’s hunt.




“Who are the people who ride in the hunt? As there have not yet been elves in these forests, are they all maiar? There seem to be a lot of them.”




He smiled and then replied “Ah—but many of them are, indeed, elves.”




“But…how, or maybe who?”




She was glad he had put the pipe away once Gimli retired for the night, because this was just the sort of time when he would have taken ages fussing with it, back when she first knew him. As it was, the pause was quite short.




“You know that Lord Aulë has a physical forge and workshops where elves go to learn from him?”




“Yes, of course, Gimli went there with Naltatamë, but…”




She got no further as Mithrandir (she must remember to use that name when amongst only elves, she reminded herself) continued speaking.




“And there is a small town around these places of work and learning where some smiths live permanently with their families, and the visiting smiths stay.”




Actually that had never really occurred to Tindómë, although Mirieth nodded as if she already knew. But, then, she was Galadhrim…




“And has it not occurred to you to wonder where Lord Oromë’s horses and hounds are stabled and kennelled, and who cares for them?”




Weirdly it had not. Even though she had only hours before wondered where his horse had come from.




“There is a village within these great forests with his lordship’s great hall at the centre of it. Think of Meduseld in the centre of Édoras.”




“It isn’t where dead Rohirrim go is it?” she asked in some astonishment.




He shook his head, but smiled. “No, they go, as do other mortals, beyond the circles of the world. This village is home to a number of elves and will, in time, become known to those of you who live in the forest in the same way that Lord Aulë’s forge is to the Noldor. But, at present, let us just say that it is somewhere in the forest.




“The inhabitants are mainly Silvan, and some Sindar. Some arrived in Aman by sea, as you did yourselves, but were clearly unsettled; His Lordship’s maiar offered them the opportunity to join this village, and ensured they reached it.”




Tindómë thought ‘Ah! Perhaps something like a miniature portal…’ and Mithrandir clearly picked up the thought as he simply nodded.




“Others came by way of Mandos Halls. Ready to leave, but not to join society outside the halls for one reason or another. When given the option they, too, choose this hidden village, which also promised the excitement of the ride and the hunt which some of them need.”




“Elo!” Tindómë said, as Mirieth also spoke. “Haldir would love to spend time there—I wonder why he did not, when he left the Halls?”




“Haldir had family now in Aman, his brothers were here, he did not need the possibility of time spent in the stables of Lord Oromë. But you are right that time spent there may well be part of his future.”




Tindómë wondered again, quietly, whether Mirieth might one day bind with Haldir. But Mithrandir was still speaking.




“And there is one tonight who chose to be a villager and ride with the hunt, when he was ready to restart life, who is kin to one of your party. I wonder if they will have the courage to introduce themselves…”




It was clear from his tone of voice that he was not going to say more.







Tindómë found it difficult to stay awake, as there was no dancing, singing, or Rumil at hand despite it being midwinter. In the end she began to walk the dream paths and could see someone clutching Tharhîwon’s arm and pulling him away whilst she had hold of his other arm and tried to keep him with her. She feared he was the one who would meet unexpected kin.




It was a relief when the hunters returned, and she could see him chatting to Haldirin and looking quite normal.




And then Legolas dismounted, right beside her, looking quite dazed.




“I have met my grandfather,” was all he said.






Chapter 14: You Will Never Believe…



“Legolas…”




“Meleth!”




“… you will never believe…”




“You will never believe…”




“…what has happened!”




“…what has happened!”




And then both stopped and began laughing. They had been so anxious to share their news, at this first meeting on the dream-paths since the solstice, that there was not even anything solid looking around them yet, just darkness and a little starlight. 




Ithilienne concentrated briefly and, now, they were on the edge of the area where the Ithilrim had celebrated every solstice since their arrival in Aman. On the hard-packed sand figures were dancing and laughing. She waited to see if Legolas would realise just who he was looking at.




It seemed, for a moment, that he hadn’t as he began to speak. “I rode out with Lord Oromë’s…”




He stopped in mid-sentence. His jaw dropped. He had, clearly, actually just looked at what was in front of him.




“Rhîwen! It’s Rhîwen!” Then his face dropped and the excitement disappeared as if someone had just punched him in the stomach. 




“Adar…” he said. “Adar must have chosen not to come, or she would not have come alone.”




Oof! That wasn’t the response Ithilienne had expected. And she realised that if he saw Cîrdoron right now it would probably confirm his hasty conclusion, so she changed their surroundings to a quiet part of the beach, looking over a starlit sea.




“No,” she said then, “wait a moment and listen.




“Rhîwen said that in the past years she felt restless and thought often of what the sea might be like, as well as thoughts of you… and Haldirin. And she said it felt as if their world was closing in on them, they no longer left their forest and the part where the elves lived was getting smaller. I think she began to get a sort of sea-longing.”




“But if Adar intended to come he would have asked her to wait for the rest of the family,” Legolas said.




“He did. At least he asked her to wait until they had all made a decision, so he clearly hasn’t finally decided not to come. He did keep saying she shouldn’t travel without her family in case you weren’t waiting here for her - which, hey, good call! 




“But she didn’t travel without family because…” She changed their surroundings again, and now Legolas could see her memory of his naneth dancing with her grandson.




“And before you say anything more, Cîrdoron says he thinks that if both of them are here it will be an added incentive for the rest of the family to follow.”




Legolas was clearly thinking this through as he said nothing for quite a while. 




In fact it was Ithilienne who finally spoke again. “So—what was it that I would never guess?”




Legolas shook his head slightly, as if trying to clear his thoughts, and then said “My grandfather. I have met my grandfather Oropher.”




“Elo! How? I mean where? What is he like? I mean he must be alive again…”




“I think it might be easier to show you. Can you walk on my path for a time and I will show you the how, and the where?”




Of course she could. 




It was easy, now, to let their perspective change and to let Legolas take the lead so that, soon, she felt as if she was mounted behind him in the midst of a great company of others; there were hounds swirling around the horses and then came the sound of a great horn and their mount leapt forward.




“And,” he said some time later, “he is very clear that he does not want to be a king. He does not want to lead our people. The fault, he said, was not all with Gil-Galad and, from what he has learnt over the years, both in Mandos and since he returned, Adar is a much better king; he has, as Grandfather said, had many yeni more practice.”




Whilst Ithilienne tried to, as Naneth said, ‘get her head around’ this, and the images of The Great Hunt, Legolas spoke again.




“Meleth, daughter of The Key, do you think you can reach Adar as you have reached the Elrondionath? There is so much that he needs to know of life here.”




“I think I can. Really, I think I can. I have an idea almost worked out in my head. I need to talk to Naneth I think, but I promise I will try to reach Aran Thranduil.”




In the dream they sat, foreheads touching, for a little longer, saying nothing and slowly they drifted back to their own dreams, and the new morning.







This really would be a beautiful place for them to live, Tindómë thought, watching the first sunlight glinting on the overnight hoar frost that covered the grass.




They were still where they had celebrated mid-winter a couple of weeks ago. The plan was to stay here for another week or two yet, or maybe another month or two; there was, no sense of urgency. 




She had wondered if Haldirin might want to go straight back to Alqualondë after his sister had walked with him during his sleep recently so that he knew Rhîwen had arrived there. But Ithilienne had explained to Rhîwen why her brother had not, despite his promise, met her on the quayside, and she had said that Rhîwen’s answer was basically that she wished, in that case, that she had set off sooner so that she could have travelled with him. But, in the meantime, she would be happy to wait before making him work to persuade her to accept each and every solstice ribbon he had kept for her arrival.




Really, Legolas and probably others, Tindómë thought, wanted to experience ice and snow before they would start to move further south, towards the area Haldir was sure would be a suitable new home for the Galadhrim. They had encountered both as they crossed the mountains, of course, but she knew that since arriving in Aman both the Ithilrim and, perhaps even more, the folk of the Great Greenwood, had really missed the feeling of ice-scrunched leaves underfoot, and watching snow gently blanket trees and earth.




On the other hand, she could well understand why, even though the crossing of the Helcaraxë was literally Ages ago, Her Ladyship might prefer somewhere with no great prospect of days and days of snow and ice.




It was unlikely that this particular spot would become the main settlement when they all finally moved here. A little further north they had passed through stands of tall redwoods as well as sturdy oaks and pine, where there were also large, natural, tracts of clear land, the large lake she had begun to think of as Orophin’s, and hills within a day’s ride where Gimli said there was both good building stone, should they need it, and good seams of lead and silver, possibly even mithril.




But the area around this sheltered glade, with its nearby stream, would almost certainly become a village. The trees here were now so used to elven company that they would certainly manage to convince some of Legolas’s people to come and live amongst them.




“Nethig,” Legolas’s voice broke into her reverie. “Others are preparing breakfast, come and walk with me.”




M’kay, that meant he wanted a private conversation. She glanced over at Rumil, who was talking to Haldir, only a yard or two away, to see if he had noticed. He held his hand briefly to his mouth; he would make sure there was breakfast for her when she returned, and so she got to her feet, smiled, and followed.




“Did you speak with Ithilienne last night?” Legolas asked as soon as they were away from the others.




“I did. And I had a similar conversation with her to the one I know she had with you a few nights ago. Should she tell Rhîwen that Haldirin knows of her arrival? Should we let anyone else here know that Rhîwen and Cîrdoron are here? If so, how would we explain our knowledge? Are the Elrondionath likely to have explained their decision to their parents in the letters they sent? Should she tell your Naneth how we are doing here? Or Her Ladyship?”




She paused. “And I think we have come to some decisions, as long as you are happy with them.”




“Firstly I think, if the Els had said clearly that they had decided to sail because they’d walked a dream path where they met Ithilienne, she would have already had a long, long, conversation with Master Elrond, whether she wanted to or not. So, if she is still wondering about it, chances are they didn’t explain exactly why they had come to that decision.




“She did say that there was a letter for me amongst the ones they sent; I have told her to open it and read it before the next time she meets me in our sleep, so that she can tell me what it says.”




As she stopped talking to negotiate a steep section of the path that the elves had now made down to the river, Legolas smiled and said, “That is hardly a decision that I need to approve of… what else did you decide, Nethig?”




“We spoke of how to let your father know what is happening here, on this side of the Sundering Sea. Your naneth, your grandfather, this…” She waved her hands around encompassing their surroundings. “If he had all the relevant information, he could make a properly informed decision about sailing.”




Legolas laughed. “You sound very formal—like Faramir used to when he was making official reports. Or maybe an advisor to the King of the Noldor!” 




Tindómë gave him a hard stare for at least a minute before she couldn’t keep it up any longer. ‘Out of practice,’ she thought.




“It is serious stuff, ernil nín.” 




If he could differentiate between ‘Adar’ and ‘My Lord Adar’ depending on whether he was thinking of his father as just that, or as the king, then she could do the same between ‘big brother’ and ‘my prince.’




He nodded in acknowledgement, recognising the title.




“Ithilienne and I think that, if Master Elrond and Celebrían haven’t heard about this ability from the twins, and so cannot mention it to your naneth, then Ithilienne will not tell her about it either so that she won’t build up hopes that may not be fulfilled. But she is going to tell Cîrdoron and Rhîwen, even though it will require quite some explanation about me being The Key of the Valar.”




Legolas did not even raise an eye-brow but waited for her to go on.




“If she could reach the twins more easily because they had linked their fëar in sleep, she might well be able to do the same thing on this side of the sea instead; link her fëa to Cîrdoron and Rhîwen as if they are her guides and, combined like that, she thinks she can reach Aran Thranduil.”




She could see Legolas’s emotions flit across his face. Even yet part of her thought that she wouldn’t even have noticed the fleeting changes in expression when she first came to Middle Earth. But now she saw understanding and hope, with a hint of worry, as he spoke.




“If she could… if they could… surely if Adar only knew…” Then the worry, “…provided that Ithilienne is safe, that she can do this without her fëa getting lost. She is as precious to me as Adar.”




Actually he looked slightly stunned, himself, at those last words, Tindómë thought. She decided not to mention that but to be Ithilienne’s nana, rather than Legolas’s small sister, for a few moments more.




“She will be careful. She understands her own limits, which is why she has not, quite, been able to reach him on her own; twice Nithdur has woken her as he felt she had gone far enough. And, no, she didn’t tell you that, in case you worried, whether as her ‘almost intended’, or as her prince, or whatever.”




Legolas inclined his head slightly in acknowledgement but didn’t say anything. They walked a little further along the riverbank and paused to watch a heron where it stood very still, knee deep in the shallower part of the river (yes, Tindómë knew technically those joints were ankles, but knee-deep worked for her). It stared fixedly into the water then thrust down with its beak without luck. Then, a second stab and it held a small fish which it began to eat after a couple of head flicks and twists to turn it headfirst down its throat. 




It reminded Tindómë of watching Rumil and his brothers fish with a hand-held arrow each. 




“Tharhîwon knows,” she said. 




Legolas looked questioningly at her.




“He knows that Ithilienne spoke to her brother as he slept. The two of them are as close as if I had conceived and carried them both, and Tharhîwon has teased him about ‘his’ Rhîwen more than once. Haldirin told me he was still so surprised she really had arrived whilst he wasn’t there to greet her that, when Tharhîwon said he looked as if he had walked a very unexpected dream path, he told him.




“But Tharhîwon knows more than most about The Key, so he was not particularly shocked, more fascinated to know more. He won’t tell anyone else.”




“I am glad,” Legolas said with a slight smile. “Not that he will not tell all and sundry just yet, for I trust him, but that he is now so tightly part of your family and counts himself one of the Ithilrim; for I, too, think of him as ‘ours’ ever since you and Haldirin first found him in Éowyn’s winter garden. And, when he comes to live in these forests, Master Elrond and Lady Celebrían will miss his presence around their home a good deal less than they might have done, now that we know they will have their sons here.”




The heron had eaten its fish and they watched as it took to the wing.




“He has finished his breakfast,” Legolas said, “And we should return to the others, or we will get none.”




“Speak for yourself, atheg,” Tindómë countered, “I know Rumil is keeping some warm for me!”




The serious conversation was clearly over. At least for now.






Chapter 15: Now We Are Three




To our dear Tindómë, (and also to Ithilienne who we think may read this first,) 



You will be happy to know that we have begun the preparations to do as you advised us through your daughter and, ‘get your Lordly asses over here because your naneth is desperate to see you.’ 




We wish to say thank you, Ithilienne, for showing us our parents together, well and happy, but clearly waiting for us. We may be deeply rooted in this valley but we realise now that we also have roots in Aman. 




We have told our parents, in the letters they have received by this ship, that we have made our decision to sail. But we have said nothing of your ‘visit’ to us as we understand how even they might be tempted to ask more of you than you can give without over-stretching yourself. 




We look forward to seeing all your family, and Legolas too, before too many years have passed.




Elladan and Elrohir, sons of Elrond and Celebrían. 






‘Well that answered that question, then,’ thought Ithilienne.







Over the next weeks she had other questions answered as well.







If Cîrdoron and Rhîwen had looked as tired and drawn as had some of the elves coming off the ship, Ithilienne would not have mentioned anything about The Key to them for months, or longer, until they looked refreshed. But, actually, they both seemed well.




When she mentioned how well they both looked Cîrdoron first pointed out that he had been too young to be involved in the constant battle to defend their forest against the darkness. During the final battle at Dol Guldur he had been a young reserve left at the stronghold and had only been involved in the patrols in the years after, hunting and killing a few of the giant spiders. Rhîwen was not born until the forest had begun to recover.




Like most of those around them, in the years since Ithilienne had arrived here with her parents, they had felt that their world was growing smaller, as they became confined to Eryn Lasgalen. And even that was shrinking as men encroached at the margins, and more and more of the trees no longer seemed to recognise elves, or have a voice; it was as if they drifted into a sleep from which they could not be woken. 




This sense of their forest fading had been painful for them, but it was harder still on those who had fought and fought to defend their forest against evil, and now found that, in the peace, the forest itself was diminished. It was as if the bond between the forest and the elves wavered, and neither could truly draw succour from the other, and this was what affected so many of those who had arrived with them.




And yet there were still many who felt that they must stay because the trees needed them; and others who knew this fading would continue but felt no sense of kinship with the so-called High Elves across the sea. 




When she asked about their parents and grandfather, both said that they thought ‘Lord Daeradar’ and their father felt it would be wrong to abandon those who did not want to sail, and their mother would not sail without their father. But Grandfather in particular, Cîrdoron thought, felt drawn to know how Legolas fared—and, although he had never said as much, by the possibility of being reunited with his wife.




It was, Ithilienne decided, time to tell them about The Key.







“Elo!” said Cîrdoron. “I remember hearing Legolas describe your naneth as ‘A gift of the Valar’ when he first brought her and your adar to Eryn Lasgalen, but I thought he meant he had always wanted a little sister, not that he meant it literally! That is amazing. And Haldirin can see the unhoused? That must have made his visits to Eryn Lasgalen interesting for, we know, many of the Silvan choose to remain rather than go to Mandos and rebirth.”




“You would need to ask him about that,” Ithilienne said. “But I know that, at least when he was still half-grown, he didn’t realise they were the unhoused, to him they were just other elves, and so they really did not bother him.”




“I knew,” Rhîwen said. “Not the bit about your naneth being able to open doors between worlds…”




It was on the tip of Ithilienne’s tongue to cut in with “’Opening a portal requires complex magic. The Key, alone, is required to close one.’” But she didn’t. First let Rhîwen explain and then point it out again later.




“…but that he sometimes saw the houseless. He did not explain why and was so matter-of-fact about it that I just thought of it as a talent, like carving or weaving. 




“When he came with Legolas that last time, he told me that Grandfather feared that Grandmother’s fëa had remained in the forest and so, if he sailed, they would never be reunited. But Haldirin had told him that he had neither seen, nor felt, her presence. I think that is, probably, when Grandfather first began to consider sailing as a possibility rather than refusing to think about it at all.”




“If only he knew for certain,” Cîrdoron said. “I know it is meant to be a test of our confidence in what we have been told; to take the straight road without knowing what awaits us. But I reckon it is very mean of the Valar to prevent any communication from those already here especially considering that, at least in the past, some of Círdan’s sailors must have gone back or he would have run out of crews.”




‘Fair point’, thought Ithilienne. ‘I wonder how they made sure that no news ever went back? I must ask someone…’ But she decided to leave that for later.




“Yes, well… about letting Aran Thranduil know for certain about Lady Ferveren,” she said, “when I said it makes it very easy for me to walk along other people’s dream paths, even if they are far away from me, I, er, I have a plan.”







Joining her waking dream path with first Rhîwen, then Cîrdoron, before both Rhîwen and Cîrdoron together, whilst they slept indoors and she sat outside on the rocks overlooking the sea to provide at least a little distance, had been easy. Now came the next step.




Nithdur was called upon, again, to make sure Ithilienne did not overexert herself and find it difficult to return to her hröa and, as the full moon shone over the sea as if it lit the straight path, she began to let herself drift.




‘The Key is in the blood, The Key is in my blood, here is my blood moving through my body, The Key is in the blood…. Feel my rhythm Rhîwen, feel the rhythm of my blood. Feel my rhythm Cîrdoron, feel the rhythm of my blood. The blood is The Key, The Key to opening a way your Grandfather…’




Soon she could feel Cîrdoron as if he was beside her, then Rhîwen as well. Cîrdoron felt stronger; she would ask him to lead.




“Cîrdoron, show me your Grandfather, show me where he sleeps…”







It was a beautiful night, a night to be outdoors. Winter was passed, and the time of stirring was over, now it was ethuil, and the branches around the flet were rustling with new leaves. It was almost too good a night to sleep but, sometimes now, moving from day to day was becoming wearisome and sleep came unbidden.




Then he found himself on an unexpected dream path. He was nowhere he recognised, but it was a dark glade where festive lanterns gave only hazy illumination, and there was the muffled sound of music and the beat of the drums. 




He heard a voice; “Aran Thranduil, Aran Thranduil… I am Ithilienne. I am The Key to the door between dream paths.”




The sleeping king was not surprised. Tindómë had told him that The Key between worlds was in her blood, The Key to the world of the unhoused was in Haldirin’s blood—of course The Key to the door between dream paths would be in the blood of Tindómë’s daughter.




Then she continued, “I am not alone. Cîrdoron, Rhîwen, walk with me to see your Grandfather.”




And there were their voices! “Grandfather…” “Grandfather we are well!”




Ithilienne again, “They are helping me to focus on you. I can show you things I have seen, now.”




The glade and the sound of the music became clearer and now he could see Cîrdoron, in his festive clothes, hair full of ribbons, dancing with…FERVEREN! Thranduil’s heart leapt in his chest as if it would escape and fly along the dream path unfettered by the physical world.




“Grandmother—we were in the garden of Master Elrond’s House with Grandmother,” came Rhîwen’s voice.




“My Naneth says Lady Ferveren yearns for you, Aran Thranduil. She is here, she is well—but she is always alone without you. We must go, I am tiring. But there is more to show. We will try again when I am able…” Then, weaker, “Legolas is well…”




The three voices faded as they bid him farewell.




Birdsong and a breeze through the branches woke him. He had no doubts about what he had seen and heard as he slept. (He would, perhaps, have been amused to know that, in this, he was more decisive than the sons of Elrond!)




His son and grandchildren had survived the crossing of the Sundering Sea. And his wife, the other half of his very soul, was well, healthy, and yearned for his presence. He must tell Ardoron that his mother had been reborn, he must send to Círdan the Shipwright to prepare ships, he must…




‘No,’ he thought. ‘I must not. For I am the King of my people, and I must not desert them. So many of them have no wish to leave this place. How can I abandon them? A King should always put his people first.’






Chapter 16: Avoidance



Tindómë lay in her husband’s arms watching the morning sunshine on the leaves of the mallorn above their heads, for they were in the lands now that might well become the home of Lord Celeborn and Her Ladyship. 




No worries about too much wine at last night’s midsummer feast; Gandalf had not joined them bearing gifts as he did for the midwinter celebration and they had not been anywhere long enough, since this expedition left Alqualondë, to make even an oak-leaf wine. Perhaps, she thought lazily, they should have made wine of some sort when they had been in what she already thought of as the new Eryn Ithil. They could have made some and left it to mature for their return…




There had been no kisses for ribbons for the single ellyn, either, nor a ride for anyone with the Great Hunt, although it had not been a totally uneventful night. There had, of course, been music. From various saddle bags had emerged, as they often did, the bollans, a fiddle, feddyn, and the Telerin pipes Galanthir had learn to make and play, but last night one or two of the ellyn had been somewhat surprised to find themselves dancing with an elleth they did not recognise as part of their group. Tindómë had recognised her, of course, and taken great pleasure in introducing Haldir to his partner by name. 




‘He dances well,’ said the voice inside her head, as Haldir gallantly kissed Nessa’s hand, ‘but it was more fun to watch when he was naked…’




Tindómë had also recognised Tulkas before anyone else when he appeared, as the sun rose, to jump the fire. And she was pretty sure that, when she and Rumil had joined together enthusiastically a little later, the similar sounds from around the other side of the great tree trunk were made by those two visitors. She wondered if they turned up and joined in quite as enthusiastically with Noldorin or Vanyarin celebrations.




‘Not usually, they are not so much fun.’ Nessa was inside her head again… ‘Although Ossë and Uinen have been known to attend Telerin parties on the beach.’




‘Elo!’ thought Tindómë, ‘I had never thought of any maia other than Gandalf joining us at Solstice celebrations. But there are always some of the Teleri who join in that I don’t recognise. I wonder if…’




‘Oh almost certainly,’ came Nessa’s voice before Tindómë could even finish the thought. ‘I have seen your memories of your usual celebrations when you are all together—perhaps you should look very closely at your ribbons when you get back there!’




And whilst Tindómë’s mind boggled at the possibility that she had, unknowingly, been kissed by Ossë she heard a faint giggle and knew that the vala had left.




As a bound ellon Rumil did not wear the ribbons to take part in ‘the hunt’—but she so must tell the unbound males they might have had a ribbon accepted by Uinen! Legolas first, and Galanthir; should she tell Haldir? He would be bound to insist that he most certainly had done… And Haldirin and Tharhîwon; what in all Arda would they think of that possibility?




Haldirin… she wondered if her son would also be, at least mentally, adding more ribbons to those he had put aside every solstice since their arrival here in Aman, despite their relatively small group having ’ribbonless’ celebrations since they began the current adventure. Even if he didn’t add more for these recent celebrations, they should give him and Rhîwen a great deal of pleasure if the Princess of Eryn Lasgalen made him work hard to get her to accept each one already in the carved box under his bed!




How many must there be now? She tried to work out how long it was since they had arrived in Alqualondë aboard the Heart of Eryn Ithil, but gave up after a while. Perhaps Haldirin’s ribbons were the only proper record; time here tended to drift even more than it had during the years in Middle Earth. But, there, there had been the constant awareness of their mortal friends and acquaintances ageing; a sense of time counting down and running out. 




She tried again. Had it been ten years or twenty between their arrival and the hobbits dying? Or longer? How long after that did Haldir leave Mandos Halls? How many years did he spend visiting Alqualondë regularly to persuade his brothers to return to Her Ladyship’s household, and their parents? How long was it since they had celebrated Haldirin’s first Yén? Soon it must be time to celebrate Ithilienne’s! 




She had schooled herself so well to not count years that she had lost track. It was a good thing that Rumil kept a better mental count. She knew he did, as both he and Haldirin had been aware when the Yén celebrations for Haldirin had been approaching. And she still didn’t know if time passed at the same rate here and in Middle Earth… she drifted off to sleep, still puzzling over it.







Had he been aware of her question, King Thranduil could have answered it for her where he also lay awake after celebrating midsummer. In his case alone, in a bed, and, allowing for the rotation of the planet, a few hours before Tindómë had asked it.




He could have told her that they had celebrated one winter solstice since his only grandchildren had left the stronghold and set off to The Havens, and it was five weeks and three days since those same grandchildren had appeared in his dream, led by Ithilienne, and shown him that not only had they arrived in The West safely but had celebrated the winter solstice there. Not only celebrated it but celebrated it with their grandmother. His wife, his beloved, who held part of his soul.




Five weeks and three days in which he had gone over and over that knowledge, and what it meant to him. Five weeks and three days during which he had not told Ardoron that his mother was alive on the other side of the Sundering Sea. Five weeks and three days in which he had avoided sleep as much as possible in case Ithilienne should open the way between dream paths and ask him what his plans were. 




And only now came the realisation that if Cîrdoron and Rhîwen, powered by Ithilienne, could reach his dream path, how much easier might they find it to reach their father or mother? 







Ithilienne did wonder if Legolas’s father was avoiding them. More likely that the twice they had tried, since the successful encounter, they simply had not reached out whilst he slept. Perhaps, though, he was busy making a plan and was sleeping at odd times until he could tell them when he would arrive. But there was the worrying possibility that was avoiding them because he was still undecided. Maybe he felt Legolas and his mother were enough for each other.




She had said, during that successful attempt, that there was more to show him. But, when she thought about it, she had not seen the new lands that were theirs and she wondered if it was possible to show him clearly what Legolas had shown her.




Now that the celebrations for the solstice were over she decided another approach might be necessary. Time to stretch her abilities a little further.







This time the first inkling that Thranduil had that he was no longer alone on his dream path was a distinct, if distant, “Gotcha!”.




“Aran Thranduil, Aran Thranduil—can you hear me?”




It was not in him to lie and so he told her he could.




“I am stretching a long way…”




“Adar! Adar!” Legolas’s voice was faint but clear. “I am many leagues from Ithilienne, in our new lands. So much land—far more than any map showed. They have been hidden from the Noldor, awaiting our arrival. I will try to show you…”




And now, in the darkness, he saw, still faintly, trees, mountains, lakes… he could almost hear the trees calling to him.




Then they began to fade. He heard Ithilienne “I am tired…”. 




Then a final, hurried, message from Legolas “Your father is here. He does not want to be king—he is proud of you…” and then there was silence.







Legolas awoke, anxious. Had Adar heard and seen? Even more importantly, was Ithilienne alright? 




When she had suggested trying to reach both him and his father at the same time he feared it might be too much for her but, she said, she was already so much stronger than she had been, and she would use the link with him to ‘push’ her towards his father, just as she had with Cîrdoron and Rhîwen. Nithdur would stay as he had when she first tried to reach the Elrondionath, and each time she had tried to reach Legolas’s father. Cîrdoron and Rhîwen would be there as well. 




Then, just as Tindómë occasionally did, she reminded him that this was not just about family when she finished the conversation, “Ernil nin, you need to trust me.”




And he had trusted her, and they had reached his father; and now he had no way of knowing if she was safely back in her hröa because no-one else could do what she did and ‘talk’ to him to let him know.




“Atheg,” Tindómë said as she approached him. She did not sound all that anxious as she continued “how did the conference call go?”




He had to think about what she had just said. Sometimes she still used words ‘oddly’. Conference call. He thought about the two words, then put them together, and realised what she had meant. 




“It worked, nethig. We joined our dream paths together and then it was as if she held my hand whilst she reached out, and out, over the Sundering Sea. Then I showed her in my mind some of the places we have seen, but Adar could see them as well. 




“I was even able to tell him about grandfather wishing Adar to remain as the king. At least I think he heard that. Ithilienne sounded very tired by then and I could just hear her saying goodbye to me, then she was gone.”




He paused. Should he worry Tindómë? Should he tell her his concerns? 




He didn’t need to. “Don’t worry about her atheg,” she said. “I think she has learnt her own limits by now. And she was not alone—I trust Nithdur to make sure she keeps fëa and hröa together even if Cîrdoron and Rhîwen might have let her drift too far.”




She sounded confident. He hoped she really was. 




“Stop fretting, and go and do a bit of ‘lording’,” she said with the hint of a smile. “See how the mapping is going; eat breakfast with Gimli; find some way to annoy Haldir, who will then occupy you so well that you will have time to think of nothing else. And do not expect Ithi to walk with either of us as we sleep for at least a seven-night.”




He took a deep breath and decided to take her advice. Well, as far as breakfasting with Gimli. He wasn’t sure if he could face Haldir if he really did manage to annoy him!







Land! So much land. Such beautiful land. And their land. Land that had been hidden from the ‘High Elves’ all these ages, waiting for the Sindar and Silvan elves to finally arrive. And if his own father had been reborn, and his beloved wife had been reborn, there must be others. 




Those who had left to sail into the unknown, in the hope of being reunited with those who had died, would be there—as might those who they had hoped to find.




He realised, too, that deep inside himself he had feared, were his father amongst those who had answered the call to Mandos and been reborn, a return to being a prince not a king. 




But Legolas had told him that, although Oropher was reborn, he had no wish to reign. Those folk of Eryn Lasgalen who were already there, in the West, would need someone to lead them into those new lands. ‘Legolas…’ a small inner voice said, but his son had clearly wanted him to join him. Surely others who remained here would wish to sail once they knew there was a true place for them.




Thinking of his son, he must discuss this, now, with Ardoron…




Which he did, only hours later. 




“Who would have thought,” his elder son said, “that, when Legolas chose to take The Key as a small sister, his decision would mean we now know so much more of what might be if we leave our home here.




“But,” he continued thoughtfully, “there will still be those who do not wish to go. I need time to think about this, Adar.” 







Chapter 17: Decisions



Ithilienne was sitting in Legolas’s favourite tree, in the grounds of what Naneth called Imladris on Sea, slowly becoming a little less tired as the tree strengthened her. It had been hard to reach out first to Legolas and then, still holding his dream hand, to reach out, out, over the Sundering Sea, over the place where the world had been broken, and take him onto his father’s dream path.




She remembered when this ability had been a secret, shared only with Legolas, and mostly used to explore the possibilities of sexual pleasure when far apart. Now it was bigger, and more difficult, and they had shared little more than a quick caress on their shared dream paths for weeks.




Nithdur, and also Cîrdoron and Rhîwen, had told her when she fully returned to her hröa that her fëa looked weary and that, firstly, she should avoid Lady Ferveren and Celebrían for a day or two, for they would surely notice and worry. Secondly, all three insisted, that she must not try to reach out to Legolas or Naneth for at least a week, or longer if they thought that she still looked diminished. 




‘Sometimes,’ she thought, quoting her mother, ‘it sucks to be the youngest!’




But, being honest, she knew that they were right.




No sooner had she thought of her main ‘sleep guardian’ than she realised he was about to join her in her tree.




“Eat!” Nithdur said, passing her a small basket containing cheese, an apple, and some small, sweet, cakes. “And drink,” he added as he reached into his tunic and produced a small, stoppered, bottle. “You still look too tired to avoid being questioned if anyone gives you more than a passing glance.”




“Miruvor! Where did you get that?” Ithilienne asked.




“I have my sources…” he answered with a wink. “Now, eat and drink.”




She did. And felt much less weary within minutes.




“Good,” Nithdur said, “you look a good deal better. Come down and visit my workshop where you can rest, unquestioned, for a little longer. I have finished all the leatherwork Legolas asked me to make for his mother. Come and see whether you think it is as he wanted.”




She smiled. At least he did not ask if she could ‘show’ Legolas, even though he knew she could. Although she might, she thought, next time she was able to walk Legolas’s dream path with him.







Ithilienne was well; she had joined him as he slept twice, now, since the night when they had both spoken to Adar. The days were warm, the sun shone, the rivers and streams that they passed, or paused beside, seemed cheerful as they sang their way along, neither too dry nor in spate. Sometime, Legolas thought, the elves of these new lands should follow the rivers on downstream to see where, and how, they reached the sea. 




He smiled to himself as he remembered Tindómë telling him that Haldir had never considered where a river might go, once it was past the point where he needed to be aware of it, until he travelled with her to find lord Námo. Now he was as interested as Legolas himself about which stream was a tributary of which river, and in which direction they flowed. 




But Legolas had woken this morning with a sudden feeling that they had explored far enough, for now, and needed to turn their steps back to Alqualondë. They needed, he felt, to be across the mountain passes before they filled with snow. They had accurate maps of all they had seen, and Rumil had drawn their surroundings as they went, marking each drawing with its position on the newly drawn maps; they knew whose people would begin to settle where, and they could expand their knowledge as the settlements grew. It was time to follow the maps back.




He wondered whether this feeling that they should begin their return journey as soon as possible meant Adar was already preparing to sail, in the same way as he had felt the need to travel along the coast when Tindómë and Haldir had, unknown to Legolas, being travelling towards the same point with his Naneth. He did not feel as ‘antsy’, to quote his sister-of-the-heart, as he had then, but perhaps it was because the timeframe was different.




Or, he thought, as Gimli slowly got up from the bed of bracken that Tharhîwon and Haldirin had made for him last night, the reason was closer at hand. The old dwarf moved slowly and carefully towards the trees beyond the camp to relieve himself then, as slowly, back to where a log seat had been made ready for him. 




Legolas thought of Gimli dancing with Naltatamë, the black-haired smith from Master Elrond’s household, at their first solstice celebration on the shore at Alqualondë; and of his ease getting into the pony trap in which had travelled with her to visit Lord Aulë. He could not imagine Gimli dancing now, nor getting onto his pony unaided. 




He would talk tonight with some of the others, Haldir and Tangannel especially, as they represented the Galadhrim and those of Eryn Lasgalen who were not his own Ithilrim, but he had already decided; it was time to turn. Now.




When he told the others that he felt it was time to return to Alqualondë, and tell the people who were waiting for news of these lands and what they had found, there was no dissent. He mentioned his worries about his friend only once Gimli was asleep, and found that most of the party were aware that the elderly dwarf was less able than he had been when they began their journey, and that getting through the mountains before this winter, rather than wait for the next spring, was wise. 




“Probably as well, lad,” Gimli said over breakfast next morning, “I’m not sure how much longer I can sit astride a pony all day, these old bones are just that; old. And the muscles are no younger… Maybe Elrond will have some salve or potion that will help. Or maybe not. But I wouldn’t want to be a burden on you all, so it would be as well to get back to my own bed whilst I still can.”




Legolas wanted to deny the truth in what Gimli said, but could not. Instead, he found comfort in knowing that, if it was needed, Ithilienne could at least ask Master Elrond for advice and pass it on. Although he hoped they did not have to do this; it would be awkward, he thought, if she had to explain this ability, to Master Elrond especially, on her own. But in the meantime he would ask Haldir’s occasional lover, Mirieth the Galadhrim healer, if she could make something that would help now that Gimli had acknowledged the need.







It was possible that, even at such a distance, his father’s mixed emotions really had added to Legolas’ determination to return to Alqualondë quickly. 




Possible, but unlikely, even if those mixed emotions whirled and swirled around in Thranduil’s head along with so many questions that he was almost dizzy.




They would need to know how many would go. How many could you fit into one of Círdan’s ships? How much could each of them take? How would anyone decide what to take and what must be left? How many ships would be needed? How long might it take the shipwright to build enough? They had wood aplenty, but could it be used in the construction? Could they do what Legolas had done, and get Círdan to send shipwrights to build on the banks of the Anduin? No, that would not work for the river was not navigable to sea-going vessels this far up its length, of course. They would need to travel to the Havens. Through the lands of men—but then they would be a large party, or even very large, and with well-seasoned warriors; the men would do well to stay well clear. 




He realised his own decision was made, as now his mind was full of ‘how’ and ‘when’, not ‘if’. The only ‘if’ remaining was what if Ardoron decided he must stay here. And Ardoron was missing.




Well, ‘missing’ was not exactly right. One morning Vaniel arrived to breakfast alone, which was unusual these days, and explained that her husband had gone into the depths of the forest ‘for some time’. He had asked her to tell Thranduil that he was not alone, two friends that he had known since they were elflings had gone with him, and that he would return ‘when he had found the answers that he sought’. 




Had Tindómë been there she would have doubtless said ‘Mysterious much, eh?’ But she was not, even though that would have summed up the King’s thoughts exactly.




Weeks passed. Messengers had gone to The Havens to tell Círdan that, at last, Thranduil, King of Eryn Lasgalen, had felt the call to sail into the West. No need to tell Círdan that the call in question had been a direct communication from his son! 




That the messengers had left was no secret and he knew that the news that Aran Thranduil was making enquiries about the journey across the Sundering Sea would soon have reached every part of the Forest. But he felt that he could make no formal announcements until Ardoron was back at the Stronghold and could stand at his side as he made them.




Then one evening, unannounced, Ardoron walked through Thranduil’s study door accompanied by an ellon that the King had thought long dead and probably nothing but a fading, houseless, fëa somewhere in the deep forest.




“Adar,” said Ardoron, “Daer-adar has come to speak with you.”






Chapter 18: Counting The Days



“Adar,” said Ardoron, “Daer-adar has come to speak with you.”




Thranduil was so surprised that he could think of nothing to say for a few seconds. Ferveren’s father. How did he not know that Ferveren’s father still lived? He had thought the ellon in front of him had died fighting yrch many yeni past for he had neither seen nor heard anything of him.




“Aran,” said the ellon, dipping his head slightly.




Thranduil found his tongue. “You always called me by my name—there is no need for formality now…” He paused; he had always called Ferveren’s father Adar. He did not feel, even after so many, many, years, that he could simply use the other ellon’s name. “… Adar.”




There was a long pause. Where, Thranduil wondered, should a conversation begin? ‘How are you? I thought you were dead,’ seemed a little blunt. 




He waved an arm in the general direction of some chairs and chose, instead, “Take a seat, we have much to talk about after so long.”




“We do,” said his law-father. “I expect you thought me dead.”




Well that saved embarrassment and cut to the heart of the matter. However Thranduil said nothing, but waited. 




“I apologise. I should have given you more support after…” he stumbled a little over Ferveren’s name, for he would have used her ‘secret’ Silvan name in the past, “…my daughter was killed. But her mother and I needed the trees, and the heart of the forest, to support us. I feared my wife would have faded otherwise.”




Thranduil, nodded. He would have been grateful for their support, he recalled.




Support as he tried to cope with the increasing encroachment of evil throughout the Greenwood, with the need to organise warriors more effectively, with the demands of his own officials… Whilst all the time trying to come to terms with his own deep grief, her loss that felt as if someone had tried to carve his living heart from his chest. Support for an elfling who could not understand why his Nana had disappeared and who clung to Thranduil as if, were he to lose sight of him for even a minute, he might never see him again. 




Not to mention being there for Ardoron who had also lost his mother but was trying to support his father and elfling brother—and also to support his king. Yes, Thranduil would have been very glad of their support had this ellon and his wife come to the stronghold rather than disappearing as far from it as they could get. But that was, as they say, water under the bridge now.




“And your wife—is she also well?” he asked.




“Dead,” was the answer. “Spiders. A long time ago, now. But I continued, with my fellow villagers, to fight and do what we could to stop evil destroying our forests. And, although Ardoron tells me that my daughter took your, Sindar, path at death and has been remade and awaits you in the land over the waters, my wife is here still in spirit. I feel her.”




Before Thranduil could ask any further questions, the other ellon continued. “Which is what brings me here. Many of my, Silvan, folk have no desire to sail even though we can understand why you, and others, choose to do so. We know we may eventually fade, and be nothing but fëar, but this holds no fears for us and we will remain where we have been this long time, deep in these forests.




“I am, even as I was when we first met, an elder of my people and will continue to lead them, should leadership be needed as we fade. You have served us well as our king, Thranduil, but you are no longer needed in that role. No-one is. And I say to you, and to Ardoron, go. Go and be reunited with your wife, Thranduil. Find whatever happiness may be in that place, and tell my daughter I wish her well, and am content with my own choice.”




At that he stood as if to leave.




“Wait!” Thranduil said. “Share a last meal with me. And then, with my thanks, return to your trees and your people, my friend.” 




And as he spoke, he realised that his heart felt lighter than it had done since the day Ferveren had died. He had just put down a burden that he had not even fully appreciated that he carried.







‘Now!’ thought Thranduil, ‘now we can really move forward!’ 




Just as there had been a sense of ennui in Imladris so, in reality, it had also permeated his stronghold. Not that the residents of either were really aware of that; one effect had been a reluctance to venture far so that there had been little contact between the two communities, apart from the occasional messenger, for some time. 




Word had come from his cousin Celeborn, before that first contact with Ithilienne, to inform him that the last elves in Imladris had decided to sail and that they would, of course, be happy to take letters and anything else Thranduil wished to send. And he had not even got around to answering it, even after that first dream. 




He had eventually sent a reply with the messengers who were going to Mithlond. But even that had been brief for, although it had said that he had also decided to begin making plans for the same journey, he had been unsure about who might or might not come with him. 




He wondered if Ithilienne might come to him in his sleep again. He hoped so, so that he could send reassurance to his beloved that he was coming, but worried that the effort to reach him before might have been too much for the young elleth. Best to send a letter with Celeborn; apart from anything else he would expect it. But, and here Thranduil smiled to himself, Celeborn would credit him with more faith in the ways of the Valar than he had expected when he was asked to carry a letter to Ferveren!




First, though, there had been the question of how Ardoron had known his grandfather yet lived, and how to contact him, when Thranduil himself had not. 




When he took his son to task over it Ardoron had smiled, and answered “My Lord Adar, as the commander of all our warriors, in charge of our defences, I would have been failing in my duty to you if I was not aware of how many lived where in the forest—and who led each small local group….




“But Daer-adar did not wish to be treated any differently to others. Had you ever asked me, outright, did I know how he fared, or to name the elders of every village, I would not have withheld the information—but you never asked.”




“Did Legolas know?” 




“Yes, eventually, when his patrol rotation took him where they might meet. I think they spoke together of Naneth, as Legolas had so few memories.”




‘So,’ thought Thranduil, ‘even Legolas could keep this a secret from me; he was even stronger in fëa than I had thought.’ 




But out loud he said, “I am glad.” And the conversation moved on.




Within days there were messengers sent to tell anyone and everyone they could find, throughout Eryn Lasgalen, that the King was now sure that there was a whole new continent to the west, with virgin forests for them, and many of those who had died over the Ages were reborn and waiting for them. 




If anyone asked how he knew this, the messengers were to explain he had been shown it in his dreams. 




His message asked his people to consider if they wished to join him and his family in this great migration; the messengers would return to all the villages before mid-winter to see how many chose to do so, so that enough ships could be built.







Legolas knew how much it had sapped Ithilienne’s fëa to link across the miles to him, and then out, out, across the Sundering Sea to his father, and he decided that they should not try to do it again until they were together in Alqualondë. And if Ithilienne felt he was being high-handed making such a decision he would tell her it was being made as Legolas Lord of the Ithilrim, considering the well being of one of his people, not as Legolas who was Ithilienne’s lover! He was pleasantly surprised when she simply agreed with him. 




It would not be all that long as they were travelling as directly as possible; the worst of the snow in the mountain passes would build up after mid-winter and he hoped to reach the Noldor mining town before the journey became unwise. 




They needed to do so, he told himself, because Tindómë would not want to run the risk of missing the arrival of Elladan and Elrohir. But, in his heart, he knew that traversing the mountain passes in thick snow might be too much for Gimli and, if they dawdled so that they needed to stay in the ‘New Hidden Valley’, for the rest of the winter, his old friend might not be able to cope with the journey come the next spring.




He was quite right that Tindómë hoped to be at the quayside to welcome the two ellyn she thought of as cousins of some sort. (Perhaps more so now, as their mother fitted into the ‘favourite aunt’ space in her life so well. Although she was still not sure she could see Master Elrond as a favourite uncle…) But his sister-of-the heart was, like Legolas himself, more worried about Gimli. 




It was almost as if, having seen the new lands, and new mountains, he was slowly running out of energy, like the wind-up toys he had made for Haldirin and Ithilienne when they were elflings. Tindómë worried that he might not be able to make the journey all the way back to Alqualondë and that, should he succumb to ‘the gift’ on the journey, Legolas would blame himself. She realised she had begun counting days again.




In the quiet of the night she found herself listening to the dwarf’s breathing. On this particular night the camp was almost silent; it was that brief period of the night when almost all the elves slept, although Rumil had woken her as he left her side to take his turn on watch. She was suddenly aware of someone nearby but, although it was moonlight, she could not see anyone.




‘I have chosen not to wear a fana tonight,’ came the familiar voice, inside her head, of Nessa.




Before she could stop it, ‘We’ll have to stop meeting like this,’ came to Tindómë’s mind and the next couple of minutes were spent explaining to the Valië that she did not mean that literally, and why it had been her first thought. Then, briefly, Nessa wondering if she counted as an aunt, or some sort of parent, as The Key was originally made by all the Ainur, or was it better to be a cousin? 




That remained undecided, but led into what, Tindómë realised, might be the important part of the visit.




‘There were tales long ago,’ said Nessa, ‘long forgotten now, lost tales, that said that my brother and I were children born of Aulë and Yavanna. But, of course, this is not so, for when Eru made us he did not give us the ability to mix our fëar, and from them form a new one, in the way that elves do.




‘But, just as you were not formed from the coming together of two others, yet now you have Legolas as a brother and the sons of Celebrían and Elrond as cousins, we do look upon Aulë as if he was our father. And Yavanna as our mother-figure, of course.




‘And Aulë knows that my brother and husband and I feel an affinity for you folk of the woods—and I with you especially.’’




Tindómë waited.




‘So,’ Nessa continued, ‘he asked me to come and speak with you and to reassure you, and Legolas, that although you may not see any of us once you begin to pass over the mountains, one of us, whether Vala or Maia, will be nearby each day, for we can see, as you do, that Gimli is becoming weaker. If he should no longer be able to ride his pony, we will make sure he is returned to his home in Alqualondë, and that your ‘not quite a favourite uncle’ is there to greet him.’




Tindómë had a vague feeling that the other members of the Ainu were more polite about wandering through people’s minds than Nessa, but Nessa was Nessa, so no surprise that she had chosen that particular description for Master Elrond. But the information was reassuring.




Nessa continued ‘speaking’; ‘Aulë and Gimli spoke together about what would happen to his hröa once his fëa left the circles of this world. He hopes Gimli has spoken to Legolas and others about this, or that he will do. But, should he not, Aulë will ensure Gimli’s friends know of these plans when the time comes.




‘But for now, farewell, small kinswoman. I look forward to your return here, to your own forests, and to joining in your celebrations again…’




And Tindómë knew she was now alone in her own mind. ‘Small kinswoman?’ she thought, ‘Well that’s different, but I’ll take it!’ 




She settled to sleep, feeling reassured by Nessa’s visit, and that Legolas, and Tharhîwon, would be just as reassured when she passed on the message from Lord Aulë. 







As it happened, Tindómë was not the only person to receive a ‘visit’ that night, but Legolas’s was when he slept, and was not unexpected. It did, however show him, again, that perhaps he still underestimated Ithilienne in some ways, and they certainly needed a proper, elven-length, courtship to fully get to know each other, no matter how short her parents’ courtship had been!




He had expected, when she joined him on his dream path, a good deal of not-quite-bodily pleasure and a brief exchange of news. Instead, he discovered that there was a reason behind her ready agreement to wait for them to try to contact Adar together until they were both in the same place. And it was not that she had simply accepted that he was right.




“Melethron-nin, I have news from your Adar.” 




Before he could say anything she hurried on. “I linked my fëa with Cîrdoron’s. For some reason his is easier for me to link to than Rhiwen’s.” 




Legolas thought, knowing his nephew’s skills in ‘the hunt’, that he could guess what the reason was. The thought amused him, and distracted him from wondering why he had simply expected her to wait to reach out to Adar until he was there in Alqualondë.




“Your adar seemed to have been hoping he could send you a message. It was as if he was sort of loitering on his dream path waiting to see if we would meet him there. He is coming, and so are Ardoron and Vaniel, and as many of his people as wish to join him. He has sent word to Cirdan and awaits a reply so that they can begin to plan. He thinks he might arrive in no more than 3 or 4 years! 




“He said,” here she sounded a little unsure, “that he no longer worries about those who choose to remain, but will explain once he has seen your naneth…”




 Legolas thought he knew who must have assured Adar that those who chose to remain would not feel as if he had deserted them. It was, he thought, only right and proper to say no more until any messages to Naneth from her own adar were delivered.




“But,” Ithilienne continued, sounding more confident, “I took what Naneth calls ‘an executive decision’ and I have told your Naneth not only that your Adar will come, but also how I know.”




Legolas was actually glad that Naneth could stop worrying about ever seeing Adar. He did not have time to say so, though, as Ithilienne went on speaking.




“I knew Naneth had told her at least a little about The Key, and so it would not be a total shock. I did wonder if she would ask me to try to link her and your Adar; I would have tried… But she said knowing was wonderful, and I was not to tire myself by even thinking of reaching so far unless it was absolutely essential. I did tell her I could easily reach you; she just smiled and said she was not surprised.”




Ithilienne was smiling herself as she finished and reassured him that she was definitely not too tired to spend more time on his dream path, especially if it involved being ‘swayed by the desires of the body’.




As the sun rose, Tindómë joined him at breakfast, and he found that he was not the only one with news to share. And by the time breakfast was over and they had compared notes, both felt as if their fëas were lighter and less burdened.






Chapter 19: Saying Farewell



It was not a bad way to say farewell, Elrohir thought. Farewell to Imladris, farewell to the only home he had ever known. 




But he realised that although he had told Tindómë, years ago, that he and his brother were ‘like the trees, deeply rooted in our own soil,’ it was not going to be the wrench he had thought, it really did not feel as if being pulled up by the roots would be the death of them. 




But rather, as Legolas once tried to explain when discussing some of the finer points of forestry, carefully loosening the soil around the roots at the right season and leaving the rootball intact and not totally bare, would result in a tree that could flourish and begin to grow and strengthen when the place it had been no longer sustained it properly or gave it room to grow, and would, in time slowly stunt it more and more.




This was the right season, and they had carefully loosened their ties, and would travel with enough of their most loved possessions and their remaining family (M’kay, as Tindómë would say, actually this meant their Grandfather), and with friends, so that they did not feel alone, bare-rooted. 




He faced the early morning sun and thought he could just see the last trace of Grandfather Eärendil’s ship leading the way; a new dawn for a new adventure for Elladan and himself, seeking a new home, a new life, where they could flourish again, with more of their friends, and so much more of their family. 




In his imagination, in the past, he had thought that, should such a moment arrive, they would leave the valley singing a slightly melancholy song. The reality was very different.




The party began to fall in behind the twin lords as they moved out of the outer courtyard, their path lined by the families of the Men of the North who now lived in the valley, and they found themselves being clapped along the route, wished well, even given posies of flowers. The latter he twisted into his mount’s mane so that, by the time they reached the final families, both he and Elladan looked as if they were Rohirric bridegrooms, and Grandfather and Glorfindel looked much the same.




Further back, in what had become more a light-hearted cavalcade than a sombre procession, he could see even Sérëdhiel’s solemn black mare was flower bedecked, as was the equally solemn horse beside her that carried Sérëdhiel’s precious tools and those volumes too treasured to be further away than her arm’s length.




All in all, Elrohir thought again, it was not a bad way to say farewell. 




Now to look forward to weeks of camping; even that might be something of a pleasure simply because it was so long since they had set up tents, night after night, and cooked on campfires. Not, he thought, that he would end up doing much cooking as the last two cooks from Imladris travelled with them. 




Two weeks into the journey and camping had become almost humdrum. Everyone had their assigned tasks, the weather was holding well… and not one mortal had spoken to them after the first day or two.




They had not worried about any attack on their company, but if they met other travellers on their way the men moved well away and avoided them. If they passed near a village then, almost always, as soon as they were spotted the women hurried the children into the houses and the men stood stern faced until they had all passed by. By this point this no longer surprised them at all. They wondered if any of those children would ever say, in the future, that they saw some of the last elves leaving their world.




By now Elrohir found himself looking forward not back. To welcomes not farewells. Unlike Adar he had never met the famous, bearded, Cirdan. He had seen the sea at Dol Amroth, but he and Elladan had felt it safer for their peace of mind to not approach The Havens on that occasion. So it would be a new experience to meet this legendary ellon, and see the great shipyard and harbour. He found himself looking forward with anticipation.




To save the journey becoming boring some of the party speculated about what may lie further ahead for them, when they reached Valinor. Wagers were being made. 




Would Legolas have met some Noldorin elleth and married? Here the twins felt they had inside information for they were aware of the nascent attraction between him and Ithilienne before the Heart of Eryn Ithil sailed. And they were sure the two of them would not have wed yet; it had not seemed to be a swept-off-their-feet sort of relationship, more one that was developing slowly. Also, Ithilienne had only mentioned that the room their parents had readied for Elrohir was being ‘borrowed’ by Legolas, when she had spoken to them on their dream-path. And there was little to win by choosing ‘No’ in this particular wager!




Would there be any new elflings? Elrohir was aware that one or two people had money on Elladan and himself finding they had a new sibling or two. He had wondered about the possibility occasionally in the past, if Adar and Naneth had been reunited when Adar sailed. But thought the pain of losing Arwen would still be too fresh; having another elfling would have seemed too much like replacing Arwen and, they realised, perhaps expecting to replace themselves. And, again, Ithilienne had shown them Naneth with Adar—no sign of any elfling! 




Would Glorfindel be met by his mother, or even a long-lost, unmentioned, wife? Probably neither, Elrohir thought.




Would Grandmother deign to meet Grandfather, or be so angry with him for taking so long to join her that she refused to even talk to him? She would be there, Elrohir was sure—but she would probably show little emotion in public. She might, though, take him somewhere private and neither would be seen for at least a week…




When The Havens of Mithlond came into view Elrohir felt, rather than trepidation as he had expected, a great desire to get on board a ship and set sail into the sunset.







It was not a bad way to say farewell, Thranduil thought. Farewell to this forest that had been his home through good and bad since he came here with his father in the Second Age.




He remembered when he had first arrived; a young warrior in his Adar’s entourage as they travelled from Lindon in search of a new home and a new people. Then they had not been sure of their destination nor of what sort of welcome they might find. This new relocation was, if he was being honest with himself, going to be less of a step into the unknown than that one had been.




This time, thanks to the young elleth who would in time, he was sure, become his law-daughter, he knew that his wife, his younger son, his grandchildren and even, it seemed, his father, awaited him, and his older son and law-daughter would travel with him. Not only did he know who would be there waiting for him, but he also knew there were virgin forests; he could almost hear them calling out to his fëa from over the Sundering Sea so great was his feeling that they were his trees, waiting for him in his new land.




He looked with pride at his older son where he sat across the clearing in the centre of the small village where they would sleep tonight. Ardoron was accompanying him on this expedition to also say his personal farewells to all those villagers who would remain when their royal family left. And it was clear that his son had spoken nothing but the truth when he said that he could have told Thranduil the name of every village leader, should he want to know. For in each village Ardoron was greeted by name, with friendship and respect, and introduced the village elders to their King; a king, Thranduil admitted to himself, that many had not seen in years. 




Yes, Thranduil thought, he had two sons to be very, very, proud of—and it would be good to see them together again.




It would not be that long. The first messengers he had sent to Mithlond had returned to say that Cirdan’s folk were currently building two new ships for those who were leaving Imladris, but they were already more than half ready. 




Once those were sea-worthy they would be moved from the dry-docks for fitting out, and the ship-builders would begin to build the vessels that would be needed for those who would sail with Thranduil. There was already wood seasoning that would form the keels, ribs, and planking, and they would begin to harvest wood to form decks and superstructure straight away. All they needed was an estimate of numbers and amount of baggage, to ensure there would be enough ships of sufficient size in the fleet. Fleet! There was going to be a large fleet because Cirdan had decided the time had now come for his own folk to head over the sea. These would be the last ships built at The Havens.




Five years, the messengers had said. All would be ready, no matter how many were sailing, in five years. And already, almost one of those years had flown by; time was a fast-moving river now. The small group who had now left to take Cirdan his facts and figures would not return, they could help with the ship-building, and learn how to help the sailors. 




The first messengers, on their return, had said the route was safe, but wearying, for the trees and the land no longer spoke to them, and the mortals they met had turned aside and hardly spoke. They were not sure whether the men even realised that the travellers were elves.




But, Thranduil thought, when he and all those who would travel with him made this journey there would be no mistaking who they were; no-one would turn aside and ignore them. For when the time came, as it would so quickly now, he would ride at the head of the column, crowned and bejewelled; beside him his son and law-daughter would match his splendour, and above his head would fly the standard of his house. Behind him all would wear their best and carry their bows and swords; no mortal along their route would ever forget that they had seen the last Elven King leaving Middle Earth. 







It was not a bad way to say farewell, Gimli thought. Not that he expected to be leaving in the next day or two, of course. 




But to have a warm and comfortable home, even though it was a hobbit hole rather than deep in a mountain, with one of the best healers ever known to provide medicines and liniments to keep him moving and in little pain, and all those he held dear (who were still alive) near at hand… No, it was not a bad way to say farewell.




But oh what things he had seen and done! Both he and his axe had done their bit to help rid Middle Earth of the evils of Sauron, and he was probably the first dwarf since Narvi to claim an elf as a good friend. He had founded the dwarven city of Aglarond, and been a friend to two human kings, three when you included Elfwine, four even, when you added in Eldarion, although he had not known him as a king for longer than it took Legolas to build the Heart of Eryn Ithil.




And here he was now. Almost certainly the oldest dwarf who ever lived. The only dwarf to have sailed across the Great Sea, allowed to follow the straight way. The only dwarf to meet Mahal himself (or Lord Aulë as he had learnt to call him here). The only dwarf to be promised that, when he died, his body would lie entombed at the doorway to Lord Aulë’s forge.




Where he sat in his comfortable chair outside the hobbit hole, so that he could see all the comings and goings, the spring sunshine felt good. This, he knew, was where he would now see every change of season to come until his last breath, no more adventures now for this old dwarf. But he had seen the arrival of spring on mountains that had not only never been seen before by a dwarf, but no elves had seen them before either. He had seen the melt water flow down newly discovered rivers, eaten fish from deep clear lakes, and seen the lands where Her Ladyship and his lads would make their homes.




He puffed contentedly on his pipe; the pipe-weed good old Gandalf had supplied was some of the best Gimli had ever smoked. The wizard visited often, and they talked of old times. In fact he was rarely alone. Even when they had first returned from their journey (via a quieter route that had avoided Tirion) and Legolas had spent much of his time with young Ithilienne, and his mother, his nephew and his niece, of course, Tindómë and her husband kept him company, as did Master Elrond and his lady wife. Both so happy to tell him that they had letters from their sons and expected them to arrive soon. 




He thought he might still be here to see the twins again. He had heard about the years they had spent trying to take revenge for the terrible things done to their mother by the rhuks, and had seen them wield their swords in the battle at the Black Gate. But he had seen them also as healers, and heard them teasing Tindómë; they were, like all elves he supposed, complex creatures and it would be good to see them with their mother again, at last. 




And Gimli wanted, too, to see Her Ladyship reunited with her husband. She would, he thought, need the strength His Lordship gave her, to make their new home in those distant forests. Yes, he thought, he hoped he would be here when the inhabitants of Rivendell arrived.




Legolas, Gimli smiled to himself, had probably seen a good deal less of his niece than of his nephew when they had returned here to Alqualondë, for he had heard the jests about how long it might take young Haldirin to persuade her to take a ribbon for every solstice celebration since they had last seen each other. And whilst such was not the way of dwarves, he knew enough of elves, after all these years, to think the lad might need hearty meals, or miruvor and lembas, for some months to come…




Of course Tharhîwon lived here in the hobbit hole and saw that Gimli was not alone at night; there was room for Nithdur to stay when it suited them. He was content that he had done as Frodo had asked, and kept an eye on the lad. It had been a pleasure to have Tharhîwon as his last apprentice, and now he had arranged that Naltatamë and Tisirion, the smith who had worked in Rivendell and reforged Aragorn’s sword, would see the lad through to his mastery. Lord Aulë, too, had sent word that, when Gimli died, Tharhîwon would be welcomed to his forge as well. 




Aye, both his lads had happy futures plotted out. And Gimli knew, though few others did, that the Elven King was also on his way. For Legolas had explained to him that Ithilienne had a gift that let her sometimes touch others’ dreams, and so Thranduil knew now that his lady wife, and an almost infinite forest, awaited him here, and he had even been able to tell the wee lass that he was getting ready to sail. 




It would be good for Legolas to have his father here, and to be able to show him the land beyond the mountains. Although, to bring so many here might take more time than Gimli had left, he thought. Still, looking forward to seeing his mother and father reunited would keep Legolas from grieving if that should be how it was.




All in all, Gimli thought, this was not a bad time to prepare to say farewell, to prepare to leave this old body to join his father and his friends in what, he thought, would be an unimaginably great glittering, rock hewn, hall. And oh what tales he had to share…




Perhaps he might meet Aragorn and Frodo, there… and Sam, Merry and Pippin… even Boromir. It would be good to talk to them all again. 




But not just yet.



The End




Elvish Words and Phrases

(Sindarin, unless otherwise noted)



adar: father




adel-bein: beautiful behind—Rumil’s description of Tindómë’s backside




Annarîn: remembrance gift—the name Orophin and Rumil gave to the mare gifted them in Rohan in A Winter Tale




a’ngell-nín: for my pleasure, please




avo nír: don’t cry




Bollan: like a Bodhrán.




bossan: the plant known as the lesser bulrush, and slang for penis




Cambasion: from comforting hand




ceryn: balls




cristhen: shortsword—Galadhrim slang for penis




cumb: mound, mons




daer-naneth: grand-mother.




Dagor Dagorlath: the battle at the end of the world—Armageddon




daro: stop




drough er!: (Silvan) bother!




Echuir: the season of early spring—February and March




echuio: wake up




eden: new, begun again




edhelfaral: almost elven




elleth, (pl. ellyth): female elf




ellon, (pl. ellyn): male elf




edhel: elves




elo: wow




epessë: nickname, sobriquet




eredh: seed, semen




ernil nín: my prince.




Eryn Lasgalen: the Greenwood—previously known as Mirkwood




estel: hope




fana: bodily form of the Valar or Maiar—that they can, as Gandalf said to Tindómë in Immigrants, ‘put on and take off’




fëa, (pl. fëar): spirit/soul




Feddyn: like a penny whistle—although the Silvan elves make theirs from the wood of the willow.




Ferveren: Joyous Spirit (fer+meren)




Firith: late autumn




flet: wooden platform high in the trees




grond: club, slang for penis




grondithen: little club




gwador, gwethil: sworn brother, sister




gweneth: virginity, maidenhead




gwinig: baby




hannon le: thank you




hervenn: husband




hervess: wife




hîr: lord




hîr nín: my lord




hîril nín: my lady




hithlain: famously strong elven rope




hröa, (pl. hröar): body




huch: vulva




huithant: fucked




huitho: fuck




im si: I’m here




irm im?: where am I?




ithil: moon




lanc: cliff




Iavas: an elven season basically August and September




Laer: Summer




lioar Elbereth: great Elbereth




lirimaer: beautiful one




mae govannen: well met




man carnen?: what happened?




Medifindel: Braid-eater




meleth: love




melethril (f), melethron (m): lover




mellon, (pl. mellyn): friend




muindor-nín: my brother




nadithen: little one




naith: head of an arrow, spear, or penis




nana, naneth: mom, mother




nethig: little sister




Nienna: Lord Namo’s sister, known as the Lady of Tears—grief and mourning are her province, and she teaches pity and endurance




nín: my, mine




ósanwe: speech between minds




pendithen: little one




peredhel: half-elf




Rhîw: Winter




Rhuks: dwarvish for orcs.




talan: building on a flet




tengwar: elvish alphabet




Tindómë: (Quenya) Dawn, first light of day




tinu: little star




tiro i cherch: mind the teeth




tithen maethor: little warrior—the name given to Tindómë by the twins




tuiw: bud, clitoris




Undómiel: evening star girl




Vairë’s tapestry: Vairë is one of the Valar—she weaves the history of the world




vië: penis




yén (pl. yéni): 144 years


		

yrch: orcs
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