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  Chapter 1

 Author's Notes: This is a story that's been wanting to be told for a very long time. For about 4 years it's been developing itself in my mind, but I was hesitant to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) and actually present my story to others for a number of reasons. However, again for a number of reasons, I have decided that I can't keep this tale to myself any longer. It wants to be told, and I've finally decided to let it.
 The idea of redemption is a powerful theme for me, and I have always seen some spark in Sauron that cries out for redemption. I don't see Sauron as the "ultimate evil" shadow but as a fully-faceted character who has made some terrible mistakes, who is living in deep pain and darkness, and who still, despite all his wrongs, has never completely marred the good, beautiful image in which he was originally created, especially at the time this story is set - at the beginning of the Second Age.
 I have reason to believe that Tolkien himself felt the same. One particular quote that has always struck me comes from    Unfinished Tales   "The History of Galadriel and Celeborn" (page 254 in my copy). "At the beginning of the Second Age, [Sauron] was still beautiful to look at, or could still assume a beautiful visible shape - and was not indeed wholly evil…" I could go on at length about my reasoning behind my particular view of Sauron, but my story itself will show some of it, so I shall refrain. :)
 Also, please note that if you are interested, my story "No Going Back" can act as a prologue to this story. Reading that story is by no means necessary for understanding this one, however. NGB explores my take on Sauron's motives for repenting and shows the interaction between Sauron and Eönwë, which I don't get into here because I'd already done it there. NGB is the canon version of these events, but even though "Gorthauro Estel" is AU, my view of Sauron's, and Eönwë's, characters, motives, etc. are the same in both stories.


 Warning! I have rated this story T (PG-13). While it will not be overstepping the guidelines for this rating, my story will be earning it. Even though "Gorthauro Estel" takes place after Sauron's service to Morgoth has ended, clearly that period of Sauron's life will have affected him greatly. I do not believe I could properly write this story and Sauron's redemption without addressing the horror and violence he has doubtlessly experienced. I will be tackling these issues (including physical and psychological torture) both indirectly, through character conversations, and directly, through flashbacks and memories. There will also be some physical violence and a great deal of mental pain that takes place in the present timeline of the story. 
 Much of this violence will be thematic or non-graphic, but when I do use graphic description, it will always be used for a specific purpose within the story, rather than for shock value. However, if my writing is effective (as I hope it will be), there will be a fair amount of disturbing material as I address Sauron's traumatic past.
 Much the same can be said of the romantic elements that I have rated this story for, as well. Anything that  is graphic will not overstep the T rating and will have purpose within the plot, but much of the mature elements will be thematic (such as the concepts of seduction and abuse). More than this is hard to explain without giving away spoilers for the story, but it will be earning its T rating in this respect, as well. You have been warned!


 And to you, all my readers - Mae govannen a hannon le!


 Gorthauro Estel
  -or-
  Sauron's Hope
 by Sauron Gorthaur
Part One: Trial and Tribulation
Chapter 1
It was much too bright.
It wasn't that he hated and feared the light the way Melkor had or that it pained him the way it pained the orcs or even that he was unused to it like Gothmog or Ancalagan who had rarely been allowed to leave the caverns of Angband. He had walked beneath the Sun and the Moon many times, for his high position had required many tasks of him. His proficiency at blending and changing forms, as well as the fair face he could give himself when he wished, had allowed him to walk abroad without the shadow of Morgoth always swathing him as many of the Dark Vala's lesser servants had required. He adapted, light or dark, and it had never particularly bothered him before.
But seated now in the middle of the slim Telerin swan-boat with nothing but smooth ocean water and a burning sun to see, he was suddenly overwhelmed with the intensity of the light surrounding him. Everything seemed to glow: the white wood of the craft, the painfully blue sky, and the myriad of white diamond points that glistered across the entire ocean expanse. There was nowhere to hide from it; even the rippling shadow of the sail provided little relief. It was as if everything was made of the light… everything except for him, that was.
He knew he was being pointedly ignored by the crew. In the case of the Elves, it was probably out of fear. In the case of the few Maiar that accompanied them, it might be from anger, hatred, or even awkwardness. No one had spoken to him since they had left Middle-earth two weeks ago, but he hadn't exactly expected joyful greetings. Wrapped still in the black cloak and clothing that he'd worn as Morgoth's Black Captain, he knew he stood out like an ink stain on a white parchment. And so, he was left to his thoughts, though he couldn't decide yet whether this was a blessing or a curse.
He fidgeted uncomfortably, tugging at the embroidered hem of his sleeve and pulling his cloak tighter about himself to ward off the cool sea breeze. Squinting his eyes against the overpowering light, he watched the hurried activity as Elves tugged on ropes, readjusted the sails, and went about other sea tasks, the purposes of which he could not guess. Melkor had hated the sea, and Sauron had found that Melkor's hate was infectious. Not that Melkor's fear and hate hadn't been justified, for he had unfortunately been correct in guessing that his doom, and that of his servants, would come from the sea. And now here, he - Sauron - was, sailing across that very sea from which his enemies had come, and not only that, but straight into his enemies' hands.  Melkor would call me an absolute fool, Sauron thought dejectedly.  And maybe I am.
A young Elf, one of the Vanyar if his golden hair was any indication, was scrubbing the ship railing across from Sauron.  As if it needed to be any brighter, Sauron thought. The Maia watched him out of boredom, and to keep his thoughts from straying to the ship's destination and his own fate. He curled his lip slightly at the menial task. Doubtlessly, this Elf would take great offense to be called a slave, and yet, Sauron could see little difference between him and the slaves that had labored at Angband. Could this Vanya have refused the one, Maia or Elf, who had given him his servile task any more than one of Melkor's slaves could have disobeyed the Dark Vala?
The Vanya fidgeted, glanced around, and saw Sauron watching him. The Elf quickly averted his eyes and scrubbed even harder at the spotless wood a few seconds before abandoning all dignity and hurrying to some part of the ship where Sauron's piercing gaze could not reach him. Sauron smirked a little. At least, he was not completely bereft of the power and dark aura that he had gained in Melkor's service. At least the Elves still knew to give him a wide berth and a healthy dose of respect. For now. Until the Valar dealt with him.
Dark thoughts closed in again at that. Frowning and dismissing all thoughts of the Elf, Sauron leaned his head against the railing and closed his eyes, but he could still see the sunlight blazing white through his eyelids. He sighed and pulled his hood over his face.
That was a little better. Darkness finally settled over his vision. The creak and moan of the ship, along with its unnerving movement, could not let him completely relax, though. Nor could his thoughts. As one of Melkor's chief servants, he had learned to control his thoughts, but everything that had happened over the last few months seemed to have chipped away at that particular ability. Now, when he wasn't agonizing over the decision he'd made only a few weeks ago in Middle-earth, he was agonizing over the fate that awaited him in Valinor.
He preferred the former, simply because he knew there was absolutely nothing he could do about it, now that it was already behind him and set in the stone of history. He had made his decision, for better or worse, and Eönwë had supported him in it, though he wasn't sure whether that was a good or bad omen. If anyone wanted to see him run straight into his doom, surely it was the commander of his foes' army.
"There is some wisdom left in you," Eönwë had said, looking at him with eyes as piercingly blue as the sky of the Vala he served. "But you're still afraid."
 Of course, I'm afraid, Sauron had thought with a mental sneer. He turned from Manwë's Herald and fiddled with the blue and gold curtains of the tent, running his fingers over the smooth silk. "The Valar were not exactly merciful to my… former… master," he said slowly in his practiced voice even smoother than the silk.
"You forget that Morgoth was already given an opportunity to repent once," came Eönwë's voice from behind him. It was hard and sharp, like one of the swords with which Eönwë had such skill.
Sauron smiled bitterly to himself at the words. Ironically, Eönwë's point was exactly what he feared. He would hardly call the fate Morgoth had originally suffered merciful. Humiliated, humbled, tossed in a dungeon for three ages. Sauron felt his stomach twist and his cheeks flare. As far as he was concerned, that was a living death. For not the first time, he wondered whether he really wanted to go through with this or not. He could slip out that night, blend into the shadows, and creep away into the rent world that was left from the war. But if they caught him then…
"The Valar learned their lesson with Morgoth," Eönwë said suddenly, and Sauron jerked around to face him. His breath caught as he first wildly thought that Eönwë meant that he would not be spared after all or granted any mercy as they had first done with Melkor. He looked around, half-expecting to see armed guards surrounding the tent, ready to drag him straight to the Void. A dungeon might be humiliating, but the Void… torn from the world he'd bound himself to, left as a meaningless scrap of life with no purpose, no real existence, no form… But Eönwë was shaking his head slowly, as if he could read Sauron's thoughts.
"Whether you believe it or not," the Herald continued, "the Valar  were merciful to Melkor. But they didn't count on his rage and hate. All his punishment did was make him hate them all the more and make him angrier than he'd ever been. Leaving him alone to his own thoughts, letting him simmer in the dark for three ages, was no way to bring him back. They won't be making that mistake with you."
He eyed Sauron thoughtfully then beckoned to him. "I have something to give you," he said as he turned and drew back another tent flap leading into the inner room: his private chamber.
Sauron followed cautiously, still not convinced that other Maiar, or perhaps the Valar themselves, wouldn't show up to bind him in unbreakable chains and drag him off to Valinor in humiliation. But Eönwë was simply leaning over a chest by his bed, putting aside his few belongings as he looked for something. Sauron folded his arms, frowning, and waited impatiently.
Finally, Eönwë turned back to him, and as he did so, Sauron's breath caught. At first, he wasn't sure that the object in the Herald's hand was really what he thought it was, but as Eönwë approached, he recognized it beyond any doubt. A numbness crept over his heart, and he withdrew as if Eönwë was holding a poisonous snake. "I don't want  that," he said in a choked voice, his sculptured composure finally crumbling for a moment.
Eönwë looked grim. "I was asked to give it to you when I met you here." Sauron gave him a shocked look, and Eönwë nodded. "Yes, the Valar knew we'd meet here. They didn't know whether you would be brought here captive or whether you'd come of your own will, but you're not as far from the Valar's thoughts as you think you are, Sauron. And hopefully that comforts you."
He set the object down on top of the chest but did not put it away again. "You may use my bed for the night, and you will not be disturbed until the ship leaves in the morning."
There was an unpleasant knot in Sauron's throat, and he had to swallow before he could answer, attempting to regain some of his nonchalance and dignity. "And I suppose I will be well-guarded," he sneered.
Eönwë gave him a long, steely look. "To keep others  out, not to keep you  in . You're not exactly popular in this camp, and the Elves are not as merciful as the Valar. They also have tendencies towards revenge, or didn't you learn that from the Noldor? If you chose to leave, you would not be stopped. But if you run, the truce is over, and we will hunt you down again."
Sauron let his lip curl slightly upward. The only card he had left at this point was clinging to his dark ambiance as the Black Captain and keeping up his pretense of cool arrogance. Despite the fact that he'd very nearly been caught that morning already and his fear of the howling dogs on his trail had been a large deciding factor in his decision to surrender, he wasn't going to admit that before Eönwë, the Valar, or any other opponent.
However, Eönwë's piercing look made Sauron feel uncomfortably certain that the Herald could tell his bravado was for show only. "There is spare clothing, as well," the Maia of Manwë added. "You might want to change out of that before the morning," he said, glancing over Sauron's dusty, torn garments.
Sauron folded his arms. "I am satisfied with what I have on, thank you very much," he snapped, casting a scornful eye over the blue, gold, and white ( white !) articles of clothing that Eönwë had put to the side for him.
Eönwë rubbed his temples with slender fingers and closed his eyes briefly, letting out a long, audible sigh. He gave Sauron an aggravated look. "Listen, Sauron," he said exasperatedly. "You might want to ask yourself what you're doing here. If you think the Valar are going to let you just parade into Valinor and live there like the arrogant dark lord you're used to being, then you're going to be disappointed. If you really are sorry, even if you're just afraid, you've still got a home, but we're done with dark lords in Valinor. We're of the same order, and I can't punish you anymore than I can pardon you, but the Valar aren't going to put up with your insolence like I am. So, ask yourself, Sauron, what exactly do you want?"
He turned and vanished through the tent flap, and Sauron was left alone to brood for the first time over the decision he'd made. What exactly did he want? He could hear the sea and the faint creak of the Telerin ships moored there. He was glad he had not eaten the bread that Eönwë had offered him earlier as he wasn't sure he would have been able to keep it down now; his stomach was fluttering wildly. He lay down on Eönwë's bed, hoping that would keep his nausea at bay, but in that position he found himself looking at the top of the chest and the hammer that still lay there. He tried to ignore it, but he found his gaze glued to it as the red light of sunset slowly vanished from the tent. Three times he got up and walked to the entrance of the tent, the last time even putting his hand to the flap, each time telling himself that he would leave, that he had no place here and certainly not in Valinor, but the image of the hammer kept burning in his mind, and each time he returned and lay down again.
Finally, when it was perhaps midnight, he reached over and picked up the hammer.
He had never forgotten it, the hammer that Aulë himself had made for him and with which had taught him the skills of the forge. He had spent hours with that same hammer in his hand, toiling beside the fire, watching with delight as chunks of gold and silver and shapeless gems had turned into beautiful works of art. Morgoth had not wasted his Dark Captain's skills, but the cruel weapons, countless chains, and instruments of torture to which Morgoth had set his talents were hardly the same. He wondered how long it had been since he made a ring, a brooch, something,  anything, beautiful. As he rubbed the rough, familiar wood, he remembered what it first had felt like to know he had a purpose in the world and that he was doing what he was created to do.
 What exactly do you want, Sauron?
Why had he not fled yet? Why did he not slip away to some dark hole far away in the ruins of the world and hide until the Valar had forgotten that he ever existed? Eventually, they would. Why did he submit himself to this humiliation and mental anguish, why did he even consider returning to the land of his foes, when he could live on, unpunished, unhumbled, himself alone in some dark land?
In his heart, he knew the answers, and the sight and touch of the hammer simply made those answers bubble to the surface. Deep down, he knew he did not want to pass away: some dark, forgotten shadow on a breeze of a forgotten age, spending the rest of his existence merely cowering under a rock in fear. He wanted to think he was more than a rag tossed away after all use had been wrung from it. He wanted to know he still had a purpose in Arda.
Suddenly, he broke. His legs gave out from under him and he collapsed on the strange bed, curling up upon himself and holding the hammer to his chest. The storm of emotions that had been building up inside of him over the last days and weeks and months and, perhaps, even longer - heart-rending fear, searing anger, numbing despair, empty loneliness - cracked and tears were suddenly running down his face into the soft pillow. Alone, exhausted physically and mentally, scared and angry and sick at heart, he wept long into the new morning.
And at the dawn, he had boarded the white elven ship to sail to Valinor.
On the ship, lost in thought and memories, with his dark hood shading his face, Sauron's consciousness slipped further away from the present. Vaguely, on the very edge of his awareness, he could still feel the steady rock of the ship and hear the ghostly creak of wood. Darkness pressed down on his eyes, darker than the mere shadow of his hood. Through the darkness, he saw a pinpoint of light, and he moved towards it. His feet were unsteady though and the ground treacherously shifting, as if he were balancing on pieces of floating ice in a river. He struggled on towards the light, but it didn't seem to get any closer. He could see some of the landscape now: a bleak, desert-like plain. He realized it was Anfauglith, and then he saw that there were great cracks running through the burning plain and that underneath, the earth was still on fire from the long ago battle. Fumes and an evil red light rose from the cracks, which themselves suddenly seemed larger than they had been a moment ago. He knew that if he were to reach the light he would have to jump across what he now saw were gaping chasms. But he knew he could not stay here - why, he was not sure, but the burning plains and the fiery chasms terrified him.
He looked up and saw a tower rising in front of him now, and at its very top was the yellow light that he had first seen from a distance. It was close, but he was separated from it by the widest chasm of all. But his heart leapt, as looking down, he saw there was a bridge crossing the abyss. He ran for it, knowing somehow that his life counted on reaching it in time.
He stepped onto the bridge, a fleeting hope of survival passing through him, but the moment his foot touched the stone, he saw the dark shape lying in the middle of the bridge. His spine tingled.
The giant wolf, its fur pitch-black and its evil eyes blazing red like fire, rose and stared at him, and terror coursed through him. He suddenly recognized the bridge and the tower; it was his own Tol-in-Gaurhoth. He could not pull his eyes away from the wolf as it moved towards him, its hungry, cruel gaze boring into him. His voice was useless. His legs would not move. The tower was the only place where he could be safe, but the demonic wolf was stalking him. Its eyes filled his vision, and he tried to scream, but he could only make muted cries. He was afraid, utterly afraid and utterly alone.
He gagged, and his eyes flew open. Panic was still coursing through him, causing his limbs to shake violently, and his skin was hot and sticky as if he'd been trapped in a furnace. His throat felt strained and raw, and he realized he had woken himself up with his own strangled screams. He lifted a shaking hand to his neck, swallowing, and tried to regain his composure and adjust to the fact that he was awake and it had been nothing but a nightmare.
He squinted against the light - if anything, it had grown even brighter while he slept - and realized that several Elves and a couple Maiar, a dark-haired woman and a red-haired man, were looking at him oddly. Probably, they had heard his choked cries, but they made no move to help him. He snarled at them like a feral beast, and the Elves quickly turned away. The two Maiar watched him a few seconds longer, their faces unreadable, but then they too disappeared. Sauron huddled back down into his seat, completely miserable, an empty ache eating away at his insides.
But then he heard the cry from the swan prow of the ship in a clear elven voice that was filled with the nauseating joy of homecoming. It was just about enough to make Sauron want to strike the voice's owner over the railing and into the sea.
"Land! Land!"
The emptiness was immediately coupled with the familiar knot in his sore throat. Sauron squeezed his eyes shut and listened to the pulse in his ears.
They had arrived at Valinor.


   
 
Chapter 2

Chapter 2
All the Elves had hurried to the front of the ship as soon as land was sighted, leaving Sauron deserted in the middle of the vessel. Instinctively, he tugged his cloak close about his body, as if it could ward off his impending doom, whatever it would be. His throat still felt tight, and his stomach had gone from fluttering like a bird to feeling like it was weighed down with bricks. He let his head droop forward, and his long, black hair fell curtain-like around his face, blocking out the sight of the rejoicing Elves and Maiar and the land they had now reached. He resisted the urge to cover his ears with his hands, as well.
A tremor ran through the entire keel of the shallow ship as the prow bumped against the quay. Sauron automatically put out his hands to steady himself, though in reality the vibration was hardly more dramatic than the waves they'd run into on the windier days out at sea. But with his nerves on edge, everything seemed heightened: every brush of wind across his skin, every bump of the ship as the Elves on shore flung ropes to the Teleri on board, every whisper of the sea against the boards beneath his feet. He'd been in this state before and recognized it, though usually previously he'd been in a battle or on the edge of a fight and had an outlet for the adrenaline coursing through him. Everything in him told him to run, to fight for his survival, to kill anything in his path that threatened him. But with the acute control he had taught himself over the years in Morgoth's service, he forced himself to remain seated and listened to each breath come shuddering out of his mouth.
"Sauron."
The two Maiar who had acted as commanders during the voyage were suddenly standing in front of him. Sauron slowly lifted his head and brushed back his hair, keeping his fingers steady. The dark-haired woman was tall and had a slight, hunter's form, an image completed by her forest-green attire and the hunting knife at her belt. Obviously, a Maia of Oromë, although he didn't know her name or remember her from the days before he had left. The man was stockier and had a strong, square face that Sauron had yet to see without a scowl on it. His red hair matched the sun-brown of his complexion. Sauron remembered his face vaguely from the early days, but no name came with it; but he figured this Maia had as little love for Morgoth's servants as did his master, Tulkas.
It was the man who had spoken and when Sauron looked up at him, he gave an unceremonial jerk of his head toward the plank that had been lowered between the ship and the quay. "You're to come with us."
Most of the Elves were already on shore, many greeting friends and laughing in their clear voices. A few were standing solemnly beside mourning Eldar who had evidently just received news of a loved one's fall. One golden-haired Vanya stood sobbing just to the right of the plank, holding to her chest a green scarf soiled with all-too-familiar dark stains while several men, including the young fellow Sauron had seen scrubbing the railing only a little while ago, stood around her with their heads bowed and their hands on her shoulders.
Sauron walked down the plank, the two Maiar following closely behind him, and as eyes began to fall on him, he scowled inwardly at how much he looked like a prisoner being flanked by guards. Not that it wasn't the closest thing to the truth. Sauron knew perfectly well why the Maiar had come along. The Telerin sailors were completely capable of sailing back to Valinor on their own without Maiarin overseers. Maybe he could have run back in Middle-earth, but that option was far behind him. There was nowhere to run in Valinor. Eönwë had said that the Valar would not be making the same mistakes with him as they had with Melkor, and Sauron assumed this probably included letting him slip out of their sight.
His presence washed over the Elves like an early frost sweeping across a field of flowers. As he passed, silence fell over everyone, revelers and mourners alike, and they drew apart before him as if afraid that they would fall over dead if so much as his cloak brushed against them. Hundreds of eyes bored into him, some angry, some shocked, some simply bewildered or curious. He had no doubt that news of his coming had proceeded him, whether Ulmo himself had borne it or some other Maia of the sea or even the birds of Manwë, but he did not know what might have been said. He was not sure how much the Elves of Aman knew about the Wars that their cousins had been carrying out for hundreds of years in Beleriand or how many dark tales they knew about Morgoth and his Black Captain. But whether or not they knew him by name or by reputation, there could be no doubt among them about what he was, flanked as he was by the two stern-faced Maiar and clad still in his deviceless black garments, his face the darkly fair mask that he had worn as Morgoth's tempter and deceiver.
He could feel their anger. It was something he had grown used to sensing in the air. There was even hatred, its bitter heat and numbing cold biting him from every side. He could almost hear the accusations, threats, and abuses just waiting to slip off of every tongue in that hostile crowd. It did not bother him; he had been hated for far more years than he cared to count.
No, what bothered him was their lack of fear.
What he had first assumed was fear as they drew apart before them, he now saw in their eyes was loathing, as if the touch of his cloak might defile them. In and of itself, that too would not have bothered him, for he had little doubt that every servant under him at Angband or Gaurhoth had felt the same. But his servants had cringed away from him when he looked in their direction. They had groveled at his feet when he raised his voice in anger. His mere presence had been enough to set them trembling. He knew the smell of fear as well as that of anger or hatred. And it was completely absent now.
And worst of all, he knew the reason why.
It was not uttered until he had almost reached the edge of the crowd and could no longer hear the creak of ships or the slosh of water. Silence still held the Elves frozen, their glares burning into him. But as the last of the crowd parted to avoid his touch as one would avoid the touch of a plague-victim, he heard a shout from behind him.
"May the Valar deal with you as you deserve, dark one! Join your evil master!"
The one voice unleashed the flood-gates. All the pent-up sorrow, rage, and hate boiled over, and suddenly Sauron's ears were ringing with the countless cries of the Elves. Taunts, insults, and an endless list of grievances crashed against him like some engine of war. They did not fear him now. He was a helpless prisoner, powerless before their victorious Valarin kings and queens. He was in  their land. He was a doomed enemy, a vicious dog with its teeth ripped out who could now be kicked at will by those it had bitten. He looked up at the seething mass and silently hated them back with all his might.
He turned away, his back stiff, his heart roiling, even as he heard the commanding shouts of his guards telling the Elves to be quiet and go back to their own business. He hated them for it. He hated them for reminding him that he was no longer the one giving orders, for making it clear to the Elves that there was nothing he could do to them. Everything - everything that mattered for him - had changed.


Five hours had passed since Sauron arrived in Valinor. The day had brightened as afternoon drew on and the chariot of the Sun neared its resting place on the far side of Aman before it would begin its descent beneath the world. In that time, his "escorts" had brought him to the city of Valmar (or, more appropriately, to a small dwelling place on the outskirts of Valmar, as the Maiar probably did not want the entire elven population of the capital making a similar scene to the one at the harbor.)
Instead, it was Sauron who had made a scene, if anyone had been around to see it, though at this point, he had thankfully been left to himself. Finally alone, he unleashed his considerable rage upon a collection of cooking utensils, a wall tapestry, and various pieces of furniture. As he smashed the dining room chairs one by one with his bare hands, he imagined them to be Elves and Maiar, and the snap of wood transformed to the all-too-familiar crack of bone in his ears. It was hardly satisfying - if anything, it only reminded him of his powerlessness to harm his real foes - but it released the overwhelming fury from his system and left him spent, with only a smoldering resentment heating his face.
He had been provided washing and drinking water, food, and new clothing, this time of a dark blue and deep gold material with no device. After he had regained his composure and began to think straight once again, Sauron took advantage of these comforts. It had been weeks since he'd washed properly, and he had a feeling that appearing well-groomed before the Valar would be better than playing the pathetic tramp, which at this point he doubted would earn him an ounce of pity.
Quite frankly, he was not sure how to handle his audience with the Valar, which his guards had informed him would take place that evening. He had played arrogant with Eönwë, but he knew the Herald's warnings had been justified. There were individual Valar that he might have taken a chance with - Aulë who had an legendary soft heart, Nienna who was known for her compassion, or even Irmo or Estë who might be more interested in healing him than punishing him for the moment. But Sauron had no doubt that he would warrant the attention of the full council of fourteen, and he was equally sure that Valar such as Oromë, Tulkas, and Námo would not be impressed or endeared by any show of power or pride from him.
But he had made up his mind with equal conviction that he was not going to grovel, scrape, or beg either.
He forced himself to eat the fresh fruit and bread that he found in the cupboard; he had not eaten well on the ship and did not want to be any more light-headed than he was already going to be. After that, he meandered into the bedroom and flopped across the bed dejectedly, letting one hand fall off the edge and trail against the floor in thoughtless circles. He wished he had been taken straight to the Valar upon arriving. It was something he had learned from Melkor: if you were going to be punished, it was better to get it over with sooner rather than later. Especially if you hadn't even the slimmest chance of escape. Which he knew he hadn't.
He found himself stroking his forefinger over the metal head of his hammer, which he'd kept with him, though carefully concealed under his loose outer robe, for the entire voyage. He pulled it out of the dark blue outer robe that draped over his shoulders and hung open in the front, revealing the matching tunic and black leggings underneath. He stared at the tool blankly, his fingers tracing the notches and scars that hundreds of blows had left on its surface. Properly, it should have been smoothed back down, polished and mended on a regular basis, but Sauron had no doubt that the Valar had sent it to him in this state on purpose. He was no fool. He read the symbolism and the message he had been sent as clearly as letters on a page. Angrily, he let the hammer slip out of his fingers and drop onto the bed at his side. Then he rolled over with his back to it.
He was fairly sure that the polishing process was no fun for the hammer.
A loud knock on the front door startled him out of his reverie.
He glanced out the window automatically and saw that it was not yet evening. Perhaps his trial had been moved.  Maybe Ulmo actually showed up early for once and they decided to get it over with, he thought sardonically.
Even though he'd wanted just that, the thought sent up new flurries in his stomach, and he was suddenly not sure he could trust his legs to hold him.  Wonderful, I'll look stunning crawling into the Ring of Doom on all fours or being carried by my escorts,  he mentally derided himself. He rolled over onto his back and stared at the intricate lattice of knotting carved in the ceiling wood.  If they want me, they can come in and get me themselves,  he decided, letting his arrogant streak take control for the moment so that it could push down his fear.
The door opened, and he heard heavy footsteps pause briefly in the entry way, doubtlessly surveying the mess of broken crockery, shredded tapestry, and splintered wood that Sauron had left on the floor. But then the steps progressed onward, and the bedroom door creaked slightly as a hand pushed it open from the other side. In his peripheral, Sauron saw the figure standing in the doorway. His skin prickled, and he instantly knew that it was not one of his guards.
He sat up so fast that the blood rushed from his head, causing his vision to dance with red and black points of light.
The man standing in the doorway was tall, but few would have probably guessed that he was one of the seven lords of the Valar. His face was pleasant, noble, and etched with an infinite compassion, but distinctly plain. His mottled brown hair was tied back neatly from his square, strong features, but he had a full wiry beard, which was a hint darker than his hair, almost soot grey-black around his lips, sticking out in a cloud of several inches around his chin and cheeks. His skin was rough, fire-browned, and tight over his compactly muscled frame, and he had small wrinkles around his eyes as if from hours of squinting into bright light. His clothes were equally plain: a deep molten-red jerkin, granite-grey leggings, and brown boots.
Only his eyes showed him as something more. They were a striking combination of gold and silver as if both metals had been poured together and mixed thoroughly - the gold shone clear but was speckled with pinpoints of the silver that made his eyes gleam. It was what lay behind them though that revealed the man's true nature: an eternal flame of grandeur and gentle power that washed over Sauron like the heat of a fire. In short, Aulë, Lord of the Earth, looked exactly the same as when Sauron had last seen him.
Sauron stumbled to his feet, his tongue feeling dry and swollen against his teeth. His heart was beating much harder than he liked. He had not dreamed that he would have to face any of the Valar, let alone his first master, before his trial, and even though he didn't fear immediate retribution from Aulë the way he would if he had found Oromë or Tulkas suddenly standing in his doorway, he was not prepared, in body or mind, to face one of the fourteen most powerful beings in Arda and answer the uncomfortable questions and accusations that Aulë would undoubtedly have.
But Aulë neither questioned nor accused for the moment. Instead, the Vala of Earth just looked at him long and hard with his deep gold eyes flecked with silver, his mouth a thin, straight line amidst the tangle of his beard. Sauron did his best to look back, but the power radiating from the Vala's eyes soon forced him to look away. It made him want to crawl under the bed or shrink down to the size of an insect. He hated his own inferiority, the sense that this being could snap his power in half like a dry twig if he wanted, the terrible, terrible urge to bow down and submit himself to the lord he had been sent into this world to serve.
But yet, at the same time, he felt a flicker of scorn at the unassuming figure of his former master. Aulë had always preferred simplicity over flair; his lessons were continually of restraint and control. Even the jewels he made at the forge, though beautiful beyond the reckonings of most, had a signature austerity, as if their maker was simply doing what he loved to do, with no thought of showing off his talent. It was something that had always irked Sauron. It was part of the reason why the eyes of the young Maia had been drawn elsewhere…
For there had been nothing plain, nothing unassuming, about Melkor. The Dark Vala had a flair that Sauron had never seen matched, and his lessons were more pleasing to the ambitious, talented apprentice smith than those of Aulë.
"It is foolish to keep your powers at bay," Melkor had told him once. "How can you know the extent of your own skill if you do not use it, stretch it to its very limits, relish it, and watch it work? This is art, Mairon. There are no rules. Constraint is for fools who fear to press themselves, those who live in fear of others who  might not approve . Why should you be ashamed to reveal yourself, fully and proudly, and let the world know exactly who you are?"
"Master Aulë says that raw talent and power must be tempered with training and control," Sauron - young Mairon then (though he did not remember it) - had answered, a puzzled frown on his face as he tried to reconcile the two conflicting lessons. "He says there must always be rules, or else everything will fall into chaos and return to the Void."
"Mairon, Mairon," Melkor purred softly. "Who makes those rules? That's the only question that matters. Either you make your own rules or someone else makes them for you. And who has any right to tell you how you should use your own talent? Your power is yours, to do whatever you want to with it."
And so Mairon the apprentice had abandoned his rightful master's lessons and submitted to the new tutelage of Melkor.
And now, here Sauron the Black Captain was, back face-to-face with the being he had scorned, abandoned, and betrayed, whose lessons he had ignored, and his fate was in that same Vala's hands. As he stared at the wood panels of the floor, Sauron considered what a thoroughly awkward situation he was in.
He had expected accusations, a lecture at the very least. He did not expect the word that Aulë finally spoke in a voice deeper than the caverns of Angband and more soft and gentle than the first warm breath of spring through the winter's chill.
" Nauron."
Sauron's head shot back up at the sound of the name.  Fiery One . It had always been Aulë's personal name for him, an endearment perhaps and possibly a hint of a tease. He had no doubt that Aulë had always used it in reference to his somewhat intemperate tendencies just as much as it had been a reference to his skills with the flames and his abilities to shape them around his will. It was the name of the young smith who had burnt his fingers the first time he had seen molten gold and could not resist touching the shining, beautiful liquid; it was the name of the rash apprentice who had time and time again flung down his hammer in a fit of impatient rage when his grand projects did not go the way he had envisioned them in his mind. It was only when he heard Aulë speak it that the irony struck him of how much that name sounded like the one the Elves had given him.
Yet there was no anger or hatred in that word as there was in the name that had become his own, but moments later, Sauron wished there had been. Instead, there was that nauseatingly infinite compassion that Aulë had always possessed, that sickening  trust that everyone had some good in them and that nothing could be wholly lost. Once Sauron -  no, Aulë's Nauron - might have believed in something similar, but now such a belief seemed so quaint and antiquated that it made Sauron's scorn for this gentle, unlordly Vala blaze anew.
"My lord," he said stiffly, distantly, the tone of his voice making it clear that the "my" was simply a convention of grammar and in no way reflected Sauron's actual loyalties.
Aulë might have been plain, but he was no fool. His eyes deepened and saddened at Sauron's stiff formality, which only increased Sauron's disdain. Such a trick in front of Morgoth would have earned him a swift dagger of the Dark Vala's piercing mind ripping through his consciousness like a crueler version of a slap across the face. But at this point, Sauron knew that Aulë had come to neither punish nor gloat. He was here to pity, and Sauron hated that more than anything else the Vala of Earth could have done.
"Fiery One," Aulë said again softly, "so you have come back."
Sauron resisted the urge to scoff at such an obvious statement. Aulë was weak and soft among the Valar, but it would not do to anger him, especially with his trial mere hours away. Instead, he replied in the same distant voice. "So it would appear."
Aulë took a step into the room and half-closed the door behind him. "I heard of Eönwë's account of your surrender and journey," he continued. "I did not know whether you would come or not."
Sauron remained silent.
"I hoped you would," the Vala lord went on. "Not just for my sake, either. I hope you feel that you have made the right decision, Fiery One."
This time, Sauron could not resist the curl in his upper lip. "I have made many decisions that I considered right," he said in a low voice. "But that does not seem to be a guarantee that anyone else will view them as such."
"And do you still consider your decision to… leave… us to be right?" Aulë asked, audibly pausing by the word  leave .  A kinder word than 'betray', Sauron thought.
"Does that matter?" Sauron asked. "Now that I am here again?"
Aulë's eyes flickered with that strange inner flame of the Ainur. It had always been strong with Aulë, perhaps one of the many reasons that Morgoth had hated him especially. "I think it does," he said. "And so do many of the others. We know that the bonds of Morgoth are not easily thrown away, and nor is a desire for power and grandeur once such things have been tasted. You have drunk deep of both Morgoth's bondage and his gifts. Things will not be the same in Valinor - I trust that you already know this, and it gives me hope that you have come nevertheless. But still, a great many things will change depending on whether or not you view your past as a bondage and an evil - or not - and whether this journey of yours to Valinor is merely the lesser of two evils in your opinion, or whether it is truly a new beginning and a new hope."
Sauron's cheeks flushed as he listened the Aulë's slow, methodical words. His emotions stirred within him like seething water that has just been dipped with white-hot iron. His fiery temper bubbled up his throat until he could no longer contain himself. "Bondage and power!" he spat. "What would you know of either of those things? What do any of the Valar know of anything I have witnessed and known? Is that why you are here, Lord Aulë? To pity a fallen slave of Morgoth and to convince me before the trial that whatever sentence you place on my shoulders is a delight and a pleasure compared to my supposed agony in Middle-earth? I do not want your pity, or that of any living creature in Valinor!"
Aulë listened to Sauron's rant in silence, his face stone still. Only when angry words stopped spilling from the Maia's lips, leaving him breathing hard and trembling, did the Vala speak. "Then what do you want from us here, Sauron, if not our pity and our aid?"
 Will the tiresome fool never leave me in peace? Sauron thought. He felt spent and weary, not what he wanted to feel right before his trial. Aulë's question, so similar to Eönwë's, was not what he wanted to hear right now either.  What other choice did I have? he told himself. He had heard tales of the Noldor's exile from Valinor and the curse Námo had laid upon them for daring to challenge and disobey the Powers. He suddenly wondered if he was under a similar curse: forever doomed. To never find rest or happiness until the world ended. Did the choices he made really matter in the end, any more than Fëanor's had, or his cursed sons? Was he merely being yanked along by some cosmological string, and if so, why did it matter what he wanted? Why should he even bother figuring it out if it would only be yanked from under his nose the moment he laid his fingertip upon it?
Suspicions began to creep through his mind. Perhaps Aulë's visit was not as benign as it appeared. Perhaps the other Valar had sent him to eat away at Sauron's confidence and to undermine any rebellion he might still be harboring. Perhaps they meant to turn him into some drooling, pathetic lapdog, bereft of his will and powers, whining his thanks to them for sparing him from the evil fate that they themselves had driven him to.
For had they not done so? Melkor had told him as much far more times than he could count. "What choice do they leave you?" Melkor had crooned in his ear. "They have divvied up this world and all its power amongst themselves, and they are merely throwing you enough scraps to keep you satisfied and blind to what you  might have. You were powerful among the Ainur. Your song, no less than theirs, brought forth the vision of Eä. By keeping your inheritance from you, they are driving you to reach out and seize it by force. Take it and become your own lord. Cast off the burden of the Valar and show them that you are not afraid to do what they are daring you to do. It is your fate, Mairon, your doom written from the beginning, to wear the grandeur of lordship. Who are they to keep it from you?"
Sauron pressed his hands over his ears, his head ringing. A thousand voices, his own, Melkor's, Aulë's, and a myriad others, reverberated inside his mind. He felt dizzy, as if the world were tilting crazily, and up and down and left and right seemed to have no meaning. A piercing stab of some mental agony tore through his mind and he cried out as if he had been physically injured. At least under Morgoth, there were certain incarnate truths that he had built his life upon and had known and trusted without fail: that there was no turning back from the choices he had made, that Gaurhoth and the iron of Angband were his home and the source of his glorious power and dominion, that there was only one Power in Eä that mattered and he sat on a black throne, crowned with the Silmarilli.
But these truths had failed him and left him shattered and broken. First Eönwë, and now Aulë, were slowly tearing down that fortress he had built about himself, telling him that it had been lies he'd lived upon for so long and that they could offer him something different. There were no truths for him here, no iron certainties he could find his footing on. If he disobeyed Morgoth, he had known without fail that he could expect the Vala's lash; if he proved faithful and useful, he had known without fail that he could expect that Vala's dark praise and gifts of power. There were no such certainties here. He did not know what to believe, what to expect, what he was supposed to do or feel. He was lost. And that, perhaps more than anything else, terrified him to his core.
"I don't know!" he screamed, at Aulë, at Morgoth, at Eönwë, at the voices in his head. "I don't know!" And then his carefully constructed control slipped again for the second time that day, for it too had been built upon those deceitful certainties under Morgoth, and he was cursing and raging and hating himself for it (how could he have never realized how much he hated  himself ?), and then somehow his body was crumpled, cowering against the wall and the unfamiliar bed that was not his, his mind reeling, his legs no longer able to hold him. Unsummoned, pictures flashed through his mind: Melkor leaning against the wall, holding a crown that Sauron had just made, smiling with the firelight reflecting from the gold into his dark eyes where it vanished; a Noldorin prisoner bound to some hideous contraption of which only Sauron knew the exact workings, screaming and crying as Valaraukar lashed his naked body with fiery whips while a dark shadow (Sauron's) questioned him from the edge of the room where the blood could not splatter him; the impenetrable towers of Thangorodrim buckling in upon themselves and falling, the motion seemingly slow from so far away, each rock hurling down the next until the greatest fortress of Arda collapsed upon the ground in a ruin that seemed to shake the foundations of the world; elven eyes piercing him from every side, hate-filled but no longer afraid, chanting a crescendo of words in his ears:  May the Valar deal with you as you deserve, dark one! Join your evil master!
"I hate you!" Sauron heard himself shriek, though he did not know to whom he said it. Then he plunged into darkness, and his mind went blissfully blank.
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When Sauron returned to consciousness, the first thing he did was mentally curse himself. How could he have been so dreadfully stupid as to show such weakness before one of the Valar? Even before Morgoth's prying, piercing mind he had always been successful at keeping a tight lock on his thoughts and emotions. Was it not bad enough that he was already a helpless prisoner that he must sink lower and reveal his shattered reality to one that he least wished to see it.
And it had to be Aulë of all people, Aulë the Plain, Aulë the Unlordly, Aulë the One Who Pitied. It made him nauseous just to think about it. He had been through harder times and worse pain and yet he had managed to weather them with pride and dignity all the same. But to lose all control, to rant who knew what, and then to top it all by  fainting : that was simply unforgiveable.
Once he had given himself a mental tongue-lashing that would have put the most virtuosic rhetorician among the Noldor to shame, he slowly began to grow aware of his surroundings. His eyes were still closed, but he could tell he was lying down and by the softness of the substance underneath him, he determined he was in a bed. There was a smell, herbal and fresh in a way that reminded him of unsullied mountain snow, but what caught his attention were the voices. They were not in the same room as he was, perhaps in the next, and he had been too busy deriding himself to properly attend to them. But now he turned the full attention of his keen hearing upon them and listened.
"I tell you, he is not well enough for such a strain now." The voice was female, quiet and almost musical, like a harp that has just had all its strings plucked in a long, sweet trill of sound. It had a sleepy quality to it as well, as if its owner never said anything too swiftly or too loudly or with too much vigor. "The journey has been hard on him. He has not taken in enough food nor drink nor sleep. There is no wisdom in forcing him to go further than he has already gone this day."
"Nor is he fit in mind," came another voice, this one a male tenor that reminded Sauron of things he had forgotten, like the echo of a harmony that one knows he has heard but cannot recall where or when, or like a flashing glimpse of a dream that is now fading. "The darkness I sense in his dreams is not due wholly to what lies behind him. He fears the future, and we cannot blame him for that. But most of all, I see great turmoil in his thoughts of the present. He has been thrown into a world where he has no place, and it will take time for him to find his footing again. He is not ready for yet another upheaval in the foundations of his world."
"I do not disagree with you, Brother, but it is my duty to consider the ramifications upon all of Valinor, all of Arda, and not just a single Maia." This voice was deep, deeper even than Aulë's, and although it was not cold, it did not have the gentle warmth of the Smith's voice. It was heavy and each word it spoke seemed to form a layer in the air that descended upon Sauron like a rain of ash that grown thick enough could choke and crush all it chose. "While I do not distrust Aulë's words or the evidence of my own eyes or your skills, I must reiterate the peril that his unrestrained presence creates here. He has many enemies here who would do him harm in a heartbeat, and if this wreckage speaks true, then he is not above wreaking havoc here himself. He was strong in power before he left, and through Melkor's sorcery, he has grown in it beyond what his order was ever meant to have. I do not trust him, and I will not rest easy until we see this through."
"It is not fair to him," said a fourth voice, and this one was unmistakably Aulë's, nurturing and pleading. "We have all heard Eönwë's report. He expressed his desire for reconciliation. He came of his own free will, when he could have fled. He accepted the gift and the message that we sent him. His actions thus far have been admirable for one in his position, and how can we ask blind trust of one to whom we are not willing to give it?"
"Blind trust proved no one beneficial with Melkor," said the deep, heavy voice.
"It is not blind trust I ask for," Aulë persisted. "I ask for him to be judged according to his merits, in how his actions thus far prove themselves. I believe that he has truly come to us in the hope of restoration, whatever that arrogant mask he wears compels him to tell us, and I would not deny it to him."
There was a heavy sigh. "You take after Manwë too much, my dear Smith."
There was a pause, then Aulë spoke again in a quieter, more urgent voice. "I fear that if we make our demands of him now, before he has time to recover and adjust, he will once again revert to the cornered wolf I saw this afternoon. His mind is fragile. If we give him time, he may see the wisdom and mercy in our judgment with more clarity and be less likely to behave in such a way that will only condemn him further. I would not see him destroy his own chances of redemption while he is afraid and blind to what we want for him."
"And what would we do with him in the meantime?" demanded the heavy voice, this time with the slightest hint of irritation. "If we are to use your own metaphor, he is no mewling kitten, but a ravenous, cornered wolf ready to bite. I have said it before: he cannot be left to roam Valinor freely. Do you think tossing him in a cell will heighten his gratitude towards us? He must be dealt with, immediately. We are all ready and waiting." There was a pause. "And I fear that until we pass his sentence, he cannot be forced to see any more wisdom or mercy in our judgment than he will let himself see at the moment. Do not let him deceive you again, Aulë."
There was another pause, but this one seemed darker and tinged with a deeper sadness that Sauron could almost taste. It was clear the heavy voice had touched a tender spot with the smith. Finally, the Vala of the Earth spoke again, resignedly. "Do as seems best to you, Námo."
Before Sauron could come to grips with the fact that the Doomsman of the Valar was in the adjacent room, the male tenor spoke again. "He is awake and listening to us."
Sauron suddenly felt four pairs of powerful eyes gazing at him, and he realized the four Valar were standing in the entry, but the door to his room was open so that they could still observe him. Realizing that keeping up a pretense of sleep was useless, he opened his eyes and looked back at them.
The Valar were all watching him keenly with differing expressions. Aulë looked dejected and as compassionate as ever; Námo, with his stern face and eyes so black that it was impossible to tell where his pupils ended, looked grave and as lacking in pity as Aulë was abundant in it; and the two remaining visitors, Irmo with his distant, grey eyes and silver-blonde hair and Estë with her almost ridiculously youthful face and form, like a teenage child of Men, both wore expressions Sauron found impossible to read.
Námo's lips tightened and his eyes narrowed, but it was Estë who first moved, gliding slowly forward on bare feet and bringing with her into the bedroom the fresh smell that Sauron had noticed upon waking. There was that uncanny flame of power in her eyes, perhaps not as strong as in Aulë, or Námo, or even Melkor, but it was unnerving all the same to have it bent on him, especially radiating from a girl who physically looked like someone he could rip in half if he had a mind to, but Sauron the Deceiver knew better than anyone that appearances were treacherous.
The smell aroused memories in him, flashes of pictures and thoughts: light, faces, a strange crawling feeling over his flesh like water trickling over his skin, but he could not place any of it. It seemed to enter into his mind rather than his nostrils, and where it touched his psyche, it illuminated thoughts and memories that he had thought buried or burned long ago.
Now that he was faced with it, it surprised him to find that he could barely remember what most of the Valar had looked or sounded like before he left, and looking upon them now, they seemed like strange and fuzzy memories from a long-ago dream. It was all dream-like, he realized suddenly, his life before Melkor and Angband. No, he could still remember many details with clarity, things that had happened, even individual jewels he had made, but it seemed strangely unreal, and over other things it was as if a veil had been cast. His memories of the Valar, except for Aulë and Melkor, were shrouded in shadow, just as other aspects were, like his old name, like the Halls from which he, and they all, had first come, like what exactly he had Sung in the Music. He had never really considered this before, this strange lapse of memory, but now that it confronted him, he felt disturbed - defiled, almost - by this web of forgetfulness and shadow in his mind. He had always considered his mind sharper than most and it bothered him to have it revealed as otherwise. He shuddered and withdrew from the Valië.
Estë, however, did not seem concerned with his reaction. He now saw she was holding a bowl in her hands, not one of the clay pieces of crockery that had survived his fury, but a wooden bowl overlaid with what Sauron instantly recognized as pure gold. From it rose a spiral of white steam and he felt its heat on his face as Estë brought it towards him. In a moment of panic, he thought she was going to make him drink it. For some reason, the smell - and with it, his realization of his own forgetfulness - repulsed him; he could not bear the thought of that liquid, and its smell and memories, inside of him, becoming part of him…
But the Valië of healing did nothing more than dip in her fingers and before he could withdraw further, brushed them over his forehead. The liquid was warm against his skin for a moment until it dried, and despite himself, he felt his facial muscles relax, as if they had been commanded to do so. Estë's large, pale grey-green eyes gazed innocently into his. "How does that feel?" she asked, her harp-voice sweet and sleepy.
"Nice," his tongue answered before his mind reacted. It had been so long since he truly relaxed. She had dipped in her fingers again and was stretching them towards his face before he compelled himself to pull away. "What is it?" he asked suspiciously, but his tongue felt heavy. He cursed this sluggishness and tried to pull himself out of it. Now, of all times, was not the time to drop his guard.
"It is a simple mixture of water and an herb that brings healing, rest, and light to dark minds," she replied. "The Eldar call it  athelas ."
At the mention of the elves, and the recent memories that followed the word, he scowled and pushed her hand away. "I don't like the smell - it makes me feel sick," he growled.
A confused, or perhaps simply sad, expression (he could not tell) crossed her girlish face. "It will do you good. There has been much strain on you, and it will allow you to find rest if you let it."
"I don't like it," he snarled, breaking away from the last foggy tendrils of tempting sleepiness that the Valië and her concoction cast over him. He withdrew as far as the bed would allow him from the spirals of pungent steam. "Leave me alone."
"I think he has had all he can take for now, Estë." The other Valar had moved into the room while Estë had attempted to administer her  athelas brew. It was Irmo who had stepped forward and placed a pale hand on his wife's shoulder. She looked up into his eyes, something passed between them mentally, then she nodded slowly and stood, leaving Sauron crouched in the corner, watching her suspiciously like a wolf eyeing a hunter with a bow.
Sauron's gaze flickered to the other two Valar and finally came to rest on Námo. For a moment, he wondered if he should have let Estë continue her healing, for while she had been busy with him, the other Valar had seemed content to let her go about her work. Now that he had rejected her efforts, however, a chill had returned to the air, an icy atmosphere of justice that centered around the Doomsman of the Valar.
Námo's black eyes bored into him. They were hard, unwavering, but not cruel. Sauron knew cruelty when he saw it. He'd seen the mirth of it in Melkor's eyes when he condemned the red-haired Elf Prince of the Enemies, when he had tortured the proud grey-haired Man and cursed his family, when he had looked upon the beautiful, dancing Princess and told her his designs for her. He'd seen it in the eyes of Valaraukar and dragons and orcs. He had seen it in the hungering eyes of Draugluin. He had seen it in the sword blade that he had held up before his own face before he struck down the mortal traitor that he himself had seduced into treachery. Cruelty brought pleasure, but he saw neither joy nor pleasure in the Doomsman's eyes at the prospect of condemnation. It was not pity in Námo's eyes, but something just as foul to Sauron: righteousness.
 I am doomed, Sauron thought. He remembered the words of Aulë that he had overheard:  I ask for him to be judged according to his merits, in how his actions thus far prove themselves. Well, if he knew anything, it was that his actions had condemned him a thousand times over. He did not know what Aulë had hoped to gain for him with such a plea; if he were to be judged by his actions, nothing good would come to him.
 Perhaps I was always doomed . The thought flickered through his mind, and for some reason, it was not wholly despairing. There was some strange comfort in believing that he was living out his destiny, that there was no other path to turn onto now, that he had reached an End set in stone. That all he could do now was to go down holding his head high. He had fought long and hard and the scars of his battles covered his spirit; it was almost restful to think that the fighting was over. At least in the Void, he would have his certainties back and none of his memories, forgotten or remembered, would matter. Strength seeped back into his limbs and standing, he met Námo's heavy gaze.
"What is the time?" Sauron asked, his voice once more silky and smooth.
He saw Aulë frown at the unexpected question, but Námo's countenance shifted no more than it would have had it been granite. "It is evening," the Doomsman replied.
Sauron held his gaze, even though it hurt. "I believe I have a trial scheduled for that time," he said.
Aulë stepped forward, his face etched with pain and that signature sympathy. "The trial can wait," he said. "There are more important things to be seen to now. You are not well, Nauron. We can help you prepare for what is to come better if your mind and body are strong. We want to help you, not hurt you further. Please, come with myself and Irmo and Estë and we can promise you a night of deep sleep and deeper rest, which is what we all know you need. Surely, Námo cannot object if we postpone other duties until the morning."
If Sauron had not already been determined in the course of action he was about to take, he would have been now. Aulë's words stirred his deep-set pride and he held himself a little straighter and taller. He turned his gaze to Aulë now, meeting the pleading, metallic eyes with the cold reserve he had learned from the iron will of Melkor. He would not forgive himself for his lapse before Aulë earlier, even if Aulë did, and he felt the familiar hard chill of indifference incase the fiery emotions that he could not risk freeing again. It was easier to face a hateful world with his emotions deadened.
"I believe I have a trial scheduled," he repeated, the icy words slipping between stony lips, the last hints of his fiery rage and his stormy fear locked hard in his heart, invisible once again to the world the way he preferred
He did not look at the Valar again. Instead, he walked straight past them, through the entry room where the last hints of his fury had been swept into small, neat, unnoticeable piles in the corner. He paused at the door, his fingers on the knob. "Do what you feel is best," he said, "but I shall be waiting for you, at the Ring of Doom."
There was a moment of surprised silence amongst the four Valar after the door closed behind the Maia. Then Námo's lips played upward in a hint of a grim smile. "Just as meek as he ever was, is he not?"
Aulë's shoulders slumped, but he couldn't help giving a small shake of his head. "I tell you, he was always brave," he said in a voice tinged with admiration.
"And bold," Irmo added with a small frown.
"As was Melkor," said Estë. She gazed down at the still steaming bowl of unused  athelas broth in her hands. "Without compassion and restraint for balance, bravery and boldness are powerful weapons."
Námo squared his heavy shoulders. "And yet he is right," the Doomsman said. "The time has come. We have a trial to attend."
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Chapter 4

Chapter 4
Sauron had no idea how to get to the Máhanaxar.
His knowledge of Valinor consisted solely of the gleaned pieces of information he had gathered from Noldorin thralls and Morgoth himself, though the latter rarely had spoken of his time in Aman and his servants had all known better than to pry into what was clearly a sensitive subject for the Dark Vala. Therefore, Sauron's acquaintance with the Blessed Realm stretched little further than details that were vague at best: a sky-tall mountain that caught the light of the Sun's passing, a harbor that had once been filled with white ships before it had been filled with Telerin bodies, a dark hall of dead spirits and punishment on the edge of the world, beauty, bliss, entrapment, thralldom. He had heard many words to describe Valinor. But Sauron trusted words just about as little as he trusted appearances.
But one thing he could not yet deny was the beauty of Valinor. Despite himself, he had felt jealousy burning inside on the short walk that afternoon from the harbor to the outskirts of Valmar. Beleriand had been fair, mysterious, and wild, but its beauty had been dark and, Sauron knew, marred. That was the one thing in which Sauron had always been at odds with Melkor, though he never had spoken his dissent aloud. Melkor had lived under the conviction that if it could not be his, utterly and completely, then it must be destroyed beyond all recovery.
Sauron, on the other hand, had always acted under the principle of "waste not." Where he could adopt the usefulness or glory of another's design, he was not above melding it and improving it with his own work, even if he could not claim the result as unadulteratedly his. So what if Beleriand had been principally designed by his enemies? It had been beautiful, and he would have greatly preferred to become lord of an exquisite paradise - his own Land of Bliss to challenge the tales he heard of Valinor - rather than the burning, ravaged ruin he'd left, but Melkor would not hear of it. To Melkor, it seemed the only way something could be his was if he twisted it so far from its original form that it become unrecognizable. And Melkor, Sauron thought with a hint of a sigh, had not exactly been a connoisseur of beauty.
However, as he walked through the cool evening, the low-riding sun pouring its golden light over Taniquetil looming silently beyond the city, setting on fire the bright, unstained rivers, trees, slopes, and plains, Sauron came the closest he had ever felt to Melkor's burning hatred toward all things that were not and could not ever be his. As he gazed upon the shimmering, golden slopes of the Pelóri across the plains from him, he wished that such a land could have been his and he had a sudden desire to set real flames to this mocking land, this land that flaunted its beauty in his face, this land that could never, ever belong to him. It seemed better that it should burn than that it should exist beyond the grasp of his tantalized fingertips, a realm going to waste without his will to govern and shape it to absolute perfection.
It seemed pointless to walk when he had no idea where he was going, so he just stood on the lip of the hill, gazing down into the valley of Valmar at the feet of the mountain. His dramatic and arrogant exit from the house had been for nothing more than show, and if he knew one thing for certain, it was that the Valar wouldn't let him walk off into the evening unattended. In the spur of the moment, he had been proud to take his life into his own hands and demand his own trial, but looking back, he was already feeling queasy about it. He did not take back his determination to go down with his head held high, to show that he was not merely some pawn to be moved about a board at a game master's will, but he worried once again that perhaps his arrogance might work against him. It had been both Eönwë and Aulë's warnings, and he knew his pride had played significant roles in various low points in his life. He was not above the recognition that his position was precarious. Some doom awaited him, and while he was sure there was little he could do at this point to make it better, he was fairly sure it was still quite possible for him to dig himself a deeper grave. He hoped he had not just done so.
 Fool, he thought to himself,  when will you learn that your emotions are your enemy? It was only ever when Morgoth lost his iron control that he opened himself up to weakness and defeat. Do you wish to follow that same path, Sauron, that path straight to the Void?
Again, he cursed the unstable ground that he was metaphorically teetering on. What was it the Valar wanted of him?  I suppose I shall discover that soon enough, he thought, and despite the perfect, warm weather of Aman, he shivered.
That was when the Valar chose to join him. Námo and Estë had vanished, perhaps going on ahead to the Ring of Doom to alert the other Valar that the trial was indeed going on as planned, but he felt the presences of Irmo and Aulë emerging from the golden evening behind him. Sauron knew the Máhanaxar lay somewhere on the outskirts of Valmar, so he began walking purposefully down the hill towards the city, as if that had been his plan all along. Soon, the uncomfortable sensation of being flanked by two Lords of Valinor settled over him though, and he dropped back just slightly, letting them do the guiding. Neither Vala commented on his refusal of Estë's healing, his demand to go ahead with the trial, or his abrupt exit from the house, for which Sauron was at least presently thankful. Talking, especially with Aulë, was not high on his list of priorities at the moment, and so they plodded on, silence wrapping around them even as the grey of twilight finally settled over the fair countryside.


"The Ring of Doom - a pretty name for the Valar's stocks where they will bind you, find every chink with which they can humiliate you, and then take their turns flinging their mud of accusations into your face, and for what crime? To rule? To create? No, for daring to oppose them and to reveal that there are other paths in the world to trod, paths apart from the one  they have ordained. It was so for me, and it is so for all who succumb to the misfortune of entering that cursed ring of punishment and humiliation. Doom, hah! There is no worse doom than that!"
The night had been one late in the War of Wrath, when it was clear that the war was not going in the favor of Angband. His tongue loosened uncharacteristically by both rage and several bottles of dark wine, Morgoth had informed Sauron quite colorfully about what exactly awaited them all when the last line of defenses broke and the Valar dragged them out of their hiding like rats from a hole. That night Sauron had learned more about his master's stay in Valinor than he had heard in the hundreds of years leading up to it, and the combination of hate, rage, and terror in the Dark Vala's eyes was enough to freeze the Black Captain's heart.
For the beginning, Morgoth had shared a multitude of unpleasant memories from his own experience, but when the wine grew thicker on his breath, he had turned his attention to his lieutenant.
"If they treat their own flesh and blood as no more than a contemptible rat, than what do you think awaits you, fiery little traitor?" Morgoth had laughed, his voice horribly slurred by the wine and his own fearful despair. "They will strip you to the bone, leave your mind reeling, naked, and humiliated. Oh, they will enjoy you, Sauron, clip your wings and watch you pound yourself to death against the bars of their cage. Pretty little bird will never fly again."
Sauron, his own mind reeling from several more glasses of Morgoth's wine than were good for him, had just listened, horrified, the images seared bright in his mind. Morgoth's iron crown with its one empty socket like a disfigured eye seemed to grow in his vision until it was a ring big enough for him to stand in, surrounded on all sides by tall iron spikes, with no entrance and no exit, nothing but sheer metal walls all around him. He imagined himself forced to stand stark-naked in the middle of that terrible ring while shadowy figures pressed in all around him, clamping chains about his wrists, his ankles, his neck, then lastly and most terribly, over his mouth, and then leaving him, speechless, to stand in chains for the rest of eternity as an example to every living creature that passed by to mock him. Sauron's gorge rose violently, and aided by the alcohol and many sleepless nights of fear, he had emptied his stomach onto Morgoth's black marble floor.
The morning after, with a pounding head but a decidedly more stable mind, the Black Captain had decided that Morgoth might have exaggerated a little, but one thing stuck fast in his thoughts: the Ring of Doom was not somewhere he wanted to end up.


Sauron looked up at the tall grey walls directly in front of him, not iron, but some elegant, smooth stone. A large pair of double doors made of wood stood directly in front of him. There was nothing innately intimidating about them, nothing more so than with any other structure in Valinor - in fact, their curved surface was graceful and lovely even, nothing like that cruel ring of iron torture he had envisioned that night with Morgoth. But all the same, he knew it was going to take every ounce of his will to step through those doors once they opened.
Aulë and Irmo had left him once they reached the gates, doubtlessly to join the other Valar before he was permitted to enter. He was thankful for it. He preferred not to show up looking like he needed two babysitters. Although he could not see anyone, he was sure he was being watched, though. Not only did he doubt that the Valar would leave him unsupervised at this crucial moment, but he could feel piercing eyes on the back of his neck. He remained stiff and unmoving, however, facing the gates, not submitting to the temptation to look around for his observers.
He saw little point in trying to corral his thoughts, now when all his doubts and fears of the last two weeks - and from farther back - were culminating in a single event that would probably determine what the rest of his life looked like. His mouth had gone bone dry and he had to fight to swallow. Everything terrible Morgoth had ever told him about his punishment and the fates that awaited any of his servants that had the misfortune of being captured were racing through his thoughts. Sauron's mind needed no prompting to conjure up images of horror; he had personally seen, and carried out, many of the tortures inflicted on his and Morgoth's own prisoners of war.
 But you are not a prisoner, some small voice whispered in the back of his mind.  You came to them.
A harsher voice laughed back.  A prisoner of war is a prisoner of war regardless of whether he was captured or surrendered of his own free will. You should have run, you fool.
Sauron pushed both voices back, straightening his shoulders. Whatever awaited him beyond those doors, he was fairly sure, despite Morgoth's words, that it wouldn't be torture, not in the tradition sense. The Valar were just, but they were not cruel, of that he was sure. And that was the reason why he could not wrap his mind around what they might do to him. If their positions were reversed, he the conquering lord and they the defeated traitors, he knew exactly what  he would do, and neither mercy nor kindness entered anywhere into the equation. But what might someone do to him who had no desire to see him writhe in anguish, shriek for mercy, and finally die a slow, painful death to compensate for his treachery? Námo had been plain enough - they could not let him wander Valinor freely - and he was fairly sure that they did not intend to condemn him to the Void just yet (why heal or care for him if his body was about to be annihilated?) and he was confident in ruling physical torture out of the picture. What then was left?
He wasn't sure what changed in his surroundings, but he was suddenly aware that there was a person standing behind him. He stiffened automatically and clenched his hands into fists, half-expecting to feel ropes being bound around him.
"Don't worry, I'm just your escort."
Sauron turned his head at the sight of golden hair in his peripheral as the blue-clad Maia came to stand beside him. He raised an eyebrow in surprise. "Eönwë?"
The Herald of Manwë looked grim and official, wearing a formal tabard of pale blue with the white eagle of the Vala King on his chest. He glanced sideways at Sauron. "So you made it all the way to the Ring of Doom," he said. "I still wasn't sure you wouldn't jump ship or make some bolt for it once you arrived in Valinor."
Sauron scowled, his eyes burning darkly. "I'm not in the Ring of Doom yet."
Eönwë gave a short, mirthless laugh. "Well, if you're going to run, Sauron, now is your only chance. They're ready to see you."
Before Sauron could process those words, Eönwë stepped forward and pushed open the doors of the Máhanaxar.
White light rushed over Sauron and with it, he felt the surge of power from the Ring. His gut tightened, his tongue grew so heavy he doubted he still retained the powers of speech, and his head and neck pounded with racing blood. His vision elongated until it looked as if he were standing at the mouth of a tunnel instead of under a simple arch. He was sure at any moment his heart would explode. All in all, it left the adrenaline rush he'd felt at the harbor far behind.
 I can't do it, he thought in a panic.  I can't go in there and let them tear what's left of my life apart. I can't face this kind of humiliation.
He turned to run.
As he did so, something crept through him, dispelling the momentary panic as it did, cold and familiar. Pride. It was humiliation he feared, was it not? And yet, what could be more humiliating than to come all this way only to collapse in a useless heap or to finally flee at the last moment? His fingernails dug into his palms painfully. He was no coward; he was no wounded animal that flees in panic before the hunter. He thought of Morgoth's tales that awful night and the whispers he overheard among the Noldorin slaves that the greatest of the Valar had been dragged, wrapped in magical chains, begging for mercy, into this Ring. Morgoth had never been quite the same after his experience in Valinor, hiding in his deep halls while others fought his wars, and Sauron realized that he had secretly scorned his master for that weakness. Suddenly, it seemed to Sauron that the worst thing he could do, the most humiliating option,  was to run now, in the full sight of all the Valar. Maybe they were just waiting for him to do so, waiting for him to give them a final reason to toss him once and for all into the Void. Well, he would show them.  He had come to Eönwë,  he had boarded the Telerin ship,  he had demanded that his trial be carried out now despite his fatigue, and  he was going to walk into that Ring and take whatever they gave him with a will of iron that even Morgoth would envy. He realized that nothing they could do would take away his pride and dignity; the only way he could be humiliated was if he allowed himself to be.
Sauron turned to face the light and felt a grim sense of satisfaction flood through him as his racing blood turned to steel in his veins. He bared his teeth in a dark smile of pride at his own strength.
And then he walked straight to the middle of the Ring of Doom.


At first, the light was so blinding that he could see nothing. It was white, pure white, and it reminded him chillingly of the Silmarilli, but also of something else that was shrouded in that shadow-web that Estë's  athelas brew had revealed. Still clinging for dear life to that determination to show the Valar his true mettle, he forced himself to pause and wait until his eyes adjusted.
They did so in less than thirty seconds, though to Sauron, it seemed to drag on for minutes before shapes became clear and the light around him took form.
The first thing he saw was the source of the light itself: a great lamp elevated on a pillar in the middle of the ring. The shadow in his mind shifted slightly and he remembered the design: the Two Lamps of Aulë that had lit the world during the Spring of Arda before he himself had openly joined Melkor. This lamp was of a lesser kin to Illuin and Ormal but itself glorious and pure, shining like starlight over the entire Máhanaxar.
The Máhanaxar. The Ring of Doom. He guessed that it was close to seventy-five feet across in a perfect circle with the lamp pillar directly in its center. All around him, a sheer grey wall rose about ten feet before flattening out into a circular platform on which were set, at even intervals, fourteen thrones. Behind the thrones, the walls rose as a grey-white back-drop of another twenty feet. It was distinctly plain with no unnecessary embellishments or features, but it was quite effective. Sauron felt like a rat who had just stepped into a trap and had it snap up around him.
He swallowed and tried not to look at the occupants of those fourteen thrones. Instead, he fixed his eyes on the task of getting to the middle of the Ring without losing all the control he was clinging to. The lamp pillar was itself elevated from the grass floor of the Ring by a circular platform of the same grey stone, perhaps ten feet across and four feet high with three shallow, curving steps leading up to it.
Eönwë was standing on the platform already, arms at his side, waiting. As Sauron steadily approached and reached the steps, he noticed the briefest flicker of surprise pass through the Herald's eyes. So, even up to this very moment, Eönwë had been expecting him to flee. He had not thought that Sauron could do it. Quite frankly, Sauron felt a little insulted, despite the fact that he had not been sure himself until a moment ago. It gave his pride that extra little prick he needed to mount the platform and turn to face the ones who would decide his doom.
They were all there: all fourteen of the most powerful beings of Arda. He could not help his eyes from roving now, flickering from face to face, as he attempted to discern the moods and perhaps even the thoughts of the Valar. Some of the expressions he noted were predictable: tall, handsome Oromë with his waves of flaming red hair looked as if he wouldn't hesitate for a moment to shoot Sauron with the giant bow clasped to his back; Tulkas with his mane and beard of gold already had his huge hands balled onto fists resting on his knees; and Ulmo, his cloudy blue-green eyes ever-changing and his pale skin as smooth and sleek as fish scales, was not trying to hide his glower. On the other hand, Nienna with her silver hair like spun moonlight streaked with black and her narrow, high-cheekboned face gazed compassionately down at him; Nessa, dressed in a simple green smock, with her knee-length sunrise-yellow hair loose, was sitting uncomfortably, clearly torn between the glares her brother and husband were shooting Sauron and her own feelings about the situation; and Aulë tried to give him a reassuring smile when Sauron's eyes passed over the Smith.
Eönwë cleared his throat officiously and announced in a loud, clearly-annunciated voice, "My Kings and Queens of the Valar, I present to you the Maia named Sauron Gorthaur, former Black Captain of Melkor the Morgoth in Beleriand and Middle-earth, who comes before you now in stated penitence to know your will and judgment and to accept your ruling concerning his doom on this the twelfth day of the second month of the Second Age of Arda under the Sun."
Thus finished, the Herald stepped briskly to the side and Sauron found himself at center stage with fourteen pairs of eyes unwaveringly fixed on him.
He looked up and found himself gazing at the three most powerful Valar. Námo was standing in the center at what looked like a lectern with an open book laid before him. On either side of him, still seated in their thrones with their hands linked between them, were the High King and Queen: Manwë dressed in his blue robes with a circlet of gold resting amid his curling yellow locks and Varda with her eyes of deepest blue in which her own stars seemed to dance and her hair so blonde it was a brilliant white. Although he tried, Sauron could determine nothing of their moods or feelings about seeing him there from their three smooth countenances. He shifted just slightly, uncomfortable under their piercing gazes but quickly stilled himself, lowering his gaze and simply waiting for them to have their say, knowing automatically that speaking first would do him no good.
The silence seemed to stretch on infuriatingly. Sauron had just finished counting all the stones that made up one row of the platform from one side to the other for the fourth time and was wondering if this was going to be his punishment after all - standing under that blinding lamp unable to move or speak under the end of Arda - when finally the Doomsman addressed him.
"Sauron Gorthaur," he said, and Sauron's head snapped up as if he'd had a string tied in his hair that was suddenly and forcefully yanked upward. "We are well acquainted with a list of your deeds that we do not believe needs uttering, as you yourself are, of all of us, most acquainted with it. And if Eönwë has spoken true that you came to him with the open desire for reconciliation, forgiveness, and justice, then it is our understanding that you recognize your deeds for what they are: heinous, treacherous, abhorrent, and evil."
Sauron flinched inwardly under every heavy word, his eyes dropping again. This was not a good beginning to a trial. Maybe they had deceived him after all. Maybe they had all lied to him in order to lure him here with the least amount of trouble on their part. Maybe they were going to throw him into the Void after all…
But Námo was still speaking. "And yet, we here recognize that though evil deeds may not be undone, other deeds may be done to counter and reconcile the evil done. Even Doom itself may not always be set in stone. We have offered pardon and the power and choice to be reconciled to many, even to those who were Cursed and banned from this land when their deeds proved worthy of forgiveness, yes, and even to the Dark Vala himself when he asked it of us."
Sauron's eyes lifted fractionally.
"Therefore, we also extend this choice to you, Sauron. Your treachery against us was bitter and deep, yet we did not fail to notice the loyalty with which you stood by your new master's side till the very end, whether out of fear, greed, or true faith, we do not know, but all the same, it spoke of some heart and spirit left in you. Now that Morgoth has fallen and a New Age has come upon Arda, we have agreed - though I warn you now that the decision was not unanimous - that you be given a second chance, if you truly seek it and if you will take it. It will not come without retribution and due pain, but we offer you this redemption in response to your request and in the belief that you are not wholly marred and that one day, you may be made whole and well again to the benefit of all of Arda."
There was a long pause while Námo allowed this information to sink into Sauron's brain. Then his deep voice rolled over the Ring of Doom. "Do you accept our offer, Sauron Gorthaur?"
It was not as if he could turn back from his choice now, not when the alternative at this point would clearly be a dungeon or the Void itself. Sauron felt his head bend slowly forward up and down, his voice coming out dry as a forest after a wildfire. "I accept."
There was a murmur like a small whirlwind spinning around him above in the Ring. Námo wrote something with a blackbird feather in his open book. "Then these are our stipulations for you if you wish to reside in peace and goodwill here in Valinor."
Manwë murmured something that Sauron could not hear, and Námo nodded before continuing. "We wish to make it clear that our stipulations are precautions, not punishments. When you earn our trust, adjustments shall be made to your situation accordingly. However, should you prove unruly or in any way seek to disrupt the peace of Valinor by breaking your word, appropriate actions will also be taken to discourage you from further misdemeanor. Do you understand?"
Sauron cursed his dry throat as he murmured his cracked reply. "I understand."
"Very good." Again the blackbird feather scratched against the parchment of Námo's book. "Our first stipulation is that you will remain here in Valinor under our complete supervision. You will be given freedom within the halls you are assigned, but if you leave them for any reason, you must inform us of your intentions and you must be accompanied by someone approved by ourselves at all times. There will be no exception to this condition until further notice. Any violation of this condition will lead to punishment that we feel fits the magnitude of the transgression." Another pause to let the information solidify for Sauron. "Do you understand?"
This request was no surprise to Sauron. Melkor had lived under a similar proviso and at least Sauron was skipping the three ages in a dungeon portion. He had been correct in guessing though that the Valar would be keeping a closer eye on him than they had with his former master; there'd be no slipping off quietly for him. But now that the actual words were in the air, Sauron felt like something was crushing down around his ribs making it difficult to breathe as the full scope of how he was going to be living now started to unfold before him. No, there would be no four walls pinning him in, but he already felt like a prisoner all the same. What was it Melkor had said to him? A wild bird beating itself to death against its cage? Sauron bit his lip, then felt his head slowly bend forward, his voice coming out as a hoarse whisper. "I understand."
The scratching of that blackbird quill seemed absurdly loud in the quiet Ring. He was aware that the Valar were all watching him intently, as if none of them wanted to miss a single reaction from him. He swallowed painfully and waited for Námo to continue.
"Our second stipulation directly relates to your natural powers as a Maia, as well as those powers of sorcery that you gained under Morgoth's tutelage. It was never meant for one of your order to gain power to the extent to which you have done, and considering the uses to which you have been wont to put it in recent years, we currently consider your unbridled powers a direct threat to Valinor until we can trust you to use your powers for their original purposes. For the safety of all, and to remove any temptation from before you, your powers will be henceforth Bound. All unnatural powers beyond your order that you gained under Morgoth, including all magic of necromancy, sorcery, and the ability to Bind other souls, will be removed permanently, for they are a perversion of your original powers. Those powers that were originally granted to you by the will of Eru you will retain, but they shall be Bound until further notice and they shall be Unbound only when we see fit and you have proved yourself capable of wielding them responsibly. These powers include your ability to exert your will over others, all powers of illusion, the powers of Song, your control over fire, your ability to revert to spirit form, and your ability to change physical form."
At each new word, dread fell over Sauron and his heart sank lower and lower. By the end, his shock was such that he did not trust that he even still had the powers of speech left to him. He had assumed they would not allow him free reign with all his powers, especially the sorcery of Morgoth, but he had never guessed how completely they had planned to strip him. Panic began to set in; he could not even contemplate living so utterly bereft of the powers that he took for granted. It was as if they were telling him he was no longer going to be allowed to breathe.
Right on the heels of his panic came his anger. How dare they? He had been led to believe that by seeking pardon, he would be given leniency. Perhaps "leniency" simply meant not throwing him into the Void, but did they not know that this… this cursed condemnation was a living death for him all of its own? He had earned those powers under Morgoth, through toil and pain and centuries of service, and now in the blink of an eye, they would rip all his hard-earned rewards from him. They were not the ones who had toiled for those powers, they who had been granted their almighty abilities from the start just because they happened to be higher in Eru's favor. And of his true powers, the ones that made-up his very identity as a Maia, surely not even they had the right to steal that from him. What sort of life did they expect him to live? A slave's? Surely they could not be so arrogant as to take his very essence from him. He looked up at that ring of faces around him, so smug, so confident, and felt his hatred towards each and every one of them flaming inside of him so hot that it sent stabs of pain through his chest.
He had known all along that their only desire was to see him humiliated.  I told you so," mocked the harsh voice that had told him to run. He decided he hated that little voice as much as he hated the Valar.
But Námo was not finished. Whether or not he could read the effects of his words on Sauron's face, he continued speaking in his even, unhurried voice.
"However, concerning the last of these powers listed, we realize it is unnatural for an Ainu to be Bound to a single form, and doubtlessly you will find your condition uncomfortable initially. Therefore, we have agreed that it is only right and fair that you be allowed to choose the form to which your spirit will be Bound."
His mind seething with hate and anger, Sauron's first inclination to this offer was to take one of his monstrous forms, just to spite them: the huge werewolf with poisonous breath and eyes that could smite down those of weaker will or a loathsome serpent with reeking venom dripping from its fangs. Let them play master to that! However, he soon dismissed such thoughts as he forced himself to contemplate his decision with a clearer mind. While seeing their initial shock to him taking a monster's form might be briefly satisfying, in the long run, it would do nothing for his position. He'd used such forms when necessarily, but he had never been fond of them, and he had no idea how long he might have to wear it. And taking such a form would probably not encourage the Valar to give him back his abilities sooner rather than later. He did not like the thought of being stuck on all fours or crawling on his belly for the next three ages.
That idea ruled out, his mind began to turn in other directions, ones more familiar and comfortable to him. For the moment, he laid aside his burning emotions to contemplate the life he was being told he was going to have to live. This was an important decision, probably one of the few he would be allowed to make concerning his new life, and he did not want to waste it. That considered, he realized there were more subtle and more useful ways to twist the Valar's offer. Ways more familiar to Sauron the Deceiver.
Morgoth might have personally preferred the threatening figure of a Dark Lord, but he had recognized the distinct use of having a lieutenant with a silver tongue and a beautiful form. And Sauron knew personally that flies were more easily snared with honey than with salt.
He closed his eyes. It took no more than a thought to change his form, as easy as slipping out of one garment and into another. His current form was fair, but nothing spectacular, the same one in which he had come to Eönwë two weeks ago in Middle-earth, but he would not be satisfied now with anything short of the best. He molded his body like a potter with his clay, smoothing out every imperfection, perfecting every feature. He had worn many fair forms, that of a Maia, Elf, or Human, but this one would be his crowning glory. No, he would not waste this opportunity.
He needed no mirror to know when he was done. He paused, mentally assessing his work and assuring himself that he was completely satisfied with the results. Then he opened his eyes.
The looks on the Valar's faces told him his work was successful.
The Valar were surrounded by beauty, they themselves fair as kings and queens of the Eldar, and yet even they were not completely immune to his powers. Caught off guard, many of them were staring at him as if they could not pull their eyes away, and even a few of the Valiër, notably Nienna, were gazing at him with unfeigned admiration. His fiery hatred and anger of moments ago was replaced by a cool confidence and a cocky pride at their expressions, but he did not let it show. Instead, he smoothed his face over with an innocent air, as if oblivious to the stares he was getting and their implications, and stretched his arms out, lowering his head slightly. When he spoke, he was glad to hear that his voice had recovered. "I choose this form."
There were several nods from around the Ring. Sauron smirked to himself, pleased that none of them apparently recognized his subtle flouting of their offer with such a form or the danger that he could present with it. Námo opened his mouth to speak, but before he could accept Sauron's choice, another voice cut across the silence in the Ring. "I protest!"
Sauron's head whipped around to find the speaker, just as the Valar did the same. He cursed inwardly at what he saw.
The Valië standing before her throne was the only one that Sauron had been pointedly avoiding eye contact with the entire trial. She was beautiful, stunningly beautiful, her flawless skin of olive hue, her rippling, hip-length waves of luscious brown hair woven through with flowering vines that seemed to need no other nourishment than their mistress's locks. Her eyes were spring green, her form straight and impressively tall, and she was clad in a dark green and gold robe belted flatteringly at her waist with a girdle of gold shaped like linked dandelions.
As she stepped forward, her presence washed over Sauron, like the first day of warm spring after a particularly long and cold winter. Her aura had always been powerful, and Sauron found himself not completely able to shake off the thrill and deep pulse of life that trembled through his entire body. Yavanna might hold her trees and plants of all kinds in highest honor, but it was no secret that it was from her that all living creatures had their life and flourished. However, noting the glower she was currently wearing, Sauron was fairly sure she was not interested in seeing him flourish in any way, shape, or form.
Námo frowned at the Valië of Flora and Fauna, and Manwë shifted in his throne to face her, leaning his chin on his propped fist, his deep blue-grey eyes intrigued by this turn of events. "Yes, Yavanna, you have a complaint?" Námo prompted, raising his dark, heavy eyebrow.
"I do indeed!" Yavanna replied passionately. Her flashing eyes swept scornfully over her peers. "Surely you do not mean to simply sit there and let  him " - she indicated Sauron with a contemptuous flick of her fingers - "taunt you in this manner. I feared when the matter was brought up initially between us that he would do something of this sort, and I was against allowing him this choice from the start, and it appears I am justified.
"Do you not see?" She turned around to glare at Sauron who remained completely silent. "Have you heard nothing of the stories from Beleriand? Did you learn absolutely nothing from Melkor? Short of Aulë, I am sure I knew this Maia best of all of you. Do not think for a moment that he has chosen this form in innocence. He will use this power of his against all he meets: Elf, Maia, and Vala alike. Look at you. Look at her," she suddenly said, pointing at Nienna who was still gaping rather openly at Sauron. "Do you mean to allow him to go about Valinor as he went about Beleriand as Melkor's pet Tempter and Deceiver? Give him this form and you will give him a weapon which I do not doubt he would - and will - use against you all in a heartbeat!"
Manwë stood up, meeting the hot gaze of Yavanna. "What you say is fair, Yavanna, but we heard your arguments at the council. And I do not believe it is fair to compare Sauron to Melkor at this time. Just because Melkor used his fair-seeming form against us when we granted him leniency does not mean that Sauron will do the same. We cannot punish for deeds he has not yet done and still call ourselves just. Aulë has made it quite clear, and he is not alone, that he believes Sauron has come to us in true faith. He gave himself into our hands of his own will. Why would he wish to flout our will now in our land, in the very Ring of Doom?"
"And yet, Lord Manwë, is that not what you thought of Melkor?" Now it was Oromë who rose from his throne. "I think we all can agree that your heart has always been overly merciful. Mercy has its place, but justice and the safety of Arda must come first. We were sent into Eä to care first and foremost for the Children, and Yavanna is correct in suggesting that we  must consider any dangers he might present to the Children under our protection."
There were murmurs of agreement from a number of the Valar. Yavanna took up her argument again. "Perhaps he does not have some plan to overthrow our power at the moment, but he is giving himself - no, you are giving him - the chance to do so if the opportunity arises. Can you not see? We agreed to remove his powers as a safety precaution, but he has just given himself back what you are trying to take. You cannot take away his silver tongue short of cutting it out, an option I would not be wholly against, but do not add another weapon to his collection, a weapon that he has an abundance of practice using!"
Aulë joined in the argument, standing up to face his wife. "Since he has arrived, he has done nothing to warrant our suspicion or our hate, Yavanna. I have spoken to him. He is damaged, injured - Eönwë has told us he asked directly for reconciliation. How are we supposed to reconcile with him if we cannot even extend this small gesture of trust to him?"
Yavanna glared at him. "We know how you feel about him, Aulë. Your personal emotions cloud your judgment, just as much as they clouded Lord Manwë's judgment when he was forced to sentence his brother. You are not capable of suggesting sound arguments in this matter."
"I am capable!" Aulë fired back, his powerful chest swelling. "Maybe it is you who is blinded by what he has done to you in the past. Maybe it is you who has no right to make suggestions in this matter!"
"Enough!" Námo roared, bringing silence back to the Ring. He looked decidedly exasperated when he glared at Aulë and Yavanna, and Sauron had the feeling that this was not the first argument between the couple that the Doomsman had been forced to end. Under the severe glare of Námo, all the standing Valar returned to their seats, many of them still looking flustered.
However, Yavanna was not willing to leave the matter quite yet. As she took her seat, she waved her hand around the Ring. "If you need any evidence of his powers of discord, you have just seen it with your own eyes. Allow him to choose this form and you have already relinquished your power over him."
Sauron had listened silently as the argument played out before him, knowing that breaking in and arguing his own case would do him no good. He cursed Yavanna (of course it would be her) to reveal his intentions to the rest of the Valar, who had seemed oblivious beforehand. If he argued, he was afraid it would only make it clearer to the Valar that he had not chosen this form arbitrarily. Instead, he hoped appearing unconcerned over Yavanna's accusations would make his innocence seem stronger. However, as the argument flew back and forth, his anger and agitation began to return as he saw his last chance of holding on to some remnant of control over his own life slipping out of his fingers.
But as Yavanna sat down, with her last statement hanging in the air, Sauron felt the corners of his lips twitch ever so slightly upward. He turned to look back up at Námo and Manwë, raising his eyebrows questioningly, his voice slipping out smoothly. "My lords, I understand that not everyone agrees with your decision, and I am sure you have already considered their arguments. But if I understand, you granted me the choice to choose my own form, and this is the one I have chosen. Surely, you do not mean to go back on your word to me."
And easy as that, he had them. He saw it in both Námo and Manwë's eyes the instant he said it: they could not demand his trust and conformity to their stipulations if they themselves broke their word to him now.
Námo's lips pressed tightly together for a moment, then he nodded his head. "We do not intend to break our faith with you. It has been agreed that you would receive the choice, and that choice is yours. However, as with all choices, the responsibility of this choice, and how you use it, rests fully on you. Is this the form you chose to be Bound in?"
Sauron did not need to consider his answer. "It is," he replied, unruffled.
Námo's black eyes bored into him. "And do you understand completely the content of our second stipulation for your pardon and reconciliation?"
Sauron's fingers twitched just slightly, digging into the dark blue fabric of his robe. "I understand."
"Then, by the powers invested in me as the Doomsman of the Valar, I Bind your powers and your  fëa, Sauron Gorthaur, until the time comes that we grant them back to you."


Mairon had been one of the first Ainur to descend into the new World That Is.
The fiery young spirit was curious, eager to see what their Songs had brought into being, rash and ready as ever to get to the heart of the task and begin work. His being still humming with the excitement and energy of the Ainulindalë and the unexpected discord, the lure of playing a significant role in the History that he'd just seen unfolded as a vision was too great to ignore or refuse.
Eru had been glad when so many of his Ainur had eagerly accepted His offer to go down into the world He'd created to play a part in its making and to guide the Children that would come. "But," He had told them, "it shall not be the same there as it is here, and there are many things that even you who have seen the vision shall neither foresee nor understand. Even some things which you have seen and believe to understand shall not be at all as you imagined them when you have entered into Eä."
Eru's words had proved true almost immediately. Eä was not like the Halls of Ilúvatar; Eä was physical, which meant that in order to do the task for which they had been sent, the Ainur that came down would have to be of the same substance as the world. They would need bodies.
Mairon had been sure he would never forget that moment, that first body in which his  fëa  had been clad. Being one of the first to descend, he'd had no idea what to expect, but even if he had formed a theory, it would have fallen far short. Even Mairon's quick mind and already skillful tongue could not find words for those first moments, when he drew in his first breath, when he first saw through the darkness to the World with physical eyes, felt his body and  fëa intertwine and meld, his flesh warm, soft, real… He had thought he might go mad at first, his new senses assailed with so many unfamiliar sensations, his curious mind dragged every way at once. He had fallen onto his knees in the raw material of Eä, lifted his face to the dark skies, and laughed.
And yet there were limitations to being physical. At first the strange flesh had been awkward, even uncomfortable, chafing against a  fëa unused to any such constraints. His physical senses were not as keen or all-encompassing as those of his spirit form, for when he wore his flesh, he no longer was able to see into the Spirit world, and he was restricted to a single place and a single form at any given time. And yet, that seemed a small price to pay to Mairon for the chance to play a part in this Story and to be a part of this physical World that held so many wonders.
Ages later, in the Ring of Doom as his powers were Bound, Sauron remembered that first day. It had been decades since he so much as gave it a thought, he realized faintly. There had been bad days when he cursed his physical form; there had been terrible days when he regretted his decision to come down into Eä altogether. But he had never felt anything like this before. Just as he had struggled to find words to describe that first time he had been clad in flesh, so he could not find words to adequately explain what was happening to him now.
The closest he had ever felt to it  was that moment he had become physical, which was probably why that particular memory had surfaced in his mind so vividly. But this was worse. Much, much worse. That garment of flesh from long ago had been like slipping on a robe after going about naked for years; no matter how silky and well-fitting it had been, of course it had felt odd, cumbersome even, against a spirit unused to any such thing. But this was like being shoved into an unyielding garment that was far too small, one made of some unpleasant fabric. His  fëa felt like it was being crushed, squeezed cruelly, a sensation that was the nonphysical equivalent to having his ribcage smashed in until every breath was agony.
He felt his powers of sorcery torn from him, and each passing moment left him with a more widely gaping hole in his being. He felt his natural powers withdrawn beyond his grasp, though still intact within him, lingering inside him like a locked chest with priceless treasures inside to which one has lost the key, inaccessible and tantalizing. He clung to each scrap of power like a drowning man to driftwood, but each one sank from under him and left him floundering in a black sea where he was naked, unprotected, and helpless.
Time lost meaning. It might have been seconds and it might have been hours since Námo spoke and Sauron would have been none the wiser. This was a torture for him completely unforeseen. He fought the waves of pain both physical and nonphysical and the helplessness as long as he could, but it was too much for him. The last thing he thought before he drowned was that Morgoth had been right: the only thing the Valar had wanted was to see him writhe in agony before them as punishment for his crimes. He had been wrong. The Valar were indeed cruel.
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Chapter 5
Sauron fought his way out of a dream of destroying flames and searing ice and hunting wolves that hemmed him in on every side. His skin felt feverishly hot, and his mind struggled to begin working at its regular speed. Where was he? What had happened? His thoughts were fuzzy and distant, but underneath the haze of his drug-like stupor, he was vaguely aware of pain deep down inside himself.
The very effort of opening his eyes drained his energy, almost as if he had forgotten how to perform such a simple action. His vision wavered as he attempted to take in his surroundings and make sense of his situation. There was nothing to see but grey stones and it was very dark in the room, except for the flicker of some light off to his left.
 It must be night, he thought, but then again, it was always dark in Gaurhoth. Or was he deep beneath the chambers of Angband? No, the air was clean and light here, unlike the hot, heavy air of Melkor's deep caverns that was so thick his chest would always hurt for days after staying there for any length of time. He greatly preferred his high tower in Gaurhoth where he could at least let in a breeze of fresh air when he wanted. That must be where he was now. But why did his mind refuse to shake away this fog that had settled on it and what was this pain that he felt deep on the edges of his consciousness, like something had been stabbed deep into his  fëa ?
Now he was starting to get annoyed with himself. He could not lie here forever. There were always things to do for the Black Captain. Reports to read and reply to if necessary, scouting forays to organize, duties to distribute among his officers, some elven prisoners that he had captured that Melkor wanted broken for interrogation, supply carts to check to make sure nothing unregulated entered or left the fortress, messages to Angband that he needed to relay to Thuringwethil. How could he even think of lying here staring at the ceiling when there was so much to be done?
It was this cursed darkness that was causing it. He knew it was necessary, the shadow of Morgoth that shrouded all the northern lands of Beleriand nowadays, but he couldn't help thinking that if  he had designed and created the orcs, he would have made sure they did not curl up like ants in a fire under the light of the sun. It seemed like a weakness that should have been rectified a long time ago.
But Sauron didn't create with flesh and blood. That was Melkor's craft: the shaping and twisting of limbs and skin and  fëar . Melkor was the one who forged living forms from the torture chambers of Angband that were his beloved forges. Sauron stuck to metal: armor, weapons, and torture devices mostly in the recent years; his favorite elements were gold and silver rather than raw bodies and blood. Melkor was the master of that art, and Sauron had no plans to complain.
Of course, Melkor had imparted some of the skills of his trade to his chief lieutenant when he deemed it necessary. Sauron knew how to rip apart a body piece by piece and still keep the finished product breathing and perhaps even produce a useful slave by the end of it, but this was just another of his duties, not a pleasure of creation like such an act was for Melkor, like forging some exquisite diadem was for himself.
More pleasurable was the Binding of a soul to such a twisted form, creating one of his monstrous werewolves or a blood-thirsting vampire like Thuringwethil, but the pleasure was not from the act of creating a new creature itself. That pleasure came from the wielding of his powers. It came from knowing that he was the most powerful of all his order, for with the sorcery that Melkor gifted him, he had grown further than he ever could have dreamed of doing in some small forge of Almaren under Aulë…
Aulë. The Binding of  fëar . His powers.
Everything crashed back over him like ice cold water suddenly dousing his body. And then he was wide awake, shaking uncontrollably, terrified of facing his new reality, wishing he could fall back into his dreams, even if they were only filled with fire and wolves. He was Bound. The Valar had taken all his precious powers, ripping from him every glimmer of Melkor's sorcery and locking away his innate abilities until, they claimed, he had earned them back.
 Which will be never, a voice hissed in his mind.  You were told they would not make the same mistakes with you as they did with Melkor. Why would they ever give you back your powers when they have you so neatly caged? You put your own neck in their noose and now there is no turning back. You fool. You deserve to go to the Void for being such a fool.
But they would not send him to the Void. Not now. He was helpless now, no longer a threat to them, just as they wanted. Just as Melkor had told him. They had clipped his wings, set him out as a trophy in their cage of Valinor, and he could already feel his heart fluttering madly in his chest, beating itself slowly and painfully to death.
Except that there was no escape through death. Not for a Maia whose spirit could never flee the confines of this world he had agreed to enter so long ago. He was trapped and at the complete mercy of his captors forever, until history ground to an end.
Was he really any better off than Melkor?
His breath rose in his throat as a strangled sob, but he choked it down, refusing to lose control yet again. His fingers wound into the fabric of whatever he was lying on, digging in so deep that it hurt. The tension in every muscle of his body was painful in and of itself. He fixed his eyes on the dark stones over his head, struggling to control the impulses of his strained body while simultaneously trying to come to grips with his situation and figure out how in Arda he was going to deal with the panic, fear, and horror at the idea of his new life as a powerless prisoner of the ones he and his master had defied. For a while, all his mind was capable of was a helpless fury and a nauseous emptiness as he wallowed, body, mind, and  fëa, in the knowledge that he was nothing now.
Finally, the part of him that was the Black Captain of Morgoth began to take control of his mind and shove his thoughts in a more useful and restrained direction. As best he could, he blocked out all the reality that was causing him to panic, immersing his mind in a pool of blankness, and concentrated on every breath, following it from its beginning outside his nostrils, feeling it swell his lungs, then allowing it to slip back out his mouth. In and out. In and out. Every time his mind tried to stray away from his breath, he pulled it back, allowing himself to feel nothing save for that cool wash of air filling him and leaving him.
When he deemed himself sufficiently calm, he let his mind creep outward. Methodically, he began to assess himself to figure out exactly what shape he was in. He began with his physical form, permitting his conscious to slid its way over every inch like mental fingers probing his flesh. As those mental fingers touched each muscle, he forced it to go limp until he was wholly relaxed. What he found encouraged him. Physically, there was no damage whatsoever that he could find. He was still wearing the beautiful form he had convinced the Valar to give him, and it was pristine, unharmed, and pure as the body of a newborn child.
Satisfied with what he found, he moved on to his mind and made a similar, analytical assessment of his mental state. Again, no damage. He was stressed, but his mind was unscathed. He had not gone mad from the pain and shock of what he had just been through; he was tired and strained, but his thoughts still progressed in their normal logical fashion and gripped reality in a way that mollified him for the moment.
After coming to these conclusions for his body and mind, he took a deep breath, both physical and mental, then plunged into the last aspect of himself he needed to examine, the one he was dreading: his  fëa .
Immediately, he had to call upon all the strength and the calmness that he'd been building up all this time as he took in the full ruin of what had been his spirit. The damage was sickening in and of itself, but knowing that it was his own spirit he was examining made it worse. Fighting down his panic, he forced himself to scrutinize his  fëa in the same strict, impassive manner as he had done with his body and mind.
His  fëa had been badly ripped and there were great gaping holes where his powers of sorcery had been. He had not realized how deeply grafted those particular powers had been in his spirit or how much he had come to rely on them. Now that he was directly confronting it, he was blasted with the full extent of the pain that he'd been holding at bay at the edge of his consciousness. It was not nearly as bad as it had been, more like a dull, throbbing burn now, not pleasant, but bearable in and of itself. Quite frankly, it did not hurt nearly as much as it had when Melkor had first grafted the powers into him. He had been incapacitated for days every time after Melkor had decided his lieutenant had earned a new reward of power. But he had borne that agony with complete willingness, and the pain was dulled by the ecstasy of his newest gain.
The exact opposite was true now, and he knew the pain of his spiritual wounds was doubled by the fact that his precious powers were now gone and would never be returned. Even if Melkor were not in the Void, Sauron knew he could not regain his sorcery. It would destroy his spirit beyond repair to attempt to graft the unnatural powers back into it now.
There was nothing that could be done, and stoically, Sauron forced his mind away from those gaping holes. His powers were gone, and it would do him no good to mourn them. He could only wait for his  fëa  to heal and try to forget that those powers had ever been his.
Venturing deeper into his  fëa, he found there was significantly less damage. Deeper and deeper down into the core of his being, he was still whole; this he could sense, but every time he attempted to delve into the deepest recesses of his spirit, he was blocked from doing so, like some invisible barrier had been set up around the heart of his essence. Locked away inside were the remainder of his powers, completely safe and intact, but untouchable and unusable.
For some time, Sauron prodded his way around those barriers, searching for any nonexistent weaknesses or gaps, knowing the futility of his actions even as he performed them, and finally in frustration, he began flinging himself against them, his burning rage starting to creep back in around the edge of his thoughts. It was all in vain. The barriers remained, pressing uncomfortably around his  fëa, cumbersome and unpleasant, like manacles that hindered his free movement. Finally, with a curse that had no power behind it, Sauron withdrew from his  fëa and returned his thoughts to his room.
Despite what he had discovered, he felt considerably better. Now he knew the exact extent of his condition and that itself was calming. The horrible panic of not knowing what damage had been done had receded, leaving him able to contemplate his current situation with a clear mind.
He still balked at thinking too closely about what his Bound state meant for his future, but he finally allowed himself to begin examining the room in which he'd woken, doing so in the same slow, orderly manner with which he had assessed himself. It was not a large room, square, with perhaps twenty paces in any direction. It was constructed entirely of a pale grey stone with which he was not familiar, although he could tell it was well built, with hardly a gap between the precisely fitted blocks that formed a smooth, glossy surface. It was unfurnished, save for the single, slim cot on which he was lying, and across the room from him was a solid, wooden door with iron supports. All of it immediately unnerved Sauron further. It was several seconds though before he understood why.
It wasn't a room; it was a cell.
Instantly, Sauron found himself fighting back the panic again. After a vicious skirmish that lasted perhaps thirty seconds, he wrenched his mind back away from all the fearful thoughts that had immediately begun pouring in at his revelation. He gave himself a cruel, mental swat, deciding that he was really starting to hate that bubbling, maddening sensation of panic.
All right, so he was in a cell. But most likely they didn't intend to keep him here. He had no food or water, so obviously someone would have to show up sooner or later, and hopefully he would be able to get a few answers if nothing else. Nor was he chained like Melkor had been. Both those things were hopefully good signs.
Besides, the Valar had not acted like they were going to fling him in a dungeon. Why go to all the trouble of Binding him and removing his powers if they were going to keep him in a cell for the rest of eternity? And the provisos he had been forced to agree with certainly hadn't sounded like they meant to keep him in a cell.
For a moment, he was suspicious - he was not yet convinced that the Valar were not trying to deceive him or simply catch him off his guard - but he dismissed the idea that the Valar had lied to him in this matter and meant to imprison him all along. There was no need for the deception. He had already been in their power and was clearly helpless before them. If they had told him they were imprisoning him, there was little he could have done to fight his fate at that point. Sauron's mind ran on a highly practical track, and he could see no practicality in the Valar lying to him throughout the trial.
Which meant someone was going to come and get him eventually. He wasn't sure whether he hoped it would be sooner or later. For the moment, he was thankful at being left alone to gather and control his thoughts. He was not sure what fate awaited him next, but he was starting to feel thirsty and the four walls that pinned him in were unnerving. It was also completely silent, so quiet that he could hear his own heartbeat and each soft breath gliding in and out of his body.
 Where am I? he wondered. Melkor had been held prisoner in the Halls of Mandos, and it was certainly quiet enough to be the halls of the dead. The thought sent a chill running down his spine, causing him to shiver impulsively. He had no idea how long he'd been asleep. He was also not sure about the size of Valinor or the placement of the Halls. He knew from Melkor that Mandos lay somewhere on the furthest western reaches of the Blessed Realm, but he had no idea how far that was or how long it would take to get there.
However, as he pondered this, something new sparked in his thoughts, an observation he had so far taken for granted: he was able to see. There was no torch on the walls and when he noticed the light, he realized it was a soft white instead of the yellow-red glow of flames.
He sat up from his cot which was set up right against the wall opposite the door. Still feeling weak, he took a few cautious steps out into the middle of the cell then turned to look up at the wall against which he'd been lying. High up, set deep in the stone wall, was a window. It was barred, but through it streamed both the flow of fresh air he had noticed early upon waking and that white light.
Then he realized where he was. He was still in the Máhanaxar.
It immediately made sense. The Valar would hardly have wanted to drag his unconscious body to wherever he was going to end up. The Ring of Doom was thick and large, and now he realized that was because it contained cells for any prisoners awaiting condemnation from the Valar. The window, he realized, opened up into the inside of the Ring itself, and the white light was the lamp he had stood under during the trial. Again, he felt slightly better at having figured this out, rather than blindly wondering where he was. He was sure he was not going to be kept here indefinitely.
But where would he be taken next?
He remembered Námo mentioning that he would be assigned a hall. That made sense. He was clearly going to be closely supervised, and it was reasonable to assume he'd be put under the care and watchful eye of one of the Valar.
He sat back down, frowning, and leaned his head back against the wall, running his fingers absently through his long hair. The question up in the air now was which hall he'd been assigned, if the decision had yet been reached at all. The most likely option seemed to him to be Estë. She'd asked to take him even before the trial, and from the bit of conversation he'd overheard, he'd gathered that she and Irmo were both eager to heal him. What exactly "healing him" entailed he was not completely sure. All the little that he'd heard of the Gardens of Lórien though did not sound unpleasant: rest, healing, and peace. It did sound rather dull however, and he was fairly sure he would not receive the type of peace and rest he wanted, namely being left alone. And now memories of that brew Estë had waved in his face began seeping back…
He shivered and moved on. Nienna seemed a fairly likely candidate as well. Compassion was probably something the Valar would like to see him learning a bit more about. Sauron wrinkled his nose in distaste at the thought. He actually knew very little about Nienna herself or her halls - he had hardly ever seen her in Almaren and Melkor had never mentioned her as far as he could remember - but what he did know did not suit him. He had always scorned her as one of the weakest of the Valar and was not particularly afraid of her, and his observations of her at the trial had done nothing to raise his opinion. If he was going to be the slave of some Vala, he preferred not having to lick the feet of one that devoted her time to weeping and pitying. And if the Valar thought they were going to make him sob over his past deeds, they were in for disappointment.  That at least had not been part of their conditions for his stay in Valinor.
And in perfect honesty, Sauron was  not particularly sorry for what he suspected the Valar thought he should be sorry. They had called his deeds heinous, treacherous, abhorrent, and evil. Although he hadn't been about to say it at the trial, Sauron had been rather indignant, even frustrated and angry, at that. He supposed they meant his rebellion primarily, though rebellion was all a matter of perspective. Melkor had warned him of that. The Valar didn't take kindly to those who thought they could seek out a better path, Vala, Maia, Elf, or Man, those who wished to change the story from the one the Valar insisted they were supposed to be writing. This was one topic in which Sauron and Melkor had never been at odds; who were the Valar to set History in stone, to order his life at their convenience, to use him or not as if he were no more than a forging hammer? There had been times Sauron had regretted his rebellion, but not for the rebellion's sake. There were times that he wished he'd taken the easier path, standing in line with his head bowed like a good, little Maia, waiting for orders - a path that would have been dull, but painful only in its ache of restraining his powers.
He also realized that the Valar did not view his and Melkor's methods of the domination of Beleriand in any positive light, but again, wasn't that a matter of perspective? It wasn't as if the Valar hadn't desired to be lords of all Arda. They called their methods compassionate and Melkor's cruel. But perhaps their methods were merely weak and Melkor's were strong. Sauron sensed their anger centered around those cursed Eruhini. Melkor had certainly thought so. If it had not been for the Children, the Valar most likely would have given up and left Middle-earth to Melkor. In fact, they had done so - it was only when the Elves made their appearance that the Valar had begun showing interest in Melkor's domain once again.
That fact was enough to make Sauron hate the Elves in and of itself. It was not as if he'd been torturing and killing his  own kind during his years as the Black Captain. The Valar were infatuated with their whining, weak, little Eldar; that was the only reason to explain why the Valar seemed blind to the fact that it had been the Elves who attacked Melkor and kept that long dreary war dragging on, not the other way round. And for what? Three shining Jewels? They had been amazing trinkets to be sure - Sauron could certainly not deny their exquisite craftsmanship - but had they really been worth all that pain, death, and suffering? The Elves had apparently thought so, but now he himself was facing the blame of that war. As he thought it over, Sauron decided he was even less sorry for what he had done to the Elves throughout the centuries.
He had told Eönwë that he repented and that was not wholly false. But what he was sorry for was how everything had fallen apart on him at the end. If he had known of the utter ruin to which Morgoth's realm would come, he did not know if he would have listened to Melkor in the first place. The anguish he had suffered since the War of Wrath began was a high price to pay for the powers he had wielded all those years. And did any of it really matter, if in the end, his powers had been stripped from him as if they had never been? Had he never known the glory and bliss of such power in the first place, he would never have known the pain of losing it.
Sauron shook away such thoughts. How many times did he have to remind himself that agonizing over the past would not change the future? Did it really matter now whether or not he regretted or repented of any of his choices, when his choices had led him here?
There seemed one other likely option for where he might end up now, he thought, drawing his mind back to its original track. There was the possibility that he would be sent back to the Vala under whom he'd first been placed. He might be sent back to the Halls of Aulë.
His initial reaction was scorn. He'd already had enough of Aulë's pity and compassion, and there had been a reason he'd deserted his rightful master in the first place. Aulë's fatherly concern and endless lessons constantly dogging him did not sound like a life Sauron could stand for long without going mad. And living in the Halls of Aulë would mean he'd get the bonus of Yavanna's suspicious, watchful eyes, as well. All in all, it sounded like a good situation to avoid.
He fingered the edge of his robe then let his hands stray restlessly to the stone walls. They were perfectly smooth and again he was impressed by their flawless craftsmanship. And as he thought this, a new idea began to form in his mind.
In the Halls of Aulë, there were sure to be forges.
Something sparked in Sauron and began to glow gently. Forges. Perhaps, if he were assigned with Aulë, he would be given the chance to use the forges. Perhaps he could even convince Aulë to give him his own, as he'd had in Almaren.
The more he thought about the idea, the more he liked it. He'd had a forge at Gaurhoth and another at Angband, but when he'd had the chance to actually use them during any spare moments amongst his other duties, it was always to make some weapon or tool of iron or steel, never the gems and finery and subtle artifacts of power that he truly loved making. Now that he thought of it, he could not remember the last time he had forged some crown or necklace or ring from gold, silver, and gems, some item that had no use in war but was merely a beautiful decoration. Melkor had no love of such a soft metal as gold and did not encourage its use. And other than his Silmaril-studded crown, he had just as little use for pretty trinkets.
Hunger awoke deep down in Sauron's heart. Now that his thoughts were turned to it, he realized it was no mere dry fancy with which he longed for a forge fire and his bands of gold; it was a consuming need. It was almost painful how much he missed the feeling of a hammer between his fingers and the heat of his fires on his face.
If… if he could convince Aulë to give him a forge, if he were allowed to spend his days there, if he could retreat away from his sorrows and worries and loss to his creations, then perhaps,  perhaps, this life could be made bearable. Perhaps he could even bring himself one day to feel something like happiness.
There was no doubt now in Sauron's mind. He had to convince the Valar to assign him with Aulë. Once that was done, he was sure he could get his way with the Smith himself. That would be worth even Aulë's endless lessons and Yavanna's antagonism. Surely, there wasn't anything in his desire that the Valar could complain about. It had been the task he'd been assigned at the very beginning; surely, they would let him return to the work he'd been created to do. They might even see it as a sign of some healing in him.
For the first time since he'd met with Eönwë in Middle-earth, even for the first time since the downfall of Morgoth, Sauron felt the tiniest bit of hope that he actually had a future that might be worth living.


Some while later, he heard someone at his door. He'd been pacing, his strength returning and the pain of his wounded  fëa and the discomfort of his Bound powers dulling slightly. Now that the idea had planted itself in him, now that he could almost see that forge, thousands of ideas were pouring into his mind, each begging for attention. Rings, circlets, bracelets, belts, sheaths, sword hilts - all the designs he'd never had the chance to see brought into reality. Suddenly, eternity didn't seem quite so long. What if he could get his own forge away from the other apprentices and smiths under Aulë and spend his days by himself, working away at all those beautiful pieces of art that he could already see so clearly in his mind? Maybe, if he devoted himself to his work wholly enough, the Valar would be convinced that he was no longer a threat and would even be willing to grant him back some of his powers in the future.
It was not until he heard a scrape at the door of a bar being lifted that Sauron realized someone had finally come to fetch him. He instantly turned to face the door, his back to the cot, his body stiffening again in response to a possible threat.
It was Eönwë. The golden-haired Maia had a thin wooden platter containing two flasks and a plate with bread. Sauron's thirst had grown considerably since he awoke and now that he saw and smelled fresh bread, he realized he was hungry as well. But at the sight of Eönwë, his bitterness and anger crept back in, and he became distinctly and uncomfortably aware of that hard, crushing barrier and those painful holes in his spirit.
With only a brief glance in Sauron's direction, Eönwë set down the platter on the cot. When Sauron made no move to partake of it, the Herald folded his arms and stepped back. "I'm not going to do anything with you until you eat and drink."
Sauron sat down cautiously, not sure whether Eönwë's words were meant to be a reassurance that he could eat in peace or a threat that he'd be given no information about his fate until he complied. He picked up the bread and found it soft and still surprisingly hot. Thankfully, he bit into it as he examined the two drinks.
One proved to be water which he drank greedily, washing down the bread and soothing his dry, hoarse throat. The other was some dark liquid that he did not recognize, but when he sniffed it, he determined that it was alcoholic to some extent.
"It's Valarin wine," Eönwë said, noting Sauron's hesitation.
Sauron looked up at him, his eyes flashing darkly. "And what will it do to me?" he said in a low voice. "Rip more holes in my  fëa ?"
Eönwë's brow creased. "If you are in any pain, it will help. It will also calm your nerves. From what happened in the Ring, I suggest you drink it."
Sauron curled his lip slightly but took a small sip. It was sweeter than any wine he'd had before and left a warm tingle all the way down his throat to his stomach. The warmth spread outward, and it was several seconds before he realized it was soothing his  fëa as much as his body .
His eyes flickered back up to Eönwë. "How long have I been out?" he asked slowly.
Eönwë shifted his weight just slightly to one leg. "It has only been an hour and a half since the Valar Bound you."
Only an hour and a half. Sauron had expected it to have been hours at the most for that blazing agony he'd felt in the Ring to subside to this aching throb. He took another sip of the Valarin wine. "Did the Valar know what was going to happen to me?" he asked, looking straight into the Herald's eyes to search for the truth. Discerning between truth and lies was a tricky game, but Sauron had learned to play it better than most.
"They knew it would cause you pain," Eönwë replied steadily. "The extent of the pain overreached their expectations, however."
The cool tone of Eönwë's voice rankled Sauron further, as did the knowledge that the Valar had refrained from warning him about the pain he'd just been through. He knew it would be better if he kept his mouth shut, but his tongue had always had a way of making itself heard. "They are very gracious hosts, your masters," he said icily. "You failed to mention on the shores of Middle-earth that I would be robbed of my very dignity and essence. But I suppose that was all part of their plan: lure me in and snare me."
Eönwë tilted his head back slightly, jutting out his sharp chin, and his brows grew closer together. His nostrils flared angrily. "What did you expect, Sauron? A feast and a full pardon? I told you that you would not be allowed to go on living the life of a dark lord in Valinor."
"You didn't tell me they were going to take everything!" Sauron exploded, flinging the flask of wine to the floor suddenly. The liquid spilled out across the pristine, grey stones in a bloody, maroon stain.
Eönwë ignored the spill, but his blue eyes turned hard and cold, and when he spoke, there was tight anger barely harnessed in it. "There is only one person who you can blame for your pain, Sauron - you. It is not the Valar's fault that you allowed Melkor's sorcery to eat so deep into your  fëa. Nor is it the Valar's fault that you cannot be trusted to use your powers for the benefit of any save yourself. They have done what you made it necessary for them to do."
"You told me that I would receive mercy if I came back," Sauron hissed, standing, his hands quivering into fists. "The Valar had no right to violate me in such a manner."
"They had every right!" Eönwë shot back, anger now blazing in his eyes. "They had the right to throw you into the Void. Do you have any idea how merciful they have been to you? You felt no qualms about mutilating the bodies and spirits of thousands of the Children. And now you dare to whine about a few rips in your own  fëa, holes left from the unnatural powers you  chose to allow to become part of you? I saw Elves and Men rotting in the dark prisons of Angband who were barely recognizable as such, who cowered away from me and cried like animals, unable to even remember their own tongues, and you complain about your precious Bound powers from a  fána a king might envy!" The Herald clenched his teeth, his eyes as sharp as his sword. "Sauron, do you have any idea how despicable you have become?"
The two Maiar confronted each other, fury written on both their faces. Finally, Eönwë turned his back on Sauron. "You will follow me. The Valar have more to say to you," he said in his tight, clipped manner that made it clear he was done discussing this matter.
Still fighting to control his rage, Sauron followed stiffly to the door, but when he reached it, he hissed at the Herald. "You think me low, but what of you? Manwë's little slave runs his tasks well."
He saw Eönwë's shoulders stiffen, but the golden-haired Maia neither stopped nor replied.


They emerged back out into the Ring of Doom. The red tinge of evening had vanished completely from the sky by now and the only light was that brilliant lamp and the stars dotted throughout the black canopy. It was not yet late if he had only been in the cell a few hours, but this day felt like it had been dragging on forever already. Sauron hoped there was not much more that needed discussing and that he would then be left alone again to sleep for the night.
It was only when he stepped out into the Ring again, following in step with Eönwë, that he suddenly remembered the task he had set himself. He needed to make sure that he would be assigned to Aulë! He cursed himself inwardly. Eönwë had distracted him from the much more important task of figuring out a plan to ensure his desired place.  Curse the Herald! he thought furiously.
But it was not the first time he'd had to use his wits on short notice. Improvisation was another skill that he'd found useful to nurture, and the times when he'd been called upon by Melkor to use his more theatrical talents were some of the few missions he had most enjoyed. Pure domination was thrilling and addicting, but subtle manipulation was often a sweeter and more lasting victory.
He knew Aulë well, his strengths and his weaknesses. And Sauron knew how to play on weaknesses.
He already knew where the Smith would be sitting from the beginning of the trial. As he and Eönwë marched towards the platform at the center of the Ring, Sauron turned his eyes to Aulë's throne. Sure enough, Aulë was watching him intently, a sad expression on his face. Sauron met his former master's eyes for no more than a moment, but that was all he needed. In that moment, he gave Aulë an anguished look of pain, sorrow, and deep betrayal.  You let them do this to me, he let his eyes say.  You could have stopped them. You told me I could trust you, that you loved me, but yet you let them hurt me like this. You betrayed me.
He did not wait to see the results of his look. He swept his eyes away and made his way to the platform, still feigning an air of injury and hurt feelings that he knew Aulë would be able to pick up on all too well.
He mounted the platform, again having to squint against that sheer, white light that poured around him. The Valar were all seated on their thrones again, or still - he had the distinct feeling they'd been discussing him right before he came in. Some of them still looked moody and angry, and he wondered if they'd been arguing again over the form he'd chosen.
This time, there was no introduction from Eönwë. As soon as the Valar saw that Sauron had taken his place, Námo rose from his throne and stared down gravely. "How do you feel, Sauron?" he asked, his black eyes flickering for a moment over the Maia.
Sauron stiffened automatically, but he was not about to repeat the accusations he'd fired at Eönwë minutes ago. Instead, he kept up that chilled detachment he'd shown Aulë. "I assume I am as well as can be expected in my circumstances," he replied coolly.
Námo nodded slowly, his eyes still boring into Sauron's. "It proved a weightier task than was expected, which is why you were given your reprieve," he said, as if he knew the charges of cruelty that Sauron had made. "But we have agreed to finish the trial this evening, and we guessed that you would be equally pleased to put it behind you."
Sauron made no reply, as it was true.
"There is still the matter of where you are to be assigned," Námo continued. "This decision must be reached before we discuss our final stipulation for your remaining in Valinor."
 They want something else from me still, Sauron thought, his heart already sinking again.  What more can they possibly take? He closed his eyes briefly, harnessing his thoughts.  It doesn't matter. As long as I'm assigned with Aulë and they give me a forge, it doesn't matter. I have to be assigned with Aulë. He sent out a silent plea that the one look he'd given the Smith would be enough, though he was not sure who, if anyone, would receive a prayer from one such as him.
He remained still and quiet, refusing to look around at the Valar, hoping Aulë was squirming with guilt and pity and compassion at this point, enough to claim his former apprentice anyway.
It was not Aulë's voice that spoke, however. "He is welcome with us."
Sauron knew Estë's voice without even lifting his head and that little bit of hope he'd been cradling in his heart choked and sputtered.
"In the Gardens of Lórien, he will be well cared for and he will find the aid, rest, and healing, body, mind, and spirit, that he needs," Estë went on in her sleepy, gentle voice. "Both I and my husband agree that he needs all these things before he can be expected to meet his new life in Valinor."
There were murmurs of confirmation throughout the Ring. Sauron lifted his eyes fractionally again, just enough to see Námo. The Doomsman was nodding and opening his mouth to speak, and Sauron knew what he was going to say. Námo was going to agree with Estë, and Sauron would be shipped off to wherever Lórien was, away from any glimmer of getting to use a forge and the last hope he'd had of living a bearable life. He did not now have to feign the misery that he was sure was radiating off him.
"Sauron Gorthaur," Námo said in that imperious, doomsayer voice of his, "you shall be-"
"Stop! No! Please let him come with me!"
Sauron's head shot back up as everyone looked at Aulë who had risen from his throne. One look at his face and Sauron knew his ploy had caused its desired effect. Aulë looked nearly as miserable as Sauron at the prospect of him being sent to Lórien, and there was a look of terrible guilt on the Smith's face, though even Sauron knew he had not really been responsible for anything. But that was Aulë's weakness, that and his pity, and Sauron's dagger of a gaze had struck home. The Smith felt responsible for him now.
All the Valar were staring in surprise at Aulë. He gathered his composure and looked pleadingly at Námo and Manwë. "Please," he said in his deep, earnest voice. "Let him come back to my halls with me. He was my Maia at the beginning, and I know him the best of all of you. He will be better off amongst his own folk in a place familiar to him than he will in Lórien."
Yavanna was looking at her husband in shock. She stood and took hold of his arm. "What are you doing?" she asked. "It is clear that Estë is right and that he should be taken to Lórien for what healing he still has the ability to absorb. Your skills are not in healing, Aulë, and you know it."
Námo's brows knit together. "I fear, Aulë, that I am inclined to agree with Yavanna. The need to deal with Sauron's powers was the only reason he was not sent to Lórien immediately upon arrival, and I also think it will do him the most good to spend some time with Estë and Irmo."
Aulë pulled away from Yavanna's grip and faced the Doomsman stubbornly. "I tell you that none of you know him as I do. It will do him better good to return to the tasks he was sent into this world to complete. Please, assign him to my halls."
Yavanna tugged on his arm again, pulling him around to face her. "Listen to Námo," she said stiffly. "There is nothing you can do for Sauron at the moment. Do you really want the agony of having to watch over him? Do you really think it best for him? You have already lost him once."
The pain on Aulë's face at that last comment was clear. But instead of subduing him, it seemed to magnify his determination. Ignoring Yavanna, he stared intently at Námo, his jaw tightening visibly under his bushy beard. "I made a mistake," he said in a slow, deliberate voice. "I let him slip out of my grasp all those ages ago, and there is not a day that has passed when I have not mourned his loss and my own folly. Please, this is not just for him. I have longed for a day when I might have the chance to right my own wrongs and find forgiveness with Eru for allowing one of his spirits, my charge, to go astray. You never lost a Maia to the darkness, Lord Námo. I beg for this second chance, this one chance. It will be my redemption as much as his."
His metallic eyes flickered just to Námo's right, where Manwë was seated, watching the proceedings silently, leaning one elbow against the armrest of his throne with the back of his fist pressed to his lips. "Lord Manwë," Aulë said, "if you'd had the chance to heal your brother, would you have not taken him into your own hall and cared for him yourself? Would you have entrusted such a task to another?"
The Ring was completely silent, as Aulë stood, his fists quivering slightly at his side, a look of pleading on his face that would have cracked one of his diamonds in two.
At last, Manwë shifted and lifted his head from his hand. "Námo," he said quietly, "let the Maia go with Aulë."
Námo turned to look at the High King. "My lord," he said just as softly, "you do realize the dangers-"
Manwë's storm-grey eyes shone with Valarin power. "I realize many things, Námo. And I realize that we cannot deny this to the Smith."
Námo bowed his head briefly. "Very well, my lord." And before Sauron could quite process everything that had just happened, the Doomsman's voice boomed over the Ring. "Sauron Gorthaur, you shall be henceforth assigned to the Halls of Aulë, to remain under the supervision of the Lord Aulë and his folk, under his authority, not to leave the assigned halls unless given approved permission, from now forevermore unless you receive new orders from this council."
And then he was writing it down with his blackbird quill in his book and Sauron was left standing in shocked relief that his plan had actually worked. But then it sunk in and he had to control every limb to stop himself from shaking. He'd actually done it. He was going to be assigned with Aulë. He'd have his forge. He'd have back the one thing that he had truly and deeply regretted losing all those years under Morgoth. He might be bereft of his powers, no more than a prisoner in the land of his long-time foes, but he would be able to shut it all out, burn his memory away in the fires, beat out his anger and frustration with a hammer, lose himself in gold and silver and precious gems. He could already feel the heat soaking into his flesh, the hiss and whoosh of the bellows, the bitter tang of soot on his lips, the silky, cool smoothness of the metals… Everything had been going so wrong for him since the War of Wrath began that he could hardly wrap his mind around the concept that something, however small, had gone right for him.
He glanced up, the elation swelling in him even as he realized how desperate he must be for such a small detail to bring him such delight, and found himself looking right at Manwë. The High King of the Valar looked directly back at him, and his gaze was keen, piercing, and perceiving. He did not speak, just gazed, his expression immutable, and Sauron perceived that Manwë knew exactly what he had done, that he had manipulated Aulë to get what he wanted. But nonetheless, Manwë had let it happen. And there was something else in those powerful, grey eyes, some burning, relentless  knowledge in Manwë's gaze, that it chilled Sauron to the bone. For a moment, Sauron was torn between a hungering lust to know what Manwë knew and a searing hatred and fear of that unknown doom. Finally, he looked away.
Námo drew his thoughts away again. The Doomsman had pulled out several sheets of paper and was inspecting them. Manwë had leaned forward and was discussing something with Námo in a low voice that Sauron could not hear. Finally, they seemed to reach a conclusion, and Námo folded up the parchment and turned back to Sauron.
"We have one final stipulation for your stay in Valinor. You have done much harm and evil to the Children and all the people of Middle-earth, but while those deeds can never be undone, other deeds may be done to bring healing. To show your true goodwill, not only to us, but to all Arda, we ask you to aid in the rebuilding of a world to which you and your master brought ruin for many years.
"Many of the Firstborn have chosen to come to Valinor and many of the Secondborn have been given the gift of Númenór to compensate for their losses, but many more yet remain in their home of Middle-earth. But it is a land ravaged by war, and in the War of Wrath, cities were razed and lands destroyed.
"This is the task that we assign to you. Near Aulë's halls, a stone quarry has already been created, and the Elves have already begun the labor of creating and dressing stone blocks which will be shipped to Middle-earth to the Elves and Men whose cities and homes must be rebuilt before they can begin to thrive once again. Every day, you will be escorted to the quarry and under supervision, you will daily fill out your quota of blocks to send to the harbors. In this way, you shall have a task to keep you occupied and you will be sending direct aid to those you have harmed in a gesture of goodwill. You will be assigned to this task until either we give you different instructions or there is no more need for it. Do you understand?"
Hope is a funny, treacherous, little thing. It can seize hold of a man with a grip of iron and keep one striving onward despite the most terrible of odds and yet it can be shattered with the lightest touch. Moments ago, hope had left Sauron feeling the closest he had ever believed he would feel to being happy again, but just as quickly, as Námo's message sank in, hope abandoned him and left him with an agony of despair far worse for having had that brief hope.
The full meaning of this last stipulation quivered through his veins. They were going to make him go to some quarry, surrounded by hard-working, charitable Elves laboring for the good of their suffering kindred, wasting his skills chipping away at rocks all day, proving his supposed "goodwill" towards the Elves and Men for whom he felt no such thing. He had won his victory with Aulë for nothing. He had no forge waiting for him.
It was the final hammer stroke of a long and terrible day. That cold, uncomfortable barrier in his  fëa tightened and those agonizing rips burned. He looked at the Valar and hated them. They had robbed him of his one last hope. In that moment, he decided he was going to make them pay. He had no idea how, but someday, he was going to make them pay.
But for now, there was nothing he could do. That was a fact that had been made painfully obvious to him all this agonizing day. He continued to stare at them, his eyes blank and his heart churning, and nodded his head once. "I understand."
Námo closed his book with a thud. "Then this trial is concluded."
Mere minutes later, Sauron found himself slumped on the back of a white horse, a cloak tugged close around his shoulders to block out a light, cool breeze as he followed Aulë and Yavanna down a long path that gleamed white in the darkness, winding down from the Máhanaxar, past Valmar, and onward. Weariness, both from the long day and the darkness in his heart, closed in around Sauron like a fog, and he afterward had little memory of what happened as the darkness slipped by. But finally, he was aware that they had stopped and there were lights before him, yellow candle-light in myriad windows. He could faintly make out a looming dark shape of a gigantic building in front of him as he allowed himself to be led forward.
He had equally little memory of passing through arching corridors and massive halls that smelt faintly of wood smoke and charcoal and up many stairs before he found himself in a spacious private chamber. Aulë said something to him in a reassuring voice, but Sauron's mind was blank and it was not until some indeterminate time later that he realized he was alone. There was a closed window opposite to him and beneath it a small round table with a single candle burning on it. Beside this was a bed, not a simple cot like in the Máhanaxar cell, but a full bed with thick, brown sheets and large, fluffy, grey pillows. Without even bothering to undress, Sauron fell into it, wrapping himself deep in the smothering cloth, and let the thankful, blissful oblivion of sleep consume him.


Several miles away to the south, another trio of travelers, two Valar and a Maia, arrived back at Ilmaren on the summit of Taniquentil.
Manwë, Varda, and Eönwë had flown home in eagle forms, but they took once again their bodies in the likenesses of the Children as they entered into the open courtyard of the palace. With a quiet word to her husband, Varda slipped away to her own chambers, but Manwë paused in the entrance hall, gazing upward. The roof was a sheet of glass, through which the starlight and Tilion's first beams fell silver onto the white marble floor. In the very center of the hall was a ring of raised stone and a fountain bubbled up inside it, spraying water upward in a soft plume. Where the spray mingled with the starlight, it cast a silver glow that shimmered illusively in the air.
Eönwë remained dutifully several steps away, waiting to see if his lord had any more tasks for him before he retired for the night. The Herald was silent, his lips a tight line in his stern and stately face.
Manwë was silent too for a long while, but when he finally spoke, he did not look at his Herald. "What did you think of the trial, Eönwë?"
The Maia shifted his weight slightly, surprised by the question, but he did not let it show on his face. Instead, he assumed a proper grave expression. "I do not believe it is my place to comment."
Manwë slowly stepped in front of him. Behind the High King, the silver glitter of starlit water formed a glowing corona. "The outcome of the trial displeased you. Why?"
Eönwë swallowed and looked up into his lord's grey eyes. He was accounted the most powerful Maia in Valinor, and yet even he could not steadily meet the High King's gaze for long. He dropped his eyes fractionally. "I believe you were too merciful with Sauron, my lord," he replied stiffly.
Manwë made a small sound that might have been a sigh. "It was you yourself who sent him too us. Do you not wish to see him reconciled to his kindred?"
Eönwë bowed his head a little further in deference. "My lord, I hoped when he first came to me that his show of penitence was born of more than fear and self-preservation. If he in truth came with the hope of reconciliation and remorse for his past deeds, then I would be the first to desire his reinstatement among his kindred. But that is not why he is here."
"Is it not?" Manwë said, his voice as soft as one of his spring zephyrs.
Eönwë looked back up into his lord's compassionate face and swallowed again. "He is not sorry," he said, bitterness putting a steel edge in his voice. "He is ungrateful, arrogant, cruel."
Now that he finally saying it, he found his anger swelling up inside his throat. "You should have heard the things he said in his cell at the Máhanaxar," he went on hotly. "He blamed you and the other Valar for his pain and humiliation. He had the audacity to complain about your mercy, as if it was an insult to his cursed pride. He thinks of no one but himself." He shook his head, his cheeks burning with anger. "He has become a monster, my lord."
Manwë was silent for a moment, slowly turning a sapphire ring on his right forefinger with his other hand. "We cannot expect to see immediate results," he said, looking back at Eönwë. "He has long been lost in the darkness, and we cannot expect him to immediately adjust to the light."
Eönwë felt frustration building up inside of him. That was how Manwë had spoken of Melkor, and the Herald felt intense unhappiness at the thought that he would have to watch the painful cycle repeated with Sauron. "My lord," he said fervently, "we cannot trust that time will heal him. He is dangerous  now . He feels no compassion, no regret, no sorrow. He is consumed by self-pity and hatred. Melkor's hatred. Can you not tell that from looking in his eyes? He  deserves to be punished, my lord."
Now Manwë's eyes took on a sheen of subtle power flickering like lightning in their depths. "Deserves. A cruel word. And yet, is that not the definition of mercy: to lighten the burden of one who deserves to carry it?"
Eönwë's fists clenched. "You were not there, in Middle-earth, my lord. If you had been, you would not have been so quick to mercy. You didn't see the horrors I saw. I saw slaves in Angband that had been chained so long that we had to cut their manacles out of their flesh. I saw prisoners that had been tortured and mutilated beyond recognition, their skin hanging off their bodies in bloody strips, their hearts  still beating underneath raw muscle. I saw beasts and monsters that looked at me with eyes that had once been elven and human but their  fëar  had been twisted and shredded until they were no more than animals. I saw unspeakable devices of wood and metal made for the sole purpose of causing suffering, some of which still contained the rotting corpses of their last victims, which their captors had not even graced to remove and dispose of."
His breath choked in his throat now, half sobs of horror at the memories. "These were the Children, my lord. He did this to the Children. The Children that he swore in the beginning to protect and care for and love. And he doesn't care. He is drenched in the blood of the Children, and all he can think is to complain that you were not lenient enough with him and that you had no right to take his cursed powers."
Tears gathered in the Herald's eyes. "Lord Manwë, I cannot bear the thought that those innocent lives he destroyed, that he defiled, will go unavenged."
Manwë cupped the Maia's chin in his fingers, lifting his face. "They are not forgotten," he said in a deep, tender voice. "But paying for bloodshed with ever more bloodshed will never heal this world."
Eönwë looked down again despite Manwë's hand, his breathing hard, the tears threatening to spill down his cheeks any moment. "Everyone knows that you are too merciful, my lord. Sauron does not deserve to live."
The High King pulled Eönwë's head back up to meet his eyes, and this time his face was hard. "Eönwë," he said in a low, intense voice that commanded attention and respect, "I do not ever want you to say that again." His voice softened a little. "Do you understand me, my child?"
Eönwë nodded, not trusting his voice.
Manwë gently placed a hand on both of the Herald's shoulders, still holding his gaze with his powerful grey eyes. "Mercy always looks hollow when you are not the one receiving it. The Valar have made their ruling, and there will be no going back from it now. And even the eyes of the Valar, little Maia, even my eyes, do not see all of what is to come."
He touched Eönwë's cheek in a gentle, fatherly movement. "Do not be so eager to condemn when your eyes can only scratch the surface. We do not know what may be happening deep within your fellow Maia's heart or what he has experienced himself these long years."
He withdrew his hands and half-turned from Eönwë and for a while seemed lost in thought, gazing into the sparkling fountain. For a while there was no sound save the water's soothing patter, like falling rain on a lake, as Manwë's fingers strayed again to his sapphire ring, gently turning it back and forth on his finger.
Finally, his eyes flickered back to where Eönwë was still standing downcast, a mist still clouding his sky-blue eyes. The High King was smiling faintly now in a manner that made Eönwë uneasy, although he couldn't decide why.
"I have another task for you, Eönwë," Manwë said. "I think it will do you good."
Eönwë dipped his head briefly. "I am yours to command, my lord."
Manwë told him what he wanted.
The Herald gaped at his lord, before finally finding his voice which had acquired a distinct and undignified sputter. "But, m-my lord, surely that is no task for a herald or a Commander of Maiar. Are you sure, my lord?"
Now Manwë's lips had twitched into a deep smile that reached to his sparkling eyes. "I'm quite sure, Eönwë." His eyes flashed. "It seems that even you, my child, may become indignant when you feel your pride might have been touched and that you might be lowered beneath your perceived status." He took a step back, surveying his Maia with his keen, amused gaze. "Yes, I think it will be good for the both of you."
He turned, leaving Eönwë still standing in the middle of the hall. "Goodnight, Eönwë," he said before he vanished through the door into his private chambers.


   
 
Chapter 6

Chapter 6
There was a soft knock on the door to Sauron's room. Partially awake already, his mind mired in the bleary state between dream and wakefulness, he dragged his eyelids open and realized it was later than he'd guessed. Light streamed into the room through the window to the right of his bed and his senses told him he'd slept long and deeply.
Too long and too deeply. His head throbbed, and it took him several seconds to figure out where he was, the usual procedure for him upon waking, ever since the upheaval in his life weeks ago. The truth came quicker than in the Máhanaxar cell however, and the realization did not overwhelm him with immediate despair and ravaging pain; instead, he was simply numb to his new reality. His mind was wiped of emotion for the moment, everything around him taking on an ethereal quality, as if nothing was worth the bother of really caring about. Facing the new day, just getting out of bed, seemed worthless tasks that did not deserve his concern. Despite the night's sleep, he still felt unexplainably exhausted, and even keeping his eyes cracked open proved too great a feat. He let them fall shut again, and with an involuntary moan, he wriggled deeper under the covers and tried to blot out his awareness of the world.
The knock came again, louder this time, and Sauron let out a low, animal snarl. He did not want to be bothered, to stir this blissful numbness in his heart back into a seething cauldron of hate, fear, and pain. It was better to simply not care.
But whoever was outside his door was not going to give him that luxury. Another knock reverberated through the room, this time accompanied by a familiar, deep voice. "Nauron, are you awake? May I come in?"
"No, and no," Sauron growled peevishly at the door, knowing any answer would do little to change the inevitable outcome.
Indeed, he had barely finished speaking when the door scraped softly open, followed by the heavy footfalls of Aulë's boots. He pushed his face down into the grey pillows and hunched his shoulders, all but disappearing into the bed, wishing he could smother himself away into oblivion. But he could not block out the rasp of Aulë pulling up a chair or that distinctive burn on his nape from powerful eyes gazing intently at him.
"Nauron, you really ought to consider getting up," Aulë said after a minute of staring at Sauron while Sauron pointedly ignored him.
The Maia was considering a sharp retort when something slipped back into his mind, something he'd thankfully repressed since waking but which now came prickling back into his thoughts like a thorny vine. The last stipulation for his pardon. The Valar would make him go to that quarry to hammer at rocks all day. It was one of the last things he'd want to do in any circumstance, but at the moment, it seemed a torture keener than anything else his mind could have contrived.
That did it. The fragile numb shell around his heart and mind shattered, and he felt the familiar biting pain of his anger and hate suffusing him. He hated the Valar. He hated the Elves back in Middle-earth that he was going to be forced to work for like a slave. He hated Aulë.
But deep, deep down, locked tight in his breast, he felt a single stabbing heat to warm the chilling hate, though it itself had a painfully sharp bite to it. But it was a pain that was somehow cathartic, like opening a blister, and he found himself fondling that single comfort, trusting himself to it to soothe the loathing, rage, and despair. It was that one flame that was going to keep him sane - the promise he'd made himself in the Máhanaxar, the promise that one day, somehow, he was going to take revenge on the Valar for what they had done to him.
"You shouldn't lie here all day. There's much to do," Aulë said, more firmly this time.
Sauron lifted his head fractionally but kept his back to the Smith. "Why bother talking then? Why don't you force me to do what you want?" he snarled in a low voice. "It is something for which the Valar clearly have a talent."
Aulë sighed, but this time it sounded more irritated than indulgent. "There is no being in Arda we have ever forced to do our will. The only Vala who did that is no longer in the Circles of the World."
Sauron gave a short, bitter laugh. "Melkor didn't force me to do anything."
"Yes, yes, I know. It would have been easier for us to deal with you now if he had." Aulë's voice was tinged with sorrow. "But perhaps not. Perhaps there is more hope for a free will than an enslaved one in the end."
Sauron's fingers curled into fists around clumps of the delicate, brown sheets. "And I suppose you see a  vast difference between an enslaved will and a Bound one."
The chair creaked slightly as Aulë shifted. "We have not touched your will. You were always given a choice and the freedom to choose."
"To choose this or the Void!" Sauron finally sat up and turned to face the Smith, his eyes shining balefully. "Melkor too offered choices to those under him: servitude or unimaginable torture. You are not so different from him as you like to think. None of you."
Aulë actually lowered his eyes from Sauron's hate-seared gaze. "You put us all in a very difficult situation."
"Oh, I see," Sauron spat. "Your task would have been much simpler had I run in Middle-earth, would it not? Then Eönwë and Oromë could have hunted me down and disposed of me properly and easily. You would have had no qualms about throwing me in the Void then. But I made things  difficult for you. I surrendered, so your laws of morality and mercy hindered you from finishing me off once and for all. I put you all in a lovely little dilemma, didn't I? Melkor would not have been caught in such a predicament."
"No, and had Melkor been your judge, you would be in the Void now!" Aulë snapped, standing suddenly. His voice was sterner than it had been, and the Valarin light in his eyes flickered like a stoked fire. "I know you do not respect me, but do not forget your place, Maia. By the judgment of Námo, you are under my lordship now. If you thought to come here to have your way with me, then I fear you will be disappointed. Just because I care for you does not mean I plan on letting you do and say whatever you wish. Whatever has passed and may yet pass, you are no longer the Black Captain of Morgoth. You are mine again."
Sauron was actually rather stunned and for a moment, he stared at Aulë. On the one hand, he sensed predictable anger and indignation, but he couldn't help but feel a hint of admiration as well. Perhaps he'd not given Aulë enough merit. Perhaps Aulë had a stronger will than he recalled.
He realized his mouth was hanging slightly open and shut it, clamping his jaws firmly together in a grimace. No, a strong-willed Aulë was not what he wanted. His eyes automatically flickered away to the window, giving him a view of morning sunlight and rippling treetops.
Aulë sat back down with a  humph, recapturing Sauron's attention. "Listen," he said, his voice weary and gentle again, "this is not going to be easy for any of us. I do not believe you know, or can know, the extent of my gladness and relief that you returned instead of fleeing. Not yet. If your fate had rested fully in my hands, it would not have been this way, but I am not gifted in judgment, and Námo's wisdom stretches further than I can see. We must trust this is the best path for you.
"We have given you mercy, not because our laws of morality constrain us to do so, but because we all have hope that Arda's wounds can still be healed. Please, do not toss aside the gift you have been given, Nauron."
Sauron's eyes remained fixed on the hypnotic undulation of the treetops. "Don't call me that," he said, almost inaudibly.
Aulë frowned. "Then what would you have me call you?"
Sauron shrugged and shook his head. It was as if his burning passions of a moment ago had devoured his energy and will to fight. The numbness was starting to creep back and he welcomed it. "I don't know," he said in a parched voice. "I hate all my names."
Aulë was silent, as if he could not think of an answer to that. In his peripheral, Sauron could see him looking out the window as well, his worn face Ages old. "Perhaps, you need a new name then," he said finally.
"I have a feeling any name that could encompass my current state would be more hateful to me than anything I already have," Sauron replied.
"If you find yourself in such a hateful situation, then why did you come back?"
Sauron just stared out the window, his mouth clamped tightly shut. He let it seem his silence was due to stubbornness. Rather than the truth. That at the moment, he was not sure of the answer.
Aulë rose. "Perhaps this will help remind you." He took a step forward and laid something on the bedside table before turning away towards the door.
It was the hammer, the one Eönwë had given him in Middle-earth. Sauron realized he must have left it behind at the house outside Valmar when he'd marched off to the trial, and Aulë apparently saw it lying abandoned on the bed and brought it along. The sight of it now had a different effect on him than it had in Middle-earth, however. Then, it had given him some hope, painful though it was, a burning desire to pick up the shattered remnants of an old life and a longing to play his old role in Arda's history.
But this was not the role he had deluded himself, back in Middle-earth, into believing he might still achieve. In light of the Valar's decree and his newly broken hope, the forge hammer was a cruel mockery of what the Valar had torn from him. It had proven a will-o-the-wisp light, luring him off what had been a fractured but still solid path into this quagmire he found himself in now. And now it danced before his face as he sank, taunting him with the knowledge that he was to be denied using it as he had hoped, that he was going to be sent away to labor instead of crafting beauty. That hammer had promised him the prospect of returning as an apprentice, picking up his old life where he'd left off, but instead he found himself in a new role that seemed nothing but slavery.
He glanced up at Aulë, and for a moment, a ridiculous urge come over him: to tell Aulë his multitude of emotions. For that moment, he thought perhaps Aulë was indeed ignorant of the pain the Valar's ruling had caused him and maybe if he knew, the Smith could in some way change the verdict, at least a little, help him get the forge he longed for, or do something to ease the humiliating judgment.
His mouth was already open, his tongue forming the words of his plea, when he caught himself and shoved the ludicrous thoughts away. What was he thinking? Aulë was  one of the Valar, one of the ones that had done this to him, one of the fourteen on whom he had sworn to take revenge. Aulë had sat in that Ring and condemned Melkor to eternity in the Void, and he had sat in the exact same place and condemned Sauron to a life of Bound toil. It took little imagination to guess he'd been instrumental in sending that treacherous hammer to Sauron in the first place. And even if Aulë had wanted to help him, it was clear there was nothing he could have done in the face of the other Valar's decision.  Since when did you start wanting to spill your heart out to your enemies? Sauron sneered at himself.  But then again, when did you become such a fool as to walk straight into your enemies' traps?
All this took mere seconds to pass through his mind. In that time, Aulë crossed the room and put his hand on the door. As Sauron realized the Smith really was leaving, a puzzled expression briefly knit his brows. "You're leaving?" he said before he could catch himself, still half-surprised that Aulë was not forcing him to rise. The final stipulation had certainly not sounded optional to him.
Aulë turned back, his dark eyebrows raised, perhaps in surprise that Sauron had spoken to him again. His metallic eyes were unblinking. "You have made it quite clear that you don't desire my company, and as I said, I do not plan to force you up. If you wish to spend the day commiserating with yourself, that is your decision to make."
Sauron scowled at the disdainful tone of Aulë's voice but his surprise got the better of him. "Don't I have to go to that quarry all day? Didn't you come to make me do it or punish me if I didn't?"
There was a brief flicker of what looked almost like amusement in Aulë's eyes. "Perhaps if you had not been so busy accusing us Valar of Melkorian cruelty, you might have liked to know about a small adjustment to your situation. You've had a hard time recently, and what happened to you at the trial was no small matter. We unanimously agreed to give you five days in order to recover and adjust yourself, as well as getting used to your new home before you will be required to report at the quarry.
" That was actually what I came to tell you. However, I recommend you use the time wisely - I will be glad to give you a tour of the mansions and grounds or you are welcome to explore on your own. Meals are served communally in the Great Hall at seven in the morning, at noon, and at seven in the evening. I encourage you to rest as much as you need, but locking yourself away in here and wallowing in self-pity for the next five days will not stand you in good stead. If you need or want me, have anyone direct you to my chambers. I hope to see you about,  Nauron ." Then he retired from the room, leaving Sauron to brood.
As loath as he might be to admit it, this news did lighten his heart, if only fractionally. Five days was adequate time to recover physically and mentally with a proper balance of food and sleep and to regain his strength and composure, if not to completely adjust to his new life and his Bound  fëa .
Plus, he'd have the chance to get the lay of the land - he felt much too helpless now, a blind man stumbling about in the dark, with no concept of where he was, either in the Halls of Aulë itself or in Valinor as a whole. Any little thing he could do to better himself, even if it was just knowing his way around, sounded desirable at this point.
And quite frankly, Sauron had never been one to lie around. Now that he had a free day before him and a new goal, he found himself ready to rise and face the day. If there was one thing he knew, it was that "wallowing in self-pity" achieved no practical purposes.
He decided to start by simply exploring his room. He'd barely glanced around the previous night, but now in the morning sunlight, he had to admit it was quite nice, certainly no cell. True, it was generically decorated and rather sparsely furnished, signs that until now it had probably been a rarely-used guestroom, but it was spacious and luxurious enough to satisfy his lordly tastes. The designs of the room were simple and geometric, though not unlovely; he did not regret the absence of the effeminate swirling patterns that marked elvish influence, something it had taken him years to remove from his chambers in the newly-conquered Gaurhoth tower. A rug of deep gold and rich browns lay over the grey, hexagonal flagstones, and there was a complementary gold trim around both floor and ceiling.
In addition to the bed and bedside table, he had a small bookshelf (empty at the moment), a slim wooden wardrobe, and in the corner, a chest with a key, doubtlessly for personal belongings. It was only at the sight of the chest that he was suddenly struck by the fact that he had nothing to his name, save the hammer, and that was debatable seeing as how the Valar had recently granted it back to him simply as a cruel lure. He'd left his black clothing at the Valmar house, the only things he'd brought from Middle-earth. Not that he'd owned anything more when he came to Eönwë. Everything - his books, wealth, servants, weapons, jewels, and more - was long lost in the ruins of Gaurhoth and Angband. A sharp pang shot through his chest at the realization of his beggarly state, along with a burning resentment at the knowledge that everything, down to the very clothes on his back, he currently owed to the Valar.
There was a private washroom adjacent to his chamber which he found had been stocked with any personal toiletries he might need: combs, soaps, and washing clothes. A hand basin rested on a thin shelf below a simple mirror, also hexagonal. The washing basin was raised several inches from the floor and underneath was the coal bed and necessary tools for heating the water. He was thankful though to see a spout running up from the floor - when he twisted it, a thin stream of cold water trickled into the basin with a tinny splash. At least, he didn't have to run up and down the stairs with a bucket like a slave to fill the basin every time he wanted a bath.
And he was quite high up, perhaps eighty feet from the ground, which made this a relief. His window afforded him a good view of the eastern side of the mansion grounds: tree tops of all different kinds, more than he'd supposed existed, stretching for a good half-mile, crisscrossed with slender gaps that must be paths and larger gaps where he glimpsed open gardens. Beyond, the trees thinned out into plains stretching leagues into the distance before they sloped upward into the shining, unnaturally steep peaks of the Pelóri. To the east and several miles south was the gap of the Calacirya, through which streamed the rays of the rising sun. To the north and south, however, the majority of his view was blocked by sweeping wings of the mansions.
Having fallen asleep in his clothes, his indigo robes were a wrinkled mess, a problem rectified with a glance into the wardrobe, however. Apparently, someone had known ahead of time that the room would be occupied shortly, for the wardrobe had been stocked with a decent collection of garments. Many of them were purely practical: sturdy work trousers and unadorned shirts and tunics. Sauron scowled; whoever had provided those garments had known he'd be spending his days in physical labor.
Along with the work clothes, however, were various less practical but more elegant articles of clothing: robes, leggings, long tunics, and silken shirts more suited to the wardrobe of a Maiarin lord. The person responsible had possessed the intuition to provide him clothes of darker colors, as well. True, the clothes worn by Aulë's folk tended to be darker - earthy and sooty - but he was glad to see the majority of his new garments were deep blue, shades of dark grey, and even black. Though seemingly small in detail, the thought of having to run about in shining white or pale blue, green, or grey like some Elf or Maia of Manwë or Estë turned his stomach.
He chose an outfit and dressed in the knee-length tunic of deep mahogany with a silver filigree pattern stitched across it, with black leggings and soft boots underneath and a sleeveless robe of a complementary grey that slipped over his shoulders and hung open in the front. Upon opening a lower drawer, he discovered several pieces of jewelry, as well. There was a collection of rings, all of which he curled his lip at, though they were not poorly made. But he had always preferred his own style and jewelry solely of his making. It was not so much the beauty of any given piece he enjoyed but knowing he bore the work of his own hands, a piece of artistry straight from his own mind and through which he could display his own unique skill.
He did, however, also find a plain, gold circlet, unadorned but perfectly smooth and oval. He had always worn such an ornament, back in his days as an apprentice smith of Aulë and in the years under Morgoth. Not only was it an elegant symbol of his lordly status, but it held down his long hair and kept it from falling forward into his face when he was working. He lifted the circlet, admiring the flawless surface, and slipped it onto his brow. To his surprise, it was a perfect fit. Either it had been made directly for him or he had made it himself in some lost age. He suspected the latter, though he could not remember crafting it. But then, it seemed his memory had shrouded that time of his life in shadow, and so perhaps it was not so surprising he had forgotten a single circlet when he could not even remember his old name. He left it on; the cold smoothness against his brow was a familiar comfort, along with the knowledge that sometime long ago, his own hands had shaped it.
Turning, he looked into the mirror. It was a refined, noble reflection that met his gaze, one that showed little to nothing of the disarray underneath. But he had been slipping on masks for centuries now, and so long as his beautiful outward form showed no signs of the broken  fëa and roiling heart inside to undiscerning bystanders, he would be satisfied. He quirked his lip upward in a bitter smile at the thought that he barely remembered a time when he freely showed his true self on any regular basis. Any form reflecting his true self now would hardly be welcomed. But for the moment, the monster underneath was adequately hidden.
He slipped quietly from the room into a long hallway lined with doors to the east and arched windows to the west, high on the north wing, the living quarters apparently. At the far southern end of the hallway was a high stained-glass window, set with Aulë's device of an anvil and flames, looming above a dark, downward flight of stairs.
For the next several hours, Sauron wandered the Halls of Aulë, his new home, as hard as it was to wrap his mind around that concept. As dark as his thoughts remained, he couldn't help but admire the combined grandeur and vast, organized design of the Halls that appealed to his sense of order. Its splendor surpassed anything he'd experienced before - this was truly the mansion of a Lord. But he couldn't stem the thought that flickered through his mind simultaneously:  too bad that Lord is Aulë .
That thought grew steadily as he wandered through magnificent chambers with high vaulted roofs supported by sweeping trusses, arched doorways, and tall glass windows, hallways decorated with geometrical tracery, lined with columns, and ending in great oaken double doors, libraries filled to the roof with books while colored dust motes floated in streaming rays that flooded through the stained glass windows high above, and other rooms and galleries and winding stairwells that seemed endless. This was grander than his dark halls and soaring towers of Gaurhoth, greater even than the cavernous grandeur and unending labyrinths of Angband. Everywhere was visible the wealth and glory of Valinor: gold and silver gilding, jewels and crafted gems set in the cornices and corbels, crystal lanterns suspended in air which cast silver light over the chambers, shining glass, and feats of architectural wonder at every turn. It was a show of might and power that awed Sauron, as loath as he was to admit it.
But none of it was his.
Every new hall, every new glitter of gold, every new pulse of power drove it deeper and deeper: how he had nothing and the Valar had everything. Gaurhoth was covered in moss and dirt long since and Angband had been torn apart and the mighty towers of Thangorodrim hurled to the ground. Of all the might of Morgoth, there was now nothing but a shattered memory. Ever more, he suffered deep horror, shame, and anger at his own pitiful beggar's state. Ever more, he felt like a homeless wretch that some great lord had graciously supported and brought in out of pity, but instead of gratefulness, the comparison seared him with bitterness. It was like salt rubbed into his wounds, dirt ground into his face. It was as if the Valar were flaunting the fact that they had taken everything from him and there was nothing he could do about it.
Once again, as he'd experienced on the hilltop outside of Valmar, an intense desire consumed him to see this great mansion go up in flames, watch it floating away in ashes and collapsing in such utter ruin that everyone who gazed upon it would do so in dread. Once, such a fancy could have become reality for the Captain of Morgoth who had witnessed (and caused) the destruction of many great, proud kings' citadels - but no more. The Halls of Aulë stood in defiance of his fantasies, as untouchable as a mountain in the face of the wind's anger.
And yet, even the wind could slowly wear away at stone. The tiniest stream could gouge a scar in rock if given enough time. Sauron was clearly not going anywhere anytime soon. He cradled that bitter flame in his heart as his envy and ire tore at him. There was no point in living without hope. And the hope of revenge was all the Valar had left him.  It's their own fault, his mind whispered.  They stole everything from you. They lured you back here to ensnare you. They ripped from you the last hope of living here in a way that would make life bearable. They have left you one choice: revenge or despair.
And Sauron knew better than most how to play the waiting game of revenge.


Another aspect of his new home steadily infuriated him during his exploration.
Coming down through the dormitory north wing, he met no one, but that changed upon making his way into the central halls. Passing through a roofed, outdoor portico that marked the end of the north wing, he found himself in one of the huge, vaulted halls held up by two rows of columns that reminded him of dwarven architecture he'd seen in Ered Luin. Windows high up shed light on the pale grey flagstones while dozens of crystal lanterns lined the walls closer to head level, casting their silvery glow. In the very center of the room was a hexagonal, open hearth, still smoldering and sending up spirals of aromatic smoke. The whole room smelled of roasting meat, baked goods, and aged wine, though there was no food currently to be seen. From this, and from the rows of long tables centered symmetrically around the hearth, Sauron determined he'd found the Great Hall where the communal meals were served. At the far end of the hall was a stone platform, raised perhaps three feet from the rest of the room, bearing a single long table where he supposed Aulë, Yavanna, and those of highest status in the Halls took their food.
Even though it was not currently mealtime, the room was far from deserted. Dozens of Elves lounged at the tables, some with chess or checker boards before them, others with books, still others chattering in their musical, mellifluous voices. Their laughter and good-natured camaraderie infected the room like a mist before Sauron.
However, at his approach, a gradual silence froze the chamber. One by one, all the Elves turned to stare at him, sensing his presence and malignant gaze. Dozens of curious eyes bored into him, prickling uncomfortably on his skin. Deathly silence was his only greeting.
A mixture of reactions rippled through the room. From some, he sensed a kind of fascinated fear; from many others, he sensed revulsion or downright hatred. But unanimously, he felt a morbid curiosity fixing every gaze on him. It took him several seconds before he realized he had just become some sort of sinister exhibition, a freak attraction for a bunch of Eruhini.
He took a step back in horror and anger. Something seemed to press against his ears, causing them to buzz unpleasantly in that dead silence he had wrought. Still the Elves gawked on. The feeling grew that he was some exotic, caged monster there for the sole purpose of being gaped at. Freed, unbound, he might be a terror to be feared and avoided, but he was reduced now to this freak sideshow, a pacing tiger behind bars that anyone could approach, while neither fearing for their safety nor caring what the caged beast might think of this invasion of his privacy and dignity. Sauron's cheeks grew hotter and hotter along with a sensation he grew to realize was shame.
Keeping his steps even and his back straight, though he longed to flee from those intrusive stares, he turned and walked stiffly from the Great Hall. He could almost sense the sighs of combined relief and disappoint from the Elves as their after-breakfast entertainment slunk back into his kennel, muzzled and proved harmless. He was shaking and his hands clenched into fists so tight that his fingernails cut into the soft flesh of his palms. He had to get away. If he stayed, who knew what action he would take: breaking and fleeing or wildly striking down everyone in his reach, regardless of any consequences. It was bad enough that the Halls displayed the Valar's power at every turn - he could not bear the thought of becoming himself a display of the Valar's all-conquering might.
But it did not stop there. He soon discovered the place was swarming with Elves, all of whom seemed eager to gape at the conquered enemy of their Valarin masters.
He'd known that many of the Eldar chose to live in the halls of various Valar and that Aulë was particularly popular among them, but he had not supposed there would be so many of them, or that they would be  everywhere . He'd assumed they might have their own wing of the mansions, somewhere segregated from the galleries used by the Ainur, but this was clearly not the case. In fact, they seemed to have the run of the place from as far as he could tell. There seemed to be more of them than there were of actually Ainur!
It wasn't as if he wasn't used to being around Elves in general. There had been elven slaves in abundance in both Angband and Gaurhoth. But these Eldar were clearly not slaves. He saw some at work, cleaning and other such household chores, but from the way they chattered with each other cheerfully or stopped their work to watch him walk by, it was clear these were communal chores, not slave labor. It grated against his nerves that these creatures were being allowed to dwell alongside those of his own order, in the halls of a Vala, as if they were  equals. These weak, pathetic beings were being allowed to pretend like they had some right to be there.
In fact, they seemed to have more right than he did. It was he who was the outsider, a fact made abundantly clear. Whenever he walked into a room, he felt that chill spread out from him, freezing any conversation and work that had been going on before he arrived. He did his best to ignore those intrusive, disrespectful stares, sweeping through each chamber and out again without deigning to give his spectators any attention. But as the scene from the Great Hall repeated itself again and again, the feeling of being an exotic monster on a leash grew. The crushing sense of his powerlessness magnified with each new pair of eyes that turned upon him and each new murmur that reached his ears. He knew what they whispered to one another as soon as his back was turned:
 That's him, isn't it? The traitor Maia the Valar are punishing.
 Ha, from all the stories of Morgoth's terrible servants, I expected a twelve-foot tall demon. He doesn't look like a Black Captain, does he?
 Why is he  here ? Shouldn't the Valar have thrown him in the Void?
It nauseated him how small it made him feel, both the vast halls and the staring eyes. It was the Elves who should feel cowed in his presence, an Ainu who had sung their very world into being and fought wars and lead armies before their grandfathers had awoken, not the other way round. It seemed intrinsically wrong that packs of weakling Elves should have more freedom, power, and influence in the Land of the Ainur than a Maia did. But they did, and he was incapable of doing a thing about it.
Sickened at heart, his face still burning from a contemptible combination of shame, envy, and despair, he finally found his way into a part of the mansions that was not so overrun with the Eruhini. He passed through a door and felt the sudden breath of cool air against his face, like a breeze of springtime back in Middle-earth, though it had been late summer when he left. But the Valar controlled all the weather of Aman, just as they controlled everything else in their lands.
He walked into a large square courtyard surrounded on all four sides by a colonnade, with four doors, one to each side, that opened into other wings of the mansions, and he realized he must have found his way to the center of the great collection of buildings. Above him, the sheer grey walls rose seven stories to the north and west, and two stories across from him to the south and to the east. The framed sky above was the deep cobalt of a clear, bottomless lake.
The extensive courtyard itself, a full acre, was partitioned with stone slab walkways, bordered at regular intervals with stone benches, that cut between beds of multihued flowers and those of smooth, colorful stones, with an artificial stream snaking among them. The water poured with a soft steady murmur from the carved beak of a Valinorean eagle, rippled steadily over its bed of pebbles and several small waterfalls, then wound away until it disappeared underneath a wide overhanging stone slab. Small, willowy trees with feathery leaves and draping blue tendrils of flowers stood like watchmen around the edges of the courtyard, brushing against the portico roof. From these came soft, whistling songs and the rustle of feathered wings.
Sauron wandered aimlessly, taking no more than a cursory interest in his beautiful surroundings but rather absorbing what satisfaction he could from the quiet and the absence of staring elven eyes. He let his mind slip back into a blank state where for the moment he didn't have to deal with his emotions or his situation. Absently, he wondered if that was what the Void was like and he smiled humorlessly to himself. If so, maybe he'd been cheated out of eternal oblivion after all. Right now, that option didn't sound so bad.
He continued to walk, not paying attention to where his feet led him, and gazed around with careless eyes that saw only enough to keep him from walking into anything. It was only when he found himself standing under the southern portico that he snapped out of his reverie. Before him, hanging on the wall, was a large painting. He'd seen such artwork previously: today, as he walked through the halls, and before. There had been paintings in Minas Tirith, grand, epic things showing cities and mountains and even two, shining trees, scenes that, he'd guessed correctly, were of Valinor. Of course, he'd had them removed and burned as soon as he conquered Orodreth's stronghold. It would not do for the Black Captain's sanctuary to be filled with scenes of his enemies' lands.
For some reason, the painting pulled his attention back from the dark recesses of his thoughts to focus upon it. Tipping his head slightly to the side, he gazed up at it, surprised at what he saw. It smacked of elvish influence - the gracefulness, the sweeping curved strokes, and the elven greys, blues, and greens - but it was definitely not a scene of Valinor, like all the other paintings in Aulë's Halls that he'd seen up to date.
It was much more familiar.
As the viewer, it was as if he stood high upon a mountain brink, gazing down over craggy slopes and breath-taking plunges into gloom. Dark pine trees reached up towards a stony, stormy sky, and from the left side of the painting, swirling skeins of grey mist crept around the rock pinnacles and trees, slowly, sinisterly almost, eating up the ground and obscuring it from his view.
He could not tear his eyes away. The scene was so distinctly Middle-earth, the cruel heights of Ered Gorgoroth perhaps or the lonely, mist-bound peaks of the Hithaeglir that he had only seen a few times. The scene had that breath-taking, wild, marred beauty that he had known so well, that was far more home to him than these perfect, controlled marches of Valinor. There was a darkness to the painting too that fascinated and surprised him - the Elves loved a certain type of darkness - midnight forest glades sparkling with moon and starlight or wild vastnesses of the ocean - but this was a darkness that did not seem elvish to him. That creeping, obscuring darkness of the mist, those cruel, sublime pinnacles that might break the body of any who was thrown upon them, the fearsome, raw power of the fall that seemed to loom before his toes - it was a dark scene that seemed more fitting to him than some delicate elven painter.
He stretched out his hand as if he could reach through and touch those stone heights but his fingers brushed against ridges of dry oil paint instead. A knot closed around his heart, producing a dull, tight ache, and his throat squeezed shut until he had to fight to swallow. It was a sensation he had felt only a few times before, but still he recognized the choking pain of homesickness. He turned his face away and closed his eyes.
"You decided to take my advice, I see."
Sauron's eyes snapped open and he turned quickly around, dropping his hand to his side. Aulë was standing in the doorway, one strong, brown hand resting on a marble column. When Sauron made no reply, the Vala of Earth stepped down onto the walkway and came to stand beside the Maia, turning his gaze to the painting, as well.
"I heard some rumors that you were out and about," Aulë said, and when Sauron scowled, he added, "It seems your presence here has made quite a stir among the Firstborn. You are something out of their legends."
Sauron let out a short, bitter laugh. "The bogeyman that they frighten their young with tales of, no doubt. But no, they did not seem nearly afraid enough for that. But I suppose stripped of his darkness and veil of mystery, even the most terrible monster of the night is much less frightening."
"You are no monster," Aulë said with a small frown.
Sauron gave him a sarcastic look with one eyebrow raised. "No, I suppose I am much too fair for that," he said caustically.
Aulë's frown deepened pensively but Sauron could not read what was happening behind the golden-silver eyes. Instead, the Smith looked up at the painting, scanning over it swiftly as if well-acquainted with its contents. The silence stretched on until it grew uncomfortable. Sauron finally broke it. "It is Endor, is it not?"
"Hmm, what?" Aulë said, his bushy eyebrows creasing as he was jolted from his thoughts.
Sauron indicated the painting with a jerk of his head. "It's Middle-earth."
"Yes and no," Aulë replied. "To the best of my knowledge, the painter has never been to Middle-earth. It is an artist's conception of what such a realm might be like. Does it hit near the mark?"
Faint surprise stirred in Sauron at the realization that Aulë had never been to the Middle-earth he had known and that after the destruction of the Lamps and the changing of the world during the first great War of the Powers, few of the Valar had ever even come to the dark lands of Endor. For some reason, the thought made him angry - that the Valar had not considered it worth their time to even see it before they destroyed it. But why would they, when they had crafted themselves this paradise? To them, it had been nothing but a realm of lonely darkness ruled by evil.
He looked back at the painting and wondered if that was all the artist thought of Middle-earth, as well. After all, shouldn't Sauron the Black Captain feel an affinity for such darkness and dread that the Elves doubtlessly associated with the realm of Morgoth? He followed the harsh brushstrokes in the lines of the precipices amidst the swirling mist until his keen eyes noted an irregularity at the bottom right-hand corner: two delicate black runes. MC.
His train of thought and any subsequent curiosity were interrupted by his stomach letting out a long, low groan, and he realized he hadn't eaten since that bread Eönwë had brought him the previous evening. It must be now nearing noon or perhaps past, and so far he had done a poor job with his decision to recover his strength and care for his body as best he could over these next few days of respite.
"It will be noon in a few minutes," Aulë said in answer to Sauron's stomach. "I take it you have not yet eaten. I was on my way to the Great Hall myself - perhaps you will join me?"
Without a word, the Smith turned and made his way across the courtyard towards one of the doors that Sauron had not yet explored. After his stomach rumbled again, Sauron set off after him, keeping a few steps behind to avoid any need Aulë might feel for striking up a conversation.
They passed through some chambers that Sauron recognized from earlier, though he doubted his ability to find his way back to the Great Hall on his own yet. But before they reached the Hall, his ears began picking up the sounds: light bursts of laughter or snatches of song interspersing the low hum of conversation. Sauron's gut tightened and he clenched his teeth unconsciously as he prepared himself, any tranquility he'd managed to acquire in the courtyard promptly abandoning him.
They entered the room through a huge set of oaken double doors carved with the now familiar geometric patterns that dominated the Halls of Aulë. He found himself at the opposite end of the Hall from before - he stood on the raised platform overlooking the rest of the tables. His eyes swept the scene.
Every table was crowded. Almost as if it were some odd ritual, every face turned to look in his direction as the doors thudded shut, and slowly the silence he always caused crept over the room as steadily as that dark mist in the painting. By now, the fact that he was a resident here must have made its way around the mansions, and he could sense the eagerness in those gazes to get their first glimpse of the ruined dark lord of Beleriand and to gloat. He could imagine a sign above his head painted in garish letters:  Come see Sauron, the fallen servant of Morgoth the traitor .
Revulsion filled him to the point where he did not know if he could remain in the room one second longer, but he forced himself forward, following Aulë to the head table, ignoring the hundreds of eyes. It was a hard task. Their gazes seemed to congeal into a tangible wall, a shimmering barrier in which to trap him. His throat tightened again with hatred. He fantasized some massive war engine crashing through those columns supporting the room, bringing down the stone roof on the heads of all these Elves, crushing them to dust and darkening those cursed eyes once and for all.
Either Aulë was oblivious to the silence or he was simply determined not to acknowledge that anything was wrong. So typically Aulë. Any enemies could be made friends if you tried hard enough. Any hurt could be smoothed over with the proper words. In Aulë's mind, it was probably simple curiosity that had brought this deathly silence to the Great Hall.
As if to cement this, Aulë turned to Sauron and beckoned with a hand. "Be seated, Nauron. We're ready to start."
Still followed by a myriad eyes, Sauron slowly lowered himself into the chair that Aulë had indicated. From his slight elevation, he stared down the rows of tables decked with candles and more food than he had ever seen in one place. The tables were covered in pale grey clothes and at various intervals there were bouquets of bright flowers in vases, no doubt Yavanna's personal touch. The fire at the center sent up licking flames and flying sparks. All in all, it had an air of festivity and plenty that was currently in direct opposition to the stiff, silent occupants of the tables.
However, as it become evident that Sauron was neither going to be an immediate threat nor put on a show like a trained bear, the conversation gradually returned and the tension in the air lessened, though there was still a distinctly uncomfortable aura in the room, like dry tinder that a single spark could transform into a blaze. But soon the clink of glass bottles and clay bowls chimed through the hall, and the fire snapped and crackled. Trails of elven song began to wind through the room as the general atmosphere relaxed further and everyone dug into the hearty fare.
At the head of the table, to Sauron's right, Aulë was carving meat from a hunk of venison while carrying on some conversation with an important-looking, dark-haired Elf lord. On the other side of Aulë, Yavanna was sipping from a glass of maroon Valarin wine. When Sauron glanced her way, her eyes flicked back in his direction, as if she'd been watching him out of her peripheral and waiting for him to notice her. Her dark expression implied that she could see the anger and hate in his eyes, and he had the feeling she was just waiting for him to step out of line. He swept his gaze away with an angry curl of his lip.
As he finally turned his attention to the individual table occupants, he discovered to his shock that they were not just Elves. True, the majority were Eldar, but there was a large quantity of Maiar too, not seated at their own tables but mingling with the Elves! Talking with them.  Eating with them. Was it not bad enough that Aulë allowed the Eldar to roam through his halls as they willed? Had the Ainur truly degraded themselves so thoroughly that they now ceased to distinguish between the Powers of Ilúvatar and the Children? In some cases, it was hard to tell the two orders apart, so assimilated were they. The debasement he saw before him made his stomach lurch. And they had thought  Melkor had indecent viewpoints?
At least that explained the insolence of the Elves, the way they'd gawked at him when he passed without any hint of deference towards his status as a Maia, not to mention how they'd dared to wage war against a Vala. He'd assumed their disrespect was because he was a prisoner of war, barely counting anymore as a Maia lord, but now it seemed they'd been taught to treat all his race in such an undignified manner, regardless of status. Sudden fury at all those other Maiar sitting in the room rose in him. It was he was having to pay for the Elves lack of respect just because the other Maiar clearly did not have the spine to put the Elves in their rightful places. Caring and guiding for the Children was one thing. Treating them like equals was another.
 Now I understand why those cursed Noldor acted like they owned the world, Sauron thought with an angry snort as he reached for a bowl of bread rolls.  Well, two can play at their game. He bit into the roll with vigor and began loading his plate with other delicacies from the table around him, scornfully ignoring the Eldar and his fellow Maiar with haughty disdain.
He looked back down over the throng of Elves and Maiar, eating, chatting, and singing together. It was the very picture of communal friendship, peace, and plenty: everything Valinor was supposed to stand for. His chest constricted and his latest bite of the fluffy, sweet bread stuck in his throat. There was all this…
… and then there was him. The outcast. The traitor. The one who could freeze a room just by walking into it. It was not that he wanted what they had - the thought of singing and making small talk with a bunch of Elves turned his stomach. It was what he'd lost that hurt. Under Morgoth, he had been aloof and untouchable, capable of bringing complete silence with a single flick of his fingers or the very power of his gaze. On the surface, it did not seem so different now - he had always been alone either way. But it was different being alone because one was a powerful and dangerous lord who all feared and who none dared disturb, remaining aloof by choice and bringing a room to silence through dread. It was very different to be avoided like a plague victim, to be an outcast that no one wanted to be seen speaking to or making any contact with, to bring a room to silence, not out of fear, but because he was an outlandish monster to which no one was sure how to react.
Pressure built behind his eyes, but before it could congeal into moisture, he pushed it back, instead viciously tearing into a leg of lamb with his teeth, ignoring any looks he might be getting for it. They already thought him a monstrous barbarian.
He looked back up after devouring the meat as ferociously as he might have done in his wolf form and indeed saw several Elves at the head table giving him cautious but daintily scandalized looks at his lack of manners. For some twisted reason, their expressions amused him. They were so prim and proper, their long hair combed, their clothing impeccable. And yet, he knew that if he were to take them all, starve them a while, torture them a bit, and then release them together with a single hunk of raw flesh, they would tear each other apart over it in seconds. Sophistication was all an fragile illusion of culture - they thought themselves so grand and noble, oblivious to how little it would take to revert them all back to beasts.
He bared his teeth at them in a mocking grin at the thought, and they flinched back from him in dismay, averting their eyes. The one closest to him, almost directly across the table, nervously refilled his goblet with wine from one of the glass bottles. At the sight of the trickling red stream, Sauron remembered the warmth that had soaked through him from the wine Eönwë had given him yesterday evening, and his mouth felt suddenly unbearably parched. For a second, his mind was distracted from his roiling thoughts, overwhelmed by a need to quench his thirst and soothe his emotions.
"Give me the bottle," Sauron demanded with casual, automatic authority, accompanied with a curt snap of his fingers, as he might have ordered any servant back in Gaurhoth.
The  nér  looked up, surprised and uncomfortable at being addressed by the pariah of the room, and then glanced around stupidly as if Sauron might have been addressing someone else, the bottle still clutched in his hand.
"I said, give me the bottle," Sauron snapped impatiently, his tongue dry and thick. "Do it  now, Elf!"
The Elf's hand shot out fearfully, but before Sauron could seize the bottle, another hand intercepted it and snatched it back out of his reach. His brows knitting together in anger, Sauron whirled to see who had dared steal the drink from him and found Yavanna, beautiful and furious and holding his bottle. Aulë looked startled; apparently, he'd been oblivious to his surroundings until Yavanna had suddenly reached in front of him to grab the wine.
The Valië of Flora was holding the bottle so tightly it looked like it might shatter. She rose, still glaring at Sauron, drawing the attention of everyone at the head table. "How dare you!" she hissed at Sauron. "What do you think you are doing?"
A shiver of angry indignation ran the length of Sauron's spine. "I am thirsty. Am I not allowed to quench my thirst?"
"Then you will ask!"
"I just did!" Sauron grated, exasperated. A horrible notion flashed into his mind. He wasn't going to be forced to treat the Elves in the unnatural manner the rest of his kind had adopted, was he? That he would be successful at changing the behavioral choices of the other Maiar seemed unlikely, but he had not considered the possibility that he himself might be forced to join them in this perversion of order.
Aulë rose to his feet, looking confused. "Yavanna-" he began in a placating voice.
Yavanna cut her husband off by raising a single hand, palm outward, the fingers pressed so tightly together and so straight that they were trembling. "He does not need your protection, Aulë. Do not attempt to stand in front of him and protest that he does not know better or whatever other foolishness you're planning to say. He knows perfectly well what he does and I hold him fully accountable. We have granted him mercy, but on the condition that he shows some sign of repentance for the vile deeds he and his master have done. I will not stand by idly while he mistreats the Children in our care."
Sauron rose to his feet now. He was not quite as tall as Yavanna even then, but it was more a position of power than to remain seated at the table. Vaguely, he was aware that between them, he and Yavanna had attracted the attention of the entire room. "Mistreat? Are we the slaves of these Eldar now?" he protested, still shocked and horrified at this turn of events, the edges of his vision blurring in red. "Let them earn their keep. They should be filling our goblets as well as bringing them to us. They should feel  honored to serve us. We are Ainur, created from the direct thoughts of Eru. We created this world. Do they not owe us everything?"
He looked around, seeking some agreement, someone who saw the same sense he did, anyone that might be moved by his smooth tongue, but every gaze that met his was hostile. He began to feel cornered, floundering, and a heavy hammerfall began beating in his chest. "What is it you ask of me? To debase myself in the same way my kindred appear to have adopted?" he demanded, anger mingling with his shock as he realized no one was going to step forward to support him. He knew why, too. It was because it was  he who was saying it. If Yavanna or Aulë, or any one of the Maiar (or probably any Elf), had spoken such sentiments, they probably would have been met with instant approval. The thought that he was black-marked thus - that he would be ignored no matter how logical his words - stung like a knife in his side, even if he'd known this would happen all along. A snarl began to tug at his lips. "And you think  I have been the one corrupting the order of the world?"
"How dare you? How dare you?" Yavanna's voice rose in pitch and strength. "The Eldar are not our slaves or servants. If anything, it  is the other way round. Have you fallen so far as to forget the very reason for which you accepted a physical form and descended into Eä? Have you forgotten why we built this world? Our task is to guide, care for, protect, and teach the Children, not enslave them. It is you who has debased your place in Eä."
She stood, tall and fierce, and pointed her hand at the Maia. "You are not a dark lord here, Sauron. You are living on the mercy of the Valar, but Eru help me, if you refuse to bend your will, I will see to it that it is done for you!"
Her hand trembled. "Get down on your knees, beg the pardon of Lord Gilruin, and then ask for the wine like a civilized Maia. Do it immediately!"
Aulë tried to put his hand on her arm. "Yavanna, don't push him. We can discuss this later. It's not-"
Yavanna pulled her arm away, cutting him off. Her eyes were fixed on Sauron. "No, Aulë, he shall do it or face the consequences. Do it now, Abhorred One." She spat the name with such loathing that it might have been poison.
Every single eye in the hall was fixed on Sauron, waiting. He looked around at them, his chest rising and falling heavily, his breath rushing through his nostrils. His choices flashed through his mind.
Abasement was not a wholly new sensation to him. He had not been forced to fake the awe and fearful admiration with which he had served Lord Melkor, even when failure had brought him to his knees in penitence to accept his master's harsh punishments, humbling his natural pride in a cloak of dread reverence before a being a hundred times greater than himself. It had been harder to bow his head and beg the pardon of Eönwë in Middle-earth, a being of his own order, but the state of desperate terror that Oromë's howling and pursuing dogs had cast over his heart had made his obeisance easier to stomach, though even then it had been a hard-fought internal battle.
But to be asked to abase himself to a being so infinitely lesser than himself, before a roomful of Elves and Maiar; to have his pride ripped violently from him by the Valië upon whose domain he had wreaked such destruction for ages, in this her own abhorrent revenge upon him; to kneel before this Elda and ask his pardon, thus cementing the fact that he was nothing, a slave of slaves, before every other inhabitant of these Halls, who he would be forced to live among for who knew how long… In a moment of horror, rage, and terrible, boiling humiliation, he decided that the Void - oblivion itself - was better than this.
He laughed suddenly, a ringing, cruel sound of despair that echoed in the dark vault of the room and made those listening shiver as his fair mask slipped off. "Aye, the Valar have done  such a fine job, my lady, with their charges," he snarled. "Is that why you banished and cursed the Noldor? Allowed the Eldar to massacre each other? Watched them die over three idiotic jewels for five hundred years without lifting a finger? Your love for them must have been so great. Why not admit it, Yavanna? The Eldar are the Valar's pampered, little pets, but it is no great loss to you if they should turn wild, at which point you kick them back out into the wilderness to tear each other apart."
He saw Aulë's mortified expression in his peripheral along with the shocked looks of the Elves and Maiar around him. His hand flickered out, quicker than lightning, and the back of his fingers caught the rim of the bottle that Yavanna still held. It flew out of her hand and smashed on the table in front of the Elf from whom he'd originally demanded it. The Elda gave a loud gasp as red liquid splattered across the front of his grey silk tunic and laced his dark hair with sticky crimson.
Sauron swept into a scornful bow directed at the  nér . "Eat, drink, and be merry, Master Elf. And do enjoy your wine, my lord."
Before anyone could react, he turned on his heel and marched out the door.
Let them send him to the Void then. At least he'd do so with his dignity still intact.
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Chapter 7
"Twenty-four hours, Aulë. The Sun has not yet traveled the full course of her journey once and already that monster you brought into our halls has stepped across the line. Do not presume that I shall stand aside idly and watch as he brings us to ruin!"
The slim shears in Yavanna's hands snipped fiercely at the young, potted date tree in front of her window. She cut off a dainty bloom with quick precision, letting it flutter to the floor where it joined other buds and blossoms and bits of pruned limbs at her bare feet. Her olive skin shimmered and morphed, taking on a bark-like texture before fading back into the smooth flesh of a woman in response to her strained nerves.
Aulë stood on the opposite side of their private chambers, his back to the stone wall and his arms folded across his chest as he watched his wife cautiously. "Don't make your tree suffer for your anger, Yavanna," he said in a placating voice as another large section of greenery rustled to the floor. "I'm sure it will give us some wonderful dates."
Yavanna continued clipping with furious energy. "It's needed pruning for days now. Don't pretend you know anything about my domain, Husband. And don't change the subject on me. We're discussing that seditious Maia of yours, not my date tree."
Aulë ran a hand across his face. "He's not seditious. He's troubled."
Yavanna stopped pruning for a moment to look at him with one eyebrow arched disparagingly. "Troubled? Is  that the word we're using now?" She snorted. "I guess that's one way to describe it. Though personally, 'evil' is a word I think encompasses it slightly better."
Aulë let out an audible sigh and leaned his head back against the wall behind him.
"What, you do not believe I am right?" Yavanna demanded, a large patch of skin on her bare forearm flickering into a pattern like maple bark.
"I didn't say so," Aulë grunted through his beard.
"You don't need to," Yavanna answered curtly, returning to her ferocious pruning job.
The Smith scowled. "You provoked him," he growled. "You pushed him too far and he snapped, just like I said. I warned you what would happen if we backed him into a corner and-"
"And I suppose  I forced him to treat the Elf like one of his cringing slaves! I suppose I put those malicious thoughts in his head!" Yavanna snapped back. "He's a monster, Aulë."
Aulë lifted his metallic eyes to the ceiling and followed the intricate patterns of the grainy granite slab to where it ended, several feet to his left. There, the ordinary room transformed into what looked like an indoor garden, with trellises covered in climbing roses and ivy for walls and ceiling. The stone floor faded into a living carpet of green moss, and several saplings, like the date tree, stood in pots beside the trellises. Blue sky peeped through the greenery curling around the ceiling. For a while, both Valar ignored each other and there was no sound but the  snip-snap of the shears.
Finally, Aulë pushed himself up from the wall. "How long are we going to act like we're the enemies, my dear?" he asked wearily. "I don't want to fight you."
"And I do not wish to fight you," she answered, though without looking at him. "But I'm not backing down. The fight is your own creation. I did not wish him brought here."
Aulë sat down on the edge of their bed. "But he is here, and a day will not come when I change my belief that I did what was right. And even if he were not in our halls, he would still be in Valinor and he would still need to be dealt with."
He rubbed a hand along his jaw. "Do you know what he said to me this morning? He said we all would have been happier if he'd run in Middle-earth so that we wouldn't have had to show him mercy. Is that what you wish for, Yavanna? Do you wish he had run so that we could have condemned him straight to the Void?"
Yavanna paused, her back to him, slim and straight. "The decisions of the Valar are rarely unanimous," she replied in a low voice. "I think such a path would have been better."
Deep hurt etched itself in Aulë's face like chisel scars in stone. "Surely, you do not mean that, Yavanna," he pleaded. "I know you're angry at him. But we're in the dawn of a new Age. We've pardoned the Noldor who fought with us, we've gifted Númenór to the Edain, and Middle-earth is free for the first time since its creation. Why can't this be an Age of healing for old anger and older wounds between us and Sauron as well?"
"Healing comes from two sides. And I fear we cannot expect any help from one of those sides."
Aulë stood with a growl and began to pace, his heavy boots thumping loudly against the stone. "There will certainly be no healing if we don't give him a chance!"
Yavanna turned to face him, her knuckles white where she clutched the shears. "It is not our fault if he condemns himself. You are not bound to him, Aulë. When he betrayed you, he relinquished the bond between you, and you are not beholden in any way to him, whatever he may manipulate you into thinking. I do not trust him, not while my grass is green and the sky is blue. Yes, I see nothing but roiling evil and darkness behind his eyes, I will admit it. You have loosed a viper in these halls."
"I do not trust him either," Aulë gritted, his voice growing louder. "No further than reason. But that is why we all agreed to Bind him. We've taken his powers. If he is a viper, he is one without fangs."
Yavanna gave a peal of bitter laughter. "Perhaps his fangs are gone, but we still have a snake among us, one with a mouth full of venom. And if he cannot use fangs, I suspect he will find other ways to infect everyone around him with his poison, if his fangs are truly gone, that is. And serpents often have more than one manner of killing their victims."
Aulë shook his head, causing tangled brown locks to fall about his face, his frustration obvious. "Will you refuse to look any deeper? Can you not see what I see? He is frightened, isolated, and deeply hurt, and not all by his doing. The darkness of Melkor has been suffocating him and ripping him apart for centuries. A snake will not bite if it feels safe and content. That is all I ask for: to give him a place he can feel safe so that any healing may begin."
"A wounded snake will still bite the hand that comes near it, regardless of whether the hand intends to kill or heal it."
Aulë's large hands clenched impulsively into fists. "I didn't say the metaphor was perfect, and you're the one who brought it up in the first place. No, he's not an animal! He's a person, a rational person, and I plan on treating him like one!"
"He doesn't deserve to be treated like a person when he refuses to show the same delineation to others!"
"If we do that, we're no better than Melkor. Are we to heal him by sinking to his level? He is not the only one holding grudges. You are angry with him for what he has done to you in the past, and now  you cannot see past your own hatred. I will not be blinded in the same manner!"
Yavanna threw down the shears, causing them to clatter stringently. "I am not blinded!" she shouted, her skin blushing to a mahogany-red in anger. The vines in her hair wound into knots. "And I have every right to be angry with him. I have the right to hate him. You do not understand. You cannot understand, not you, or Manwë, or the others. Rock may be split and the Earth cratered, but your work cannot ever be utterly undone. The darkness of Morgoth can cover the sky, but it cannot destroy Manwë's domain or touch Varda's stars. A thousand gallons of blood may pour into the ocean, and still Ulmo's waters may remain untainted.
"But a tree that has grown a hundred years may be reduced to nothing with a single fire or one cruel axe. It is  my  domain that has suffered and suffered and suffered since the beginning. The most precious of all gifts, Life itself, is also the most fragile. Thousands of my children have by annihilated at the hand of your Nauron. Do not expect me to welcome Wildfire graciously into my realm and watch it continue to ravage all I hold dear."
"He has always been the Fiery One," Aulë retorted. "You did not think so harshly of his flames before he left. You loved him once as much as I did."
Yavanna turned to the window, her chest rising and falling heavily as she struggled to compose herself. She lifted her hands and drew them through her hair, smoothing out the writhing, knotted crown of living vines. "I am willing to sacrifice my wood for a good purpose: for food, for warmth, for the creation of something beautiful. I do not begrudge you the trees that fuel your forge fires, Aulë. But I will not watch fire devour my charges for no purpose other than wanton destruction."
She clutched the window sill tightly, as if she might fall without its support. "We have sought to cleanse Arda of evil, but we have brought it back into the heart of our realm. Again."
"This was the agreement we reached, the agreement of the fourteen Valar," Aulë said in a determined attempt at encouragement. "Manwë, Námo,  this was the decision we came to, the best one for everyone involved. Surely, the will of Eru is still at work in us. We must believe it is Eru's will that Sauron has returned to us."
"And was it Eru's will that we brought Melkor into our midst? If we had cast him into the Void then, the Elves would never have been poisoned with his words, Fëanor would have never sworn his Oath, Beleriand would never have sunk beneath the waves, and my Two Trees would still stand at the gates of Valmar. Our decisions are not infallible." Yavanna paused, the profile of her face lit from behind by the high afternoon light. "Manwë's decisions err on the side of what he wishes were true, instead of what actually is. As do yours, too, I fear."
"Námo agreed to this, too," Aulë said firmly. "Judgment is his domain, and surely, you cannot accuse him of an overdose of sympathy. Námo would not have agreed to pass this judgment if he truly disagreed with it."
"Yes, but it was Námo's Halls that flourished most during the reign of Morgoth, was it not?"
"Yavanna!" Aulë cried in shock. "Surely you do not believe that Námo took pleasure in seeing his Halls swollen with elven  fëa  long before their time had come!"
"I did not say so," she answered. Before him, she seemed to bend like an old, weathered tree under the weight of ice. "Oh Aulë, I'm so weary of all this injury and death."
She suddenly came and rested against him and he wrapped his arms about her, drawing his fingers through her brown hair. "We all are," he murmured, "that's why we've got to try. But I fear our job will not be complete until the last battle is fought and the Second Music comes. If we had cast Melkor into the Void at the first, another evil would have arisen to torment the world in his place. It is part of the fabric of Arda Marred. But just because evil preserves does not mean we should not persevere as well."
"It seems so long ago that we came down," Yavanna whispered into his neck. She shifted in his arms. "Did Sauron speak the truth, Aulë? We have not done well with the Children under our care and yet we ask for their love and devotion. Do they see us the same way Sauron does? As tyrants? Fëanor said the same thing."
"No, of course not," Aulë replied. "We granted the Children free will - we cannot control their decisions, not without becoming the tyrants Fëanor and Sauron have called us. We can love them, but we cannot force them to do what we wish. Neither the Children nor Sauron."
He kissed the top of her head. "But our work will not be in vain, I know it."
"How?" she asked. "Sometimes all I see are uprooted trees and burning flowers."
He drew her down to the bed and they sat, side by side, his arms still about her and her cheek pressed into his broad shoulder, her long hair spilling about them both. The vines in her hair caressed his arm, winding slowly over his sleeve and about his fingers. Her skin paled and took on a birch-like texture.
"Remember what Eru told us," he murmured to her. "He said that many things will not be as we imagined them when we glimpsed them in the vision and that we would not understand many things until after the fact. How shall we ask the Children to trust our judgments if we shall not trust Eru's? We cannot go back. And I will not stop until I am utterly successful or I utterly fail. Even if every other Vala mocks my efforts, I won't stop trying to help Sauron."
Yavanna gave a tired chuckle and traced strange circular patterns against his chest with her fingers. "Why should I expect anything less from you, Husband? I suspect you feel for him sometimes less from sympathy and more from the rebelliousness of your own heart, Dwarf-Father."
Aulë smiled slightly. "Perhaps."
There was a moment of almost light fondness between them, but then Yavanna's brow creased again. "Do what you will. I will not tell you to stop your pursuit, however foolish and in vain I may perceive it. It is your time to spend, not mine."
She lifted her head and drew back from him. "But where this matter crosses into my domain, I will not sit idly by. The Dwarves have your heart, but the Elves have mine. Of all the races of Arda, their understanding of my domain runs deepest, save only for my Onodrim, and they have even granted my trees the gift of speech. I speak for the Trees and for the Elves. And if Sauron raises his hand against either, it shall be me he answers to. Let this one offense slip past him and I promise you, we will see it repeated and magnified. If he is your charge, then it is your duty to reprimand him. And if you will not do it properly, I shall, and I shall not be gentle with him."
Aulë closed his eyes briefly. "All right, I will speak to him about the matter." When Yavanna raised her eyebrow skeptically, he sighed. "And it will be a stern talk, I promise."


Sauron had fled back to the courtyard in the center of the Halls.
At one point, almost in the middle of the garden, the stone pathway arced upward into a bridge that spanned the stream where it skipped over three shallow steps, creating a burble of rapid music; here, at the crown of the bridge, Sauron leaned against the railing, one hand full of pebbles which he slowly flicked at the stream, aiming at a smooth, exposed rock in the center of the middle step. When the pebbles struck it, they ricocheted off with a harsh  clap .
He stood, flinging pebbles and waiting for someone to come punish him.
And that someone would be along sooner or later to do just that was doubtless in his mind.
His heart felt heavy enough that it might just tear a hole though him and fall out.  Good riddance if it does, he thought moodily.  You haven't even been here twenty-four hours and you've already doomed yourself. But that's what you're good at, isn't it? And why not? Failure was what Melkor excelled in. You'd feel left out if he hadn't passed that wonderful talent on to you. That's what your life is: a rubble heap of collapsed dreams of grandeur. I'll tell you what you are: a stupid, little child building a sandcastle beneath the tideline.
He watched his distorted reflection rippling and wavering underneath him in the shadow of the bridge. He flung the rest of his pebbles down, mangling the reflection even further until it was a swirling mess of colors. His heart burned. As the reflection cleared again, his mind formed a single, searing thought directed inward.  I hate you.
He turned, putting his back to the stone railing and slid down until he was sitting, his legs straddling the bridge, the toes of his boots pressed against the opposite railing. He lowered his head and buried his face in his hands.
He had given up. For that moment in the Great Hall, he had completely given up.
A shudder racked him - he had never felt anything like this before. That crushing hopelessness threatened every second to drag him under. It sucked away his energy attempting to fight it; every second seemed to be a struggle to simply  survive . To find the will to draw in his next painful breath.
It would be so much easier to despair and let an end come to his tale once and for all.
Part of the struggle was the wounds in his damaged  fëa, he knew. Another was the fight against that pressing bond around his essence that ensnared his powers and figuring out how to live without parts of himself that he had always taken for granted and had relied upon - perhaps too much, he was beginning to understand.
But it was more than that.  It shouldn't be this hard, he thought fiercely. Infiltration, manipulation - such tools were not new to him. It had not seemed too hard a task: to keep his mouth shut and to acquiesce to the Valar's demands until such a time that he could find an advantage for his position. But how many times already had it proved beyond his control? First, he had let slip his mask in front of Aulë at the Valmar house, he had let his tongue get control of him with Eönwë in the Máhanaxar cell, words that doubtlessly Eönwë had relayed to his masters by now, and now he had lost himself and accused the Valar (however, true he believed his words to be) in front of Yavanna of all people, along with blatantly defying her. He had wished himself condemned to the Void in that moment. The thought that he could have despaired so completely as that terrified him.
He doubted he would be sent to the Void - punished, yes, but the Void seemed a harsh extreme for dousing an Elf in some wine. Though who knew… His arrogant words in accusation of the Valar and his defiance of Yavanna's direct command might be enough to condemn him completely. He had underestimated the Valar's cruelty once already. Maybe Melkor had not exaggerated about his punishments as much that night in the War of Wrath as Sauron had assumed…
A lump clogged his throat, making his still-dry tongue feel swollen, as if it were filling his mouth. Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to control his composure. He did not want to go to the Void. But he did not want to live like this. He was terrified of the emptiness that had claimed his master. But he was equally terrified of the horrible humiliations the Valar were clearly bent on forcing him to suffer. If he were to repeat the scene in the Great Hall, he did not know if he could have made any other decision but the one he already had. If he was not condemned to the Void this time, the situation would only escalate until he finally  did commit some offense great enough for that ultimate punishment. Unless something changed.
His mind and emotions continued to wander, aimlessly. He felt so lost. It was like being a castaway clinging to a piece of driftwood, floating along at the mercy of the ocean waves, but never able to see beyond the next white peak, only trusting to the cruelty of nature that he was heading towards something better and hopefully solid. His only hope was that vague promise of revenge he had made himself, but who was he fooling? He had no idea how he could ever achieve such a thing. Defeating the Valar, just hurting them even, seemed insurmountable tasks; in reality, there was little more chance of that than there might have been at him defeating Melkor and taking his place as Lord of Angband. And without hope for life, what was anyone more than a floundering fool just struggling to take his next breath?
Direction. He needed direction.
And suddenly, an old memory surfaced in his mind. He remembered the object clearly, a trinket his orcs had taken from a band of Elves who had scouted too close to his stronghold. The orcs had brought it to him dutifully, along with everything else looted from the Elves, just as they were always commanded to do, but the object clearly made them uneasy. 'Cursed Elf magic' his sharp ears heard them call it.
But Sauron was less superstitious and less easily daunted than his servants and he had quickly seen that the object was a work of science, not of magic.
It appeared as a medallion, perfectly round, with a smooth, glass dome over the front. Inside the dome, on the face, were four elven runes, evenly spaced, and a single needle attached at the center. Whenever Sauron turned, the needle would quiver and adjust itself to its changed position, so that it always pointed in the same direction.
It was many years before Sauron would learn to call that object a compass, but he had immediately seen the use of the small, strange medallion, even if he did not fully comprehend its workings. It was particularly useful to the servants of Morgoth who were constantly shrouded under a haze of darkness, where neither sun nor stars could be used to determine direction. With it, one could not lose his way, no matter how dark it grew or how confused he became with his surroundings. It was a powerful tool.
All of a sudden, Sauron realized he needed a compass.
Not a real compass, of course, for in Valinor, East, West, North, and South were clear as the blue sky itself. No, what he needed was a compass for his heart and mind.
He needed something he  knew he could achieve. He needed to know without a doubt what he wanted. He needed a strategy that he could work steadily towards and bend all his actions and thoughts around. He needed a goal.
It made sense now. The horrible feeling of disorientation along with his inability to make proper choices, his bursts of panic and fierce emotion, his sense of hopeless entrapment, his despair. As long as he simply continued to flounder along, buffeted by the waves of Fate, there was little chance that he would ever find solid ground again. He needed a plan of action to focus all his burning energy, hate, rage, and pain upon. If he was not able to focus it on that, his emotions would find other outlets to release themselves, as he'd just learned at the lunch table. If he could not find something to set his hope upon, despair would be his only companion until it destroyed him utterly.
He leaned his head back against the bridge wall, staring straight up into the unclouded sky. He was the Black Captain of Morgoth, or had been. Strategy was second nature to him. He needed to think of this as just some new mission for Morgoth. He'd done it before. Infiltrated the dwellings of Elves, Men, and Dwarves, slipping on carefully constructed masks to help him fulfill whatever end he sought. Information, assassination, betrayal - he had achieved them all. Sometimes he'd had months to prepare, carefully going over reports from spies or spying himself in order to learn as much about his foes as he could before mingling with them; other times, he'd been forced to rely on his talents of improvisation. This needed to be no different. He just needed a goal he knew he could achieve.
He frowned, rubbing the back of his head gently against the smooth stones. That was easier said than done, which was probably the reason the thought had eluded him thus far. What  was there still to achieve? At this point, what did he even  want ? His goal of vengeance was much too vague for his current purpose. He needed something tangible, even if it was just a step towards his larger goal, something to which he could immediately set his will.
His frown deepened and his eyes darkened. Overthrowing the Valar and taking Valinor in Morgoth's name, or even better, his  own name was the most satisfying fantasy, but it was just that - a fantasy. There was nothing remotely achievable about it. Even Melkor had not attempted to go down that path. In Middle-earth, setting up his own rival Valinor might have been a viable option, but not here under the watchful eyes of the Valar themselves.
There was the option of returning to Middle-earth. He allowed his thoughts to slowly caress the idea. It would be terribly difficult, but nothing was going to be easy. It had been Melkor's ultimate goal when he'd been in a similar situation, but Melkor had had something waiting for him back in Middle-earth; Sauron had kept Angband alive and ready during those years, and multitudes of Melkor's lesser servants had survived the Valar's attack. Sauron knew better than to assume there was anything waiting for him back in Endor now; the Valar had been much more thorough this time in their destruction of Morgoth's realm. Sauron guessed he was not the only survivor - it was hard to believe the Valar had hunted and killed every single orc and demon that had fled the vast kingdom of Morgoth throughout Beleriand - but he had seen the ruin with his own eyes and it had not been good. Gothmog, Ancalagan - all Morgoth's most powerful servants - had fallen. He could not trust that any cowering orcs that might have escaped would be secretly rebuilding the power of Evil, especially with Morgoth gone for good and he himself out of the picture. If he returned to Middle-earth, he'd be starting from scratch.
Plus, he'd have all of Valinor after him. If he'd run at the first, instead of going to Eönwë, he might have had a chance to slip past Oromë's hunters and hide until the Valar forgot about him. Morgoth had been their main goal, and in the confusion of the war, they might have dismissed himself as either lost in action or not important enough to pursue through the wastes of Middle-earth.
Now, however, he'd shown himself to them and their focus had turned to him. Now that Morgoth had been removed, he was their biggest threat as Morgoth's Black Captain and most influential servant. If he ran, he had no doubt he'd be pursued, and it would be doubly hard to attempt rebuilding while being dogged by angry Valar. They would think twice about letting him slip from their grasp after Melkor had wreaked such havoc after doing the exact same thing. It would be nice if the Valar were stupid enough to make the same mistake twice, but he doubted they were.
And he'd have to do everything without the aid of his powers.
That thought increased the painful lump in his throat. He was already feeling steadier than he had yesterday, but he was a long way from adjusting to his Bound state. It was quite possible that he would never fully adjust. And why should he? It was not natural. It was as if he was dealing with an amputation, as if he'd just lost his right hand or perhaps his leg. He felt crippled just without the abilities of a normal Maia, not to mention without the extra powers he'd gained under Morgoth.
He pushed away the thought of escaping to Middle-Earth, but tucked it away in some corner of his mind. It was not a completely hopeless proposition. If he could find no better option, it might be worth returning to eventually.
He turned his mind back to this new thought.  He wanted his powers back. That was something concrete, something there was no doubt he desired fiercely. He did not believe for a moment that the Valar had any intentions of giving them back to him of their own free will. He might bow and scrape at their feet for an age without presenting any kind of threat and he doubted they would return a single power. He wouldn't, if he were in their position. They'd seen what happened with Melkor when they'd been lenient with him. Surely, they wouldn't be foolish enough to grant his power back once they'd managed to wrench it away.
He carefully prodded that unmovable barrier deep in his  fëa . He had no idea whether there was any chance of breaking it or removing it on his own. It seemed unlikely. The Valar were much more powerful than he was - that was a fact he was not about to dispute. Even a single one of the lesser Valar, Vána or Nessa, was probably more powerful than he was - especially right now in his Bound state.
The more intriguing question was whether or not he could regain them artificially without having to actually break that daunting barrier. Morgoth had been able to graft powers into him that were not naturally his; could he still do something of a similar nature, thus gaining new powers without having to actually access the old ones? Was there any way he could recreate, compensate, for what he had lost?
He drew his fingers thoughtfully through his hair. Now, that was something to think about. Of course, he did not have Morgoth to give him powers directly and he'd never achieved such a thing on his own without Morgoth's aid. But Morgoth was gone and there were no higher powers that would consider helping him with it now. But the fact that he did not know the answers to his questions was itself hopeful. There was at least a chance of a positive answer and subsequent success.
It would greatly improve his lot; he was much too helpless in his current state. If he could somehow get his powers back, then he could really start considering other options, a great deal more of which would open themselves up to him. It was a viable plan for striking back at the Valar, whatever way he decided to achieve it, in addition to bettering and protecting himself. Plus, if he figured out a way, it would be highly satisfying on multiple levels.
If he knew that he was working on a plan to regain his powers, that revenge could and would be his, he was confident that he would be able to choke down his pride and emotions enough to get along. He replayed the scene from the Great Hall in such a scenario. There was almost enough twisted irony in the situation - begging the pardon of an Elf while secretly knowing that shortly he himself would be bringing said Elf to ruin - that the scene took on an almost pleasurable glow.
He stood and slowly walked down the bridge, continuing on along the path, his eyes flickering across the colorful beds of flowers without really looking at them. He was already feeling better, stronger, more confident in himself. Now that he had something to do with his mind, to focus his energy upon, something to distract him from the humiliations of his painful present, he felt like he might be able to cope. He just needed a plan.
 Work with what you know, he told himself. And what he knew was strategy, war, and battle plans, things that had filled his life for thousands of years.  This is all just a game, he chanted to himself.  A game of war. I am not going to lose. A contest of wills. A contest of wills… 
A memory flickered through his thoughts and with it, a streak of phantom pain. It was from a collection of memories he did not often allow into his mind - lingering on it overlong was not safe - but it had its uses all the same.
A contest of wills. The price of losing. A will of iron.
He suspected that every servant of Melkor had faced the same experience at some time or another, but it was not something that was discussed outside of that single dark room in Utumno, early in Melkor's reign. No one asked and no one told. But Sauron had been able to look into the eyes of his peers and  see it there, though he guessed that he himself had been subjected to far more than any other servant of the Dark Vala. Sauron, after all, had been Melkor's prize Captain. And Melkor had always had odd, and usually painful, ways of showing his favor.
A shudder rippled through his body. He remembered, perhaps better than was good for him.
 His hands were chained with black iron, his legs shackled in a similar manner. A band of cold metal pressed around his ribs, holding him immobile. It was freezing in that dark room, more of a cave, deep underground in the recesses of Utumno, but he was not sure whether he was shivering from that, fear, pain, or a combination of all three.
 He felt vulnerable, more vulnerable than he had ever felt in his life before. How absurd the ease with which this physical form could be rendered so helpless.
" Please." His sob was raspy. "Please, Master, no more. I can't take any more."
" No more?" Melkor's soft, deep voice sifted through the darkness to his right. "I know you don't understand now, little Maia, but you will later on. You will understand the gift that I am granting to you. You will thank me then for pressing you to your limits and beyond."
 The Dark Vala stepped forward again, and the ruddy light of the torches behind him fell on the slim, curved blade he held in his hand as he touched the tip of it to Sauron's flesh, causing the Maia to attempt flinching back from the sharp coldness. But it was useless, just as useless as it had been every time he'd tried it for this last immeasurable length of time.
 His voice had gone hoarse from screaming already, but that did not stop him from continuing to do so again as the blade resumed its terrible work. It danced patterns in his flesh, painted swirling designs that might have been beautiful if they were not done in his own blood. His panic and loathing were magnified by his awareness of Melkor's pleasure, that he was the Dark Vala's newest masterpiece in this black form of Melkor's art. He screamed, pleaded for the end, begged, tried to twist away from the agony, offered anything and everything to his master's service in exchange for release. He was still young and his life in Almaren had not been particularly strenuous; never before had he been forced to face anything like this. Even the dreams of innocent Mairon could not have conjured a world that contained this much pain.
 But he had always been a quick learner. It was not long before he discovered that when he cried out, the blade bit deeper, when he pleaded for his agony to lessen, it doubled, when he screamed for the end, the sessions dragged on. He learned to choke back his screams, no matter how badly it hurt. He learned never to plead, to keep his emotions locked tight inside himself, to never trust to mercy, to hate and fear in silence, to bend all his will towards reaching the end of this with his sanity still intact. He made himself mental promises of grandeur and extravagant pleasures, he sang himself silent songs of power, he imagined his position with Melkor reversed and that cruel blade in his own hand - whatever it took to survive the next second.
 Melkor had been pleased. "Good, good," he said, lifting the knife momentarily. "You will do well, the best, in my service."
 Sauron closed his eyes, hoping that this lesson was finished, but not allowing his hope to show on his face or penetrate into his heart.
 Melkor leaned over him, placing the very tip of the long knife against Sauron's stomach. He pressed down, almost gently, just piercing the skin and causing a trickle of blood to slide over the Maia's pale skin. An automatic tremor ran through Sauron that he could not quite hide - there was just something so terribly vulnerable about that soft flesh of his belly.
" I will teach you to fight," Melkor purred, his voice still incongruously calm and quiet. "I will give you the gift of a will of iron. You will be strong, stronger than ever you imagined under that fool, Aulë. No one shall break you. In a contest of wills, you will be the victor."
 The blade twisted.
 Rank sweat beaded Sauron's brow. His fingers twitched impulsively as he fought to maintain his control, as he struggled not to let his will break. 
" Fight," Melkor hissed. "Pain will make you strong. You have only yourself to hate. You have only yourself to defeat you."
 A ritual, this had become a ritual of silence and pain, a contest against himself. But the knife continued its horrific dance through his flesh, and finally a single sound burst from his lips to break the silence of that room in a soft sob.
 
Melkor paused and lifted the blade, then reached out and cupped the side of Sauron's face as the Maia's head lulled sideways, exhausted. "Sauron," he said, gently almost, "remember, you will thank me later for this. This is our little personal contest of wills, to make you what you are meant to be. You must never back down. You must never give up. If you already know who the victor is, you cannot lose. Who will win? Tell me, who will win, Sauron?"
 Sauron struggled to keep his breathing steady, but his voice shook. "You will win, Master."
 Melkor removed his hand and chuckled. "A good answer. A very good answer. You've learned well. Yes, I will always win  our little contests. That is only right. But should you go up against any other than me, there will be no one who can defeat you, my wolf, my dark one, if you do not defeat yourself. You will be my Black Captain. You will be strong and cruel, and I will have made you so."
"Nauron?"
The voice snapped Sauron back to the present. He realized his heart was pounding a little too swiftly and his eyes were pressed closed. He was bending over something, his hands gripping stone. Quickly, he opened his eyes and straightened, finding himself clinging to one of the decorative walls of stone lining the paths. Turning, he saw Aulë walking towards him with a concerned expression.
Sauron smoothed out his countenance. It was not a pleasant memory he had recalled, but Melkor had been right. Sauron had within himself a will of iron to call upon. It was time he did so. Melkor had said that no other would be able to defeat him in a contest of wills; now it was time to put that promise to the test. It was time to see if his new compass worked.
This was his new battle plan. He needed to seek a way that he could regain his powers and in the meantime, he needed to put his mind to reconnaissance. It was the first thing one did when infiltrating an enemy stronghold: figuring out where each person fit into his strategy. The biggest threats, potential allies, minions who could be conveniently ignored or used as his plans demanded. Until he figured out where each and every person around him fell into his schemes, he needed to remain aloof and cautious. He must lock everything away inside until he knew how to use it. He must not let his will be broken again, least of all by himself.
As Aulë walked the last few steps towards him, Sauron delved deep inside his will, finding that same strength he had constructed so long ago in the dark room in Utumno. He summoned the iron resolve Melkor's blade had cut into him, deeper simply than his flesh. He blocked off the world, this world of pain that Melkor had taught him to see and fight, and set his mind on the goal he had given himself.  I am going to get my powers back. And then they all will pay.
Perhaps Aulë saw that some barrier had gone up in Sauron's eyes for he did not speak immediately, instead leaning his forearms against the top of the stone wall and gazing across the bed of deep purple irises, sunset-orange lilies, and tulips as red as blood. Sauron set his back against the same wall, his arms folded, his eyes gazing blankly in the opposite direction.
Aulë glanced at his former apprentice then let out a long heavy sigh. "Yavanna wants me to deal with you."
Sauron gave him a look out of the corner of his eyes but did not move his head.
"I'm not going to punish you, not at the moment," Aulë continued. "I sincerely hope none of us ever have to. I realize that you have been living very… differently… from us for a long time now, and I don't expect you to get everything perfect your first time, even if Yavanna expects otherwise. But, since I am granting you leniency, I do expect you to learn from your mistakes. The first time is just that - a mistake - but it will be on your head if it happens again."
He tipped his head slightly to the side, trying to gauge Sauron's reaction. "Do you understand me, Nauron?"
Sauron jerked his head in a quick nod of affirmation.
Aulë nodded as well, though still watching the Maia closely. "I know Melkor taught you to treat the Children as no more than animals, as less than animals, and I don't expect you to shake off that notion in a day. We're not asking you to befriend any of them, we're not even asking you to interact with them if you don't want to. If you like, I can make sure they all leave you alone for the time being, though I don't think that should be a problem now. But we do ask that you recognize them as the Children of Eru. We are the work of Eru's thoughts, and they are the work of Eru's hands. We are bound to them as long as we are bound to Eä itself."
He paused, giving Sauron the chance to speak, but when Sauron continued to stare silently into the middle distance, he went on. "In four days, you're going to start working at the quarry. I know it must seem lowly work for a goldsmith, but see it as an opportunity. You'll be given the chance to work by yourself, if that is what you wish, but there will be many Eldar present, working as well. All we ask is that you give them a chance, observe them, get used to being around them, not as slaves, but as citizens of Valinor and people, real people."
He gave a quiet chuckle. "I know some of them can be quite stubborn and quite frankly, annoying, but they really aren't that bad." He glanced again into Sauron's face. "They are not always so different from us. In fact, I truly believe that if there comes a time when you can give them a chance, there are many of them that would suit your company extraordinarily well," he ended with a smile, his tone purposefully light.
The smile melted away in the face of Sauron's continued unresponsiveness. Aulë turned fully to face him, a frown tugging at the edges of his beard. "So, are you not talking to me now, Sauron? You had plenty to say at the table."
"And I saw how well it was received," Sauron replied without looking at him, his face still an emotionless mask.
Aulë drew his fingers once through the tangled bramble of his beard. His eyes followed the flight of a bluebird as it flitted between two of the trees lining the garden before his gaze returned to his Maia. "Sauron," he said seriously, "I want to make this clear: I'm not here to reprimand you for what you said about us at the table, only how you treated the Elf. How you treated Lord Gilruin was one thing, but speaking what is in your mind and heart is another. No, perhaps in front of the entire population of my Halls was not perfect timing, but you have the right to tell us what you think, to tell me. In fact, I want you to tell me.
"You're angry, you're bitter - I understand that. I would be suspicious if you weren't, considering recent circumstances. We've been on enemy sides for centuries, and I realize we just destroyed your home and everything you had and knew. Of course, you're angry with us. I expect you to be. But we can all get over that if we handle this properly."
He reached out and put his hand on Sauron's forearm. Sauron tensed visibly, but he did not shake him off. "I'd rather you ranted and raved to me then closed up to us. We're not the enemy anymore, Nauron. We allowed Melkor to simmer in his own hatred and anger with no outlet for it for three ages and the results tore open the very foundations of Arda. We don't want that for you. Please, tell me. If you're angry, tell me. If you hate me, tell me. You won't be punished for anything you say or believe. We can't say we want you to get rid of those feelings and then punish you for not keeping them bottled up. You can say anything you need to say to me without fear. Scream if you like, rant, accuse - I will listen to every word and answer as best I can."
His hand tightened fractionally around Sauron's arm and his gaze intensified. "Do you have anything you want to say? Anything at all? I'm listening."
Sauron looked back at him, allowing himself for a moment to sink in the swirl of silver-gold eyes. The offer was violently tempting: to unleash his storm of emotions and pain. They were built up in his chest and throat almost like some tangible matter, and the thought of releasing them seemed like it might be as relieving as vomiting a bellyful of poisoned food. He believed the sincerity of Aulë's offer, as well - the Smith was neither subtle nor cruel enough to deceive him in this manner. Just looking into Aulë's eyes, he could see the flicker of hopefulness and innocent yearning for all to be made well. Aulë truly wanted to help him.
But the contest was still on. The battle plans were laid. Defeat was inevitable when one strayed from his set strategy. Even if Aulë did not mean him direct harm, who knew what damage could come from spilling his heart? Aulë was but one piece in this intricate game of war, and even if the Smith was not aware of the game being played, it would still be a grievous loss if Sauron let his will crack now.
He was not going to defeat himself again.
So instead, he hardened the wall around his will between himself and Aulë, just as he had done in the face of Melkor's torture. It had been just as tempting to cry out then as it was to let loose his emotions now. But what had he learned from Melkor? When he screamed, when he pleaded, when he showed his weakness, the knife always bit deeper and crueler.
The shifting ground, the tossing waves, on which he stood hardened just a little.
There were still truths he could trust to. This was the same world he had always lived in, even if its foundations had been uprooted, and some things were immutable, regardless of whether or not Melkor was here to drive them home.
 I'm going to get my powers back, he chanted in his mind like a mantra.  I have to find a way to get my powers back. Those words slowly drowned out everything else.
He looked back at Aulë who was still gazing at him with that hopeful, attentive expression, inviting Sauron to break, tempting him to lose. A flicker of almost amused scorn flashed through his mind. Melkor had been right, as usual. He, Sauron, was going to win this contest of wills. To give up now was to lose everything. And he had a goal now.
There was another thing Melkor had been right about: in a whisper of thought, Sauron mentally thanked his former master for this gift, this strength born of pain to fight.
He met Aulë's eyes, his face smooth. "No," he said in a voice equally smooth, "no, there is nothing I wish to say."


   
 
Chapter 8

Chapter 8
Aulë was gone, returned to whatever other daily tasks demanded the attention of a Vala, back to his elegant halls of stone and the mingled throngs of Maiar and Elves that he oversaw, leaving Sauron alone once again in the near-silence of the garden. The day had drawn on, and all he could see of the sun was a golden glow at the sharp line of the western roof against the sky, where the halls rose seven stories to block off the heavens from his view in that direction.
It had been a long and tiresome campaign - the will of the Smith set against the will of the Black Captain. Aulë had prattled on at length, extoling the healing virtues that Sauron would discover if he confronted his problems here and now, if they discussed these painful issues in the open and the light like sensible, rational people, if Sauron was willing to actively search for some reconciliation in this difficult situation in which they all found themselves. When benign lecturing had failed, Aulë had resorted to further cajoling, attempting to coax Sauron into re-opening his mind and heart with promises of privacy to everything he said, reassurances against any punishments, and nauseating attempts to  understand what Sauron was feeling.
It was this last method that had irked Sauron the most, when Aulë had gone on blathering something about the dwarves, Eru, and forgiveness. Sauron knew the story - the incident had occurred before Sauron officially betrayed and abandoned the Valar, though at that time, Aulë and Yavanna had both kept rather mum about the issue. But still, Aulë's point was clear enough: that wrongs, even acts of defiance and rebellion, could be rectified and washed out like a dirty garment in clear water if properly addressed. Nothing could be marred beyond healing if humility and forgiveness were present and both sides were willing to come to an agreement. Sauron could still have what Aulë had found in the delightful gratification of Eru's boundless mercy.
Sauron had not given much consideration of late to his Maker, from whose thoughts his  fëa had been woven. Ilúvatar had not shown any inclination to interfere, either on the side of Melkor or for his other Valarin children, and so Sauron had given Eru as much thought as he figured Eru probably gave him. When Aulë spoke of the All-father's forgiveness, his eyes lit up and his adoration was clear in his voice, but Sauron felt more inclined personally to roll his eyes. In his opinion, the less Eru thought about him, the better. He was quite all right with both of them continuing to ignore one another, for if Eru's thoughts strayed to him, Sauron was fairly sure forgiveness and compassion would not be at the top of Eru's list for how to deal with him.
And that was the heart of the matter. Even now, thinking back on Aulë's words, Sauron wasn't sure which he felt more strongly: angry contempt or scornful amusement. As if Aulë's brief dabbling at the very edge of the shadows, followed by his passionate wave of contrition and humility, could even begin to compare with Sauron's deep betrayal and long years of violent opposition against everything for which the Valar stood. It was truly ridiculous, made even more contemptible by the fact that Sauron knew this was Aulë's last-ditch effort at trying to find some way,  any way, to relate him. If that was truly Aulë's intention, then it had had the exact opposite effect: it had only managed to show the true depth and width of the chasm that separated Sauron from every other being in this cursed paradise of Valinor. There were few beings  less like Sauron than Aulë.
The Smith had spoken of Ossë's brief rebellion as well, which sent a flicker of the same amused scorn mingled with anger through Sauron. The water Maia, and his hasty pardon, were on the low end of Sauron's chain of respect. He himself had had a hand in the corruption of Ossë, though even then he had known the chaotic Maia's disposition well enough that he suspected it wouldn't be long before he went blubbering back to his former masters, apologies spilling from his lips as effusively as the waves crashing against his rocky beaches. Of  course he had been forgiven. He had tossed the ocean about a bit, sloshed some of Ulmo's water up onto Aulë's lands, maybe knocked over one or two of Yavanna's precious trees - such deeds could hardly be compared to the treachery of Sauron. Any given day in the Black Captain's centuries-long career probably contained more darkness and violence than Ossë's entire rampage.
So Aulë and Ossë had been pardoned, forgiven, and redeemed. So what? He shared with them acts of rebellion - however pathetic the comparison might be - but there was one glaring difference in his situation with theirs. They had both come crawling back before their masters, weeping their remorse, begging to be forgiven and taken back in. Sauron had not.
Or had he? He didn't like thinking about his meeting with Eönwë, had tried his best to avoid wondering what might have happened if he'd run, and if he'd done what was best for himself in surrendering. His emotions, with fear at the foremost, had been running high that night, and his mind had been muddled at the best. He recalled that he  had asked Eönwë for his pardon and that the sentiment had been sincere (as well as he had understood what "pardon" meant to him at the time), even if the tongue that fear had given him had done all the speaking. During that time, some old quality, some trait that might have better suited Mairon the apprentice smith, had made its appearance: a genuine exhaustion with the turmoil of his life and a yearning to find some peace, some gentle, long rest, after so many years of violence, pain, and endless struggles. In some moment of revelation, he had realized he'd never before lived in a world completely devoid of war or the threat of war. It had seemed almost wasteful.
Carefully, keeping mental leashes tethered tightly around his thoughts, Sauron let his mind wander down a path he had not really contemplated since that night. What would happen if he  did try? Not simply bowing his head and lying as low as he could until such a time that he could discover a means of revenge, but actually trying to fit into this new world? Accepting the Valar's words that he had done evil things and doing what he could to clean his slate before the eyes of everyone who mattered? Was it truly possible that he could ever be forgiven, redeemed, and re-assimilated as Aulë and Ossë had been? Was there any path that led indeed to that rest he had sought the day he came to Eönwë?
 What a pretty fantasy, Sauron. Perhaps while you're feeling so sentimental, you should go smell the roses.
Sauron yanked on his mental leash, hauling his thoughts back as the mocking voice jabbed into him like a dagger of reason. He lashed out at the voice with his own thoughts.  Of course I wasn't considering it as I path I might actually follow! I have my plan and I will stick to it. But am I not allowed to think whatever I want? To recognize all options and paths? Is that not what a good war leader does?
There was an eerie silence and Sauron suddenly realized he was having a mental argument with himself. If that cruel, mocking voice  was truly just another part of himself… He could not help noticing how much it sounded like…
 No, Melkor's gone. There's only me now.
And he had had no reason to lie to himself. Contemplation of such an option was simply no more than recognizing all possible paths forward, even the ridiculous ones that could be crossed off the list as soon as they had been conceived. That day with Eönwë he had allowed himself to be momentarily defeated by his own flight of fancy, further strengthened by the additional whim that he might have a chance to return to his apprenticeship, but his mind was adamant now. Aulë had not been able to shake his compass with all his words of forgiveness and healing, and Sauron had no thought of wavering from his set plans.
 I'm going to get my powers back .
And, at any rate, Aulë was wrong. Even if Sauron was somehow able to curb his pride and temper enough to seek reconciliation as Aulë understood it, it would not matter. Yes, Aulë would accept him, but then again, Aulë already did. What was the point of abasing himself to gain from Aulë what he already had? There were others too, doubtlessly, that would be willing to move on to a fresh start with him if he somehow dredged up true remorse in his spirit - Manwë, Nienna, Este and Irmo, maybe even some of the other Maiar and Elves.
But they would be a pitiful minority. No matter what Sauron did, no matter how deeply and truly he felt it, he had long lost the chance to have what Aulë and Ossë had found. Yavanna had shown that, hadn't she, and the Elves at the docks? Most of the inhabitants of Valinor were as little ready to forgive Sauron as he was to forgive them. Even if everyone about him was someday able to keep their thoughts hidden from him and their faces and eyes closed from his piercing gaze, he would still know. He was irrevocably the traitor, the one who had betrayed Valar, Maiar, and Children alike, the Black Captain of the greatest enemy of Arda, a monstrous being that was the living stuff of elven nightmares. He bore the truth of it in his very name; as long as 'sauron' remained a part of the elven vocabulary, he would bear the mark of the Abhorred One like a brand on his forehead. As long as history was remembered, his place in it was set in stone.
In Gaurhoth, in Angband, carrying out Melkor's commands and living among others of a like mind, he had never wavered in his thought that he was on the right side and doing what needed to be done and should be done; here, surrounded by people who shunned him, hated him, or tried to get him to change his ages-long beliefs, it was impossible to escape the fact that he was the marked villain of this tale in the eyes of all around him and he always would be.
Any path of true redemption was no more than an illusion. Even if he truly sought it with all his heart, he would never be allowed to live anything like a normal life in Valinor, a life of peace, escape, rest…
 Well, it appears it is fortunate that's not what I want.
Abruptly, Sauron pulled his thoughts back to the present; his mind had been meandering for long enough already. Aulë's fanciful ideas were not worth the time he had already spent thinking about them.
He was still standing at the low wall by the bed of lilies and irises where Aulë had spoken with him. Setting his feet to the path once again, he set his mind to the dilemma before him. How to get his powers back when the Valar were determined that they should be kept from him? It was an enigma to be sure, but he had faced challenging situations before that required both ingenuity and a healthy dose of creativity. The fact that he was perfectly willing to break the rules and play as dirty as needed helped the situation, as well. If he was the villain, he might as well take advantage of it.
The Valar had robbed him of his powers, but there were some things they could not take from him: the sharp mind that Melkor's various tasks had whetted for centuries, the innate curiosity mingled with his unique sense of artistic inventiveness, the piercing perceptiveness with which he could read the thoughts and moods of those around him, and the exquisite  fána in which he was clothed coupled with the beguiling charm he could weave around a receptive victim. Any or all of those assets could still prove useful to him as long as he stepped carefully.
It would be a dangerous dance, but danger had long ago become a part of daily life for one who infiltrated enemy strongholds, led armies and fought the battles of his master, rooted out traitors and spies, and bred monsters in wolf, dragon, and spider forms. If he strayed too far to the one side - keeping too low a profile and thereby arousing the Valar's suspicions - his plans might be discovered, but if he strayed too far in the opposite direction - challenging the Valar's authority - he was doomed to be punished for it eventually. But it was something to do, other than sitting about in flower gardens dreading his next encounter with an Elf or Yavanna.
Where to start? Where could he begin formulating a plan to regain his powers, be it breaking the Valar's Bindings or finding a way to artificially recreate or graft in new powers, when he was not even sure if such a thing was possible? When there was unquestionably no one he could go to who would possibly help him willingly?
No one who would help him  willingly…
Maybe he didn't need someone who would help him willingly. Maybe he needed someone who would give him information regardless of whom he was and what he wanted it for. Someone neutral, someone who would never even know he had sought their intelligence, someone who could never reveal to others that he had come to them for help…
Books!
Instantly, the memory of that huge library gallery, filled to the ceiling with rows of books, sailed back into his mind. His heart leapt at the thought of all that knowledge ripe for the gathering, regardless of whom the gatherer might be, even a defeated dark lord.
Who knew what arcane knowledge such rows of tomes might hold? Minds of craft and power had labored here for ages now - Aulë, Mahtan, the maker of the Silmarilli, Fëanor, himself! It was doubtful whether such master smiths had written down their achievements and discoveries themselves, but who knew what others had recorded for them. He had been isolated from Valinor and any new knowledge gathered there since the Spring of Arda, except for any information he'd been able to glean from Noldorin prisoners. It had been a long time since his apprenticeship. He had learned much on his own in the forges of Melkor (much of which would probably be banned in Valinor) but he was not above learning new skills from the knowledge and talents of others. At this point, any knowledge gained could potentially prove useful.
It was not long before Sauron found his way back to the library. After only one wrong turn that took him back towards the dormitory wing, he found his way to the tall doors carved with Tengwar runes across the top -  i Parmarmard - with a carving of a great tree beneath. Each of the fourteen branches were carved with smaller runes and a symbol: a crescent moon, a sea wave, a harp, an eagle, and many others. The fourteen branches of knowledge, each centered around one of the fourteen Valar.
The fourteen branches, not fifteen. Of course, it was no surprise that Melkor did not have an acknowledged branch on the Valar's tree. After all, there would probably be precious little knowledge in such a branch that the Valar would want available as general information to any who entered the library. They would hardly want the Elves to pass their time reading about black sorcery and how one created orcs, not that the Valar knew anything about such pursuits to begin with.
He opened the door and slipped quietly into the Hall of Books. The sun was coming in the opposite row of windows high above on the western wall now, illuminating the wall before him. He reached out and touched the symbol carved into the nearest pillar: the wave. He was in the gallery devoted to Ulmo's branch of knowledge: the waters, sailing, boatbuilding, the creatures of the ocean, and apparently everything else that had to do with Ulmo's domain. Not what he wanted at the moment.
He moved along the galleries, each a large square alcove in the Parmarmard, looking for the symbols on the pillars at the entrance to each alcove. The crescent moon of Varda's domain, the harp of music, memory, dream, and the  fëa indicating Irmo's alcove, and the fist that marked Tulkas' domain of athletics, the  hröa, and  fánar - each Sauron paused to examine before moving steadily on.
There were a few Elves in some of the alcoves, though not nearly as many as there had been that morning. He noticed a distinct difference in most of their attitudes from the morning, however. When he passed by, most of them glanced up at him automatically from their books, their eyes caught by his movement, but as soon as they realized who he was, they quickly averted their gazes and hunched back over their tomes. A few gave him hostile stares before they ignored him and returned to their reading, and after he passed, he heard some get up and leave the library altogether, their feet pattering back down the hall towards the door. Either Aulë had spoken to all the Elves jointly as he had said he would at Sauron's bidding, or the Eldar had taken the hint for themselves. He still wished they could be restricted to only certain parts of the Halls, thus meaning he could stay clear of them altogether, but if they were going to be around, it felt better not having them staring unashamedly at him like he was an exotic animal - it was much easier to ignore them when they returned the favor.
He found what he was looking for at the northern end of the Parmarmard. The entire hall was essentially rectangular, but each end - north and south - fanned out into a semi-circular, extra-large gallery with a curved balcony half-way up the wall with wooden stairs winding up to it. Sauron skimmed his fingers over the symbol carved in the pillar - a mountain ridge. The gallery of Aulë. He guessed that the opposite end of the hall, the other larger gallery, was the one devoted to Yavanna's domain.
There were seven tables with chairs, as well as long soft couches and single armchairs in which to curl up inside the gallery. Only one of these couches was occupied already, and Sauron scowled at the occupants - a youthful elven  nér with dark hair that just curled around his ears sitting beside a  nís with the long silvery-blonde hair that was common among the Teleri and Sindar. They both looked up in surprise at him as he came to stand in the entrance to the gallery, but the young man's scowl soon matched Sauron's. He took his companion by the wrist and both of them left abruptly, the man shooting Sauron a murderous look, bequeathing the Maia with the privacy he sought.
Ladders leaned against the wall to reach the books on the higher shelves. Sauron tilted his head back and spun in a slow circle, taking in the sight of all those books. He could not help the feeling of slow awe that crept through his chest. Melkor had not been particularly fond of books, and though Sauron had maintained a small library in Gaurhoth for his own personal use, all his tomes together would probably not have filled a single shelf in just one of the Parmarmard's galleries.
 This might take a while, Sauron thought blankly, his mind still overwhelmed with the full impact of how much knowledge this single room contained. Who knew what he might learn! Suddenly, a rush of excitement flushed his cheeks with heat. Surely, somewhere in all these books, there had to be an answer to his question, a solution to his problem. Perhaps it would not be a direct answer, but he was sure he would know it when he saw it.
For the first time since he'd landed in Valinor the previous afternoon, for the first time since he'd left Middle-earth even, he felt a distinct sense of purpose and with it, a thrill of determination. His other woes were not gone, but now he had something tangible to do, the first step in his plan. He felt steady, stable in a way he had not known since Melkor's world crumbled beneath his feet. Happiness, even satisfaction, were yet beyond his reach, but he felt like he just might still be able to control his own destiny.
 And when I find what I'm looking for, let the Valar beware!
He pulled the first book off the shelf, folded himself into one of the armchairs, and began to read, blocking out everything except the words in his hands.


Three hours had passed perhaps since Sauron entered the Hall of Books. In that time, he had skimmed his way through the same number of books, all on different methods of forging. There was little in them that he had not already known, and only the last one even touched on the concept of forging objects of power, though the author had made it clear that this could only truly be achieved through the power of the maker himself. This, Sauron had already surmised, but with his own powers Bound, he could not use his own abilities to enhance any object he forged in such a way. He had hoped there might be a way around this limitation as several ideas had been forming in his mind. Could he perhaps compensate for his own loss of powers by using the power of another Maia, or even a Vala, in some forged object? Or, could he somehow manipulate another person into forging some object of power for him while still Binding the final object's powers to his own  fëa ? None of the books had answered these questions, but he tried not to let himself feel discouraged or impatient, realizing there were still many, many books to go.
He slipped  Of the Art of Metalcraft in Valinor back into its slot on the bottom shelf and began to reach for the next book -  An Account of the Knowledge of Noldorin Jewelsmithing and the Making of White, Yellow, and Silver Gems - but with a sigh, he reclined in his chair instead, letting his head fall back until it rested on the chair top so that he was looking straight up at the ceiling. His neck hurt from craning over large books propped in his lap and his eyes felt dry. His throat was scratchy too, as if he'd swallowed a large portion of the dust coating each book. It was time to do something else for a while.
He stood up and stretched, noting that he could no longer see the sun through the western windows. The afternoon was waning, and he guessed there were probably only a few hours at the most left until supper was served at seven. That thought made his stomach curl into a knot. He might be feeling better than he had that morning, but he was still not looking forward to facing Yavanna and the other inhabitants of the Halls again. He kneaded his palms against his dry eyes and shook his head, loosening his neck. He'd deal with that when he got to it, but for now, he still had a few hours to himself.
And he knew what he wanted to do with them. There was still one very important place in the Halls of Aulë yet to be explored, and all the reading he'd been doing made him all the more determined to find it.
All he had to do was follow his nose.
It was not long before he caught a whiff of it: the pungent, heavy odor of smoke. He stood at one of the long colonnades that ringed and connected the wings of the mansions and which led out into the gardens of Yavanna that spread in a several mile radius around the entire interconnected structure. There would be plenty of time for exploring the grounds later, but for now, his eyes were drawn irresistibly to the northernmost wing of Aulë's Halls, a low, huge, dark structure with a wide, only slightly slanted A-frame roof through which thrust rows of tall chimneys, several of which poured out billowing dark clouds of the charcoal wood-scented smoke. The entire structure was easily half a mile long, nearly a quarter mile wide and it towered over his head, as tall as any of the trees around it.
The forges of Aulë.
Understandably, they were set apart from the rest of the Halls, where the noise, heat, and smoke would not disturb the rest of the population. Sauron could already hear the faint, familiar clear ringing of metal on metal coming from the depths of the forges as he walked across the grounds and came to stop in front of the gigantic doors, each set with a large metal ring. He took hold of the right one and pulled, and the forge door swung open before him with a grinding of metal on stone.
He found himself at the top of a flight of stairs with torchlight flickering on either side. He descended, feeling the heat grow on his face with each step downwards. At the bottom of the stairs was a long, dark corridor that echoed with the sounds he knew and loved so well: the pulsating  whoosh of bellows, the clangs of different metals, each of which he could recognize instantly by the timbre, and a steady roar of hungry flames. Up ahead, he could see the hot glow of the huge forge fires dancing over the walls. A fierce exultation shivered its way through him at the atmosphere of raw power and sublime danger that pulsed at the very heart of the great forges.
He stepped out of the corridor and felt his breath suddenly sucked away in sheer awe at the sight, as he found himself standing on a long balcony with sweeping flights of stairs off to his left and his right. Instinctively, he reached out to clutch the ornate railing in front of him, overwhelmed by what he was seeing. The forges of Aulë were far larger than even he would have guessed. They stretched out beneath him, easily one hundred feet below and spreading away for what was probably half a mile. He realized what he'd seen aboveground had merely been the  roof of this massive edifice.
Inside the gigantic room, there were perhaps fifty individual forges, every one in its own alcove. Each was set up with all the equipment a smith would need: tools, anvils, crucibles, casting molds, precious and semi-precious gems, and bars of metals of all kinds, from plain copper and steel to glittering silver and pure gold. At many workstations, there were finished or half-finished products lining rows of wooden shelves - everything from weapons to household tools to jewelry of exquisite craftsmanship. Many of the forges themselves lay in lifeless slumber, their coals dark and cold, while others glowed with recent use, their embers still sparking with barely contained power. Other forges were live, however, their furnaces roaring with orange and white flames that licked ferociously upward, fanned into a frenzy by pumping bellows that created the distinctive  whoosh  of air and leaping flames.
There were perhaps a dozen forges in use at the moment. Figures moved between himself and the billowing flames, appearing as black silhouettes to his eyes against the searing bright background. Apprentices manned the bellows, filled the barrels of water into which the master smiths would dip the white-hot metal, and stood ready with tools, while the master smiths themselves worked the bars of plain metal into specimens of use or high art.
At the sight of the majestic forges, the blast of heat against his face, and the ringing of hammers upon the anvils, Sauron felt himself transported back to his days on Almaren and even before - a time when this had been his life. He remembered himself, young and eager and talented, standing at Lord Aulë's side to do the duties of an apprentice smith as the Vala worked, and himself learning to wield the hammer and shape the metal into things of beauty and skill under his master's tutelage. Glistening rivers of molten gold, sparkling gems taking unique shapes under the blows of his hammer, the light of the forge fires turning his skin the color of bronze. Of all the numerous apprentices of Aulë, he had been the greatest, second only to his master, his skill the most renowned as a combination of unique passion and unmatched creativity. Never satisfied to settle for what had already been done, he had always wanted his next creation to outshine his last, hungering for some ultimate perfection that he had never quite been able to find.
But wasn't that the story of his life?
In a moment, the grand illusion and brief pleasure of memory came crashing down around him. No longer was he the celebrated chief apprentice of Lord Aulë the Smith. He wasn't even a smith at all, not in the eyes of the Valar anymore. He did not have a forge. He did not even know if he was supposed to be here or if he was going to be allowed any use of these beautiful forges. Doubtlessly, someone else had taken his place long ago, and there was little chance that he could ever achieve such combined status and privilege here ever again. Not with the stigma he now carried.
Instead, he was going to be sent to the quarry. To hit rocks with an ugly, awkward miner's pick and hammer all day long. To shape rough blocks of plain stone instead of enjoying the intricacy and engaging skill of crafting a bracelet or a diadem. To be merely one in a crowd instead of standing out as the head apprentice smith of the forges of Aulë. The brief emotional elevation he'd received from the sight of Aulë's magnificent forges fell away into a dark mood that put a bitter taste in his mouth.
Slowly, he descended the stairs to his right, trailing his fingers along the metal banister, keeping an eye on the nearest of the live forges where two apprentices worked around the master who was beginning to shape an elegant belt of twisted gold and silver on his anvil. He was not sure what would happen if and when he was noticed, but he could not help himself from drawing closer, savoring the searing heat on his skin and the smoky smell that permeated the room.
As he approached, it became clear to him that the two apprentices were Elves. Both had their long hair bound back from their faces, revealing their fine features which appeared ruddy in the close firelight. They were dressed in typical smith attire, their clothes covered by heavy grey aprons stitched with Aulë's hammer and long, thick gloves that protected their hands. One worked busily at pumping the bellows, sending waves of flames washing around a crucible set in the embers, inside which Sauron could see the glimmer of melting gold, while the other Elf hovered nearby, holding blacksmith's tongs in one hand and a spare hammer in the other, waiting for any commands from the master smith.
Dismissing the elven apprentices, Sauron turned his gaze upon the smith, whom he recognized as a fellow Maia from the aura of subtle power that filled the air around him in an almost visible glow. His skill was evident: each quick blow was precise and purposeful, melding the two bars of metal into a single twisting band that played in and out of the other in an intricate pattern. Sauron knew he could have easily replicated the design, but all the same, he also knew there could not be many who could do so with the ease that he or this Maia could.
It was the Elf with the tools that first noticed Sauron's presence. He glanced up in Sauron's direction and saw the Maia standing there at the edge of the shadows with the firelight casting weird flickering patterns over his dark clothes so that he seemed to melt into the background. The Elf stiffened instantly, watching Sauron with a mixture of trepidation and caution, as he said something to the master smith that Sauron couldn't quite catch. The smith paused in mid strike, the hammer half-raised, nodded, then set down the hammer and casually pulled off his gloves before turning to Sauron. The steady pulse of the bellows stilled as the other Elf paused his work, as well.
The Maia stepped away from his forge towards Sauron, wiping his fingers on the edge of his apron as he did so, even though his hands were not dirty. Sauron remained where he was, eyeing the smith in turn. He was tall, perhaps not as tall as Sauron himself, but more so than either of the Elves who now stood to the side to watch the confrontation that was about to take place. His eyes were deep brown, though shining with a curious grey light underneath his strong brow, and his high cheekbones created a long, refined profile. His slicked-back hair, held in place by a twisting silver circlet set with dark green gems, was a glossy black, a color carried to his even darker eyebrows and the narrow mustache he sported along his thin upper lip. These lips turned upwards into the faintest hint of a smile as he discerned the identity of his visitor.
"Well, well, my intuition proved correct I see," he said in a deep, mellifluous voice that belied his tall, thin frame, a sound as compelling and disconcertingly powerful as a long, distant roll of thunder. "I thought you might soon wander back here to your home turf in the forges, and I hoped I wouldn't miss your visit. From what I understand, a permanent welcome is in order. It has been far too long, old companion, and I am glad to receive the singular honor. Welcome to the forges of Lord Aulë the Smith in Valinor… Sauron - that's the name you go by nowadays, is it not?"
Sauron felt a bestial snarl tugging at his own mouth as he observed the other Maia. The words were friendly and the greeting warm, and to a bystander, one might have thought he was witnessing the meeting of two long-ago compatriots and friends, hardly guessing that one had betrayed the other or that there might be any ill will between them. The other Maia's smile was likewise genial, seemingly willing to brush aside whatever differences lay behind them as he welcomed a fellow smith.
But Sauron knew better. Although the other Maia wore a somewhat altered  fána from the one he had previously seen him wear in Almaren, Sauron had recognized his former fellow apprentice of Aulë from the days when the two of them had done for the Vala of the Earth what these Elves now did for him. He inclined his head just slightly, forcing his face to remain smooth as he answered the others' eloquent greeting with a curt reply of his own. "Curumo."
Curumo folded his smith gloves and set them on the work table, still smiling with a quiet benignity that did not quite reach the glittering grey mist in his eyes. With a sweeping gesture, he indicated the giant hall with his right hand. "What do you think of it? Truly magnificent, isn't it? Better than that small workspace we had in Almaren at least, eh? These are easily the greatest forges in all of Valinor, in all Arda, I imagine. It is a high honor to work one's craft in such… inspiring surroundings I must tell you. It took centuries to plan and create, as well it should, and Lord Aulë even granted me the privilege of assisting him in the design when we evacuated to Aman. I'm sure you must be looking forward to plying your trade in such a sublime monument to our craft; I know perfection was always your byword, and you will find nothing short of the best in the forges of Aulë, I can assure you. Have you already been assigned a forge or do I also have the pleasure of finding you one that will suit your meticulous tastes?"
The question was posed just a little too innocently. Again, there was nothing in Curumo's bearing or direct words that suggested mockery, but it was there all the same, somewhere in the undertones of that rich, flowing voice. Sauron's naturally hot temper bubbled in his chest, but he suppressed any outward show of anger with a quick repeat of his perpetual mantra and that his goal would  not be achieved by taking Curumo's own hammer and stuffing it down his throat.
Instead, he returned Curumo's subtle smile with one of his own. "Not at the moment, Curumo. I'm sure when I desire a forge, I'll be able to find a suitable one on my own. As you note, I am quite particular about my workplace, and I have not been absent from our craft either, even if I cannot have claimed quite as awe-inspiring a workplace for my own as you have."
He stepped past Curumo towards the anvil, ignoring the two Elves who retreated as he approached, and examined the belt that Curumo was making. "A fine bit of work you have here, Curumo," he said. "I see your talents have improved over the last Age. Although, if it were under my own hammer, I would have added a bit of silver tracery here-" He indicated with an intricate swirl of his finger. "It would set off the interlacing of the gold and silver bands perfectly. Add just a bit of flair. I'm thinking a braid pattern, after the Nandorin style perhaps, a centimeter wide, woven in with the main twist."
He turned, just in time to catch the briefest flicker of annoyance in Curumo's eyes, and he allowed himself a mental smirk. Curumo was good at what he did, always had been, but he had never been Sauron. Curumo displayed a solid technical skill in every piece he created, but he had always lacked that natural eye for artistic creativity that had earned Sauron the place as head apprentice smith. It was something that could never be taught, an innate talent with which Sauron had been created and Curumo had not, and Sauron had never let the other Maia forget it.
But a second later, Curumo flashed Sauron that same smile that was just a little too friendly. "Yes, I'm sure that would be quite pretty," he concurred. "But I think I'll keep it as it is. Lord Aulë was just down here this morning and he said my design plans looked perfect to him for what he has in mind, and I don't see the need to change it if Lord Aulë is satisfied. Plus, there's no need for me to stray into your territory, Sauron. A master smith develops his own style, and I wouldn't want anyone to mistake my work for the work of another. I'm sure you of all people understand that."
Sauron gave a slight nod. "Of course."
As Sauron turned back away, he saw Curumo glance down at the half-finished belt with a small scowl, and it did not take the Black Captain's piercing perception to read the expression - Curumo was wishing he'd thought of that addition to the belt himself. There was no way he could use that ideal suggestion now. The smallest warm glow of vicious satisfaction nestled itself in Sauron's breast as he began picking up some of the tools from Curumo's work shelf, ignoring the fundamental courtesy expected of a craftsman, that one didn't handle the tools of another without permission from their owner.
He picked up a spare hammer, twirling it in his fingers to get a feel for its weight, pleased with its balance and ignoring Curumo who had now folded his arms and was no longer trying to hide his annoyance at Sauron's interference. As Sauron set down the hammer and reached for a pair of smith's pliers, Curumo intercepted him and lifted the pliers himself, standing between Sauron and the shelf.
"If you don't mind, I'm quite busy," Curumo said with a tight smile, pulling one of his heavy, leather gloves back on. "You should know all about it - the duties of a head smith, you know. We can't exactly stand around in sentimental conversation when we have a forge to run."
A small jolt, like an electric shock, instantly killed that brief warm glow in Sauron's chest as Curumo's words sunk in, even though it made perfect sense.
The raven-haired Maia pulled on his other glove then glanced at Sauron, his eyes gleaming. "Lord Aulë did tell you, didn't he? That I'm the new head smith here? Under Lord Aulë, of course. When you absconded with the late Dark Lord of Endor, Lord Aulë needed someone to replace you, and those duties naturally fell to me. I suppose I really should thank you for that at the very least, Sauron. Without your trinkets of exquisite golden wonder to salivate over, Lord Aulë was finally freed to appreciate my own style and skill. And from what I've heard, I apparently don't need to be worrying about your competition any time in the near future. I heard something about a… quarry… what that it? Apparently, Lord Aulë appreciates loyalty and years of steadfast service more than extraordinary, wild talent. I can't say I'm exactly shocked by that.  I  certainly wouldn't want a two-edged sword like you back in my forges if I were Lord Aulë."
Sauron could feel his face flushing with anger, the heat of it competing even with the waves of heat from the forge fire. His jaw locked painfully with the force with which his back teeth were grinding together. It was all he could do not to unleash his raging temper on the smug Curumo, who was now fussily choosing another hammer, the glitter in his dark eyes revealing that he knew exactly how biting his words had been. The Maiarin smith chose his tool then turned to look back at Sauron, this time making no attempt to conceal his mocking smile.
"It reminds me of something the Elves say. What is it?  'A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush . ' It's actually a little bit amusing. You had so much, but you had to have everything perfect, just like you always do, so you abandoned it all to grasp at who knows what, the stars themselves. And now you've got nothing. I can't say it's not a fitting fate, one that's more than a little ironic."
The firelight glowed in Sauron's eyes. His voice was more of a deep growl than intelligent speech. "I have plenty, Curumo. I'll always have more than you, clinging to your Lord Aulë's apron skirts and cleaning up his soot. You'll never be my equal."
Curumo chuckled quietly, turning his back on Sauron and giving a nod to his elven assistants. The bellows resumed their pulsing and the fire blazed up again, casting dancing patterns of shadow and bronze light across the two Maiar. "Well, we're certainly not equals now, Sauron, though perhaps I was mistaken to say that you have nothing," Curumo said casually. "That's quite a  fána  the Valar let you have at the very least. I'm surprised they gave it to you."
"I chose it," Sauron growled.
Curumo gave him a jaundiced look over his shoulder. "Indeed. And who exactly are you planning on seducing with it?" When Sauron scowled, he raised an eyebrow. "If it's the Lady Yavanna you've got your eyes set on, I'm terribly afraid you're going to be disappointed. I don't think she's taking much to your charm, if that little display at lunch speaks any truth. But I suppose you're used to it. When one constantly strives above his reach, I suppose disappointment is inevitable."
Before Sauron could reply, Curumo began hammering at the belt again with his precise, quick blows. "You must excuse me now," he said over the heavy groans of the bellows. "I do have a great deal of work that Lord Aulë is counting on me to finish. But I imagine I'll be seeing you around. Welcome to the Blessed Realm of the Valar, Sauron."


An hour later, Sauron was still fuming. Although he was able to silently congratulate himself on successfully keeping his temper this round and not committing his first murder in Valinor within a record twenty-four hours of arriving, it did little to soothe the roiling combination of anger and pain Curumo's words had slashed across his heart. The other Maia's mockery had struck far too close to the pit of angst in which Sauron had already been wallowing. As much as he wanted to scoff and dismiss what Curumo had said, he couldn't. For it was far too true. Sauron had reached for the stars and had ended up empty-handed. Seeing Curumo as the head smith of those magnificent forges (a position that would undoubtedly have been his someday) fanned a flame hotter than any bellows could create. As envy, anger, and hatred gnawed away at his insides, Sauron decided to add another item to his agenda of revenge. He was going to take Curumo down. If he could subsequently raise himself back up to Curumo's platform, so much the better. But if all he could do was grind Curumo into his own sooty floor, that would be satisfaction enough.
Behind him, from where he was sitting on the colonnade steps at the entrance to the south wing where he couldn't see the bitter plume of forge smoke, he heard the loud clang of a gong being struck in the depths of the central halls. That must be the signal for supper. The sun was now just dipping down towards her resting place on the western horizon, casting brilliant light over the Blessed Realm.  Hmph, Sauron thought caustically.  The Blessed Realm? It's seemed more like the Cursed Realm so far.
His stomach felt hollow. The little he'd eaten that day hardly compensated for the weeks he'd neglected the care of his physical form. But all the same, he knew with absolute certainty that he couldn't face that roomful of Elves and Maiar, not to mention Yavanna, right now. There was certain to be some type of confrontation the next time they met, and he knew he simply couldn't handle it at the moment, not with his anger already stirred up and the painful stabs that Curumo's bitingly true words had left in his heart still oozing and fresh. He was as emotionally and mentally drained as his stomach. Any confrontations needed to wait until he was back to his full strength, his mind sharpened and wary, his emotions collected and controlled, his outward mask groomed and set solidly in place. Part of the success of his reconnaissance mission lay in his perception of when he was ready for a challenge and when he was not. And right now, he just desperately needed some food and some sleep, with as little conflict as possible.
He slipped into the central halls, keeping to the shadows as no more than a shadow himself, avoiding the groups of conversing Elves and Maiar flocking towards the Great Hall. The smell of rich food set Sauron's stomach to growling as he sneaked past the hall itself and tucked himself in a niche between two columns where he had a view of the door.
It was not long before his waiting was rewarded. The doors swung open and two Elves emerged, pushing a trolley that was laden with empty pots and trays. They were laughing and talking with each other as they pushed the cart and so did not notice the shadow that slipped behind them and trailed them until they reached the kitchens where they deposited their cart and accepted a new one, this one laden with full dishes. They stopped to exchange some banter with the one of the Elves on kitchen duty who was scrubbing at a used cauldron, elbow-deep in white foam. When the two companions returned to their new trolley and pushed it onward back towards the Great Hall, neither of them noticed that it was missing several items of food.
Alone, back in his room, Sauron tore ravenously into the food he'd swiped from the cart, taking no notice of manners. His back to the wall underneath his open window, he devoured the loaf of bread, hunk of blue cheese, slices of roasted game, and crisp red apples, while gulping down his stolen bottle of wine. If he was to be the villain of this story, he decided he might as well make the most of it.


 A/N: For those who may not be as familiar with Tolkien's more obscure works, Curumo is the original name of Saruman. In    The Unfinished Tale   s  ,    in the chapter concerning the Istari, we're told that Curumo/Saruman was also a Maia of Aulë, so it made sense to me that he and Sauron would probably have known each other prior to LOTR.


   
 
Chapter 9

Chapter 9
The sky glowed an eerie yellow. He stood on a narrow bridge of land that stretched out in front of him into the distance. It was terribly narrow, barely wide enough for his feet placed one in front of the other, and it took almost all his energy to simply balance on the uneven earth. The ground itself was a sickly brown color and sent up puffs of choking dust with each tenuous step he took.
To either side, a dizzying drop plummeted into nothingness. Out of the corners of his eyes, he could see the swirling blackness that obscured the lower reaches of the abyss, something darker and more sinister than mere lack of light, a thick, tar-like blackness that he instinctively knew he would never be able to escape if he fell into it. He could feel its ethereal pull, tugging at his robes, legs, and arms, trying to overbalance him and suck him into its terrible embrace. Screams of those that  had fallen rose to his ears: gut-wrenching pleas for help that would not be answered, shrieks of such agony and terror that it made his limbs tremble, eating away at his balance even further. Somehow, he knew it was the Void.
He took another step forward, the simple movement draining far more of his energy than it should. Far, far away, he could see the end of the bridge and the land rising up in a brown crag with a dark fortress perched at its top. Morgoth needed him to get to the fortress - that need filled Sauron with a galling impatience, even though he was not quite sure what his master wanted him to do once he was there. But it was important, important for the war, important for their survival, both his and Morgoth's, and Sauron was not about to fail his lord. The burning compulsion to reach the fortress tugged at his insides, forcing him to take another wobbling step forward, even though his fear of falling grew with every new pace.
Tendrils of that repulsive darkness crept upward, slithering along the abyss's walls and up over the top of the bridge. The thought of stepping in them, just touching them, filled him with loathing, making him want to shrink away, but the need to reach the opposite side and escape drove him forward again, doing his best to avoid the seeking tentacles of the Void.
He looked up at the fortress again. It seemed closer, but still terribly far away. The sky drew his gaze, and behind the fortress tower, he saw billowing darker clouds scudding through the unnaturally yellow cumulus that covered the heavens. These storm clouds flickered threateningly with lightning, surges of violent light that glowed in the dark underbelly. As he watched, the clouds seemed to gather in strength and swirl with ominous purpose, dipping down into a black funnel. Down, down, down it came until it touched the earth, sending up a spray of dust. He had seen such a thing a couple times before - whatever Morgoth had done in the burning of Anfauglith had made the conditions right for the powerful storms. Once, one had ripped across the dead plains from the north, taking out nearly half an army that Sauron had gathered there. After witnessing ten thousand orcs swept away along with their tents and weapons in a matter of minutes, Sauron had developed a healthy dread for such a phenomenon that could effortlessly wipe out everything in its path.
The tornado, canopied still by the flickering storm clouds that had conceived it, began to move steadily in his direction, towards the fortress. Sauron knew he had to get across the bridge before it arrived - there was no way he'd be able to keep his balance buffeted by those fierce winds and the driving rain of the thunderstorm. It would hurl him straight into the gaping pit that dropped away to either side of him. This new terrible urgency coupled with the compulsion to fulfill his mission was a maddening force that clawed at his gut and made his mind spin with fear.
As he stepped forward again, one careful foot after one careful foot, shuddering with aversion every time he had to step over one of those rivers of glutinous darkness spilling across his path, the screams of those trapped in the Void grew louder around him. He didn't dare look, terrified of what he might see but still aware of the flickers of movement to his lower left and right that he knew were the doomed  fëar . Individual voices began to assail him, and with a sudden horror, he realized he knew them. Draugluin, Glaurung, Thuringwethil, Gothmog - all screamed out to him, simultaneously begging him for help and cursing him for having escaped their fate. Desolation settled over him at the thought that he had failed his mission - what point was there in reaching the fortress if all his cohorts were already doomed? But no, he thought, if he himself could still escape Doom, then he must press on.
Looking up again, he marked the progress of the storm. It was much closer now, looming over the fortress. He could see strips of the gabled roof already ripping away under the inexorable pull of the tornado. The flickering lightning and the eerie glow of the sky gave the swirling black mass a sinister impression of sentience, as if it had been sent to destroy him and somehow knew he was its target. Its terrifying roar competed with the agonized shrieks of his erstwhile peers.
Sauron halted, the desire for self-preservation taking a choke-hold on his sense of duty. There was no way he was going to beat the storm to the fortress. As this reality made itself clear in his mind, he realized he was going to have to turn around and go back, for if the storm caught him here on the bridge, there would be no escaping that worst of fates: a plunge into the abyss where he too would be ensnared in the black morass of that hateful oblivion.
But he faltered, afraid of making the turn on the narrow strip of solid ground that was just barely supporting him. The urgency of the situation made the proposition seem even more fearful, but somehow he did it, inching his way around as if he were wading through water, feeling the brown earth crumble away from his heel as he turned from the fortress. All too slowly. Dismay set in as he saw how far he still had to go to return to the near side of the bridge; he had not realized he'd come so far. A dark forest line met his eyes in contrast to the barren plain he'd previously been heading towards, and he saw that the murky pines came almost down to the bridge itself. He began to inch his way towards it, still excruciatingly aware of the howling storm closing in behind him and the deadly drop to either side.
That was when he saw the movement at the edge of the pines.
His eyes remained glued to the spot as a dark form materialized from the trees and stepped out onto the bridge, blocking his path forward. The giant, black wolf was as tall as he was, its eyes glowing coals of demonic red without pupils. It bared its fangs, its nape bristling, radiating menace and an aura of evil that chilled even Sauron. This was a thing that should never have been, an affront to every living creature, both servants of Manwë and of Morgoth. It was merely a devourer, as insatiable as the Void itself, and every bit as merciless and destructive as the storm carving its path towards him from behind.
The hair on Sauron's nape rose in terror, the chill of it freezing him to the spot. He was trapped: storm behind, Void to either side, and that beast, that monster that did not belong in any world, that  Unbeing, before him. Unvoiced screams blocked his throat, building up racking pressure in his chest. The wolf stepped forward, its eyes filling his vision, its hungry mouth gaping in a smile that revealed the creature's chilling intelligence and dark intent. This was no mere witless beast. And it was here for the sole purpose of seeing him destroyed.
Sauron stumbled backwards.
For a moment of eternity, his foot slipped on the crumbling earth that gave way beneath his weight. He teetered on the edge of the bridge just long enough to realize he'd lost his balance.
Then he fell.
Agonizing moments slipped by as he plunged into the abyss that was the Void, sufficient time to realize the horrifying gravity of his plight as pain exploded through his body. A scream of despair and terror ripped from his throat as the noxious blackness pooled about him, dragging him further down, wrapping his arms and legs as tightly as ropes, filling his eyes and ears and nostrils and finally his mouth. Through the blackness, the only thing he could see was two hellish red eyes, glowing with sadistic, malevolent pleasure at his fate.
"Nooooooooo!"
Sauron bolted upright in his bed, the choked scream still on his lips, his body shaking so hard that it hurt. He flung off the covers and collapsed on all fours on the floor, retching violently. Still, it was several minutes before the feeling of the dream lifted from him, that his mouth and throat were not clogged with vile, viscous darkness.
Finally, his stomach stopped its reflexive heaving, leaving him quivering on his hands and knees, his head still bent forward. His sides hurt, his eyes were gummed with thick tears brought forth from the violence of his dry retching, and his body was sticky with sweat. For several more minutes, he remained in the same position, still shaking, just trying to keep his arms and legs from giving out under him.
Slowly, strength returned to his racked form as the terror and illusion of the dream gave way to the reality of the cool, quiet night. Through his open window, he felt the soft brush of fresh air over his bare shoulders and back, congealing the sweat into a clammy film over his skin. His muscles slowly relaxed as he listened to the normal night sounds of whirring insects and night birds and the soft  swish-rustle of the wind in the tree tops. He sensed it was very late in the night (or rather very early in the new morning), late enough that his hasty dinner from the previous evening hadn't come back up during his attack of gagging anyway, for which he was thankful. The wholesome air flowed down his throat and nostrils, further clearing away the drowning sensation of the nightmare.
He lifted a hand and wiped away a thin trickle of combined saliva and bile that dangled from his lips. Coughing a little at the bitter burn of the taste, he pulled himself upright, using the windowsill for support. His legs felt uncommonly shaky, and he sat down quickly on the edge of his bed, kneading at his watery eyes. Afterwards, he huddled against the pillows for some time, taking slow sips from a jug of water on his bedside table until the foul taste had been washed away. He sloshed the remaining water over his face, rinsing away both sweat and tears.
The dream was not so easy to rinse away, however. Even as the calm night closed around him, every time he shut his eyes, his mental vision was assailed by a vivid image of those red, wolfish eyes, glowing with an obscene intelligence that was more than bestial. The feeling of falling would threaten to return and with it, his throat would seem to contract and clog until he had to fight for each breath. After lying there miserably for half an hour with no success at finding sleep or rest (not least for fear that sleep would only return him to the nightmare he'd escaped by waking), he abandoned that particular pursuit and rose to his feet.
He started by finding new clothes, tugging off the sweat-soaked leggings in exchange for a clean pair and pulling on one of the loose, comfortable working shirts with which his wardrobe had been stocked. Now that the initial heat of his panic had worn off, he found himself terribly cold as the breeze chilled his sweat-dampened skin, even after he'd changed. He found himself suddenly longing for both warmth and light, and with that desire, he knew instinctively where to go.
He did not care if he was not allowed. He was going to the forges.
With that thought, he looked down at the hammer lying on his bedside table. He recalled Aulë setting it there that morning (or yestermorning as it probably was now), but he had forgotten about it until this moment. Instinctively, he reached out for it until his fingertips brushed against the cold metal, sending an electric chill streaking through his hand. It was his hammer, crafted to the specific balance of his fingers, the shape of his palm. Of course, he'd had other hammers during his time under Morgoth, all of them suitable for their tasks, but they had never been the same. This was the hammer with which he had crafted his most beautiful works in the days before his talents were turned to chains and instruments of pain; this was the hammer that had taught him his skill and the meaning of his life in Eä; this was the hammer that had shaped who he truly was on some deeper level than either Aulë or Melkor could ever control. It represented some intimate part of him, something that Bound him to this physical realm, but something also, simultaneously, that reached beyond Eä and tied his  fëa to the Halls from which he had originally come. This hammer was his lifeblood.
But this was also the hammer the Valar had used to lure him back here, here to this state of enslaved imprisonment and humiliation where the thought of the Void haunted and tormented him. Aulë had known what such a token would mean to a craftsman like Sauron, and they had used against him that intimacy, that promise of his lifeblood restored, the stuff of his  fëa, the symbol of his creative power, to break his spirit for the moment they needed to draw him back here and ensnare him. It had been a thing of his old days offering him promises of the old days renewed, somewhere to go now that the annihilation of Morgoth and his new way of life had been utterly assured. In short, it had been the perfect bait to offer a terrified, broken Maia unsure what his future held and of how he could possibly keep moving forward now that his world had shattered.
Gazing at the hammer's unpolished, dented surface, Sauron knew it was in no shape now to create anything new and beautiful, and he was in no mood for the tedious task of grinding it down to its ideal smooth condition. But even if it had been pristine, not a single dent or scar on its head, he still would not have used it. It had become the material symbol of the Valar's lies. It was a mocking ensign of his own frailty, weaknesses, and failures. It was now nothing save a black reminder of everything, from both his previous lives, that he had lost and could not now reclaim. No, he could not - would not - use such a thing.
His fingers closed about the handle, but instead of lifting it tenderly, he flung it contemptuously across the room. It skidded over the floor in a trail of sparks with a harsh clatter, before sliding neatly underneath his wardrobe. There let it sit in the darkness and gather dust for all the Ages to come!
Pushing the now-worthless object out of his mind, he turned towards his door without a second glance.


The Halls of Aulë were eerily silent as he made his way through the dark corridors and chambers. Shrouded in the shadows of night with their deathly hush, it seemed almost a different world from the mansions he had explored only hours ago in the light. Under Morgoth, he'd been able to see in the dark as easily as a cat or other stalker of the night, but that power had been stripped from him along with so many others. He cursed this loss several times when he came across shallow stairs between chambers or a column base that stuck out further than expected. Again, he could only disdainfully compare himself to an cripple, a pathetic blind man stumbling about and cursing the loss of an innate power of which he should never have been robbed.
But all the same, this was not a darkness that frightened him, that tried to ensnare his limbs or clog his throat and eyes with oblivion. As he adjusted slowly to his lack of night-vision, he even found himself enjoying the darkness that wrapped around him so invitingly, tasting its cool familiarity against his skin, reveling in its obscuring mist around his mind. It was as if he could almost imagine himself back at Gaurhoth if he chose, able to blot out all of Valinor and the Valar themselves. He was alone in a pool of night, and nothing had to exist beyond what he chose for the moment. He could immerse himself in a world where there was no Máhanaxar, no Manwë, no Aulë and Yavanna, no Void…
And yet, his dream was still too close to completely forget, especially with the darker shadows that pooled behind the columns and the wisps of darkness that flitted at the edges of his vision. Deep inside, some icy ball still remained in his breast, sending out chilling tendrils into his mind and body. He shivered, wishing he'd brought a cloak, even though he knew he'd have no need of it in the forges. The dream continued to bother him, like a biting fly at his neck. He'd had nightmares before, though they had congregated mostly in his early years of service to Melkor, back when the violence and horror he saw daily had not yet become commonplace, back before Melkor had imbued his Black Captain with his own hatreds, enjoyment of pain and destruction, and lust for power, the gaining of which justified any and all means. But the dreams had faded then, renewed only occasionally by some nightmare of an army from across the Sea coming to destroy the works of himself and his master, and to drag him away to humiliation and torment, nightmares that he had lived to see transformed to reality, at least in part.
But these new dreams that had begun to haunt him ever since the downfall of Thangorodrim… Dreams of the Void. Dreams of being hunted and caught. Dreams of that monstrous black wolf. It was not hard for him to discern from whence such dreams had come. Yet, all the same, they chilled him in a way that no nightmares ever had before, not the dreams of violence that had dominated his sleep when he first became the Black Captain, and not his mind's sporadic night-time envisionings of an ultimate downfall that had proved foreshadows of the truth.
These new nightmares terrified him in a way he could not even begin to articulate to himself. Perhaps it was merely the threat of the Void that loomed closer than it ever had before. Perhaps it was simply the newly discovered terror of being hunted rather than being the hunter. But whatever it was, it struck a particularly painful chord that filled him with a nameless loathing and horror. He tried to block the thought of it from his mind, but it lingered there like a heavy cloud, threatening to smother his senses with a type of fearful madness.
Yet it was not long before he emerged on the northern end of Aulë's Halls and stepped out under the long colonnade. As always in Valinor, the sky was clear and hard, shining with a million points of light from a million stars. Tilion's chariot drove in its usual, erratic path through those heights, shedding the glowing silver light of Telperion over the grounds, outlining the massive, dark structure that loomed before him, still smelling of smoke.
Sauron hesitated at the forge doors, his hand on the ring. Would he get in trouble for such a venture? Would he be punished for using the forges without permission if any discovered he'd come? His current plans depended on staying out of too much trouble for the present - it was not yet time to push his luck, especially after his recent confrontation with Yavanna. Even if he was not one wont to seek out permission, he wavered at the thought of incurring the Valar's wrath over what was, admittedly, a minor detail at the present.
After a moment, he shook away his doubt. The Valar had not directly banned him from using the forges, even if they had arranged his life so that it would soon become difficult for him to ply his true craft. He knew what he was doing, so safety was not a problematic issue. And if the Valar did intend to prohibit his use of the forge in order to punish him, it was the middle of the night, and the forges were far removed from the dormitories; unless he was being spied on, it was unlikely anyone would know he had come. And anyway, stripped of his powers and Bound, what real significance was he to the Valar at all? In the grand scheme of things, he knew he was nothing to them, just a conquered foe to keep an eye on, but only when it was not too much trouble for them. Why should they care if he visited the forges any more than they should mind a wasp buzzing in the corner? He pulled open the doors.
Inside, the torches had been extinguished for the night and all was completely black. A shudder rippled down his spine, and his throat contracted as memories of his dream poured back into his mind. The pure blackness that consumed him as he stepped through the door reminded him too much of those inky rivers that had dragged him into the Void. Almost unconsciously, he flinched back, a sudden stab of fear taking root.
 Don't be ridiculous, you idiot, he snarled at himself moments later.  If you of all people are afraid of a little darkness, you really have lost your wits. Darkness has always been your tool. You served the Master of Darkness himself.
 Master of all Darknesses save one,  another voice whispered back.  But even Melkor was never Lord of the Void… 
Sauron hurriedly snatched one of the torches from its wall sconce, and the resulting clatter chased away the voice and thoughts of the Void. He fumbled around for a few seconds in an attempt to find the fire starter kit that he knew must be nearby, again cursing the Valar for taking his powers over the darkness and his ability to create fire without such menial tools. It was his toes that found the small, square box first, bringing forth a fresh round of expletives, but finally he lit the oil-damp material wrapped around the torch head, sending up a comforting blaze of fierce light. Darkness might have often been his tool, but fire was his element.
Hefting the torch before him, he started down the stairs and the long corridor towards the giant forge room. It was silent now and dark but still considerably hotter than the cool night air outside, and the smell of smoke hung in the air undissipated. Sauron felt his heart beating a strong, quick rhythm as he approached the forge room itself, each step echoing hollowly off the walls.
When he passed through the entryway onto the balcony, the light of his torch danced disconcertingly outwards, not strong enough to illuminate more than the empty space before him. Far away, he could just barely make out the looming darker shapes of the opposite walls and the forges, now slumbering along with the rest of Aulë's Halls, save for the faintest glow of coals here and there which still had not given up the last of their intense heat from their day's work. Sauron could not help but think of Morgoth's great Urulóki, coiled in silent yet threatening slumber, their bellies glowing faintly with a heat that, when stirred, could devastate the strongest of fortresses and the most doughty of warriors. Briefly, Sauron found himself wondering if any of Morgoth's magnificent wyrms had survived - they had been one of his favorites of Melkor's creations, their hearts of fire akin to his own - but he did not allow any nostalgia to linger. Purposely, he headed for the stairs.
Back in Almaren or in Morgoth's forges, it would have taken no more than a fleeting thought and a brief bending of his will to call up the flames and send his forge into roaring life, but now he found to his displeasure that he would have to do things the slower and more tedious way. He had chosen one of the smaller forges tucked in the back of the room, behind the balcony; although he had briefly considered using Curumo's own forge out of spite, he knew such an action was impractical at best. His goal was to come and go with none knowing he had been here, and this was not the time or the place to stir up any trouble with the new head smith.
There were not even coals in the forge he chose, indicating that it had gone unused for a lengthy time. Drawing from the stocks of wooden fagots that were piled at regular intervals throughout the chamber, he fueled the forge, letting his mind drift away as his body worked. Usually, he would have had at least one or two aides, but this was not the first time he'd worked alone. Even though the physical labor was hard, he did not see it as such; it was merely the necessary beginning to the task at hand, a task that he found himself anticipating with a feverish desire as the time drew near to actually begin the work that had been woven into the very fabric of his being before Arda itself had come into existence.
Finally, the time came. Sauron took one of the gold bars from the forge workshop next to his, holding it for a moment, feeling its weight and smoothness, soaking in its glittering beauty. The fire he'd started in the forge pulsed with life, shimmering across both his hands and the precious metal he held.
With a deep breath, Sauron went to work.
Time fell away from him in showers of sparks, in waves of heat that licked his flesh, in the elemental pulse that seemed to throb from the heart of the earth itself. Liquid gold bubbled and shone, stirring in sluggish currents within its crucible, as the bellows blasted surges of searing air and flames over the metal. And then, as the soft gold began to harden again, its purified surface as bright as shafts of sunlight, he began to shape it under the blows of his borrowed hammer against the anvil, each strike melding it slowly yet surely to the design of the vision in his mind's eye. His mind, his hand, and his hammer blended together into one tool, one focus, as he embraced his work. There was no Valinor. There was no quarry. There was no Void. There was neither Aulë nor Melkor. And for a time, there was almost no Sauron the Black Captain, but only a Maiarin smith, who once, so long ago, might have been called Mairon.
He reveled in the pure physicality of his work, aware of each muscle as his body responded perfectly to the tasks his mind gave it, pleased with the receptiveness and strength of the  fána he'd chosen. The subtle shifts of his fingers around the hammer handle, the graceful flick of his wrist absorbing each strike, the shudder of power rippling up his forearm, the rhythmic tightening and loosening of muscles across his chest and stomach, down to the solid balance of his planted feet - his entire body gave itself to his task. His mind sank into an instinctive immediacy, and he allowed his thoughts to become one with his movements.
And yet, even in the midst of his creative passion, he found he could not completely block out what had been taken from him. Each hammer strike, each rush of flames, each glint of gold, as beautiful and exhilarating as they were, were completely ordinary. He could not escape the fact that his powers were Bound, even here,  especially here. He could not shape the flames around his will as once he could, just as easily as he could command his own flesh. He could not infuse his art with the power that once had rushed like blood through the spiritual veins of his  fëa . He could not express the deepest, truest, most raw aspects of his innately spiritual being in the physical band of gold forming under his care. True, the object taking shape upon his anvil was one of beauty, that Elves and Men alike might have envied; Mairon the apprentice smith would never have earned the renown he'd enjoyed if his skill had been only nonphysical and his talents merely in the shaping of his powers. But the more he labored, the more he realized what he lacked. Even if such a trinket might be considered a great work among Elves, Men, or Dwarves, as long as he was Bound, he could never achieve the highest reaches of artistry for his kind. Everything he created would be deficient, imperfect, lacking in its innermost workings.
To his surprise, he found that it was more grief than anger that swelled through him at this realization. Perhaps it was because his realization had not come with any logical progression of thought; it was a revelation that interacted on the same levels as the instinctive physical movement of his body and the subconscious stirrings of his  fëa . For the most part, his mind was still enveloped in its work, blocking out all the world around him and that forge, still existing on a level where neither Valar nor Valinor were a reality. Instead he felt the lack of power through each bead of sweat, each tensing cord of muscle, each hot breath that swelled his lungs. A part of him was missing, and the very gold seemed to recognize the loss in its shaper's fabric.
And perhaps it was that the song came from the same place.
He was not aware of it until it was rising in his throat, a tangible pressure against his chest. The first note broke from his lips more like a visceral cry than song, but it tasted strangely comforting and familiar against his dry tongue. There was no true power behind it, none of the magic that had created the world in which he now stood, and yet it rose and swelled within him in a wordless expression of his emotions. Still it swelled, setting his veins trembling and his  fëa reverberating to something that touched deeper and further back within himself than he even remembered. It simply felt right, like the bitter-sweet smell of the smoke or the color of gold or the pure ring of the hammer against the metal.
The Timeless Halls were not the last time he had given voice to such internal music that flowed through all the Ainur. He had sung songs before that wove together his powers and other songs that were simply from the pleasure of releasing the flowing music from his spirit, often in Almaren and sometimes in Middle-earth, though these occasions had grown rarer over the long years. But he could not recall the last time he had sung like this, unbridled to the fire and to the gold. Had any other Ainu heard it, they might have assumed it closely bound to Melkor's first Discord in the Great Music, both defiant and strangely - alluringly - beautiful, proud and angry, yet also sad. But it was not Melkor's Song. It was Sauron's own song, and there were many themes in it that Melkor would not have understood any more than Manwë.
The song Sauron had sung in the beginning had contained words, though Sauron could not recall what they had been nor the language in which he had sung; this song, however, remained wordless: woven notes and themes of his own devising. The music bound him, unquenchable, and so he worked and he sang and he sang and he worked, and the hours flowed past him towards the new dawn.
At last, the music and the passion of his work released him, and he fell silent and still. The flames had diminished to glowing embers, and the last rings of the hammer and notes of his song echoed away into the vast, empty chamber until they were lost. Sauron realized he was shaking.
Slowly, he reached out and picked up the ring.
It was nothing elaborate, certainly not by his own standards, yet fair all the same: a half-inch, solid band of gold with a delicate twist in the middle. The smooth surface showed no signs of the hundreds of blows that had bent it to its final shape. Just from holding it, he could tell the balance and shape was perfect. He gently slipped it onto his forefinger.
He gazed at it for a long, long time, unable to gauge his own emotions. Anger was there, yes, rage against the Valar that they would seek to keep him from his rightful task, Binding his powers to diminish his work, robbing him of the only thing left that he could now imagine bringing him any pleasure or sense of accomplishment in life, save revenge. But that was only part of what the song and the sight of his creation had left with him. Pride glowed inside him, and defiance against the Valar, that after so many centuries and even with his powers lost, he had not lost his skill, and nor could it be stolen from him utterly, no matter what the Valar did to him. Some small measure of delight touched him as well, something that might have almost been innocent had it not been tainted by his darker emotions. And yet, looking at the ring, he felt also a deep, stabbing pain, a grief he could not quite give a name to, the same sorrow that had melded itself into his song.
He found this last emotion rising heavily in his throat, unpleasantly thick and clogging. His breath caught and the sound forced its way out in a quiet sob that quickly faded. He didn't bother to curse himself for it; there was no one here but him. There could not be. He realized he was suddenly exhausted, and he fell back against the wall behind him and slid down until he was sitting, still holding his hand in front of his face. The ring shimmered in his vision as sweat and a film of tears mixed in his eyes.
The great, dark emptiness of that vast room pressed down upon him, a small figure in the corner by the dying forge. Hopelessness pressed around him as well, not that black despair that had threatened to destroy him yester-afternoon, but a hollowness that seemed to eat away at his insides. If he achieved everything he had ever wanted, if he lived to see the Valar groveling at his feet and their precious Valinor burning, if he destroyed every cursed Elf in Arda, if he gained back every power he had lost and more, in the end, what would he truly have and would it not all be taken from him yet again? What was the point of a single golden ring to grace his hand? His kind had no place in Eä, and he knew deep down that he was doomed to live a cursed existence in any outcome, that he would never belong, either as slave of the Valar or Lord of all Arda.
He bent his head, his hair falling as a curtain about his beautiful face, and closed his eyes, allowing the tears trapped there to trickle out down his sooty cheeks.
No matter what he did, the Void would never cease to haunt his steps.
A sound caught his ear, or more like the echo of a sound. His head snapped up and around, his heart suddenly pounding, his eyes wildly darting around the darkness about him for some source of movement, but there was nothing. All was eerily still and quiet now that he had completed his work.
For several minutes though he remained tense and perfectly still, straining to catch any other noises out of place, even though he knew there was nothing. In such a place as this, complete silence was a fanciful concept - there were doubtlessly any number of things that could have caused a small creak or groan. After a long enough period had passed to make his watchfulness seem ridiculous even in his own eyes, he huddled against the warm wall again, still overly aware of the harsh pounding in his chest.
Perhaps he was going mad. Perhaps that was the true import of his nightmare. The thought frightened him. He wrapped his arms about himself and curled up miserably, lowering his face again until his curtain of hair hid him from the forges around him. He squeezed his eyes shut.
He'd seen the effects of madness many times before. Elves, Men, and animals alike turned mad after too much torture, a screaming, clawing madness, at which point, they were generally considered useless for anything besides werewolf and dragon fodder. There was a madness too that overcame Elves that had spent centuries in the dungeons without a glimpse of sunshine, an empty, muttering madness, which usually gave way to death sooner or later. Perhaps the first madness had already taken him, brought on by the pain of his ravaged  fëa, but now that second madness was overtaking him as well, Melkor's little bird trapped in the Valar's cage. He knew what a madman looked like: something went out in their eyes and something new, a wild darkness, a Nothingness, came on in its place. He wondered if the madness was already showing in  his eyes.
He rocked himself slowly forward and backward, his deep weariness finally overcoming him, his arms wrapped about his legs, pulling them tightly to his chest. Moisture squeezed out of the corners of his eyes and trickled down over his sticky, hot cheeks. He did not want to go mad. To lose his faculties, the power of his mind, his very dignity, was a thought too horrible to contemplate. He was terrified of it.
Cages. Humiliation. The Void. Wolves that stalked him in the night. Madness.
He had never known he was frightened of so many things.


   
 
Chapter 10

 A/N:   Thank you very much to all the anonymous reviewers: Guest, DrangySmallfoot for the reviews of both this chapter and the previous one, Guest (2), and Amalthea. As always, I'm sorry I can't properly and individually reply to all your reviews within the author notes, as that might end up looking like a mini-chapter itself.   But I read all your reviews closely and I deeply appreciate all the ideas, predictions, observations, encouragements, and constructive criticism I've been receiving from all of you. Hannon le!
 However, I would like to briefly address a concern that I have noticed in several people's comments, the concern about the romantic elements of this story. Many of you have noted that Sauron is not currently capable of handling a romantic relationship, and I fully agree with you on that. Sauron is not currently capable of participating in    any   sort of healthy relationship, be it romantic, friendship-based, or familial. He's much too self-consumed for that.
 If it helps allay any concerns, I will say that it will still be quite a while before any romantic elements start coming into play at all. At this point, I'm not even sure when I will officially be introducing Sauron's future lover into the story line. And once the romantic elements do start appearing, I plan to have Sauron reacting to the proposition of a romance in his life in a way that I think will be very fitting to his character. Don't worry - Sauron isn't going to be falling head over heels for anyone on first sight, and I foresee it being a long and painful process for him to find any capability within himself to express anything resembling a healthy, loving relationship.
 That said, I don't believe that means that Sauron will    never   be capable. That's what I hope for this story to be about: that Sauron is capable of healing. Sauron is a being of incredibly strong passions and convictions, and with healing, I think he would make for a wonderfully loyal, passionate, fierce friend, or lover, just as much as he's capable of being a terrible, passionate, fierce enemy now!


Chapter 10
Sauron reclined beneath the spreading branches of a hazelnut tree, reading another one of the books from Aulë's library. Several more, these already finished, lay stacked at his side. The day was clear, bright, and pleasant - in other words, identical to every other wearisome day in Valinor.
It was not the fair weather that had drawn him out to the Gardens of Yavanna that spread in a good thirty league radius around the Halls of Aulë nor did the typical Valinorean climate hold any particular interest for him. He would have preferred in fact to stay indoors and read in the comfort of the library itself, but this was safer. Above all else, he did not want to grow predictable and he knew the importance of not allowing himself to fall into habit. Habit was not conducive for keeping a sharp and wary mind, and Sauron knew the dangers of presenting an unbroken pattern to an enemy, unless of course the pattern was established with the specific purpose of breaking it to the consternation and downfall of any who might be spying. It was best if he was not seen reading in the library every day at the same time.
With this in mind, so far he'd found a different place to read each day and he'd staggered his visits to the library so that they fell at different, random times. It was not that he was particularly worried about actually being discovered reading or that he could be found culpable for such an activity - at the moment, there was not much else for him to be doing, and reading was not the strangest or most dubious of pastimes. Considering his background as a smith, there was nothing odd in his choice of reading material either. There was absolutely no proof to be brought forward that he was doing anything inappropriate.
But he knew that once he formed one habit, others were sure to follow. It was simply easier to go through a day by rote, easier to adopt an attitude of acceptance rather than active choice, especially in a situation such as his, but when such complacency began to form, that was when he would be exposed to any who wished to attack him. It had become so with Morgoth. The war against the Elves, the constant pushes back and forth across Beleriand, the long periods of watchfulness interrupted by brutal eruptions of battle - they had all become commonplace, and Morgoth (and all of his servants) had grown used to the way of things and neglectful of the full scope of their enemies. Sometimes, Sauron wondered if the War of Wrath would have gone differently if they had been fully alert and ready for a potential attack from across the sea. He suspected not - neither he nor Morgoth had envisioned anything nearly as vast and destructive as the Host of the West that had uprooted the very land - but there was little point wondering either way. There was nothing he could do about it now. Even he knew he could not free Melkor from the Void.
He skimmed to the end of the chapter and then with a sigh let the book drop open to his chest. He folded an arm behind his head, using it as a pillow, and stared upward though not truly looking at the branches or patches of open sky above him. Five full days had passed now since he'd arrived at the Halls of Aulë. Tomorrow morning he was to report in at the quarry before the Sun rose over the Pelóri. And so far, he had found nothing to aid him in his quest for revenge.
A second mantra had joined his first, this one a constant self-appeal for patience. It did not make it particularly easier. Even though he'd known that the task before him would be long and mostly fruitless, it was still rankling to finish each day feeling as if he had accomplished nothing concrete, especially with the clock ticking steadily down towards an indefinite period where his free time would be severely constricted. In the back of his mind, he had hoped to find at least some small measure of information early on to indicate that he was on the right track. So far, the books he'd read had contained little he did not know and nothing that had sparked his imagination. If there had been no greater purpose to the reading than entertainment and the gathering of simple facts that might be of use to a smith, he might have been satisfied; so far, he'd learned a number of different ways to cut gems to produce optimum brightness and there had been a fairly lengthy section in one book from two days prior about a completely new method of casting silver jewelry. He tried to take interest in these tidbits of knowledge, as he usually did when faced with something novel, conceding that he never knew when some knowledge might prove useful in the future, but all the same, each time he shut another book and laid it aside, a significant piece of him felt disappointment, gnawing impatience, and even angry frustration.
Yet every time he felt the urge to give vent to that frustration and throw the offending book into the nearest body of water (and there seemed to be plenty of these in Yavanna's Gardens, all so crystalline that it took a prodigious amount of self-control not to hurl dirt clods into their pristine depths), he'd repeat his mantra until his mind calmed.  Patience, he told himself repeatedly . There is no rush. The Valar will grow complacent with time, and as long as you remain alert and keen, you will gain the advantage over them when that time comes. Watch and listen. Stalk your prey with skill and leap when the best chance, not the first chance, shows itself. Be patience, and you  know you will be rewarded.
He told himself that again and again: if he worked steadily and slowly, he must achieve his goal. Sooner or later, he  would find something that would be of use to his plans. The concept that all this was in vain was simply not an option. For now, he needed to observe his surroundings, learning the strengths and weaknesses of all those around him, all the while gleaning information. There were only two things he simply could not do: let anyone guess his intentions or submit to despair in his mission.
And yet, every once in a while, he had the troubling sensation that he was missing something. He told himself it was nothing but the various other levels of stress and impatience that threatened to settle upon him, but that doubt itched away at the back of his mind despite his mental reassurances. He could not think of anything more to do other than what he was already doing, and yet… He could not shake off the feeling that he was somehow missing the bigger picture that he needed to see in order to succeed. Under Morgoth, he had learned the value of efficiency and honed it to a skill - surely, there was a more efficient way to go about this than reading every single book on every single shelf and trudging through this plethora of information that he had probably known before it was ever written down. There was something else he needed to be seeing and acknowledging, he sensed, but the matter eluded him, flickering away from him like wisps of smoke the moment he felt its touch. Perhaps it was this that drove his intense desire to find some clue in his reading that he  was on the right track, to prove these doubts but a figment of his stressed mind. But at the moment, he had no better battle plan than to sift his way slowly through each tome as he came to it. At best, it was irksome. With his luck, the first book he skipped would be the one to contain some vital bit of knowledge he needed.
That ticking clock in the back of his mind did not help either. If this was all his existence was to consist of for the rest of Time, being relatively ignored and allowed to fill his time as he pleased with reading or other Valar-approved, benign activities, it might be a dull existence but one that was comparatively desirable to the fate that actually awaited him. However, knowing that his slave work in the quarry was to begin in less than twenty-four hours sank his heart into a black pit. The very thought of that impending doom fanned up the furious, indignant flame that had blazed into life at his trial and motivated him to swear his oath of vengeance in the first place. Every passing day - no, every passing moment - that the Valar continued to reign unchallenged, unscathed after what they had done to him, what they were doing to him every second, and what they planned to do to him in the near future was a nigh unbearable humiliation inflicted upon him.
He suspected as well that condemning him to the quarry had a double purpose. Even though he had no doubt that the Valar were going to enjoy themselves immensely watching him fulfill their stipulation under the virtuous pretense of allowing him to show his goodwill by aiding those in Middle-earth, he guessed this task of physical labor had also been contrived to keep him contained, to weary him daily, and to control most of his time rather than leaving him to his own devices. This last suspicion, perhaps more than anything else, fueled his craving, his  need, to discover something that would transform his oath into reality, something he could slap in the Valar's faces to show them that despite their best efforts, they could not defeat him utterly.
Absently, he drew his fingers through his hair, combing it back around his ears, his face revealing none of his inner turmoil, except for a slight purse of his lips as he stared up into the hazelnut canopy and watched the thin branches bounce in the slight Valinorean breeze. The day was already waning; these past five days had sped by far too quickly, even as each individual one had paradoxically seemed to drag on indefinitely. At least it was not yet the morrow. He wrenched his thoughts away from the quarry. It was best not to linger on a matter that was only guaranteed to stir up his ire.
Instead, he gently played with the ring on his forefinger, admiring its smoothness as he turned it. It fit perfectly, but that was a matter of inconsequence to him; whenever he changed humanoid forms, he always kept his ring size the same. It would probably be no great feat for him to fit a band of gold to his finger even in his sleep, he considered with a hint of amused pride.
Thrice in the past five nights he had sneaked to the forges. He had not returned during the day, neither desiring to cross paths with Curumo again nor wanting to be seen lingering around the forges when he was still not sure whether his night-time visits would be banned if they were discovered. He could see no practical reason why he'd be denied such a pleasure, but at this point, he had a feeling the Valar would deny it to him simply to rob him of the privilege and the joy. The very fact that he desired the opportunity to ply his craft and took pleasure in it was a weakness, and he knew better than most that even the smallest weakness could be exploited. If the Valar remained ignorant of his desires, so much the better. Why would they bother to steal something from him for which they did not know he yearned?
Consequently, all three nights he had taken the greatest care to cover up the evidence of his visits: meticulously cleaning the new soot out of the unused forge and replacing any gold he used with new bars from the storehouse adjacent. He was fairly sure at this point that his visits had gone unnoticed. The amount of gold he had used was inconsequential. True, if someone with a skilled eye looked carefully at the forge, they would be able to tell that it had been used recently, a fact about which he could do nothing, but there was no proof that he had been the user and he was confident by now that the forge he had chosen was a spare, ignored unless all the other forges were occupied.  A fitting companion for one such as I, he'd thought to himself in a mood of dark humor.
In those three nights, he had made himself three rings, which he now kept in his wardrobe unless he was wearing one, as he had done today. It was a small matter, the rings plain and nothing in which he would have ever boasted, but he felt distinctly protective of the small gold bands. They were the only pieces of his work that he knew undoubtedly to still exist. And not only that, but they were the only items that were not on loan to him from the Valar, the only trinkets he could truly call his (though even they were made with Aulë's gold). It was some small measure of comfort, however miniscule, to feel the warm metal against his finger and to know that he was not completely bereft of personal possessions now, some beggar that the Valar had graciously housed. He was still a smith, the rings the evidence of his continued skill. The rings brought him hope, that faint hope that he could still regain what he had lost, the hope that he had not been completely defeated, not yet.
He slipped the ring from his hand, running the tip of his forefinger over the flawless yellow surface, following the thread of red gold that he had skillfully woven into it. It glittered invitingly in the brilliant Valinorean light, and he permitted himself to sink into the sight of his beautiful creation. Flipping it up, he allowed it to make a single, slow, glittering rotation before he caught it again. It felt good admiring his work, a simple pleasure to be sure, but anything that felt remotely positive was a remarkably welcome feeling of late. With a sigh, he laid the ring on the top of his small pile of books, continuing to run his forefinger around its rim, absently admiring it, as his mind drifted back to reflection.
Over the past five days, he had learned his way about the halls and grounds as well as might be expected. He had met no opposition in his exploration, save for the occasional hostile glares from those of the Eldar with whom he crossed paths, but these he had learned to ignore for now. He could bide his time. He could wait for the opportune occasion to teach them who truly was a lord by right.
Though in truth, he had made a point of avoiding contact with any other inhabitants of the Halls as best he could: steering clear of the Great Hall around mealtimes and avoiding the main lounges and gathering places where the Eldar and Maiar seemed to enjoy hording, especially during the evenings. He had yet to make a reappearance at any meal. This rankled him considerably - he felt as though by his avoidance, he was acknowledging Yavanna and the Elves the victory for the time being, that they had managed to chase him away - but he did not want to risk another confrontation, and if no one was going to stop him from taking his meals in private, he was not going to complain about the arrangement.
True, Aulë had noticed his absence at meals almost immediately and come to investigate the matter on the second evening. At first, he had half-heartedly tried to convince Sauron to rejoin them at meals, but after the scene with Yavanna, it was not hard for Sauron to sway the Smith to begrudgingly acknowledge that perhaps it was better this way for now.
However, Aulë had then insisted on having regular meals personally set aside for the Maia, apparently feeling that letting Sauron skulk around the kitchens pinching random items of food from the carts en route to the Great Hall was not healthy behavior ( Imagine that!  Sauron had thought to himself with a mental eye-roll) even though it was not quite stealing when he was going to be eating it one way or another, either served to him at a table or snatched off a cart. It had been the principle of the matter though and, Sauron suspected, Aulë's natural and prodigious mother-henning quality that had led to his insistence. Eru forbid that Aulë's poor, little Nauron should have to fend for himself after all!
Sauron had given a non-committal shrug to the suggestion, which Aulë took as acceptance, and for the past three nights, the Smith had ordered some items of food prepared and set aside for him. If there was anything he still wanted that was missing from the meals (or if he simply felt like flouting Aulë's wishes), he had taken whatever he fancied from the carts, as well.
However, he had a sneaking suspicion that he would not be left in peace about this matter forever. Eventually, he was going to have to face Yavanna and his fellow inhabitants of the Halls again, but the longer as he could stave off the encounter, the better, in his opinion.
A rustle in the treetops too loud and irregular to be the wind interrupted Sauron's thoughts and prompted him to sit up, peering upwards into the branches. The soft whisper of movement came again from above, and this time Sauron caught a glimpse of a small, brown form skittering down a branch. The squirrel paused at the end of the tree limb, flicking its tail and peering down curiously at the Maia. The slender branch bobbed under its weight.
Sauron glared irritably back up at the animal. There seemed to be a good deal of vermin in the area, and he guessed Lady Yavanna and her exquisite Gardens were probably to blame for that. The Gardens were said to contain at least one of every kind of flora, from moss to trees, or so he'd heard, though Sauron did not know the truth of the claim and guessed anyway that the count only included those items of vegetation that Yavanna had personally caused to grow. He had certainly not seen here any of the brambles and thorns that had been plentiful in Taur-nu-Fuin, nor even the deadly but fairer nightshades, mistletoes, and poison ivies that had come from the mingling of Melkor's corruption with Yavanna's earliest experiments in Arda.
There had been animals in Beleriand of course, but they had been skittish, dark things for the most part that rarely showed themselves. The animals here were annoyingly bold. In the south of Valinor, where Oromë and his hunters ranged, he supposed the animals might have learned to fear his kind, but the animals in Yavanna's Gardens generally seemed to be expecting food rather than arrows.
The squirrel made a soft chattering sound, still staring unabashedly at Sauron. The Maia felt his thin patience fraying. Anger and aversion for this plump, simple little creature, happy and content with its life of undoubted luxury in the Gardens of Yavanna, free to run were it willed without a care, bubbled up inside Sauron. As if the Elves were not bad enough, even the animals here seemed to find him a spectacle!
"What?" he snapped at the small creature. "I don't have any food, you stupid little beast. I wouldn't give you any if I did. Now go on, find something else to stare at."
The squirrel uttered its chatter again, bouncing on the limb slightly, apparently undeterred by his harsh tone.
With a snort of disgust, Sauron resumed his former, prostrate position, picking the book up from his lap and flipping back open to the next chapter, pointedly ignoring the squirrel. Hopefully, it was not stupid enough to miss his message, though one could never underestimate the dim-wittedness of anything that fell under the domain of Yavanna, he reflected snidely.
As he attempted to re-focus his attention on the introductory passage about purifying gold, he heard the leaves rustling again. At first, he thought the animal must have got the hint that he had no intention of giving it either food or notice and was consequently leaving, but then there came the distinctive skittering sound of the squirrel's claws on the bark of the tree trunk. In his peripheral, he saw it hop down into the grass and sit up, twitching its nose and watching him in a way that would have been almost idiotically comical had he not already decided he thoroughly hated the obnoxious, little creature. He glanced sideways at it, letting a low, threatening snarl rumble up through his throat.
For such a fat little beast, the squirrel moved much more quickly than he had anticipated, dashing at him in a series of quick, flying leaps. His first thought was that it was trying to attack him, as idiotic as that seemed, and he brought his book up aggressively, ready to smash it over the squirrel's head as soon as it was within range. However, just as it reached him, its momentary, senseless courage or aggression, whichever it was, seemed to fail it, for it turned tail and fled back towards the tree. Sauron lowered the book, scowling, but just a tad confused by the rodent's erratic behavior. Perhaps it was not simply stupid but really and truly mad. As it darted back up the tree trunk, he rolled his eyes and leaned back again. Yavanna had certainly not gifted her creations with inordinate intellect. Not that she had much herself to begin with to give them, he thought sourly.
He'd just found his place on the page again when the squirrel started up its chattering once more from the original branch right above him. He knew that all creatures had their own secret tongues and he had learned a few of the more useful ones - wolves, crows, serpents - but he did not understand the squirrel's quick gibbering. However, something in its tone alerted him to the fact that it was highly pleased about something or other. That in and of itself disturbed him. Automatically, he glanced upward.
And saw the gleam of gold between its paws.
His heart shot into his throat as his eyes simultaneously snapped down to the pile of books at his side, even as his left hand uselessly groped at his right forefinger. He'd completely forgotten that he had taken off his ring and set it beside him while admiring it, distracted as he had been by the squirrel's arrival and his own contemplations. The squirrel hadn't been interested in attacking him or even in food. Its greedy little eyes had only seen the alluring glitter of gold. His gold. His ring.
Blind rage erupted white-hot throughout his entire body. The Valar had stripped him bare, and now even the smallest of their beasts saw no qualms in taking anything they pleased from him. In his eyes, it was suddenly not a squirrel sitting there holding his beautiful ring in its filthy paws, but Yavanna herself, smirking at how easily she'd robbed him, how they'd all robbed him, how they continued to rob him every second. Of his physical possessions, of his powers, of his dignity. It didn't matter to them. The Valar didn't mean to just humiliate him once and be done with it - they were determined to keep him in humiliation and destitution for the remainder of his existence. He was not even allowed to keep a tiny ring, forged by his very own hand, created by the sweat of his own brow, born from no one's mind but his own.
Fury and sudden intense agony at the thought of losing the small band of gold in such a humiliating way leant strength to Sauron's arm. Before his mind even caught up with his emotions and actions, he had picked up a fallen hazelnut and hurled it straight at the squirrel, screaming a foul orcish curse at it as he did so.
He was a good shot. The nut hit the squirrel directly in its side, almost knocking it off the branch. It gave a high-pitched squeal of fright and pain, nearly losing its footing in its panicked retreat. As its brown tail hurtled out of his sight into the neighboring tree, falling gold flashed in the afternoon sunlight.
Sauron made an impulsive dive for the ring and snatched it up just as it hit the ground. He dropped backward then onto his haunches, his heart still pounding uncomfortably hard as he clutched the gold tightly in his hands which he now realized were red, sweaty, and trembling. Crooning mental reassurances to himself, trying to regain his calm, he brushed the ring off gently with his fingertips, sinking into the soothing motion, then he fit it snugly back onto his hand. It was safe. And woe betide anyone who dared so much as to touch his possessions again.
He glanced around the nearby trees, his eyes narrowed suspiciously. There was no sign of movement in any of them. Just as well. Hopefully, that squirrel at the very least would now have a healthy dose of respect for any Maiar, or their possessions, that it happened across. Or even better, maybe he'd damaged some internal organs properly enough that it would die in some miserable, forsaken corner of the Gardens. Either way, at least something was a little more right in the world.
Sauron picked up his book once again and resumed reading.


The Lady Yavanna knelt on a patch of recently overturned earth, her eyes closed. She was clad in a knee-length smock of cloverleaf green, her arms bare, and her legs sheathed in thigh-high, brown boots, while her long hair was bound back and up in an elaborate braid that wound itself around and around her head. Beside her was a basket containing a number of large, pale golden bulbs.
Gently, the Valië stretched out her hand and laid it on top of the disturbed earth, her fingers outspread. Underneath, she could feel the soil, not just the grainy physical touch of it, but also its richness, its essence, the intricacies of the hundreds of individual elements that made up that single piece of ground. She allowed her  fëa 's consciousness to creep outward from the confines of her  fána, sensing the complex root systems of the grass all about her, the flowers, and even the powerful pulse of life in the large oak tree that rose some twenty paces behind her. Each of the plants greeted her spiritual touch in their own way, murmuring to her in their soft voices, humming snatches of their quiet themes that each had been part of her own Song in the Ainulindalë and that continued to fill the earth with her gift of Life. Similarly, she could sense the life of the  kelvar around her: the grasshopper crawling beside her right knee, the crickets hiding in the cracks of the oak and chorusing their own version of her Song, and the lark that touched her mind in passing as it swooped past overhead.
But it was none of these things that drew her immediate attention. Instead, she pressed her  fëa downward, digging her fingers physically into the earth as she did so. She felt her fingers elongate and taper at a thought, themselves becoming root-like as she soaked in the information that the ground readily gave her.
Several feet down, she sensed the sleeping life, its young hum like the heartbeat of an unborn child. Tenderly, she brushed her  fëa 's consciousness against it, a warm thrill of joy spreading through her spirit as it responded with a faint croon that she knew would eventually blossom into yet another melody of the Song that she always heard throughout Valinor, a new strain of her theme that she had not yet expressed in physical Arda.
She could already envision her new creation: it would be a flower of the lily family, seven-petaled, the color of mingled gold and silver. She did not like quarreling with her husband, even if it was justified and he was being a stubborn and foolish loon. But he was her Aulë, her lord, her husband, and Life was her domain. She could think of no finer gift of reconciliation between them than this new glorious flower that would arise from her powers. Tánolótë, it would be called, the Smith's flower, strong and sturdy, proud in its own quiet way, as bright and metallic as Aulë's own eyes. A soft, fond smile turned the corners of Yavanna's lips as with her mind she gently caressed the sleeping bulb in its bed of soil.
A low hum vibrated in her throat, her own strain of the Music that was older than Arda itself. It was slow, barely audible, and yet contained a steady, captivating rhythm, strong and irresistible as the call of life itself. Around her, the grass dug its roots deeper, soaking in her music and growing in response. The daisies and dandelions in the grass blossomed, and underneath her fingers, the bulb stirred, its own hum louder as it responded to its mistress' life-giving aura.
"My lady, my lady Yavanna- Oh, I'm sorry for interrupting, my lady."
Yavanna's eyes flickered open, her hum fading, and she withdrew her hand from the soil, allowing her fingers to return to their humanoid shape once again before turning. "It is all right, Aiwendil. What is it you need?"
The Maia standing several paces behind her, holding a basket of birdseed in one hand and another of fresh tomatoes in the other, had wide, honest features. Aiwendil was one of the few Maiar who had chosen a  fána closer in form to the Secondborn than the Firstborn; chestnut-brown hair curled erratically about his rounded ears and full cheeks, the latter of which were layered in fine, boyish down. His wide, hazel eyes were almost childish, and there was a similar youthful air of curiosity and wonder at his mistress's world that hung about him. He wore simple, well-used gardener's attire at the moment, with grass stains on his trouser knees and dirt on his smock elbows, as if he'd been leaning forward on the ground to peer into a hole or examine some small creature. With Aiwendil, neither were particularly unlikely scenarios.
The Maia glanced inquisitively at the disturbed patch of earth in front of his mistress before seeming to remember what it was that he had come to say. His face brightened, and the small dimples on his round cheeks deepened as he grinned. He held up the basket of red vegetables. "My lady, our new tomatoes are ripe. This is the very first batch," he said eagerly. "I thought you'd like to be the first to try one."
Yavanna stood and brushed the dirt from her knees in a small, quick gesture before stepping towards Aiwendil, smiling faintly at his enthusiasm. She took one of the tomatoes, holding it up to examine it. The flesh was a deep scarlet, the skin firm but yielding. Its rich smell was inviting, and Yavanna took a bite from it, closing her eyes as her senses were flooded with a taste that contained the watery flavor of a traditional tomato, but which also was laced with a distinctively sweetness, almost akin to a ripe grape. She nodded slowly in pleasure, pleased with the result of the experiment on which she and Aiwendil had been collaborating for the last few months.
"Well done, Aiwendil," she said, giving her Maia her thin smile once she had swallowed. "As usual, your judgment is impeccable."
Aiwendil grinned broadly and popped one of the smaller vegetables into his mouth whole. His cheek bulged out like a chipmunk's. "Thank you, my lady. Shall I take them to Vorimanor in the kitchens for supper tonight? There's plenty more to gather if you'd like me to. I was thinking-"
He stopped abruptly, switching his gaze to the oak tree standing behind her, a small confused frown replacing his former smile. "Excuse me, just a moment, my lady," he said, setting his baskets on the ground and giving Yavanna a wary glance. She frowned in turn as he took a few steps forward, craning his neck back to look up into the dense foliage before making a series of chattering sounds by clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth.
Moments later, an answering string of squeaks and chatters emanated from the tree. The perpetrator revealed itself as a well-fed, brown squirrel who darted into sight down a low-hanging branch before dropping gracefully onto Aiwendil's shoulders. It circled the Maia fitfully, flicking its tail and keeping up a steady stream of chatter. Yavanna, who spent more of her time with her  olvar than the  kelvar, could not quite follow the rapid words, but the creature's indignant tone was obvious. However, from the grim expression that rapidly fixed itself on Aiwendil's face, it was obvious too that he understood the squirrel's message clearly.
The Maia stroked his fingers sympathetically along the squirrel's spine. "I think you'll be all right, Ratatosk," he told the little animal. He gently pressed two fingers to the creature's ribs. "See, there, all fine. No damage done." He prodded the plump stomach. "You've got more than enough padding, I think, my little friend. But I suggest you keep your distance in the future, all right?" He bent down, scooping up a handful of birdseed from his basket and presented it to the squirrel, who immediately began stuffing it into its cheeks, apparently appeased for the moment. Aiwendil, however, lowered his eyes and avoided Yavanna's gaze.
Yavanna's frown deepened. Even though she had not understood the squirrel's chatter, she had a sneaking suspicion concerning who had caused its distress. Aiwendil's sudden silence and innocent discomfort only solidified that suspicion. She folded her arms and her skin rippled darker. "Aiwendil," she said, her voice low, "would you care to explain?"
Aiwendil kept his eyes lowered sheepishly, still holding his open hand up to his shoulder for Ratatosk to eat from. "My lady, it seems- well, it seems that he was hit in the side with a hazelnut." He blanched a little, then added in a barely audible voice: "By Sauron."
Yavanna's good mood evaporated instantaneously, and her skin flared mahogany. The fact that the squirrel was evidently unharmed and most of the injury had been merely dealt to its pride did little to placate the abhorrence and anger that the very name of the hated Maia aroused. His presence here in the Halls was like a constant thorn pressing into her thoughts. He was a poison seeping through the peaceful stream of life in Valinor, a nipping, hissing fire surrounded by dry kindle that had to be constantly watched and worried over. Each morning since his arrival, she had woken with an unpleasant weight in her stomach, the knowledge that something was amiss, that something distasteful had to be dealt with that day. Then she would remember. That cruel, arrogant face with eyes that blazed with roiling hatred and anger. That snarling voice full of accusations and venom.
She cursed the fallen Maia aloud, disregarding the fact that had Aulë been there, he would have given her a thoroughly scandalized look. Aiwendil shrank back, uncomfortable in the suddenly hostile atmosphere, as her righteous anger verbalized itself further in a passionate string of threats directed against Morgoth's former Black Captain.
She had looked into Sauron's eyes and, despite herself, searched for a glimmer of the Maia she once had loved, whose delight with life, whose intricate sense of order, whose passion to create, had oftentimes made her wish that he had been given to her, instead of to Aulë. But all she could find there was the same blazing Wildfire that had consumed the Spring of Arda and the glory of the Valar. She had looked into his eyes and seen an image that had haunted her dreams for the past Age. Her Gardens on fire, blazing, blazing as far as her eyes could see, the smoke of her children boiling upward into the soiled sky.
She had looked into his eyes and seen Melkor reflected there.
He had brought back to her all the pain and sorrow of Arda Marred, ages of suffering and death dealt to the heart of her domain. He had re-opened the wounds of the early wars between Melkor and the Valar, when time and time again she had watched her beautiful new creations destroyed with such violence that it seemed to rend gashes across her very  fëa . He was a reminder that not even Valinor was completely whole and safe; in his eyes was darkness, the same Darkness that had defiled the Blessed Realm once before when it cloaked the land in shadows and swallowed the Light of her two most precious creations. He was a reminder that it could happen again.
She closed her eyes, trying to gain control over her seething thoughts and words and the bitter pain that had lingered deep in her  fëa ever since the death of the Two Trees. Despite herself, frustration towards Aulë welled up in her again, along with anger towards the other Valar whose decrees had allowed this vicious beast to come dwell in the same halls in which she must live. It was clear to her that he had no intention of changing his ways. It was his nature now. He was evil, through and through, a being whose noxious darkness stained and poisoned and destroyed everything he touched.
Mairon was long since dead, and Sauron was nothing but a monster.
"My lady…?" Aiwendil's soft voice cut through her anger and fear. She looked down to see her Maia staring at her with cautious concern, the squirrel still perched upright on his shoulder nibbling birdseed from its tiny paws. She felt a flicker of affection for the gentle Ainu, but that was quickly followed by the thought that innocent Aiwendil was yet another prime victim for Sauron's cruelty and seemingly boundless malice. What could a squirrel, a little fat squirrel, possibly have done to earn such treatment from any being?
 No, she reminded herself,  Sauron does not need a reason to be cruel.
"Where is he, Aiwendil?" she asked in a hard, low voice.
Aiwendil glanced at the squirrel and shifted uncomfortably. "Ratatosk says he's in the garden, not too far away." He shifted his weight again. "But, my lady, er, I don't think Ratatosk meant to get him in trouble or anything like that. Ratatosk can be a little, well, intrusive sometimes, and maybe, maybe Sauron didn't mean to hit him."
"Sauron meant to hit him all right, you can trust to that," Yavanna replied, her face a grim mask. "That's about the only thing you  can trust him to do. After I'm finished with him, I can assure you he won't be harming my creatures again."
Aiwendil looked around, still visibly uncomfortable with the newly dark atmosphere of Yavanna's fierce justice and Sauron's wanton cruelty. "My lady, wait," he said sheepishly. "Maybe letting Sauron have his distance for now is better. I'll make sure all the animals know not to mess with him. Maybe he just needs time to adjust, to find where he fits in, to, well, remember what it's like to  not be evil. Somehow, I don't think punishing him over this is going to help. No offense meant, my lady."
Yavanna looked at Aiwendil shrewdly, her affection from a moment ago turning to vague condescension. Aiwendil's love of nature and his innate gentleness served him well as a Maia of the Valië of Flora and Fauna, but sometimes Yavanna thought his naiveté and insistence on always seeing the best in everyone was better suited to her husband's service than to hers. "You give that monster more credit than he deserves," she said coldly.
A flicker of sadness passed over Aiwendil's face. "Do you really think so, my lady?"
"Yes," Yavanna replied.
Ratatosk chattered, curling his tail around Aiwendil's neck, but when the Maia offered him no more birdseed, the little animal gave a flying leap into the oak tree. The branches rustled, and the skittering of small claws rapidly diminished. Aiwendil remained standing, the basket of forgotten tomatoes still beside him as he stared at the tree, lost in thought and giving off a distinctly plaintive aura. Finally, he hesitantly met Yavanna's eyes again. "He wasn't always like that," he murmured in a voice that sounded almost apologetic. "What do you think happened to him?"
His eyes flickered away from hers again and she could sense his troubled air. A twinge of regret over her outburst of anger and her threats touched Yavanna; she knew Aiwendil hated such conflict and preferred to think that everyone could just get along if there were enough tomatoes to go around. He was much too peaceful for the world he found himself living in. But a single Maia's gentleness was not going to fix everything that was wrong in Arda Marred.
However, as he continued to frown, the Maiarin light of his eyes dimmed, she sensed there was more to his disturbance than mere upset over her anger. Gently, she reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. "I'll let this go for now, this time," she said, keeping her voice calm and devoid of the anger that still bubbled inside. "I'll leave it to you to make sure all the animals know to stay away from him. That is if you're quite sure little Ratatosk is all right."
Aiwendil offered her a nod and a half-hearted smile, but his brown eyes remained troubled. "What is it, Aiwendil?" Yavanna prodded.
The Maia swallowed then said in a hollow voice. "I… I was just thinking, what if… what if Morgoth had taken me instead of Mairon? What would I have turned into? Would you have thought I was a monster when I came back, too?"
There was a look in Aiwendil's eyes like a child that has just awoken from a vivid nightmare and is still struggling in its grip. Pain showed on his soft, round face, and she could see a mist just beginning to form over his eyes. His lip quivered a little and he bit it. Yavanna tightened her hand on his shoulder. "No, Aiwendil," she said firmly. "Morgoth would never have won you over. He didn't take you because he knew you would never have cooperated with all the terrible things he was doing."
"He didn't take me because I'm not powerful," Aiwendil answered. "Why would he want a Maia who grows tomatoes and feeds the birds when he could have Mairon?" He gave a small smile, but there was none of his usual mirth behind it. "If I had been as powerful as Mairon, maybe he  would have taken me."
Yavanna pressed on his shoulder, turning him fully to face her. "You are much more powerful than Mairon ever was," she said with firm assurance. "You have proved that to me and the Valar with every passing day. I would rather have a loyal gardener than an arrogant lord to serve me in any circumstance. And power is not simply about how many people you can force onto their knees before you."
Aiwendil gave her that small smile again, one that was somehow childish and yet gravely discerning all the same. "But Mairon wasn't like that before. You liked how he was before he left, what he was able to do then with his powers." Yavanna pursed her lips at the knowing tone in Aiwendil's voice when he said that; she had always assumed that she had kept to herself any jealousy she might have felt over Mairon's allotment to Aulë and did not like the thought that any might have guessed at it. Aiwendil continued though, either not noticing or choosing to ignore Yavanna's sudden discomfort. "He was one of us, and now… now he's… not. He always seemed so clever, smart. If he could fall, any of us could have fallen, you know. I… I can't help thinking he could have been any one of us. He  was one of us."
A shiver made its way down Yavanna's spine as she considered Aiwendil's quiet words. It was easy for her, a Vala, to despise Sauron's obvious weakness, how easily he'd been sucked into Melkor's darkness, and how drastically he'd changed. But what effect must such a dark metamorphosis be having on the other Maiar of Valinor, to see a brother, one of their own order, transformed before their eyes into a ghastly beast spewing poison and darkness? For the first time, she found herself viewing Sauron through the eyes of another Maia, one who had always been of lesser power than Mairon, one who had looked up to Aulë's master apprentice the way every Maia in Aulë's household had. It was not the same as herself and Melkor. Melkor had set himself apart almost from the very beginning, from his first Discord in their Music, and she had always been foremost in opposing him. But what if Oromë had fallen, or Námo, or Varda… Someone she respected… Someone she could barely imagine falling into the Darkness…
Aiwendil was still talking, his halting words indicating that he was thinking out loud more than anything else. "It's just, well, when animals are hurt and afraid and angry, they bite, and we don't punish them for biting then, and well, I'd bite if I was afraid and angry, too. Aulë thinks if can we can figure out what's wrong and keep him from feeling afraid and angry, maybe he'll get better."
He gave her a sideways glance at that, clearly aware that she did not share Aulë's views on that matter. However, as she remained silent, he went on as if he hadn't halted. "So, maybe he's not a monster  all the way through. Maybe… maybe Mairon is still in there somewhere. Maybe we can help him. Maybe he'll never be a loyal gardener, but maybe he can be a lord again." He looked up at her and gave her another smile, this one hinting of hopefulness and humor. "I think he was always better as a lord anyway. He was pretty hopeless as a gardener."
And at Aiwendil's words, despite herself, Yavanna felt the faintest smile tugging at the corners of her lips. An old memory surfaced in her mind, one that she had not thought about in more years than she cared to count, and somewhere inside all the pain and anger that Sauron's presence aroused, a small bubble of warmth and amusement blossomed. Whether or not it was this particular memory to which Aiwendil had been alluding, she did not know, but she found herself glancing down at her basket of golden bulbs all the same.
Oh Mairon. No, she never had been successful in making a gardener out of him, even if she had tried…
" No, no, you're putting it in the wrong way, you loon. It's upside down."
 She laughed as he blinked at her, those huge, bright eyes of his radiating confusion and mild annoyance. He had never liked being out of his element, but at her request, Aulë had agreed to lend her many of his Maiar as she began work on what was to become the greatest of all Gardens in Arda, the Tuiletarwa, her grand work on Almaren in the height of the Spring.
 He was holding a bulb in one hand, kneeling in front of the shallow hole in the rich, dark soil. At her reprimand, he pulled it back from the hole where he'd been trying to stuff it, holding it awkwardly, and she hid her amused smile from him. How strange that one whose hands were so nimble and clever with heavy chunks of metal could become so graceless when handling something as simple and pure as a tulip's bulb. He could transform a lifeless lump of gold into an exquisite bracelet, but he could not seem to properly put to rest a young plant thrumming with life, who would readily tell him all he needed to know if he simply listened to its low, quiet Song.
 She could tell he was annoyed, and she smiled to herself. It amused her seeing him disoriented like this, as bewildered and tongue-tied as a young man in the presence of a particularly fair maiden . He was always so confident, so slick and self-assured in Aulë's forges, keeping everything running as smoothly as a clear, spring stream. There was no doubt that he was brilliant at what he did, but that just made it doubly entertaining to see him so flustered at the moment. Aulë would probably have scolded her for ruffling his prize apprentice's feathers in such a manner if he knew of it, but she could not help teasing the fiery young Maia a little. It was good for him to slow down, to taste her rich, unhurried domain for once, to sip in some small measure from the well of her powers, instead of breathing in Aulë's soot all day long. Perhaps it was part of her nature, along with the burgeoning Spring and the passion of Life that everywhere was taking hold now that the Enemy was held at bay, but she found herself enjoying the crimson flush that was creeping across his cheeks as he continued to hold the bulb, clearly clueless about what to do with it.
 She picked up another bulb from the basket and held it before him. "You put it in  this way," she said, demonstrating with her own bulb by placing it upright in the hole. "  In the dark, it does not know in which direction the light lies. So it must trust us, Mairon." She began to scoop dirt back over it tenderly with gently sweeping motions of her long fingers. "If we have failed it, it will smother in the dark, and all its long toil, and ours, will be for naught. But if we have not failed it, then it will find the light waiting for it, and it shall blossom."
 A last sweep of her hands and the bulb vanished, put to rest until the Lamps' warmth and her powers brought its sprout forth. She indicated the next hole. "Now it's your turn."
 The very tip of Mairon's tongue emerged, clenched between his teeth, as he examined the bulb in his hands. His face still sporting an exquisite blush of embarrassment at his own uncharacteristic ineptitude, he came to a decision and began lowering the bulb towards the hole, the slow movement making it clear he was still not sure about his choice.
 Mentally, she rolled her eyes. It was the fifth task she had tried to give him that day and Mairon was still wrong.
"My lady?"
She looked up to find Aiwendil watching her with curious apprehension, his face still revealing his worry over her recent anger. She gave him a soft smile. "You're right, Aiwendil. The squirrel is all right, and why should we let that Maia ruin such a beautiful day? Let's go to the kitchens and see if Vorimanor can't serve a lovely tomato soup for supper tonight."
Aiwendil's bright smile flashed back on immediately. "And maybe you can take a look at the new swallow houses I've made for the Lindonal. I think I've finally gotten the proper combination of mud and clay but I wanted you to approve them before I put them up…"
Yavanna followed the cheerfully chattering Maia, listening to his plans for bird house designs as if there was no darkness in the entire world, let alone in these very Gardens, and she tried to keep her own thoughts just as light. She was not going to let the darkness of a defeated enemy destroy her life a second time.


 A/N: If you don't know and weren't able to guess it, Aiwendil is Radagast's original Maiarin name. In    The Unfinished Tales  , in the chapter concerning the Istari, we learn from Tolkien that Aiwendil/Radagast was a Maia of Yavanna, so I couldn't help but bring him into the story.


   
 
Chapter 11

Chapter 11
Lost in thought, Aulë sat upon his bed, gazing out the window at the sun making her descent towards the western border of Aman. A deep sigh swelled up inside his chest and he leaned his head back against the bed post, unable to dispel the dejection that had settled itself like a lump of iron in his chest. Outside, the blazing glory of Arien's last light across the Blessed Realm was a magnificent sight, when the Gardens and the white height of Taniquetil in the distance turned to fire, like countless emeralds and diamonds in the light of his forges. It was a sight he had often enjoyed; as often as he had mourned the loss of Illuin and Ormal, he had to admit that the glory of the Sun and the Moon surpassed anything that had come before them. Even the Two Trees had not shed their light over all of Arda with such a fair and benevolent fire.
Yet, there were some Darknesses in the world that not even the sun could pierce.
Aulë shifted his gaze away from the window view and stared downward at his weathered hands as that internal iron weight shifted uncomfortably, pressing painfully deep into both his mind and his  fëa . No matter how hard he tried to bend his thoughts elsewhere, his mind turned ever back to the reality in which he found himself helplessly bound. Every passing day was revealing to him ever more blatantly that he was failing.
Mairon was back, and yet, never before had his beloved child seemed so far away.
Ages had passed, long, sorrowful Ages, since his Fiery One had betrayed him and left to serve their Enemy, whose only delight seemed to be the destruction of all works created by his one-time compatriots. Aulë had not seen it coming; none of them had. That last day, Mairon had seemed as alive and passionate as ever he had been, seemingly delighted with his work, content with his lot, and as skilled in his role of master apprentice as the Smith could have ever desired. Aulë had seen nothing amiss in Mairon's eyes, no catch in his voice, no falter in his tasks. He had put his hand on his Nauron's shoulder, giving him a warm, pleased smile the way he always did and Mairon had smiled back confidently, assuring his lord that he would oversee the closing of the forges personally himself, and Aulë had gone to his chambers without the slightest worry. Never in his darkest nightmares had he even considered the possibility that Mairon might fall.
So it was that when he came to reopen the forges and could not find Mairon in any of the usual places, he had seen no cause for exorbitant worry. Doubtlessly, Mairon was seeing to some task that the rest of them had overlooked - he could always be counted upon to keep everything running smoothly - and would appear sooner or later to give Aulë a report on the store of gems that had been mined or to inform him that one of the flues needed cleaning out or to proudly produce a breath-taking choker set with emeralds that he'd been working on in secret diligence as a gift for Aulë to give Yavanna to celebrate the completion of her magnificent Garden, the Tuiletarwa. As such, Aulë had gone about his regular tasks, forging a great belt of gold for Tulkas, and the time had simply slipped away from him as it was wont to do when he immersed himself in his beloved work. It was only when Curumo had appeared beside him, informing him that still no one could find Mairon, that he had realized how far the hours had waned and that something perhaps was wrong.
But even so, betrayal had not crossed his mind, not yet. He knew of others who had been lost: those Maiar who had simply vanished and of whom nothing was heard tell from the darkness ever again, those whose names were no longer spoken by the Ainur who continued to do Eru's will in Eä. It was never known how Melkor had seduced them, whether he had somehow infiltrated the Valar's very strongholds and in person convinced their servants to follow him or whether the Maiar had been swayed from afar by the power and majesty that Melkor had seemed to wield in those early days. In the end, it mattered little. They were lost one way or the other. There had even been a few who would have been Aulë's own: fiery spirits who had been destined for Aulë's forges but who had been beguiled by Melkor's splendor during the Music and drawn into the Dark Vala's Discord, but they had vanished long before the days of Almaren and there had been little shock for any Ainu in their betrayal.
But Mairon, it did not seem possible that Mairon could have fallen, that he could have dishonored his oaths and thrown aside everything to follow the rebellious path of Melkor. True, it was clear from the beginning that Mairon enjoyed power, but Aulë had never been negligent in showering upon his prized apprentice all the status and power that his skill and loyalty had rightfully earned. Aulë had been genuinely proud of the young Maia, pleased at how quickly he learned the forge's skills, even if his fiery temper sometimes caused minor havoc here and there. The Spring was coming. In those first days of Almaren, Darkness seemed but a thing of the past, Melkor nothing but a lurking shadow on the very edge of thought. Betrayal had so far come only from those Maiar who had isolated themselves from the very beginning, whose Light had been tainted during the Music; a betrayal as intimate as Mairon's was something that Aulë dismissed as impossible. Only Melkor himself had betrayed them that deeply. But Mairon was not Melkor, could not ever be, with his bright eyes shining with Eru's Flame, his fascination with the world they were creating, his passionate love of watching everything fall into place under his will and his hand. And so Aulë had waited, fear only beginning to cast shadowy tendrils across his heart, but hopeful trust in his Maia still bright and strong.
They never did learn where the great fire started, but it swept down upon them from the north, a swift and relentless force that devoured everything in its path. The smoke of it had contained a thick, choking darkness, something that confused the minds and wills of those who breathed it in, draining the power from the Ainur who had rushed to fight it. Even Ulmo's waters had only caused it to hiss and pour forth spumes of its noxious smoke. Many Maiar had been consumed by it, either unable to outrun its leaping advance or overcome by the foul power of the darkness that it produced and sent before itself like carrion crows heralding the coming of an invading army.
Yavanna's new Garden had burned that day. The stench of it lingered long, but Yavanna's inconsolable sorrow lingered far longer, a scar across her  fëa that no balm could soothe. And yet, the destruction might have been greater still; the wildfire was only stopped when finally it reached the bulwarks of Aulë's dwelling, where the Smith's folk had torn down everything green, leaving nothing but bare rock and soil. From the rock, Aulë had raised a wall imbued with his power to ward off the fire and its sorcerous smoke, and the other Valar had leant their aid in fortifying the wall against the dark powers that drove the flames onward. There had been a great battle of wills once the fire reached the wall, for the flames had driven against the rock with terrible heat and force, proving beyond a doubt that the fire was of no ordinary making. But finally, its power had been sapped and it retreated and at last failed. Yet the cloud of smoke remained for a long while yet, blocking off the light of the Lamps and covering Almaren in a haze of despair.
The Valar had begun their work anew, and as always, new life blossomed from the ashes. The smoke had cleared and the stench had faded, and soon the fire seemed but a little setback in the coming of the Valar's Spring. Yavanna had regrown the Tuiletarwa, and soon Almaren was once again a haven of all Good in Arda.
And yet, deep, deep down, Aulë now knew.
Melkor was not Fire. He had used the fire of the Valaraukar who had betrayed the Valar in the earliest days, but Aulë knew that not even they could have been behind that terrible conflagration. There was no doubt that Melkor's power had driven it, and that stinking, choking blackness that had spewed forth from the flames doubtlessly had its source in the Dark Vala. But the fire itself, the way it had so efficiently and swiftly destroyed everything in its path, had been terribly familiar to Aulë. When he and the other Valar defended his wall and fought back the flames, he had sensed a will in the fire's attack that he knew, a fiery will that he had often taught how to control the forge's flames, that he had always sought to temper with reason and compassion. If the other Valar had not been there to lend their power to his wall, he knew he would have failed, his own will overcome with darkness and despair at the knowledge of whom the attacker was.
Somehow, he knew Melkor had not sent the fire against them merely to destroy their work. The fire had been a message, a boast, a threat, and, he dreaded, a test - a test of the power of his newest, and most powerful, servant. Darkness was no longer the only tool Melkor wielded; Wildfire now served the Lord of Darkness, and together, the two had proven a force far more terrible than anything the Valar had yet faced. United, the fourteen Valar could still overcome whatever Melkor and his fiery new lieutenant threw at them, but Melkor had proven that he could stab deeper into their midst than any of them had dared imagine.
And so the years had passed. Curumo had taken the place of Mairon as master apprentice, and when the Lamps were destroyed and Almaren abandoned, all the Valar had begun anew once again in Valinor. The Halls and Forges of Aulë and the Gardens of Yavanna in the Blessed Realm were glorious and great, and when the Elves had awoken and come to dwell with the Ainur, for a while peace and prosperity had seemed to rule the lives of the Valar. Aulë had found he had much to do to keep himself occupied, and the Noldor and their love of his work had in some small measure filled a part of a deep hole that had been left in his spirit.
Yet no Elf could completely fill that hole, not Mahtan for all his craft nor Fëanor in the height of his glory. A deep, abiding sorrow followed Aulë no matter where he went or what he did to try to block out the pain. A thousand times and more his mind had conjured up that last day with Mairon and the days preceding it, ever searching for some hint as to why his Fiery One had betrayed him. Sometimes, he tried to convince himself that Melkor's sorcery had somehow Bound Mairon's will and that his Maia had not been willing in his betrayal; more often, he ridiculed and blamed himself for anything and everything that he himself might possibly have done wrong to lose Mairon so, even though he knew deep down that there was nothing he could have done. But helplessness was the worst feeling of all, and so as bitter as they were, guilt and self-blame were Aulë's companions for year after year.
Still, Aulë had always had a strong will, and hope is hard to completely crush. Every rumor from Middle-earth, every whisper concerning the Darkness, reached Aulë's ears and he listened fervently, despite the pain that such tales always brought. He longed to hear news of his Nauron, even as he dreaded it. Even though no lost Maia had ever returned, the Smith still dared to hope against hope that one day Mairon would come home. He had prayed for it, begging Eru to have mercy on Mairon's treachery as the All-father had forgiven Aulë's own reckless transgression. That agonizing hope had lingered ever on the edge of his thought, and every passing day in which Mairon remained lost seemed tinged in grey, incomplete for him on some innate level.
From outside the protective walls of the Pelóri, rumors of the Darkness came here and there. The Elves brought with them news of a malevolent Power that hunted them in the darkness and stole away those that strayed too far from the others. In many of these tales, Aulë saw the direct hand of Melkor, but sometimes the Elves spoke of another, a Power who appeared in a form of beguiling beauty at times and at other times took on the likenesses of those they thought they knew and thus persuaded some to stray. In his eyes was a dark fire, they said, and his voice was fair and seductive, but he was as cruel as the one he served and those that fell into his hands met terrible fates. The Elves had their own name for this being, a terrible name for a terrible enemy, and at first, Aulë had refused to believe that this powerful servant of Melkor was truly who he knew him in his heart to be, despite the dark irony of how the Elves had chosen a name for his former Maia that was but one letter different from the name of endearment by which he himself had always called him.
The tales continued to come, faint and faded most often but no less dreadful, and Aulë wept in secret, locked in his chambers, every time he heard of some new horror wrought by this Sauron, the dark and powerful sorcerer who bent fire and wolves to his will, who was so trusted by Morgoth that he had been left in charge of the wars against the Elves for a time while Melkor himself saw to the corruption of the Secondborn, of which the Valar did not learn until too late. At times, the Smith pleaded with his fellow Powers to go to Middle-earth and strike at Melkor, fashioning his arguments out loud around the single goal of saving the Children. Yet, though he indeed desired the deliverance of the Quendi whom he had grown to love deeply, his true hope rested in the possibility that if Morgoth were defeated and his kingdom shattered, the Black Captain might return to his former masters, seeking restoration and forgiveness, gifts Aulë would not hesitate to grant. But the other Valar feared such an outright war against the Dark Vala and the ruin it might wreak on the physical world, now that the Children had awoken and inhabited the lands. Or so they said, though Aulë suspected that Manwë wished to believe all could be kept well if they and their people simply remained behind their walls, thus blocking out all knowledge of the wars and the subsequent guilt they might feel if they were to learn too many of the details concerning the terror of Morgoth's reign. And Aulë found he could not fully blame the High King for such reluctance; his own grief over the loss of Mairon allowed him to empathize with the pain his fellow Vala must have suffered over the two-fold treachery of his brother.
Yet in the end, it had finally happened. Eärendil's valiance and beseeching message had at last convinced Manwë to sanction the mustering of the Host of the West and the War of Wrath. Many of the Valar themselves had gone - Oromë, Tulkas, Ulmo, and even Yavanna - but Aulë could not bring himself to accompany them. He was no warrior by the standards of any, and he knew that the dread of facing Sauron as an foe would overwhelm any attempts he made at the art of war. And so he remained in his halls, waiting for news, hoping, ever hoping that a message would arrive detailing Sauron's surrender, but dreading, ever dreading that a message should come instead bearing the news of Sauron's destruction, for it had been determined beforehand in the Máhanaxar that any enemy Maiar who opposed the Valar and whose bodies were destroyed in the struggle would be doomed to the Void. Only Melkor was to be captured alive at any cost. But any Maiar who surrendered were to be given a fair trial.
Perhaps no news was a worse fate than ill news however, for no news was all Aulë received day after day, and that sliver of hope, that Sauron  might yet be saved, tormented the Vala of Earth like no other torment he yet had faced. It chiseled away at his stomach until he could no longer stand the sight of food and ground away at his thoughts until his nights were spent in sleepless doubt and worry. One by one, the Valar returned until only Oromë remained in Middle-earth to hunt down all of Morgoth's fell beasts that the Vala's hounds could find. Eönwë remained as well with the last regiment of the Host, camped by the sea as the Herald did his best to help the Men, Dwarves, and Moriquendi affected by the war and to make sure that no last skirmishes flared up. As day by day passed and less and less news came, Aulë's hope diminished and he began to fear that it was in vain that he had sent the hammer.
That hammer had been a last minute thought. From Almaren, Aulë had brought only two of Mairon's former possessions: a plain gold circlet - the first object Mairon had ever crafted in Eä - and Mairon's hammer. The latter was in poor shape, for it had gone unused and unpolished since the days when Mairon himself had wielded it. Though Aulë could not bear the thought of using it himself, he never could bring himself to throw it away or destroy it either.
It had been the same day the Host of the West set sail for Beleriand and the War of Wrath, a greater army than had ever been gathered in the history of Arda: Valar, Maiar, Noldor, Vanyar, and Teleri all together, with  Vingelot and the Silmaril shining from Eärendil's brow gliding above the tide. But Aulë could not go to see them off as the other Valar who were choosing to stay were doing - Nienna, Irmo, Estë, those whose skills would be required for those who returned. He could not look upon his fellow Powers and imagine what might come to pass: Eönwë's swift and bright sword piercing through Mairon's body, bringing forth a rush of blood as red as fire; a doomed arrow from Oromë's powerful bow felling the Black Captain whose once-flaming eyes would so quickly dim; or Námo's powers crushing the vibrant mind and will of which Aulë had once been so proud. He could not look upon his friends and fellow lords and ladies and wonder which of them might commit that act which, however just it might be, he knew in his heart he would never be able to forgive.
It was not often that he opened that small chest in the corner of his chambers; he brought out the hammer and ran his fingers over the dented surface only during those times when the strongest bouts of grief, despair, and pain took hold of him. In those times, the pain of seeing and touching his fallen child's abandoned possession was overcome by the yearning hope that Mairon would live to hold that hammer again. The hammer bore memories of a fond and fierce love, a father's love for an eldest child full of potential. It was a good hammer - he knew for he himself had made it personally for Mairon - a hammer fit for the head apprentice of the Smith, a symbol of Mairon's exalted place among the Maiar of Aulë.
That day, the day of the mustering of the Host, the Smith had opened that chest, cradling the tool as if it were Hope itself, trying to block out the horrible images of all the ways in which Mairon might meet his end once the war began, and trying instead to imagine the joy he would feel if - no,  when - news came to him that Sauron had surrendered and was coming home, back to his proper place at Aulë's side.
The idea had sparked suddenly, spontaneously. Mightn't the sight of the hammer arouse in Mairon the same hope and memories of a better time long ago if he were to see it? When Aulë gazed upon the hammer, it was not the tales of Sauron the Black Captain that flooded his mind but thoughts of Nauron the fiery apprentice. When the war was waged and Sauron left with the decision of whether to surrender or fight, perhaps this hammer might send a more powerful message to the Maia than all other words he or any Vala might contrive to convince Mairon to return. Perhaps the hammer was enough to remind a dark lord of what he once had been.
Return would surely not be an easy choice for the fallen Black Captain, but a tangible symbol of Aulë's steadfast devotion and desire for reconciliation, a chance to return to what they both once had, might make all the difference. Mairon had always been clever - he would understand the import of that wordless message.
He had lost no time. Within minutes, the sea wind laced his tangled hair with salt and he saw the great fleet below him in the Bay of Eldamar like a bevy of swans dancing upon the high tide of noon. The army commanders had gathered upon Túna beside the crystal stairs leading up to the great gates of Tirion: the three elven kings, Ingwë, Olwë, and Finarfin, along with Eärendil, Eönwë and the other Maiarin generals, and the Valar themselves. Aulë found his eyes drawn outward, however, over the vast expanse of Belegaer. Somewhere across that dark sea lay Beleriand and Middle-earth, the realms he had never seen but which Mairon had called home for these last hundreds of years.
It was Manwë he had chosen to draw aside, feeling that the High King would better understand the importance of his message than any of the other Valar. "Please, if -  when - Mairon comes, please make sure he sees this," Aulë asked wretchedly, his voice already hitching, pressing the hammer into Manwë's hand. "I… I want to make sure he knows he can come back, that it's a choice. That there's still something here for him. I can't stand the thought of him destroying himself because he thinks he doesn't have any other option. I want him to know-" But here his throat closed off and tears filled his eyes until the brilliance of the Host turned into a silver wash, like a glorious painting over which the sea has risen.
He had felt Manwë's gentle hand on his shoulder, giving him a light squeeze. "I will use my best judgment," the Vala of the Sky replied. "If Sauron comes, I vow to you, Smith, I will do everything in my power to see that this hammer reaches him."
The tears in Aulë's eyes had cleared enough to see the deep sincerity in Manwë's face, along with that familiar sadness on the High King's visage that Aulë knew all too well. Yet it was Manwë's vow that spoke the strongest; few in Arda, let alone the Valar, dared to swear any oath on a whim after witnessing the ruin of the House of Fëanor. He had clasped Manwë's hand tightly, and then the High King was gone, and Aulë began his long wait.
Many months later, when all fourteen of the Powers took their seats in the Máhanaxar and the High King and the Doomsman stood and pronounced Doom upon the defeated, broken figure in the center of the Ring wearing the twisted iron collar that had once been his crown, Aulë had seen the tears in Manwë's eyes and the anguish on his face as he turned his back upon his brother. And as Melkor screamed for mercy whilst Tulkas and Oromë hauled him towards the Doors of Night, Manwë's long sorrow was made absolute, with no hope left to temper the pain. As the High King seemed to shrink and bend under the immense weight that was his to bear the remainder of his existence in Eä, Aulë had known it was not right to ask him for news of the hammer or Mairon, not now. He trusted that Manwë had honored his vow and that wherever the hammer was, it was where it needed to be.
News came, sometimes by eagle, sometimes by creatures of the sea, sometimes by the Elves whose returning ships steadily arrived at the harbor nestled in the Calacirya. Celebrations filled the Blessed Realm with elven music and laughing voices, as the Eldar and the Maiar together rejoiced in the defeat of the greatest Enemy of Arda and the new Age that had dawned so brightly over them. Others did not rejoice; Finarfin's visage was sad and weary when he debarked, and Aulë learned that the Noldorin king's daughter, his only surviving child, had refused to come home and accept the pardon that the Valar had offered to any of the Exiles who had aided them in the War. Manwë remained distant and quiet, grieving inwardly over the fate of Melkor, and many Eldar sang laments for loved ones lost during the many battles. Little was seen of Námo, as he and his Maiar kept busy tending to the thousands of new  fëar who had so recently been committed into Mandos. And Aulë himself watched and waited, glad for the Elves who were able to enjoy the coming of the Second Age but unable yet to truly rejoice himself.
But then, it had finally happened.
Drawn from these contemplations of past events, Aulë rose from his bed, shifting his gaze from the beautiful sunset to the oaken drawers in the corner of his chambers. He opened one of the top drawers and drew out the official-looking letter with the broken wax seal of Manwë's eagle. Sitting back down heavily with a grunt, the Smith carefully unfolded the message, his hands quivering slightly, and stared at Eönwë's elegant Tengwar cursive. The letter was addressed to Manwë and much of it was the commonplace information about refugees, supplies, and minor business that had dominated most of the Herald's previous correspondences. But there at the end were the sentences that Aulë had been waiting so long to read.
"It also concerns you to know that yesterday morning Morgoth's former Black Captain, he the Elves call Sauron, arrived at my tent. He came in peace and surrendered himself to me, seeking pardon and mercy. I informed him that it was not in my authority to grant him what he sought and I directed him to sail West and immediately seek the judgment of yourself and my other lords and ladies. As you directed, my lord, I provided him necessities, and I also left with him the hammer as you commanded. He remained the night with us, and in the morning, I personally saw him provided a place on the swan ship  Eärlissë  under the authority of Fiondis and Cánaquar. You may expect his arrival in Valinor within two weeks."
There was no more. It had irked Aulë that Eönwë had provided no clue as to what state Sauron might be in, physically or mentally. He realized it was the duty of the Herald to be official and concise in these reports, but over the two weeks that had followed the letter's arrival, he found himself poring over it until he had memorized every word, desperately seeking any hint about the undercurrents that had doubtlessly existed in Eönwë's encounter with the Black Captain. Had Sauron been frightened? Had it taken much to convince him to return to Valinor or had he gone easily? What had been his reaction upon receiving the hammer? How had he spoken of the Valar? Had Sauron mentioned Aulë himself? Yet the letter contained none of the answers Aulë sought and he had realized he would simply have to wait until Sauron arrived, though he found that was easier said than done.
Hardly an hour after receiving the letter, he had sent messengers to the harbor, informing the Harbormaster, a Maia of Ulmo named Falletinwë, that he wished to be notified immediately once the  Eärlissë was sighted. Despite knowledge that Eönwë's two-week estimate was dependable, he still found himself lingering near the windows of his chambers, reluctant to go down to the forges, even though he knew distracting his mind with his craft would ease his anxiety.
Yavanna told him as much, but bitter warnings were also thick in his wife's speech. "Do not forget that it is Sauron who is coming, not your Nauron," she had said to him. "He's the Black Captain of Morgoth, not the apprentice smith of Aulë. Do not barricade your mind overmuch with sentimental memories that blind you to reality; this is the Maia who betrayed all of us, who deliberately broke your heart and his oaths, the one who maliciously set fire to my Gardens and would have destroyed all of Almaren had we not stopped him, the one about whom we have heard tales of horror from the Children for years. Have you forgotten everything you've heard? You're not waiting for news of a lost puppy; you're sitting like a statue, refusing to eat and sleep, sighing like some love-sick elven maiden over an individual who apparently decided that the best use for the Children was feeding them to his horrific master's equally horrific monsters. What do you think he's going to do, Aulë? Rush into your arms, sob, and tell you he's so very sorry for everything he's done? You're making a loon of yourself."
Aulë had quickly ceased any attempts at arguing with Yavanna. Ever since Manwë had sent them Eönwë's letter with the news of Sauron's coming, the Valië of Flora had become as belligerent as a bear safeguarding her cubs. The slightest reference to the Maia, even a furtive glance out the window with the hope of seeing an elven messenger from Falletinwë approaching, seemed enough to stir up her impressive store of wrath. Inside, he knew her ire was not altogether unjustified, for her domain had suffered far more from Melkor and his servants than his own had, yet he could not help but feel hurt by her lack of any outward compassion towards the Maia who once had been like their own child, especially during this time of eager anticipation on his part. He had hoped, in light of their recent victory and the fact that her new Gardens in Valinor were beautiful and unstained, that she might forgive or at least overlook Sauron's past evils and rejoice with her husband in the knowledge that Mairon had been saved, beyond hope and reason. That was what mattered, wasn't it?
"Sauron or Mairon, what is really the difference?" he had tried to reason with her on the first occasion she revealed her angry anxiety. "Is he not both? Just because he was lost to the darkness, does that mean we must now blot out all memory of when he served the light? Besides, he may no longer by the apprentice smith of Aulë, but he's not the Black Captain of Morgoth anymore either. This is a new start for all of us. This is our chance to imprint our names back on his heart and to blot out Melkor's. This is our chance to show him the future is not set in stone and he can return to the light just as he once left it."
Yavanna had given him a hard look. "I love you, Aulë, and I do not wish to see him hurt you any more than he already has. Take my warnings or leave them. But I warn you, Husband, whoever -  whatever - arrives in that ship, it won't be your Nauron."
On the tenth day, the Valar had held council in the Máhanaxar. To his dismay, there Aulë learned that Yavanna was not alone in her mistrust and apprehension of their would-be guest. It quickly became evident that the fourteen Powers fell into two distinct camps of roughly equal sizes: those that wished to take no chances and considered it best to punish Sauron swiftly and justly to make sure Evil was as thoroughly eradicated from Eä as possible this time around, and those who wished to extend compassion and mercy to one who was now but a former foe, who had surrendered and now sought reconciliation with his erstwhile masters. The arguments had flown back and forth, growing rather heated at times, as the two parties haggled the exact terms that would be extended to Sauron, balancing justice, mercy, and the safety of Valinor on the delicate scales of their stipulations.
At last, the order of business for the upcoming trial was officially written down in Námo's book and there was nothing more to do until Sauron himself arrived. The Maia would not be assigned a hall until the trial itself, for none of the Valar had yet to see him and it was determined that it would be best to take stock of his condition before deciding where he should be placed. Likewise, it was agreed upon that Sauron be given a physical task, one that would lend some practical aid and simultaneously deter him from causing trouble, but the task itself could not be assigned until they knew where in Valinor he would be staying. Aulë had understand the practicality of the stipulations, given history, even as it grieved him that the other Valar considered them necessary. Yet his hope remained that if and when Sauron proved these stipulations needless, then the doubts of Yavanna, Oromë, Tulkas, Ulmo, and the other Valar who opposed his own lenient views would be overturned. And surely they would be proved needless. Sauron was coming back of his own free will, was he not? And if that were so, then surely it was Mairon, not truly Sauron, who would arrive in just a few days' time. And if Mairon was coming home, then what could possibly go wrong?
The sun was just rising above the Pelóri on the fourteenth day when Aulë had glanced out his window and seen the elven horseman pounding down the road towards the front gate of his halls. There was only one message he could be bearing. The Elf had pulled up his horse sharply, surprised when Aulë dashed out the front gate to meet him, still tugging on his outer jacket, his hair and beard as tangled as a briar patch, his clothes crumpled, and his eyes ablaze with a fiery passion. "What news? Where is the ship?" the Smith had demanded instantly, taking hold of the horse's reins.
"She was sighted this morning, my lord," the Elf replied respectfully. "The Harbormaster expects her to dock even as we speak. Upon landing, Sauron is to be taken to one of the guest houses on the far side of Valmar. He told me to tell you-"
But whatever additional information Falletinwë had wished to deliver, it was lost upon the Smith, who, the moment he heard the bare minimum of information he needed, had clothed himself in the form of golden eagle and taken flight to the south towards the shining city of the Valar.
He could not stem the rush of thoughts that flooded through his mind even as the wind rushed powerfully past beneath his wings. He had imagined his reunion with Nauron a thousand times, and now the thought that he was actually on his way, after so long, to fulfill that Age-long dream made him dizzy. What should he say first to Nauron? Or should he forgo words - how could words express what was in his heart anyway - and simply embrace his lost Maia? Sauron needed to know that he was safe and that the Valar weren't going to condemn him for what he had done. But maybe he should welcome him first, seeing as Sauron had never been to Valinor. Should he tell him immediately that he had forgiven him for his betrayal, or should that wait until later? Or would that help in putting him at ease? Maybe he should avoid mentioning the whole business with Morgoth for now - Sauron might take it as an accusation - and just stick with how delighted he was to see him and how glad he was that he had made it here safely. But his Nauron had always been direct; maybe purposefully avoiding the touchy matters would make the Maia more uncomfortable instead of the other way around.
Once at Valmar, he had found Fiondis and Cánaquar, Oromë's dark-haired huntress and Tulkas's red-haired warrior, the two Maiar who had accompanied Sauron on the  Eärlissë, both of whom were enjoying glasses of foaming Vanyarin ale at the gate tavern and answering questions about Middle-earth, the War, and the voyage from a gathered crowd of Elves and Maiar. When Aulë asked about Sauron, a distinct scowl settled over Cánaquar's face and Fiondis's answer was respectful but reserved. "We left him little more than half an hour ago," she replied. "Of course, it is your decision, my lord, but I would give him some time to himself. He was left with food and water for bathing, and he made it clear that he wished to be left to himself for a while. We posted two guards outside the house with instructions that he is not to leave. I hope we have done as you desired."
Like fire in his veins, a powerful urge to immediately seek out Sauron had swept nigh irresistibly through Aulë, but he somehow managed to quell it. A voyage of two weeks across the Sundering Seas was no brief jaunt, especially for one unused to sea travel. Aulë would receive but one chance at this reunion; it was probably best to allow Sauron the opportunity to satisfy his basic needs without barging in on him. Even Mairon had had the propensity towards a foul temper of epic proportions when he was stressed, tired, and hungry.
So the Smith remained in the tavern, ordered a large mug of dark ale himself, and spent the next several hours questioning the two Maiar. To his disappointment, they had little information- they had neither witnessed the meeting between Eönwë and Sauron nor spoken much to the fallen Maia during the voyage. Sauron had evidently made no attempts at initiating conversation either, a fact that did not exactly shock Aulë. Even before, Mairon had never relished the art of socializing. After spending the last several Ages severed from any healthy relationships, surrounded by werewolves and orcs and Eru knew what, it was not truly astonishing that he would remain aloof in the company of two Maiar whom he had never known well. Although Aulë was mildly irritated at Fiondis and Cánaquar's own negligence in reassuring Sauron and making him feel welcomed, he let his annoyance go. After all, they had not known exactly what awaited Sauron in Valinor so any reassurances could only have been half-hearted at best. Neither had they known him any more than he knew them. And what was one to expect from a Maia of Oromë and a Maia of Tulkas anyway?
At last, Fiondis and Cánaquar had taken their leave and he was left alone with the dregs of his ale. When he glanced out the window, he saw that more hours had passed during his interrogation than he had assumed. Yet now that it finally came to it, he found himself lingering over the last few sips of his drink, suddenly reluctant to make the short journey over to the guest house. It was silly, he knew. After all, hadn't he waited Ages literally for this very day and hour?
Yet, a queer anxiety had stolen over him as he questioned the Maiar. It was no more than a flickering sensation, yet ever and anon, the unsettling feeling trembled through him that the two Maiar were not giving him a full account of events. Occasionally, they would avoid his eyes for a moment, exchange the briefest of glances with one another, or shift just slightly in a way that spoke of some discomfort. Once, he had inquired if Sauron had yet to speak of him or if the Maia had expressed any eagerness to return to the forges, and that clandestine glance had flashed between the huntress and the warrior before Cánaquar replied that he was not aware of Sauron having addressed these matters, a statement seconded by a nod from Fiondis. At another point, he had mentioned his regret at not having been at the docks to greet Sauron personally and his hope that others had taken the initiative to welcome him. At this, both Maiar had dropped their gazes fractionally from his and Fiondis had shifted in her place. Cánaquar cleared his throat then answered in his brusque manner that everything had been handled adequately. It was possible that the two were simply uncomfortable discussing a fallen brother, Aulë realized, yet he could not shake off the feeling that there had been deeper elements to the conversation that he was missing.
Finally, he had risen, paid for his drink, and plodded his way up the hill towards the guest house that Fiondis had indicated. It was obvious when he reached the right place, for the two Vanyarin guards outside the door stood to attention and bowed as he approached. He tried to smile at them, but the expression faltered when he noticed one of the guards unbarring the front door. "Let us know immediately if you need anything, my lord," the guard told him before rapping loudly on the door. Aulë nodded, wondering what sort of help the Elf thought he might need.
He stepped inside, his heart thudding so loudly that it felt like someone was forging a sword inside his skull. Nervously drawing his fingers through his beard, his boots feeling heavy and awkward in the silence, he slowly made his way into the main room. And froze.
Broken crockery, shattered glass, and splintered chairs lay strewn over the floor. Something cold and unpleasant jabbed itself into his pounding heart, freezing his throat, causing his tongue to grow heavy. They would not have left Sauron in a derelict house, not if they had taken the time to provide him bath water and fresh food (not that the mere passage of time could have ever caused this ruin anyhow). No, it was in the last few hours that this had happened, and in those hours, the house had had but one occupant.
He lifted his eyes and saw the half-closed door across the room from him. He could feel the faint pulse of power from a fellow Ainu issuing from the chamber, and for a moment, his nerve almost deserted him. Yet, he already blamed himself for many things and he could not add simply turning and leaving at this critical moment to that bitter list. So instead, he clenched his jaw, hardening his resolve in time with the physical gesture, and stepped forward, avoiding the shards of glass and earthenware.
The door swung open at a light touch, and for the first time since the beginning of the Spring of Arda, Aulë the Smith found himself looking upon the Maia who had once been his beloved apprentice.
At the sight of the figure sitting on the bed, words failed the Smith and it took all his restraint not to toss decorum to the wind and pull Mairon into his arms, embracing him as he had longed to do ever since the day he had left. Aulë had not been sure how Sauron would appear, but the  fána his former apprentice currently wore was not so different from his old  fána as Aulë had feared it might be. The Maia was certainly recognizable, not some dark, fearsome monster as some of the elven tales had described him. For a moment, the past thousands of years dissipated like cobwebs in fire and, as if it were yesterday, Aulë saw the same Maia who had smiled at him and assured him that the forges would be seen to, that last day in Almaren.
Then Sauron met his eyes.
It was all he could do not to stagger backwards in dismay and shock as those blazing eyes met his. Mairon's eyes had always been bright, but the unholy fire that raged in them now was so full of malice, destructive hate, and terrible fear that it shook Aulë's will. They were still Mairon's eyes, intelligent and fiery, but the intelligence was tempered now with dark cunning and calculating suspicion while the fire had become something that destroyed rather than that which formed beautiful works of art. He was still handsome as he always had been, but his fair face was marred by a harsh cruelty and unspeakable pain that seemed to have melded itself into his very flesh. His expression as he watched Aulë was one of cold wariness, and Aulë sensed an animal mistrust in him, like a cornered wolf that had taken humanoid form, betrayed only by the feral eyes which revealed the savage  fëa  within.
He had known deep down that Mairon would not be the same - how could anyone be the same after living under the Darkness of Morgoth for so long? - but even so, he had not been able to quite imagine Mairon,  his Nauron, reduced to this appalling state. The malevolence that radiated off the Maia was so strong it was almost a tangible force, a black mist that hung between them. Aulë felt the hairs at his nape standing on end as goosebumps prickled across his arms. An instinctive horror pushed its way up his throat, a sickening nausea akin to what one might feel at the sight of the mangled corpse of a loved one, a deep, deep  abhorrence, and for the first time, Aulë had fully understood the name by which the Elves called his Maia. This being, this  creature Melkor had left behind, was evil.
Yet it was neither fear nor hate that Aulë felt as this realization dawned upon him. Instead, inconsolable pity welled up from the depth of his aching  fëa, along with a helpless rage directed at the one who had created this monster. Despite the terrible things the Black Captain of Morgoth had done to the Children, despite all the wrongs Sauron had committed against Aulë himself, despite the bitter grief and horror he still felt at the moment, Aulë found that he nevertheless loved the frightened, broken person who was staring at him with the wary apprehension of a condemned prisoner. He could see Sauron sizing him up, hatred, scorn, and fear flickering through his eyes at a bewildering rate, and with a sudden chill, he realized Melkor's lieutenant was trying to determine whether the Vala had come to hurt him. The realization rent a raw gash across Aulë's heart.
That raw, aching heart went out to his child and at the same time, his tongue found the ability to speak again, a single word, the only word that summed up everything he was feeling.
" Nauron ."
Mairon had changed, but he was still Nauron, under all those layers of Morgoth's lies and filth. He had to be. Yavanna was wrong. Oromë and Tulkas and Ulmo were wrong.  They had to be. Aulë knew that nothing this Maia could do would ever completely mar the glory of the fiery spirit who had once served him so well and brought such wonder into the world once upon a time. More than anything, he wanted Mairon back, safe, never again to harm anyone else, never again to be harmed. He knew he would love his Nauron, no matter what name the Elves called him, until the end of all things. Now his only task was to make sure Sauron still knew that.
That afternoon was now six days past. Aulë withdrew again from his contemplations, shaking his head to clear his thoughts. He was still staring down blankly at Eönwë's letter, his eyes glazed over and no longer truly seeing the words written there, those words that had brought him more hope and joy than he had thought to ever feel again but a mere three weeks ago.  How quickly everything can change, he thought with abnormal bitterness. Refocusing his eyes, he drew a hand down his face as through to rub away the dark thoughts, then he refolded the note and returned it to the drawer, before slumping once again onto his bed. A glance out the window told him the sun had nearly reached her harbor on the western end of the world. Soon the darkness of night would follow, creeping across all the lands.
It had seemed so easy that day in Valmar: to simply do as he had always done. He was no deceiver on any account; he had been told on numerous occasions that his face was as legible as an open book. He loved Nauron, even if he had returned in the guise of Sauron, and surely that truth was not something the ever-perceptive Maia could miss. Care, respect, love, forgiveness, safety - were those not the tools of healing? It was what he would have surely wanted for himself had he been in Sauron's place. And for six days, he had done everything he possibly could to give Sauron just that. Yet to no avail.
Sauron's emotional meltdown at the guest house in Valmar had grieved Aulë, but it failed to shake his will too deeply. Fiondis and Cánaquar had told him that the Maia had neither eaten nor slept well during the voyage, and Aulë knew that Sauron was no lover of the sea - few Maiar of Aulë were. Moreover, Sauron had not yet known what the future held for him and as such his fear had been grievously clear, magnified dangerously by that feral quality he had acquired. Sauron had lashed out verbally the way a viper would strike when cornered and injured. Additionally, Sauron's hot outburst of pure spleen had reminded Aulë strikingly of Mairon's fiery temper, which had actually given him some small hope in itself that Sauron had not changed as much as the Smith had begun to fear he had.
But now, ever since the showdown with Yavanna, something had changed in Sauron. Aulë could see it in his eyes every time he looked at him. It was as if the fire of Sauron's eyes was obscured with a black, choking mist, akin to that dreadful smoke that had billowed forth from Sauron and Melkor's fire in the days of Almaren. This darkness was of Melkor's making too, he feared, and he had yet to discover any method of combating it. Unlike that afternoon in the guest house, when Sauron's eyes had roiled with uncontrolled emotions, now gazing into his eyes was like staring at a sheer obsidian wall. As yet, the strongest emotion he'd managed to lure from the Maia was vague condescension. Otherwise, he might have been trying to interact with a statue, those cold, emotionless eyes revealing nothing of what lay behind them.
It was this that terrified Aulë more than anything else Sauron had yet to say or do. Had he believed that Sauron was merely exhausted from his trip or overwhelmed by his changed life, Aulë would not have worried overly about this new development. But Sauron's breakdown at the guest house, coupled with his explosive rant against Yavanna and the Valar at supper the following evening, had proven that Sauron was feeling anything but docile and spent. Aulë would in fact have felt more comfortable with a raging Sauron on his hands - that would have felt somehow  natural . Rage, in its own way, would have drawn Sauron closer, giving Aulë a clear pathway into his Maia's heart and mind.
But instead, Aulë had watched these past five days in a panic as Sauron slipped further and further away. Such indifference, such cold reserve, was unnatural for such a fiery spirit, and Aulë sensed the iron of Melkor's will in Sauron's chilling detachment. Who knew what forms of rot Melkor had left to decay in Sauron's fëa, but whatever vileness existed was now festering inside him, slowly poisoning him in his dark and damp interior, now that he'd blocked off his sole outlet to the light. Aulë had tried every method that came to mind in a series of vain attempts to coax Sauron into opening up to him, but every plea, every argument, every promise was met with that same exact icy disinterest edged with the faintest scorn. Every time he spoke to Sauron, Aulë was seized with the nightmarish sensation that he was watching Sauron drowning, yet he himself was trapped behind a glass wall, pounding frantically upon the cursed glass but unable to reach out and pull his child to safety. Every excruciating moment that passed, he became more acutely aware that Sauron was still beyond his aid, and (he feared) falling further away.
Having Sauron at his fingertips but being unable to help him was in its own way far, far worse than when Sauron had been leagues away, separated from him by the entire Sundering Sea and all the darkness of Melkor.
Aulë kicked his bed post helplessly. The dull throbbing that immediately ensued in his toes alleviated some of the aching pain in his heart. He had never thought he could hurt more than he had the day of Mairon's betrayal or in the long, terrible years that followed it. But witnessing the transformation of his Fiery One in person, realizing daily how much he had changed from the eager-eyed spirit who had been his apprentice, was far more bitter than simply hearing tales of it. Trying to reach out and love a person who needed it so desperately and receiving only that black wall and icy reserve in return was much more agonizing than simply wondering what was happening to Sauron in a distant land.
This was to have been his redemption, as much as Sauron's. This was to have been his chance to show the other Valar, to show Eru, to show himself, that he was not a failure for having lost Mairon. This was to have been his proof that Mairon had never truly hated him, but that misunderstandings and the beguilement of Melkor had for a time simply separated them. This was to have been his opportunity to prove that in the end, Morgoth could not defeat them, could not defeat  him, could not steal his Maia from him, could not rip out Mairon's hope and love and goodness, could not… could not…
Aulë brushed angrily at his eyes as his vision flickered with tears. With a touch of bitter humor, he considered that he'd probably shed more tears over Sauron than Manwë's clouds had shed over the earth. But tears did not move Sauron. Nothing moved Sauron.
Forcing his thoughts away from this whole shipwreck of a business, he stood and grabbed his jacket from where it lay crumpled over the back of a chair. Tugging it on, he swung up a satchel that clinked as he lifted it, and then he gave the window a final glance. Only a scarlet glow now illuminated the western horizon, and he decided it was time to go.
The halls were quiet and peacefully dark as he made his way to the north atrium. Here and there, Eldar and some of his Maiar greeted him with respect and good cheer. As he passed the Great Hall, he heard singing and the plucked notes of a harp as Mindocar Tánolind, the resident Noldorin minstrel, entertained a large group of the Smith's folk with music and tales, a favorite evening pastime for many of the hall's denizens. In another corridor with tall arched windows that opened into one of Yavanna's enclosed gardens, he passed two elven lovers, the man's head in the woman's lap as she gently stroked his hair and sang him a pretty song of the stars.
Once in the main courtyard, he changed to the form of a great stag with branching antlers and a soot-grey coat. It was a solid, dependable, swift  fána, one he often took when traveling. His beloved earth seemed closer and more intimate under his hooves as he took off at a graceful gallop. He widened his nostrils to breathe in the cool, wholesome air of Valinor, then he simply ran, letting the motion's rhythm soothe him for a time.
The lights of Valmar glimmered beneath him like stars mirrored in a lake as he began the ascent of Taniquetil. His powerful stag's limbs rendered the climb effortless, as his hooves found every minute purchase in the white rock. Even so, by the time he mounted the topmost peak, his breathing was emerging bellow-like from his barrel lungs, and he gratefully reclad himself in his habitual  fána, as he gazed upward at the shining palace of the High King and Queen.
Eönwë let him in at the front gate and ushered him into the crystal atrium where the clear roof admitted the fine sheen of the moon and stars that were now in full blossom above. Glancing upwards, Aulë saw the pristine light of Eärendil's Silmaril, though the star itself was beyond his view, hidden by the highest marble tower of Ilmaren. With a sigh, he thought of his wife's beautiful Telperion.  But everything can be marred, his thoughts mocked him.  And who can say whether it will ever then be unmarred?
He followed the Herald through the atrium and up a spiraling flight of stairs made from a crystalline substance so thin that it seemed the lacework steps would crack under his weight. Their feet made no sound upon them. At the top of the stairs, Eönwë bowed and indicated a room to their right. "My lord and lady await you," he said.
The inner chamber of the tower still possessed that ethereal feel, which always slightly unnerved the Vala of Earth, but the room was fashioned of white marble instead of the glass and crystal of the atrium and the stairs. As in many rooms of Manwë and Varda's palace, the roof was glass, allowing in the moon and starlight, and large windows dominated the walls for the same purpose. However, there was also the familiar and comfortingly earthy warm glow of a fire from the hearth across the room, and the deep blue rug spread across the floor was like moss under his boots.
Námo's black eyes met his first from across the room where the Doomsman was leaning beside the hearth, his arms folded. Nienna sat on the far side of the hearth from her brother, balancing delicately on the upraised edge of the marble foundation. The last of the three Fëanturi siblings rested on a lavish settee of the same azure as the rug and stitched with golden thread in a swirling pattern that reminded Aulë of the movement of the wind. Finally, on another couch across from Irmo, Manwë and Varda reclined together, their arms linked and the Star Queen's white hair shimmering about them both like a waterfall in the full moon.
"Greetings, Smith," Námo said solemnly.
Aulë took a seat beside Irmo as all five gazes of his fellow Powers turned upon him. He returned Námo's welcome with as much vigor as he could muster.
"Miruvor?" Manwë asked, holding out a golden goblet to Aulë. "You look as if you could use it."
Aulë took the cup and sipped at the sweet drink. The refreshing warmth and comfort of the elven liquor slowly seeped through both his limbs and spirit, easing the ache in both.
The other Valar remained silent, allowing him to take a few more sips, but he could sense the expectancy and tension throughout the room. Nienna turned her gaze back to the fire, winding the single lock of black amidst her silver hair about her finger, then allowing it to unwind before repeating the process. The Smith set his cup on a low glass table between the two facing couches and sat back, fretfully rubbing his rough hands over his leather-clad knees.
Finally, Manwë broke the uncomfortable silence. "How goes it with your charge, Aulë? Why have you asked to see us here?"
Aulë had promised himself he would not break down and shed tears, but he found himself already fighting to keep back the choking sensation in his throat and the pressure building behind his eyes. Over the next hour, he haltingly explained to his fellow Valar everything that had been rushing through his thoughts like a swollen spring river these past five days. He told them of his conversation with Sauron that first morning after the trial and of Sauron's mistrust of their intentions. He told them of the violent argument between Yavanna and Sauron, as well as some of his own words with Yavanna that followed. He told them of the darkness in Sauron's eyes and of the disturbing coldness in Sauron's manner. He poured out his fears before them, his horror at the thought of losing his Maia a second time, his despair at seeing Sauron so close yet so far beyond his reach.
"It isn't right," he said brokenly. "I can  feel him there, I can feel my Mairon in there, but nothing's going the way I imagined it. I knew he would need care, I knew he'd be angry and hurt and confused, but I never thought he'd just block me out the way he's doing. There's poison inside him, I know there is, and he's not doing anyone a favor by simply keeping it locked up, least of all himself. I don't understand what reason he has to barricade himself off from the world. I don't know if he's afraid he'll be punished for speaking what he feels, or if Melkor meddled with him somehow, tampered with his  fëa so he wouldn't be able to talk to us about what he's been through. That darkness, that coldness - I know that's not of him; he was never that way before. I'm- I'm afraid there's some part of Melkor still left inside him, eating him away. We have to get it out of him. But I don't know how to do that if he refuses to interact with anyone around him. I'm afraid- I'm afraid… I fear…"
He hesitated, swallowing with difficulty. "I… fear he's doing to himself what we did to Melkor all those Ages ago. But Sauron's locking  himself up. Yet I fear the result will be the same as with Melkor. As long as he cuts himself off from the world, all he's left with is his own hate and fear and evil. He's going to hurt himself by following this path more than he might on any other path he could choose."
He'd been staring down at his hands, but now he looked up, passing his eyes from gaze to gaze. "If this continues, we'll -  I'll - lose him. The way he's refusing to eat with anyone else, the way he spends his days off alone, the way he won't talk to anyone: he's isolating himself. He's destroying what's left of Mairon, bit by bit - that's what I fear, at least." He searched the eyes of the other Valar desperately. "Why would he be doing this? What should I do?"
The other Valar were silent for several minutes, processing Aulë's information. Then Námo shook his head wearily. "I fear this proves what I believed at the trial. He should have gone to Lórien."
"And what would Irmo do that I am not doing?" Aulë burst out passionately. "I mean Irmo and Estë no offense-" he nodded to the Vala of Dreams "-but would Sauron not have done the same in Lórien? You saw that he would not take Estë's  athelas . What would you have done - forced it down his throat? Do you think that would have ingratiated him to us? It was I who was his lord. I loved him. I still love him. And if it is not love he needs, than what is it? Eru knows he's had precious little of it for who knows how long!"
"And as such, smothering him in it may not be the best approach," Námo retorted. "Do not forget that he made the choice to leave you once already, Smith."
Aulë deflated, sinking back into the blue plush of the settee miserably.
"We knew when we agreed to extend mercy to Sauron that this would not be easy," Manwë said, casting Námo a warning glance. "It aids us little at this point to discuss what might have been and what should have happened. Wherever Sauron had ended up, I think we can safely conclude that whoever had charge of him would have had full hands in any circumstance. It matters little what he would have done had we sent him to Lórien, for that is not where he is. He is in Aulë's Halls, and to uproot him again to move him now would cause more damage than good, I fear. If there is anything he needs above all else, I suspect it is stability at this point. And I fear the message we would send him with such a change would bring him no good either. He does not need to see himself as an orphan who is too much trouble for any one of us to take in permanently. In the future, visits to Lórien may not be out of the question for him - in fact, I will support it when the right time comes - but for the present, we must do as we have told him we will do. He will never feel safe if we change our word and wrench him to and fro at our whims. Besides, it was his own desire to dwell in Aulë's Halls, and I am hopeful that this alone, allowing him his will in this, may prove beneficial in the end."
Aulë looked up in surprise at Manwë's last statement, a small flame of hope rekindling. "Sauron told you he wished to come to my Halls? How do you know this?"
Manwë gave him a long, calculating look that the Smith did not understand. "He wished to go to your Halls," he said at last. "That at the very least I read in his eyes, though his specific intentions remained veiled to me for the most part. Yet it is not so strange that he should seek the place that would hold the most familiarity for him in a foreign world. And he knows you well, Aulë, traitor though he may be. Beware of that, but be comforted by it, as well."
"Has he sought your forges, Aulë?" Varda asked.
Aulë swallowed, looking at the Star Queen. This was another matter that had been troubling him. "He has," the Smith replied, "but not as I had hoped. I have been informed that at least once in the past few nights he has gone in secret and worked in my forges. I do not think he knows that I am aware of his visits so I have hesitated to bring the matter up with him. With his powers Bound, I can see no harm in whatever he may be doing, so I have not stopped him, but I worry why he is not sleeping and why he feels the need to keep such a thing secret from me. I should gladly provide a forge for him if he asked it of me."
He ran his fingers through his beard distractedly. "I… I know you have said stability is central to his well-being, but- but what if he were given back his old job as one of my smiths? Instead of sending him to the quarry? He has not yet begun the task we assigned him, so if we were to make the change now, it would not disrupt his life. He is not happy with the idea and I do not blame him. Perhaps giving him back his old position in my halls would show more reconciliation with him on our part than anything else we might do."
Námo sighed heavily. "It is the Doom of the world that we cannot go backwards in time, Aulë. You know this as well as I do. Neither you nor Sauron can simply return to the way things were before his betrayal and expect everything to carry on as if nothing ever happened."
"I am not that naïve, Námo," Aulë answered, a little sharply. The Doomsman's lips tightened, but otherwise he gave no sign of annoyance. Aulë frowned slightly. Of all the Valar, Námo alone had remained silent on his personal views about Sauron during the pre-trial council they had held at the Máhanaxar. As the official judge, it was his place to stay as neutral as possible, at least outwardly, but Aulë suspected the Vala of Doom inwardly had fallen closer to Oromë and Tulkas's camp than his own.
The Smith turned back to the High King. "If Sauron still finds pleasure in his old craft, then I would give him the chance to ply it as often as he desires. I do not ask to place him back at the head of my forges as master apprentice, not yet anyway. I simply wish for him to feel that he belongs here and that he has a future in Valinor, a future he can enjoy. Perhaps things can never go back to the way they were completely, but if they could come close…"
"Mairon renounced his old place in the world when he betrayed you," Námo said with a hint of exasperation. "That time is over and gone and neither of you can return to it without severe consequences. Nostalgia will do none of us any good."
Manwë nodded, though his face was gentler than the Doomsman's. "If we could brush away the past Ages and make it as if his betrayal never had occurred, Aulë, then we would do so. And there may yet come a day when there is no need to remember that a betrayal ever took place between him and us. But, for now, this is what needs to be. It is not simply you yourself or we, the Valar, with whom he must be reconciled. The world is looking on, and he has done much evil in the world. The lives of those he has wronged are worthy of the penitence we have given him. And while he may not yet truly see the opportunity in the task we have assigned him, one day he may. That we did not do this, I fear, is another mistake we made with Melkor."
"This is not to say that you must keep him from your forges though," Varda put in. "It is good for him to find pleasure in life even yet, and if this is still where he finds contentment, then it is good for him to know that he is welcome in your forges at any time. Make sure he knows that you do not deny this to him, Smith."
Aulë inclined his head. "I will make that clear to him," he replied.
Until now, Irmo had been sitting quietly, his fingers pressed thoughtfully against his lips, his misty grey eyes staring out into the dark night. Now he shifted and spoke for the first time. "They speak wisely, Aulë. I have not seen Sauron's mind these past five days, yet when he first came to us, I sensed that he longed for a place. We destroyed his old role in the world and now he seeks a new one. And in the end, is that not what we all desire? What are we without a role that reveals to each of us our path forward through Arda? Find his place and you will find him. Learn his dreams and you will find his heart of hearts."
"But how am I to do that?" Aulë asked. "I do not have your gift and he refuses to speak to me."
Nienna spoke then, looking up for the first time from the fire. "You love him, Aulë, none of us doubt this. But Námo spoke the truth - too much love may turn him away as quickly as too little. Compassion is not simply giving him what  you think he wants or needs; it is about taking into account who he is  now and understanding him for it. It is not about living in some nostalgic past nor about living in some idyllic future. It is about being there for him, at his side, in each present moment. This is how he may be reached, not through some contrivance of yours to lay his heart bare but by walking his life with him and being there to give him hope in the darkness."
Aulë pondered the quiet words of the Valië of Sorrow and Hope for a brief while and it seemed to him that strength came slowly back into his  fëa, for her words came like a light and drove back a darkness in his spirit that he had not even realized was there.  Melkor's malice and lies linger in Arda Marred and seek to work in us still, he thought, and he shivered inwardly. He bowed his head to Nienna. "I thank you for your advice, my lady. As I thank each of you for your advice," he said, raising his head and including the other Valar with his gaze. "But I fear I still feel lost. My skills lie in the earth and in strong foundations and in the brightness of gems, not in compassion or dreams or judgement. What would you ask me to do?"
"I know you have not found my advice pleasing so far, Aulë, but there is a matter to which I have given thought of which I would speak," Námo said. Manwë gave the Doomsman a slight nod when everyone's attention had turned to him and Námo continued, keeping his dark eyes on the Smith.
"It is concerning the matter you have just now named, Aulë. It was the will of Eru that no single one of us should wield all gifts or understand all parts of Eru's mind. Thus, it is all fourteen of us together that provides balance in the world."
"Of course," Aulë said, scratching his beard and frowning slightly. "We all know this. But how does this concern Sauron?"
Námo held up a hand, palm outward, in a gesture calling for patience. "It concerns Sauron in that he cannot receive everything he needs for his healing from a single Vala. Right now, he has access to only yourself and Yavanna, and I do not think that is good for him in the long run. Now, wait and listen. It is, of course, only practical that he should have been assigned to a single hall that he may call home, and I make no dispute over that decision. But I think he should have the opportunity to meet with more of us on a regular basis."
Manwë was nodding and Irmo tapped his lips in thought. The Vala of Dreams looked up, his eyes shimmering and deep. "Your judgement is good, Námo. I agree that we should all have the chance to speak with the Maia, but not all together and not at the Máhanaxar. I fear that would defeat our purpose by unnerving him."
Námo inclined his head in agreement. "That was my thought. We should achieve more than one purpose with this arrangement, as well. He would grow more accustomed to Valinor and hopefully find our realm less daunting when he is familiar with it and our halls. And he will not be isolated from any part of our balance in that way. It may be that he will respond best to one of us that we do not expect."
"I agree," the High King said, still nodding. "He should be permitted, I think, to come to each of our halls in turn, perhaps a single, different hall on a regular day of each month, during which time he would have leave of his duties at the quarry. I think he would find such regularity comforting. I will speak to the others about this matter and see if they find it to their liking. If some of the others do not wish for him to come to their halls at the present then we can still rotate him between the halls of those who are willing. And it is probably not best to send him to Oromë or Tulkas first in any case. What think you of all this, Aulë?"
Aulë nodded. "I am certainly willing to give it a try. I have realized too clearly these past five days that my own skills are not enough. This is the work of Melkor in him, and it took all fourteen of us to fight Melkor when he was in Eä. I was a fool to think I could fight that malice and darkness alone. I… I think I was not ready to admit at the trial that Sauron was as full of darkness as I now fear he is. I am ready to try whatever you think may help him."
"There is something else we would all do well not to forget," said Nienna. "If the things inside him are as I suspect, they will burn in him with a torment that will one day be too great for him to continue bearing. When that day comes, he will have a choice. Either he will go mad with the pain of the fury of his heart or he will find someone to whom he will open himself. We cannot force this choice upon him. It must be fully upon him to decide when and with whom he will share his confidence.
"Yet he may never feel truly comfortable with any of us, or if he ever does, I suspect it will not be in the near future. He is angry at us, and that may in itself keep him from revealing his thoughts fully to any one of us for a long, long time. However, those of his own order may seem less daunting to him than we do. It is often the way of the world that the unlikeliest people may hold the keys to the world's greatest problems. It is my recommendation that you keep an eye on him, but beware of interfering too much in this process. If you observe him beginning to open up to any of his peers, resist your urge to meddle or you may trample on any budding shoots by accident and thus destroy what hope we have for him. He may choose the path to madness, but I find it far more likely that he will eventually seek out someone in whom to place his trust, even if he himself is not aware that he is doing so."
"Tomorrow, he will have the opportunity to begin work at the quarry," Manwë said. "Out of necessity, he will need to interact with others on some level at this time, and that may be enough to pull him from his recalcitrance. Let us see how he responds to his work. As for his self-isolation, he may simply be going through a stage - he's doubtlessly overwhelmed, and withdrawal may simply be his method of coping. If you make sure he has stability and the  opportunity to interact if he wishes, let us see how he progresses. He has only been here six days after all. And in the meantime, we will arrange for him to visit our other halls and see how he reacts to meeting individually in person with more of us."
There was silence for a long minute as the Valar contemplated what had been said. Then Námo moved from the hearth. "I must take my leave," he said. "I fear there is always work to be done in the Halls of Mandos, work that does not grow easier over time." As he moved towards the door, he stopped and placed his hand on Aulë's shoulder. "I regret my harsh words of earlier," he said. "These last few months have worn upon us all. But while I regret the harshness, I do not regret the message itself. Your Mairon has changed, more than any of us might have guessed, I think, but he may yet change again. But do not let him prey upon your love for him." The Doomsman's lips turned up the tiniest fraction. "And if showering him with love proves in vain, you might see if some well-placed provocation may bring him out of his shell. But if you choose to do such, I suspect you should be ready to fight fire."
Aulë returned the small smile with one of his own. "I will keep that in mind."
The two Fëanturi and their sister left together, and Aulë finished his goblet of miruvor. Manwë and Varda stood as he walked to the chamber door. He turned at the entrance. "Thank you, my lord and lady," he said. "I… I have needed the advice of others, and Yavanna-" he smiled wryly "-Yavanna's advice runs only in much the same direction as it always has. I have a feeling I shall be seeking advice in this matter on a regular basis."
"Do so freely," Manwë replied. "Námo spoke wisely that it is our balance together that brings us closer to Eru's thoughts. You are not alone in bearing this burden, even if you have chosen to take on the heaviest portion of the load."
"It is no burden," Aulë said, squaring his shoulders. "It would be a burden for me to see another taking on what I feel I must do. But Nauron… Nauron is no burden."
He turned towards the door then paused and turned back. "I almost forgot, my queen." He rummaged for the satchel he had brought, and opening it, produced a beautiful belt of woven strands of gold and silver which he presented to the Star Queen. "Curumo finished your belt. He says it is a pleasure as always to craft an ornament that shall grace the fairest of the queens of the Valar. And I assure you, those were his exact words."
Varda laughed and took the belt. "It is best that Yavanna does not hear him with such flattery on his tongue for another lady. Yet I thank your apprentice for his fine work."
She lifted the belt, tracing her fingers along the woven bands, then stopped. "I do not recall this in the designs you showed me," she said, indicating an intricate addition, an extra strand braided in which provided a graceful counterbalance to the main twist.
"Ah yes, an addition Curumo decided to include at the end, a bit of last minute inspiration if you will. It is lovely, is it not?" Aulë said with a proud smile.
Varda's eyes twinkled just a little. "Entirely between us of course, but I think Curumo continues to improve. Not that I would ever suggest that he has not been perfect at his craft from the very beginning," she said with a somewhat unqueenly quirk in her lips.
Aulë smiled a little broader as he thought about his egotistical head apprentice.
"Give him my thanks," Varda said. "And tell him I think highly of his creative work. Please do tell him I love the addition. His design is beautiful."
Aulë inclined his head to her. "I will do so, my lady. I'm sure he will be delighted to hear his work is appreciated."
"What craftsman is not?" Varda replied with her soft smile.


The evening had drawn on to the depths of night when Aulë arrived back at his halls. Everything was quiet and still now, most of the occupants having long since retired to their beds. At first, Aulë thought his own feet would also carry him to his private chambers and thence to his own bed, which was sounding more delightful by the moment, yet to his surprise, he found himself walking in the opposite direction: towards the west wing and the dormitories.
By the time he reached the colonnade that led up into the west wing, he knew where he was going. The realization came with little shock, though he felt his throat tighten and a stiff tension crept through his limbs. Slowly, he ascended the stairs, running his fingers tenderly along the stone banister, thinking over his conversation with the other Valar and the advice he had received.
He stopped at Sauron's door. There was no sound from within and he wondered whether, at this late hour, the Maia would be sleeping as well. For a moment, he nearly turned and left without knocking for fear of disturbing Sauron's rest, but something within him urged him to gently tap at the door, quietly enough that if Sauron were sleeping, it would not waken him, but loudly enough that if he were awake, he would hear.
There was no answer and again Aulë considered leaving, but instead he gently tried the door. It was not locked so he opened it a crack and peeked inside.
A single candle burned on the window sill. Beside it, gazing out over the darkened landscape, Sauron stood, tall and straight, a black profile against the starlit night outside. His hair fluttered faintly and the long dark grey nightshirt he wore stirred in the slight breeze, but otherwise he might have been an obsidian statue with his back to Aulë. The lines of his shoulders were proud and strong, and it flashed suddenly through Aulë's mind that in that moment, Sauron seemed to him like a lordly yet caged hawk with clipped wings that gazes out upon a world it can see but can no longer take pleasure in.
Even though Sauron gave no sign of acknowledgment at his presence, Aulë slowly made his way into the room and sat down upon the edge of the bed, little more than a foot from the Maia. Sauron still refused to look at him, the profile of his face immobile, his gaze fixed on some distant point in the darkness outside. Finally, Aulë coughed a little and asked, "Have you eaten, Nauron?"
A single nod.
 Walk his life. Learn his dreams.
"I… I know you're worrying about the quarry," Aulë said, watching Sauron closely for any reaction. There was none. "I suppose you probably think it's beneath you, a goldsmith, a former head apprentice of one of the Valar, the former lieutenant of another. No, it's not glorious work, it's not even particularly exciting work, but you will be doing great good with it. Homes will be rebuilt, families will be together again, cities will flourish anew, and you will know that you had a hand in it. Please, I ask you only to see the opportunity in the work we're expecting of you. This is the chance to heal the hurts caused at Melkor's hands. That's why you're back here, isn't it, not lost in some wasteland of Middle-earth?"
No reply.
 Find his place.
"I know we haven't given you the choice about whether or not you will do the work, but then again, we all have duties we are required to tend to, whether we truly desire to do them or not. The choice we've given you lies in  how  you will decide to do it. Will this task be a joy or a burden? That is what we leave for you to decide. To one willing to show his goodwill, this is an opportunity to do so, and I hope dearly that you will take it."
Still nothing. Sauron gazed out the window, motionless.
Aulë sighed then leaned over and put his hand on Sauron's shoulder. The faintest tremor ran through Sauron's body, but otherwise he did not react to the contact. "You're required to be at the quarry by the time the sun rises over the Pelóri. It's little over a half-hour walk from here, though you're welcome to borrow a horse if that's how you'd prefer to travel. You're not the only one from my halls who goes; there's a number of my elven folk who have been spending their days there to help their kindred in Middle-earth. As such, we hold an early breakfast, just a quick and easy affair, before sunrise for those who will be leaving. The cooks usually prepare ready-made lunches in the morning that you can pick up there at the breakfast table, as well.
"The Elves usually travel to the quarry in a group - you don't have to join them, if you don't want to. However, every morning and evening you will have an escort so that our stipulation will be met. Your escort will meet you in the Great Hall at the tail end of breakfast. Of course, if you have any questions, I will be happy to discuss them with you, now or whenever they may arise. Is there anything you have to ask, Nauron?"
Sauron finally turned his head and looked at Aulë. In the candlelight, Aulë saw that uncanny, feral gleam in his eyes, along with the obscuring darkness that hid the Black Captain's thoughts from the Smith. That now-familiar prickle of instinctive abhorrence shuddered down his spine, though the feeling did not come from Sauron himself, Aulë had come to sense. It was instead a horrified knowledge that the being in front of him should never have been, a gut-reaction to this twisted mutant of Melkor's hideous craft, this unbeing for whom no place had been ordained in the Great Music as it should have been before the Discord. It was his nausea at the thought that somewhere deep within, choking in its vile prison, whatever was left of Mairon was gasping for breath and crying out for help that he did not know how to give.
 Give him hope in the darkness.
"Do you hate me, Nauron?" Oh Eru, who knew five words could ever sting so deeply. That it could be so painful to ask such a question and not know the answer.
Sauron's eyes flickered away from his. "I do not know what I feel anymore," he said, almost imperceptibly. "I do not know what I am supposed to feel anymore."
Aulë tightened his hand on the Maia's shoulder. He longed to put his arms around him, pull him close, tell him everything was going to be all right now, like a father brushing away his child's nightmares. But even Mairon from before had never been particularly affectionate, and he remembered Námo and Nienna's warnings all too clearly.
"I'm not demanding that you feel anything, Nauron," the Smith replied, trying to recall the advice of his fellow Valar. "Not anything that you aren't yet comfortable feeling, anyway. I want you to find your place in this new world and I hope that someday that place, whatever it may be, will bring you as much joy as having you back brings to me. I… I want you to be yourself, whatever that means at the moment."
Sauron gave him a look of barely harnessed, jaundiced scorn. "No, you don't," he said in a low voice with an edge of sharp danger in it.
Aulë suppressed the shudder that threatened to ripple through his body at Sauron's threatening malice and the evil that hung on his voice like corrosive poison. Simultaneously, he felt the instinct to pull his hand away, as if he were holding it in the snarling mouth of a wolf. Yet, at the same time, he hated himself for it, for fearing the cruelty and evil in which he knew Melkor had garbed his Nauron. He forced himself to look deeper, to see the shreds of Mairon like the sunlight glimpsed through roiling storm clouds. Instead of withdrawing his hand, he tightened it further, wishing he had the power to pour his thoughts and feelings directly into Sauron's heart through the contact instead of trusting to such a fickle and deceptive method of communication as the spoken word.
"What you may feel tempted to do and who you truly are deep down are two different things," Aulë replied steadily. "I do not hate who you were created to be. And I know you are not so different from the Maia I once knew as you'd like all of us, and you yourself, to believe."
"Do you indeed?" Sauron said, that oily condescension still staining his words.
 It is good for him to find pleasure in life even yet.
"You are still a smith, and one of great skill, or so I hear. My forges still draw you, so why should I not think that other aspects of my apprentice yet remain whole in you, as well?"
Finally, a statement that earned Aulë a reaction. Sauron hid it a moment after it appeared, but for a split second, fearful surprise registered on the Maia's face and his body stiffened with sudden potency. The next instant however, he tightened his lips, pressing his mouth into a thin, harsh line, and his body relaxed, though Aulë guessed that any relaxation was merely a carefully crafted façade. The black mist swirled back in around his eyes. Yet his gaze remained fixed on Aulë's face with more attention than before, and his eyes pierced the Smith like a searching ray of fire.
"Who told you that?" Sauron's voice was cool but there was a level of lancing concentration and an undercurrent of anger in the outwardly composed words.
 He knows you well, Aulë. Beware of that, but be comforted by it, as well.
At the most basic level, Aulë recognized the warning signs. He smiled faintly and shook his head. "I don't think it is necessary for you to know where I received my information, but I trust the source. You can rest assured: no one told me anything with the intention of getting you into trouble. Concern for your well-being was the primary interest of the message."
He withdrew his hand, stepping back, but Sauron still watched him with his hawk-like gaze. The Smith looked back at his erstwhile apprentice. "You should know that you are welcome in my forges. You are a citizen of Valinor and a Maia of my Halls now, and you are granted all the privileges my folk are given without exception, should you so desire it. I hear you have been making use of my library already, and my forges are equally open to you." He tried to penetrate the darkness in Sauron's eyes with his own will but found only resistance. Sauron merely continued to stare at him, that calculating, relentless gaze burning from his cruel, beautiful face.
Aulë made his way to the door, stopping with his fingers on the handle. He turned back to Sauron one last time, his heart heavy as iron in his chest.
"Nauron, all you have to do is ask."


The faint aroma of Yavanna's flora filled Aulë's nostrils as he opened the door to his private chambers and discarded his jacket and satchel on the chest by the door. The moonlight poured softly over the floor in bands, seeping through the trellises built into the roof. Yavanna herself already lay slumbering, her deep brown hair pooled upon the pillow.
As Aulë quietly changed into his night attire, something upon the bedside table caught his eye. Moving closer, he discovered a golden vase sitting elegantly on the granite slab. From it rose a single lily which glowed faintly in the dark like smoldering coal embers. Yet even in the dark, he could tell the flower was a pure gold color, with flecks of brilliant silver like stars. He reached out his hand, cupping the large, slender petals, a wave of affection sweeping over him. He knew his wife well enough to discern the meaning of this blossom, which was so strikingly familiar even though he knew nothing of its kind had been seen in the world before today.
He lay down and wrapped his arms about his wife, pulling her gently to him, and kissed her cheek. She sighed in her sleep, relaxing back into his arms as he allowed his own eyes to finally close in much needed rest.
Reconciliation was still within his grasp. He knew it had to be. This whole confounded business had gone on far too long for him to fail now. Somehow,  somehow, he knew everything would turn out all right.
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Chapter 12
Sauron lay awake long into the night, Aulë's words rotating through his mind again and again. It was one of the maddening conventions of the world that the times when one most desperately needed sleep to come, sleep was most reluctant to oblige. Even though rest continued to evade him as the hours dragged on, he did not dare to rise and venture down to the forges as he would have done previously during such a bout of insomnia. The thought produced a shiver down the length of his body, though he wasn't sure whether it was born of dread or rage.
Someone had been spying on him.
What purpose the person might have had for spying he did not know, but there were any number of possibilities, none of which he found remotely reassuring. Aulë evidently believed that the tattler had good intentions, but Aulë always believed that  everyone had good intentions. Just because that was the impression Aulë had received did not mean it was the truth. And frankly, Sauron was confident there was not a single individual in these halls, besides Aulë himself, that had anything resembling good intentions towards him.
Not knowing the spy's identity was a major barrier to pushing past anything beyond conjecture. His first thought was Curumo, who would certainly have no qualms about snitching to Master Aulë, who would probably derive a vast amount of pleasure from doing so, and whose intentions would be fairly obvious in such a matter. Intuition, however, told him that Curumo was not responsible, if only from the fact that in such a case Curumo would have made an appearance to gloat over him. True, Sauron had provided few opportunities for the two of them to have crossed paths, but undoubtedly Curumo could have easily learned where he was staying and laid in wait for him. Curumo was not one to pass up such a golden opportunity to rile his opponent.
Yavanna was another possibility, but one that did not line up with the known facts satisfactorily. For one thing, Yavanna would have confronted him directly instead of complaining to her husband. Secondly, Yavanna had never liked the forges, with their heavy, smoky atmosphere, fierce heat, and devouring fires, and he doubted the Valië of Flora would linger long in such a place, even for the purposes of spying upon his despised self. Lastly, whatever else he may have perceived about Aulë, Sauron knew the Smith had been deliberately defending him against Yavanna's accusations since the beginning. Even if Aulë tended to turn a blind eye to obvious faults in loved ones, it was clear he was well aware of Yavanna's dislike for his former apprentice. Sauron did not think even Aulë was naïve enough to assume that Yavanna might have been spying out of good will.
After Curumo and Yavanna however, all other options essentially faded into one. Any of the Maiar had reason enough to hate him for his betrayal of their brotherhood, and any one of them might have deliberately spied on him in hopes of catching him at a self-condemning activity. Or, equally possible, any Maia might simply have come to the forges for his own reason, noticed Sauron's presence, and decided to snitch. Someone might even have noticed the evidence of use in the spare forge and automatically assumed Sauron was the culprit. Likewise, he had no lack of enemies among the Eldar in Aulë's halls, and the same reasoning could apply to any one of them.
The simple fact was, he had an enemy but no way of determining the level of threat. The spying that had led to informing Aulë about Sauron's presence in the forges might have been an isolated incident… or someone might be listening outside his door this very minute. He did not know. And that fact was deeply disturbing to say the least.
He burrowed himself deeper into the fluffy grey substance of the bed, closing his eyes determinedly and attempting to extinguish his racing thoughts. The patch of moonlight that had been crawling across his bedroom floor was now but a thin sliver of silver on his far wall, indicating that midnight had already passed. He had little more than five hours before he would need to rise and prepare for his long day at the quarry. On the best of days, it would take a treasure trove of willpower to keep himself under control in such an unpleasant situation; he did not like to think what a struggle it would be if he faced the day utterly devoid of rest.
But sleep has no respect for rank and authority. It flouted his commands with such an airy dismissiveness that he could not help but remember that he had no dominion here in Valinor. Even sleep mocked him with its insubordination, joining its voice to every other degrading experience he'd had so far in the Blessed Realm. He wondered absently if Námo, Estë, and Irmo had the power to deny sleep to those in their disfavor and if he had their influence to thank for this sleepless torment of an endless night.
A muscle in his shoulder twitched suddenly, snapping open his eyes and bringing his consciousness fully back to the room. For a moment, his mind and vision swirled blearily until he looked at the wall and saw a thin ribbon of pale gold stretched across the stone, replacing the silver moonlight gleam that had been there what felt like mere seconds ago. With a small jolt of surprise, Sauron realized he had slept the remainder of the night, and dawn was now at hand.
Not that this fact brought any consolation with it, of course. His agonizing night might have finally come to its end, but the day that lay ahead of him promised all kinds of fresh torture, physical, mental, and social.
As Sauron had discovered in previous circumstances however, now that the dreaded day had arrived, he found himself strangely ready to face it. Waiting often constituted half the anguish of any experience for him, for uncertainty and the unknown delighted in preying upon an imaginative mind. Now that there was no escaping his fate or prolonging the inevitable, he was interested to see what the Valar had planned for him. Considering the Valar's specifications, the quarry would likely be a semi-permanent part of his existence from now on, and as a result, whatever plans he made to complete his revenge would probably need to take the quarry environment into account. With no idea of the geography, specific tasks, and supervision that would soon become critical parts of his existence, he'd had little options for concrete, long-term scheming. Once he had an idea of the general layout of his life as it would be for many, many years into his future, he would be able to take stock of his situation as a whole and plan accordingly.
It was a small comfort, but a comfort nonetheless, yet one more facet of the promise he'd made himself in the Ring of Doom. If he kept reconnaissance in the foreground of his thoughts, he trusted that would be enough to get him through this day at least. Not that he had any other options. It  had to be enough.
And moreover, it was Sauron's opinion that facing the pain to come with squared shoulders and an unbroken heart was always better than cowering in his room to delay his fate until someone showed up to drag him off. Cowardice and pride were never comfortable bedmates. He did not intend to let anyone, Vala, Maia, or Elda, see that his slavery was getting under his skin as much as he was sure it would.  Let them bend my shoulders under as much labor as they like, he thought, a snarl curling the very edge of his lips.  Let them assign me under the basest of the Eldar,  but I will  not permit them to shatter my pride.
He rose and began dressing, glancing out the window as he did so. Aulë had told him that he needed to be at the quarry before the sun rose over the Pelóri. Through the Calacirya, he could see sunbeams spilling over the sea and between the tall mountains on either side, from whence they fanned out across the Valinorean plains and trickled through his open window, leaving that thread of gold on his wall that he had seen upon waking. He figured he had about an hour before he needed to be at the quarry, time enough to get a decent breakfast.
He scowled inwardly as he pulled on the plain brown shirt and hardy hempen trousers. The garments were not ill-made and as comfortable as to be expected, but they were clearly fashioned with the sole intent of being worked in.  Wonderful, he thought sardonically. Yet another constant reminder of my brand new status in Valinor to literally chafe against me all day. They certainly are taking all the precautions to make sure I know I'm no longer a lord in their land. What a fine lesson in humility they must suppose they are teaching me. The irony of the situation, he mused, was that he was quite sure none of the Valar were humble enough to even consider taking a dose of their own medicine. He couldn't exactly see the great Lords Manwë and Námo walking around in hemp. With a bitter smile, Sauron considered that Lady Yavanna would probably chop down her own trees rather than be seen dead in such coarse laborer's clothing.
Briefly, he'd considered ignoring the work clothing and donning one of the silk shirts that were more fitting for his Maiarin status, refusing to let himself be degraded any more than necessary, but he'd quickly decided against it. Here was a crux of his situation on which he had to make sure he was solid before he began this day. Was he going to act in subtle rebellion against his position at every chance he got? Or was he going to bow his head, work as genuinely hard as he could, let everyone think he was contrite and willing in his labor, and wait until his plans came together to a point where he could deliver a blow that would truly mean something? As soon as he put the options before himself in such a way, it was obvious that he needed to choose the latter. Why squander his energy and efforts on petty acts of passive-aggressive rebellion? He needed to make the Valar, the Maiar, and even the Eldar at the quarry believe that he was no threat, that he was going to do as he was told without complaint. Fighting tooth and nail every step of the way would first of all only make things more difficult for himself (there was a practical reason why one did not quarry in silk shirts, after all) but such behavior was also the ideal way of keeping the Valar's eyes fixed on him relentlessly.
A balance would of course be necessary. He would need to maintain enough spitfire to avoid arousing suspicions about his delicately woven act. He was fairly sure that not even the Elves were dim-witted enough to not start questioning his sincerity if he showed up at the quarry with a beaming smile and nary a glare to give his fellow laborers. A certain level of sullenness, sarcasm, and aloofness was doubtlessly to be expected from him. However, that didn't mean he needed to stand on every boundary line that was drawn in the figurative sand before him.
It would not be easy, any of it, but this was a role he was going to have to play for now, as much as he loathed it. He would wear the worker's clothing, he would attend breakfast like a decent citizen of Valinor, he would keep his eyes lowered and defer to whatever Elves were put in charge of him (as much as the very thought made his blood boil), he would craft a thousand stone blocks as if they were golden diadems, and above all else, he would keep the Black Captain locked up in a darkness so thick no Elf or Maia would suspect what lurked within. Let them think his malice extended no further than a few barbed comments and well-placed glares. And then, when the time came, when he found what he needed to accomplish his promise of vengeance, he would strike from nowhere, leaving all those around him shocked and bewildered. It didn't matter whether he liked the role or not; that was the only plan there was and so he had to do everything in his power to not mess it up.
With all this in mind, Sauron headed to the Great Hall. As he passed through the now-familiar colonnade that linked the dormitory wing to the main halls, leaving the confines of the corridor for the open air, an uncomfortable sensation slid like ice down his spine. He couldn't help but glance around suspiciously at the trimmed hedges and stocky columns, half expecting to see a lurking figure gliding out of his sight. Now that he was aware that he might have an unwanted shadow, such exposure, without a readily available wall to which he could keep his back, was troubling. He found himself wanting to repeatedly glance over his shoulders in the hopes, or fear, of catching sight of whomever had decided to spy on him. It irked him, not just the paranoia (as if he needed yet  another worry weighing on his mind), but the fact that he had always preferred the open over claustrophobic corridors and rooms. Even if it was unintentional, the spy had efficiently ruined any preference for openness Sauron might have had. Just in time for his work at the quarry, which would doubtlessly be as open as it could get. What a veritable paranoia fest that would be! For not the first time since Aulë's visit the previous evening, Sauron thought of some choice Orcish words for his loose-tongued shadow.
Breakfast was already well underway in the Great Hall. At the far end beneath the dais, a makeshift buffet had been assembled. The mouthwatering smell of bacon, eggs, and mushrooms all frying in a pan (which Sauron was rapidly deciding must be the most delightful smell in Eä) permeated the air, mingling with the sweet scent of the wood smoke coming from the low-burning fire glowing in the hearth. Around the buffet were perhaps a hundred or so Elves, some already heartily digging into full plates in front of them, others working their way through the buffet line, others depositing their used plates on a cart by the door and picking up small, portable packs, dozens of which were laid out on an adjacent table. These, Sauron assumed, were the lunches Aulë had mentioned. Other Elves who had apparently finished and were waiting on companions leaned against the walls, some talking to one another, some braiding back their hair, some passing the time by plinking at hand harps or twittering away on small pipes.
Sauron realized he was still standing in the shadows of the doorway, reluctant to take the step forward and draw attention to himself, despite the action's inevitability. He clenched his teeth, mentally preparing himself to use the self-control he had promised himself he would devotedly exercise today. He was going to be spending all day around these chattering, singing, harp-plinking, pipe-twittering creatures, so he figured he might as well take the plunge now. He took a breath and walked purposefully towards the buffet table, keeping his eyes forward and his shoulders squared.
As usual, his arrival swept outward like a tangible force, like fingers of frost spreading their icy chill over a field. By now though, whether he liked to admit it or not, he had grown relatively used to ignoring the stares, both those hostile and those curious, and conversely, he had noticed that the freezing effect he had on the Elves was lasting for shorter and shorter periods each time he made an appearance.  A sight of me is no longer a prize commodity, it would seem, he thought to himself.  Apparently even dark lords become commonplace and dull after a while. Perhaps with enough time, I will become so completely invisible I will no longer be worth the trouble of raising one's head in exchange for a simple glimpse of me.
It was not an altogether unpleasant thought, despite the implications. After these last five days, and especially after last night, he decided he would rather be the invisible single-person bottom class of Valinor than a sideshow freak.
After all, invisible, bottom-class scum was very rarely worth the bother of spying on.
He took his place at the end of the line, which by now had dwindled to only a dozen or so Elves. The Elf in front of him shied away, glancing through his long, red-brown curtain of hair at Sauron and looking ready to step aside if the Maia so much as hinted at wanting his place in line. The  nér in front of him however, a tall, young Noldo with black hair and forge-bronzed skin, tugged his companion's arm in a way that Sauron interpreted to mean  get a grip, giving Sauron a decidedly hostile look as he did so. Red-Hair leaned over and whispered something that Sauron couldn't catch, but he heard fragments of Black-Hair's disdainful reply: "… can't hurt you… Valar will… Void…"
Sauron looked the other direction, quickly refocusing his bitter thoughts by grinding his back teeth and scratching at his rough shirt sleeve. As such, he found himself staring up at the deserted table on the dais at which he had taken lunch only five days ago, though it seemed much longer. The sight of it was like water on a mill wheel: slowly, heavily, almost reluctantly setting into motion a train of thought he had been fastidiously avoiding the last few days.
If he was going to start doing his best to play the role of a Valinorean citizen, however low, perhaps tonight was the time to steel his nerves and show up to supper, Yavanna or no Yavanna. Today was going to be miserable enough as it was - why  not top it off with an encore public appearance where the Lady of the Halls would have her first real chance to vent any residual anger and hate she was still feeling for him? Whatever Aulë might have insinuated, Sauron still suspected Yavanna was going to find ways to make him pay for his disruption and ill-timed words at that last meal. Sauron was an expert in the art of holding grudges and he knew five days was not nearly enough time to erase hate. Not that hate could ever truly be erased, if the hate-holder did not wish it to be. Yavanna had clearly continued hating him vehemently enough over the last several thousand years. Of course, he had done the same. All the more reason to get the inevitable over with, he supposed, especially if he was already doomed for a day of misery. It was preferable to get it over with rather than leave it to conveniently ruin a hypothetical day when things were actually going his way, if such a thing ever were to happen.
As this decision took form, the line had moved up and Sauron was now in reach of the buffet table. Despite his dark mood, he had to admit the food looked and smelled thoroughly delicious. As he loaded his plate, he considered that though he might not be keen on his experience with Valinor in general, it was true that he was eating much better now than he'd ever eaten at Gaurhoth or Angband.
With his plate heaped with scrambled eggs, sautéed mushrooms and onions, spiced sausage and bacon, and toast topped with raspberry jam (Aulë apparently had an interesting view of what made for a "quick and easy affair"), he navigated for the closest unoccupied table, where he would be near enough to the Elves to create a façade of sociality but separate enough to retain whatever vestigial dignity he still possessed as a Maiarin lord.
However, as he approached, a Maia with shaggy silver hair rose from a nearby seat and looked at him expectantly. Sauron was so used to being either gaped at or ignored that he caught himself automatically glancing around, half expecting to find the real recipient of the Maia's gaze standing directly behind him. However, he then recalled Aulë's words from the previous night:  every morning and evening you will have an escort so that our stipulation will be met. Your escort will meet you in the Great Hall at the tail end of breakfast. Sauron raised an eyebrow. The Maia looked like escort material, he supposed: deep-chested, broad-shouldered, and minimally intelligent. Sauron almost expected to see the Maia pull out a collar and leash and demand that he put them on.
"I'm your escort for today," the Maia stated blandly, confirming Sauron's guess. "Once you've eaten, we'll be right on our way."
 Lucky you, Sauron thought sarcastically.  I'm sure you had to scramble over everyone else to get first in line for such a highly prized job. With a hint of dark humor, he imagined that being put on Sauron-escorting duty was probably the current equivalent to what flue-cleaning duty had been back in his days as head apprentice. Some individuals had been known to offer hefty bribes to their peers in attempts to escape the dirty and unpleasant work of unclogging the sooty forge chimneys, though such tactics had rarely proved successful. Sauron wondered what this Maia might have offered his fellow Powers in a bid to pass off onto someone else the bother of taking two one-hour round trips back and forth to a quarry in the unsavory company of his perfidious self.
He slid onto the wooden bench, pushing his plate onto the table in front of him. His train of thought about traveling to the quarry led him to something Aulë had said the previous night that he had been too busy worrying about spies to remember until now. "Will we be walking or riding?" he asked, fervently hoping it would be the former. As a Maia capable of taking on numerous forms, he'd had little need to learn horseman skills, and he didn't fancy making a fool of himself on the back of a horse in front of this Maia, let alone all the Elves.
The Maia seemed surprised by the question and gave him an odd look. "Walking, of course. Why-?" Mortified comprehension flashed across his face. "Well, w… walking," he tried to recover awkwardly, stumbling over the words. "I didn't think to get horses ready. Did you prefer to ride? There's still time if you'd rather-"
"Don't bother," Sauron snapped, and he turned his head away to shovel eggs and mushrooms into his mouth. He figured now was one of those times when it wasn't going to hurt him to be rude, and he had reason enough to be offended. Innocent as the Maia's momentary lapse of memory about Sauron's condition might have been, it was no less aggravating to have his deficiencies pointed out: that he was not currently capable of traveling with the ease of most Ainur, trapped in a single form as he was. Being reminded of his Valar-induced disability by a tactless Aulëan Maia did not exactly lift his already damp spirits.
To draw his attention away from the dark abyss into which such thoughts would doubtlessly lead, he decided to turn his mind to reconnaissance. As he ate the rest of his breakfast, he went back through his memories, trying to recall what he knew of the Maia sitting next to him, since he'd effectively squashed any potential for small talk. The Maia's build, coupled with his grey and brown clothing, marked him clearly enough as a fellow Maia of Aulë, but his face conjured up neither names nor memories. This came as a mild surprise to Sauron. Even if he recalled little of the Maiar from the other halls, he figured he should at least remember those who had been his closest kin in the thoughts of Eru. Not all Aulë's Maiar worked in the forges, true, but surely he must have been around this Maia at  some point before he left with Melkor. Yet no memories surfaced.
It frustrated him, not being able to remember, even though he told himself it was merely a symptom of his poor night's sleep, combined with his new-found paranoia and topped with the stress and anxiety that had been his constant companions these last days. He had always been good with faces and names. As Aulë's head apprentice and as Melkor's Black Captain, being sharp with the names of those under his authority had been a necessary requirement. He would have been of marginal use to either Vala if he could not quickly and efficiently recall who had what assignment, which under apprentice was supposed to be taking care of the ruby inventory or which orc captain was supposed to reporting from a scouting mission in Hithlum. It was not a skill he'd ever bothered to take particular pride in, but all the same it was irksome at the best and disturbing at the worst to think his mental abilities might be slipping, even if insomnia and paranoia were the culprits, as he doggedly told himself they were.
Yet his self-reassurances were little more than skin deep. Ever since he had breathed in the  athelas brew that Estë had waved under his face that first day in Valinor, he had remained vaguely aware of those clinging shadows that shrouded parts of his mind, like the poisonous nightshade that had lurked deep in the crags of Nan Dungortheb that even the servants of Morgoth had avoided at all cost. It was not the natural fading of memory, he sensed: simply erasing the minor details of his life that had been deemed irrelevant, like a sandy shoreline washed bare by the incoming tide. Where the shadows were, there was a void - non-memories - as if nothing at all had been there to begin with, as if he had ceased to exist at those moments. This feeling was complicated further now by the damage inflicted upon his  fëa during the Trial, so that he could not definitively say whether the shadows were a figment of his overworked imagination or not. Between the shadows (real or supposed), the holes left from the removal of Melkor's powers, and the Binding, Sauron could not guess what parts of himself might be missing or damaged. It infuriated him, but it also left him with a strangely hollow sensation, the sort of mood that could make him want to simply curl up in a corner, close his eyes to the world, and numbly accept that his life was a gaping hole that meant nothing and had never truly mattered.
He looked down and realized he had nothing left but a bite of toast and that he had barely tasted any of the good food due to his self-absorption. After a moment of surprise and vague disappoint over the fact that he'd wasted what was likely to be the most pleasant part of his day, he ate his final bite and, with nothing left to forestall the inevitable, rose to dispose of his plate. The Maia followed silently after him a few steps behind, like a trained dog or a sinister shadow, Sauron was not quite sure which.
Almost all the Elves had left by now, so Sauron had no competition in choosing one of the few remaining satchels that he had rightly assumed were the packed lunches Aulë had mentioned, each one containing a water canteen and a variety of non-perishables. Swinging the pack over his shoulder, he turned to his hovering escort and raised an eyebrow, wordlessly communicating the concept of "Well, are we going or not?"
The journey to the quarry was distinctly uneventful. Since most of the Elves had a good head start and many of them had chosen to ride, there was no worry about overtaking them and being forced to abide their company. The Maia had made no attempt at conversation since Sauron had snapped at him in the Great Hall. Sauron had no problem with that. What would they discuss anyway?
 My, my, what a beautiful day it's turning out to be.
 Oh yes, the weather here is much nicer than it was in Beleriand. Of course, you don't see much weather when your master keeps the skies perpetually covered in smog and darkness… 
Ah yes, there were  so many options for pleasant small talk that definitely  wouldn't get awkward after one or two sentences. Off the top of his head, Sauron could think of a good dozen pleasantries that he could almost instantly ruin without even trying.
They traveled north on the main road for the first ten minutes or so, parallel to the Pelóri whose white peaks were visible over the treetops to their right, and passed out of the gardens of Yavanna and the domain of Aulë through a high stone arch in the garden wall. From there, they turned north-east, approaching the mountains at an angle. It soon become clear that they were heading for a large spur that thrust out from the main wall of the mountain range, perhaps forty leagues north of the Calacirya. It was yet early, with sunlight pouring in through the Gap, but the west-facing base of the mountains was still heavily cloaked in the shadows of night. The meadows through which they walked were patched with wildflowers, and the place was caught in that odd, quiet limbo of the early hours, when the night animals had ceased their chirruping and snuffling but the creatures of the day had yet to make their appearance in full force. It might have been peaceful, had Sauron been in a mood to appreciate Valinorean mornings or if his reason for being out at this early hour had been less unpleasant.
They soon drew near the spur, and the road (which was little more than a dirt path worn in the grass by the passing of many feet and hooves on their way to the quarry) rose at a steep incline. The meadow grass and patches of wildflowers gave way to purple heather that clung to the increasingly rocky ground as the path wound sideways up the ridged slope. Although they'd only been climbing for ten minutes, by the time they made it to the top of the first ridge, Sauron could feel his heart protesting zealously by pounding itself against his ribcage. Sourly, he considered that although he might have given himself a  fána that was well-muscled and sturdy, he'd intended to use it for forging, not forced marches and mountain hiking, which were significantly different activities.
The still-healing gashes in his  fëa also started making themselves known again as dull aches inside, and the strain on his Bound spirit was not helping matters either. His  fëa automatically resisted the bonds that restrained it, chafing and stretching like a dog on a chain, his reflexive response being to use his powers to assist with the tension on his body, the same way a Man or Elf might respond to such circumstances by breathing harder. Unable to do so, Sauron found his strength draining much more quickly than he liked. However, he was consoled slightly by the fact that his companion was puffing just as hard as he was, evidently equally unused to traveling any particular distance in a humanoid form, and  he did not have a Bound  fëa .
After another five minutes of climbing, they reached another heather-spotted ridge which spread out into a stone-flecked plateau before them, now perhaps a quarter of the way up the southern side of the spur. Several feet from where Sauron stood, the ground dropped sharply away, and he found himself getting his first look at the quarry.
It was an impressive sight, he had to admit. Already, the Elves had dug a sizable hole in the side of the mountain spur, one that spanned perhaps five hundred feet from end to end and three hundred feet across. As yet it was still relatively shallow, two hundred feet down perhaps from where he currently stood. The path they'd been following wound downwards, zig-zagging across the wall in wide turns that would be able to accommodate the wagons that hauled the blocks of stone out of the crater. A similar ramp led out of the far end of the quarry, but beyond the crater's lip the ground dipped down steeply enough that Sauron could not see where the road led from there.
Had the place been deserted and dark, it would have been an oddly eerie sight, that massive pit gouged into the otherwise pristine surface of the mountain slope. However, currently it was anything but deserted. The quarry was already teaming with life, like an ant hill or beehive, in complex flows of activity that could only be described with the oxymoronic label of "organized chaos." There were Elves, in hundreds, if not thousands, as well as numerous horse-drawn carts, some already hard at work, others preparing to pick up where the work had been left off the previous day. The sound of pickaxes and chisels on stone echoed around the crater, the majority of the noise coming from the northern side of the quarry where a few dozen Elves were already busy carving away at the wall, which was pocked with staggered ridges, each one deeper in the wall than the one below it, like some cockeyed giant's staircase. The reason for this, Sauron figured, was to alleviate the need for large quantities of wooden scaffolding.
At the western end of the quarry, more Elves were dressing raw hunks of stone, chiseling them down into the proper dimensions and shapes, while others polished the rough blocks so that they would fit together smoothly. Still other Elves loaded the blocks into the wagons, from whence they were driven up the ramp, out of the quarry, and (Sauron supposed) to the docks where they would be loaded onto ships that would take them across to Middle-earth for all those poor, homeless Eruhini that were only poor and homeless because they'd meddled in affairs that were none of their business. Staring down at this loud industrious hive of Eldar that was to be his virtual prison for who knew how long, Sauron felt even less sorry for the homeless inhabitants of Middle-earth whom he was here to help than he had before.
"This is where I leave you," his escort said, jerking him out of his thoughts. "I'll be here around four o' clock to take you back to the Halls."
There was an awkward pause, during which the Maia hesitated as if unsure whether he should say anything else or not, even though Sauron could not imagine what else there was to say. Finally however, to Sauron's mild surprise, the Maia added, "Good luck."
Sauron glanced at the Maia suspiciously, trying to discern whether he was being made fun of or not, but the sentiment seemed genuine. Once again, he scrutinized his companion, trying to excavate any memory of him. The Maia had started to turn away, clearly expecting no reply, but Sauron found himself speaking. "Wait, what is your name?"
The Maia turned back around, brief surprise flickering over his face. "Erenquaro," he answered simply.
Sauron frowned. The name rang no bells. "Do you work in the forges?"
"Only sometimes. Mostly I transport the gold and silver to the storehouses."
 If he spoke any more, I'd be simply drowning in words, Sauron thought. He couldn't exactly blame his companion though for his lack of sociability though, considering how their previous conversation had ended. Bearing in mind the stigma he carried, he was probably lucky the Maia was willing to answer any questions from him at all. However, interestingly Sauron did not sense any particular hostility or undue distrust from the Maia; more and more, Sauron was mostly getting the feeling that his escort was of the simple and stolid sort that were not uncommon among Aulë's folk.
Erenquaro's response might be able to explain why he was having such trouble remembering the Maia anyway. But still, as head apprentice, he would have interacted with the transportation unit enough that he  should remember. He realized this issue was going to be a constant itch in the back of his mind all day unless he figured it out. His brain had turned it into a contest, one that he was determined not to let the shadows in his memory win. Also, keeping the Maia talking was the only way at this point to avoid going down into the quarry, which, now that he was here, he found himself once again not wanting to do in the least.
Then he had a sudden flash of inspiration. "When did you come down to Arda?" he asked, casting Erenquaro a calculating look and hoping he was right about his guess.
Erenquaro looked puzzled, not surprisingly considering that up until a moment ago Sauron had been all but ignoring him. "At the end of the Spring," he answered amiably enough though. "I came down to help Lord Aulë after the Lamps…" He trailed off, apparently recognizing that mentioning Melkor's destruction of Aulë's greatest accomplishments would be uncomfortable at best, all things considered.
Sauron let the matter slide, though in a different mood he might have taken advantage of the other Maia's blundering broach of the topic to put in a few cruel jabs. However, currently he was more interested in pondering the information he had just learned than tormenting the Maia. He was pleased to have solved the little mystery. If Erenquaro had not come down until after the destruction of the Lamps, then Sauron would have been long gone from Almaren by that time. It also explained Erenquaro's awkward but not particularly hostile attitude towards him, since Erenquaro had no reason to feel personally betrayed by him in the same way those Maiar with whom he had worked in Almaren surely did. To Erenquaro, he was probably nothing much more than a name, just a servant of Morgoth who had been lost long, long ago, rather than a brother apprentice of Aulë who had turned traitor.
With the settling of the matter came the vague formulations of an idea. Although Sauron had devoted the majority of his time the past five days to reading and searching for information to jumpstart a plan, he had not completely neglected the reconnaissance part of his preliminary battle strategy. He had watched those around him, mentally creating a hierarchy of the inhabitants of the Halls as he encountered them and placing individuals into appropriate categories based on their reactions to him. Those who glared at him and hissed his name with hatred dripping off their lips, those who cringed away from him with fear in their eyes, those who stared unabashedly at him with perverse curiosity: each received a place in his mental catalogue. Each group could become useful in different situations and with different strategies; each could prove susceptible to different methods of temptation and manipulation. It was good to have a list of who was most likely to stab him in the back or who might have an open enough mind for him to successfully turn it to his own purposes without arousing suspicion from outside forces. So far, however, his list of the former was absurdly more lengthy than the list of the latter.
Here was someone with potential, however. Erenquaro had been polite if not overtly friendly, and Sauron's first impression of the Maia was holding true: that thinking was not his strong suit. In addition to being adequate escort material, he might prove fairly decent unwitting minion material, not a bad combination, particularly if he held no specific grudges against Sauron as a person and was unfamiliar with the subtleties of Sauron's personality. Sauron filed all this information away for later contemplation. For now, he figured it might be worth his while to be civil to Erenquaro, even if it took himself down a notch or two.
"Thank you, Erenquaro," he said, putting enough stiffness into his voice to avoid seeming suspiciously friendly. "I'll see you this afternoon."
Erenquaro nodded, still seeming vaguely bewildered with the whole conversation, and turned once again to the downward slope that led back to the Halls of Aulë. Sauron watched him go, his mood fractionally lifted.  See, he told himself,  there's nothing wrong with your memory. There's no reason why you should remember someone you've never met. And you were all worked up that your mind was slipping. Shadows, bah! Why, it's probably just your cursed imagination trying to play with you. Your memory is fine. And the other things you've forgotten? Why  should I remember my old name, or the words of my Song? My mind cleared them out because I had no more use for them, just the way it's supposed to. Stop working yourself up over nothing, you idiot.
But still, an insidious voice deep inside had to have the final say.  Of course, Sauron, of course. If you say so…  He could almost hear the cruel chuckle that followed.
Sauron snorted, dismissing the voice, and turned back around. Whatever emotional boost he might have received from considering Erenquaro's potential for minionship was quickly shattered at the sight of his impending doom laid out before him in all its wretchedness. He took in a deep breath and let it out in a long, controlled sigh, surrendering whatever inner turmoil he could. There was absolutely nothing for it now. If he delayed any longer, he would risk getting in trouble and that was the very last thing he wanted to happen on his first day.
He started down the shallow incline of the wagon ramp, eyes skimming the activity below him. Though no one seemed to have noticed his arrival, an uncomfortable feeling of being watched crept up on him all the same. That sensation he'd felt earlier of wanting his back to a wall returned. There was no Aulë here to protect him should the Elves decide they did not like his company. As he scanned the working Eldar below, all he could think of was that each one was a potential enemy: a spy for the Valar, a malicious bully, a rebel who would drive a pick through his heart despite what had been decided at his trial. Who knew who might be watching his every move? All his fears and worries that had kept him up the previous night poured back in through the hole of uncertainty. Even if his personal spy was not at the quarry, there were surely any number of others here who would be glad to take over the job. He shuddered despite himself, part angry with himself, part trying to shake the paranoia that had been dogging him these last twelve hours.
Instead, he tried to focus on more immediate and practical concerns. Although he was not completely sure for what or whom he should be looking, he figured there had to be someone in charge of the whole operation. And if so, there would most likely be some type of command tent, probably in a central or elevated location. He saw several makeshift shelters, mostly at the eastern end of the quarry, but from what he could see these seemed to be storage sheds for the carts and equipment when they were not being used.
However, as he rounded another turn in the ramp, he saw what he'd been searching for: a large, white pavilion erected against the south wall and only slightly lower than his current elevation. Until now, it had been hidden from his view by the previous bend in the ramp, but as he came level with it, it was impossible to miss. Three flags flew from the peak of the tent with three different emblems: a five-pointed star, a swan boat, and a golden sun: the crests of the three Houses of the Elves of Valinor - Noldor, Teleri, and Vanyar. Inside, he could see a long table with Elves gathered around it, all pointing at large sheets of parchment laid flat before them, which Sauron guessed were maps and diagrams of how to excavate the stone without collapsing the mountain on their heads. If a figure of command existed, this was undoubtedly where he would be.
There were only two more turns before he reached the floor of the quarry. Occupied as he was with examining the command tent and scrutinizing the Elves within, he was paying little attention to what awaited him at the bottom of the ramp. And so it was that his heart leapt into his throat when someone suddenly and unexpectedly called his name.
"Sauron!"
Paranoia gripped him. He spun around, eyes narrowed as he scanned the nearby Elves, searching for anyone who might have both recognized him and deigned to call out to him. He half expected to see someone about to hurl a mallet at his head or lob a rock at him, and his body tensed accordingly, ready to protect himself, dodge, or run as the situation called for. But his eyes widened as instead he caught sight of an unmistakable shock of hair like spun gold and vivid blue and white garments. He did a double take. His eyes were not deceiving him.
Sure enough, standing there waiting with his arms folded and a dispassionately bored expression stamped across his face was none other than Eönwë, the Herald of Manwë.


   
 
Chapter 13

 A/N: Greetings everyone and thank you for your inestimable patience in waiting (once again) for an update. However, the fantastic news is that I am now officially graduated and once again have something resembling a Life! Although I'm currently in the process of applying for full-time positions, interviewing, and all that fun jazz, no longer shall twelve-plus hours a day, six days a week be gobbled up by college work, meaning    Gorthauro Estel   will be getting much more of my attention once again.
 A resounding thank you to all you wonderful anonymous folk who left reviews: Guest (1), Wee, Amalthea, Guest (2), BlueRaspberryJollyRancher, Tookloops, nonmnomnfox, Kayla-Bird, Guest (3), SomeoneElseWhoLikesIt, Just an Admirer, IncomingKarma, Guest (4), johnston, Guest (5), Guest (6), Guest (7), Kiki, and Guest (8).
 Having never worked in a quarry myself, this chapter required a fair amount of research. Most of the terminology, processes, tools, and information I mention in this chapter came from a very helpful essay: "Stoneworking Tools and Toolmarks" by W. Wootton, B. Russell, and P. Rockwell from the London King's College website. This page on medieval quarrying techniques includes pictures of the tools in addition to descriptions of their uses in mining and dressing. I know FFN doesn't like links, but here's the URL for those interested in looking at where I got my information for this chapter:   www . artofmaking . ac . uk /content/essays/2-stoneworking-tools-and-toolmarks-w-wootton-b-russell-p-rockwell/ (Apologies for the crappy formatting that FFN makes me use.)
 Please enjoy!


Chapter 13
Mairon preferred working alone. He loved tucking himself away into some small, quiet, untouched part of the world they were building, alone with his mind and his metal, where he could weave his ideas into the intricacies of reality.
In those long ago days, there were no forges, no hammers, no tools save the raw materials of all that was to exist and the hands, minds, and  fëar of those who had been sent down into Eä to create it. It was good work, hard and satisfying down to the very core of Mairon's being. And in those days, he - like all his fellow Powers - had delighted in the thought of the Children who would one day wake to marvel at all the wonders he and his kind were preparing for them.
Oh, and it would be worth marveling over. The velvet canvas of Manwë's sky, the vast wine-dark depths of Ulmo's oceans, the massive pinnacles of Yavanna's forests, the mottled foundation of Aulë's earth - harmony, order, and beauty made incarnate wherever he looked. And yet, this was all but the mere beginning to what they had seen in the visions, which were themselves only a promise of what Eru's themes and their songs would bring to pass.
Fire and gold - from the beginning, those were Mairon's beloved elements. Though it was Lord Aulë who first learned to bond together the raw particles into metal skeins, it was Mairon who first made them into art. Drawing from the Flame that burned always at the heart of Eä and also from that within his own blazing  fëa, he discovered quickly how to entwine the molten ore into Aulë's stone, creating intricate patterns like a spider's web of sparkling golden light against the dark granite, quartz, and hematite into which they were set. There they hardened into rivers of solid metal, hidden deep, deep down in the depths of the earth, perhaps not to be seen by living eyes again until thousands of years had passed.
Sometimes Mairon wondered what the Children would think when they found them at last, those tapestries of precious metal threaded through the length and breadth of the earth. How soon would they learn to scrape back the stone to reveal the patterns he had so artfully hidden? Would they think it as beautiful and wondrous as he did when they finally did so? Would they catch a glimpse of his mind and power on the edge of thought when they ran their fingers across the glimmering surfaces, this testament of his unique work in Arda, the mark of Mairon the Admirable?
Such were the thoughts and dreams he cradled in his heart as he worked on his newest and greatest endeavor yet. Down through the foundations of the earth he had traveled, drawn to the heat glowing at the core of the forming world, and there he had found it: a massive pocket in the stone, an immense cavern with leagues of domed wall sparkling in the light of his fiery spirit. The glittering pinpoints scattered above, below, and to every side he discovered to be tiny crystals forming in the dark stone, and in delight he set to work creating a vast mosaic across those shining natural ramparts, threading his gold around the white crystals into the most intricate and beautiful pattern he had yet to form. He sang as he worked, and the pattern reflected the themes of his Song: splendor, order, power, hope. He sang of a coming time of innovation united with beauty, craft bonded with grace, dominion over the world coupled with wonder for all that lived and grew. He sang blessings for the Children to come, blessings of skill and craft and passion. Time had little meaning in the days before time could be measured, and save for the periods of rest that his physical form required him to take, he labored long and hard, dreaming of the day that the Children would find their own way into this place and see the hidden treasure he had eagerly prepared for them.
Another might have been disturbed to be so far and so separated from the rest of his kind, buried beneath miles of stone and earth, but as of yet Mairon had little experience with fear, and curiosity was a welcome and pleasurable sensation. Here, in this domain of his, this hall of stone and crystal and metal, he was lord over his own work, constrained only by the vast boundaries set by Eru through the visions the All-father had given them. The vast silence and glorious aloneness wrapped itself about him like a warm cloak and he delved deeper and deeper within his own being in search of new inspiration and themes to add to this magnificent work. The act of exploring his own fledglingSelf and discovering the talents Eru had hidden within his  fëa (not unlike the way he himself was hiding his golden designs for the Children) was a joyful and fulfilling task that Mairon felt he would never tire of carrying out. And so the time flew past him like sparks from a fire as he reveled in his task and his solitude and his skill.
Uncounted time later, Mairon's seclusion was broken by the faintest sounds on the edge of his consciousness. He paused in his work, frowning, then stretched out his mind, pushing through the stone towards the echoes and the dim pulses of distant power from his visitor. Who else would be here, delving so deeply into the earth? He thought he had secreted himself away well beyond the territories of the other Maiar, where he was unlikely to be disturbed. For a moment he hesitated, remembering rumors he had heard of the Fallen One who had concealed himself somewhere in Eä after the Discord, lurking to destroy the works of his fellow Powers or ensnare those he could. But the flicker of power he felt was not nearly strong enough to belong to a Vala.
He pushed on with guarded thoughts and a moment later brushed against the mind of a fellow Maia. The next moment his thoughts twitched with annoyance. A Maia of Ulmo. There was no mistaking the flickering thought patterns or the aura of water surrounding the newcomer. Briefly, Mairon almost wished it  had been one of the traitor servants of Melkor; in that case, he would have felt no guilt in driving away this invader of his solitude. But as it was, this world was not his alone, and the water Maia had as much right to go where he willed as Mairon did.
By now, the other Maia must have surely been aware of Mairon's presence, and not wishing to be mistaken himself for one of the fiery Valaraukar who had betrayed their order, he opened his mind to the newcomer and gently tapped against the other Maia's  fëa, making no attempt to penetrate. It was the Maiarin equivalent of a soft knock on a closed door, both an announcement of his own presence here and an inquiry as to whether he could enter. In response, the other Maia amiably withdrew his own mental defenses, allowing Mairon to see the signature pattern of his  fëa . Mairon quickly recognized the pattern - it was Sirenúr, a lesser Maia of Ulmo who loved bubbling springs and deep wells and whose personality tended to be as cheerfully animated as the clumsy underground streams he wrought. Mairon examined the themes of Sirenúr's work and saw he was running just such an subterranean river straight down towards Mairon's cavern.
Simultaneously, he could feel Sirenúr's mind searching his own, making the same sorts of deductions about his identity and his task, and when it came, he felt the eager question clearly.
 May I join you ?
Mairon did not want company, least of all a young, extroverted Ulmean Maia, but he could think of no reason to deny the request save sheer antisociabilty. His answer was polite but succinct, yet Sirenúr's response was still child-like delight at the prospect of joining a talented, elder Maia in his labor.
Mairon returned to his work, but now with his mind unveiled and outstretched, allowing the lesser Maia to maintain their mental connection if he wished. As he approached, Sirenúr was quieter than expected, perhaps shy or awed in the presence of one of the most powerful Maiar, one who had been among the first to descend, or perhaps simply sensing that Mairon was not the garrulous type. The slippery, ever-shifting aura of water grew steadily stronger, slick and cool against Mairon's mind, until finally Mairon felt Sirenúr emerge into the cavern itself, though he did not turn from his work to observe the water Maia's arrival. Through their connection came sudden surprised wonder, then admiration, then enthusiastic aspiration. A flicker of amused satisfaction wove through Mairon's being at Sirenúr's combined awe at beholding Mairon's extraordinary artwork and his zeal to make his own matching contribution.
 Just don't ruin it, Mairon sent, vaguely entertained by Sirenúr's buoyant enthusiasm bordering on hero worship.
 No, no, of course not, Sirenúr replied, almost comically aghast at the very thought.
And so the two Maiar labored on together then, and Mairon turned his thoughts back to his own themes, though now Sirenúr's presence was a constant at the edge of his consciousness. He knew that many Maiar enjoyed working together, a Maia of Vána with a Maia of Varda, a team of Yavannan spirits with an Oromean and a Niennan, collaborating their differing skills and feeding directly off one another's themes and thoughts. He himself had never seen the attraction; though he'd engaged in such teamwork before, he found his best work came from the times when he could sink deepest into the recesses of his own soul, without the distractions that such company guaranteed. Nevertheless, he left his  fëa accessible enough that Sirenúr could follow his train of thought if he wished, and he could sense the water Maia listening carefully to his Songs.
After a long while, he began to realize that Sirenúr was purposefully, if clumsily, matching his own Songs to Mairon's in a pretty harmony. For the first time, he withdrew from his single-minded focus to study Sirenúr's themes beside his own. Sirenúr must have sensed his companion's refocused attention upon him, for he offered up his themes before Mairon with all the shy excitement and exaggerated pride of a child showing off his work to a respected older sibling. And to his surprise, Mairon suddenly realized what Sirenúr was doing and he realized it was beautiful.
Mairon turned slowly and beheld the fruit of their combined labor.
Before him, the vast cavern arched like the hall of a magnificent giant king. The walls and ceiling glistened with the myriad pinpoints of crystal light woven round with his dancing patterns of gold veins embedded in the dark stone, and his firelight turned it all into a flashing spectacle of exquisite natural beauty. But in the center of the cavern, where before there had been only smooth rock floor, now there was a great, dark pool of crystalline water. Spread across its surface was a mirror image of those lovely patterns he had formed, now dancing, flickering, and shining from the obsidian liquid. It was his themes given life, magnified, reflected and rebounded from a thousand angles as the water lapped ceaselessly in the underground current that fed it.
Sirenúr had given Mairon's masterpiece the one thing it needed to surpass what it already was, something fiery Mairon would never,  could never, have done on his own. It was perfect. It was Meant.
Mairon met Sirenúr's blue-green gaze and with a small smile, he inclined his head to the younger power in quiet acknowledgement of his gift. Then the two of them, a fire Maia and a water Maia, stood there side-by-side gazing out over the unified creation of their minds and Songs, taking silent pleasure in what they had accomplished together.
 Perhaps, Mairon thought,  perhaps I need not  always work alone .


Eönwë was wearing an expression of such utter neutrality that Sauron could not help but strongly suspect that Manwë's Herald wished he was anywhere else but here in this quarry. The fact that he himself would apparently not be the only completely miserable individual here today lifted Sauron's spirits in some small measure. It was a minute comfort, but a comfort nonetheless.
He had halted upon hearing his name called out so unexpectedly, but now he continued his descent down the ramp at a casual pace, both to keep Eönwë waiting and to give himself time to consider this unexpected turn of events. His mind was racing. What was the purport of the Herald's unlooked-for appearance? Surely if the Valar had a message for him, they would have sent it directly through Aulë. That, and the expression on Eönwë's face, implied that the sky Maia was to play a more significant role in Sauron's task of supposed penitence. What exactly that role was to be Sauron was not sure, but there seemed only one inevitable way of finding out.
He reached the bottom of the ramp and faced Eönwë, quirking up one eyebrow. "This seems like an odd place for a high king's herald," he drawled, allowing none of his curiosity or bemusement to show. "Shouldn't you be delivering important messages, or destroying hapless kingdoms of evil, or whatever it is you do in your time off? I wouldn't think a humble quarry worker such as myself would warrant a personal visit from the most powerful Maia in Valinor."
"Oh, lay off it, Sauron," Eönwë snapped, his expression shifting subtly from fake indifference to genuine annoyance. "I, for one, would like to make this as easy as possible. I can assure you I don't want to be here anymore than you do."
"Oh, I doubt that," Sauron said quietly, his eyes flaming.
Eönwë gave him a look that barely passed as tolerance. For several seconds, Sauron could see Eönwë physically struggling to restrain his tongue and shove down his repugnance for the Black Captain. But then the Herald shook his head and heaved a sigh. "Why don't we head over to the command tent and I'll explain everything as we go."
It wasn't a suggestion. Eönwë turned briskly with all the pageantry of a general, the long ends of his emblazoned blue tabard flapping like wings of a sea eagle, his long, straight hair glistening golden. Sauron fell into step with him, to the side and slightly behind, glancing around furtively as he did so. Inside the pit, the sound of ringing picks and hammers against stone was even louder, a cacophony of competing individual rhythms that nevertheless contained an oddly musical quality, not so unlike the discord of dozens upon dozens of hammers on anvils. Unlike the forges however, this place offered neither welcome nor comfort; these were not the sounds of skilled and careful masters crafting delicate trinkets and dainties of precious metal and gems, but the coarse clamor of unskilled labor, and to Sauron's ear, the sounds could not have been more disparate.
A few Elves glanced in their direction as the Maiar whisked past, but overall Sauron was thankful to see that the other workers seemed so engaged in their tasks that they were taking little notice of anything or anyone else. As yet, none of them seemed aware that Morgoth's wolf was in their midst, though there was still time enough for the information to work its way around, as it doubtlessly would. Moreover, Eönwë's rapid pace discouraged lingering stares, though Sauron suspected this had less to do with Eönwë's concern over Sauron's feelings or safety and more to do with the Herald's own mortification at being seen in the company of Public Enemy Number One.
"I'm to be your personal overseer here at the quarry." Eönwë was speaking again. Sauron turned his thoughts from his surroundings back to his companion, maintaining an air of suitable nonchalance at Eönwë's revelation, as interesting as it was. "Lord Manwë felt it would be wiser to pair you with a Maia than an Elf, considering the circumstances. Anyway, if you need water, or rest, or assistance of any kind, I'm here to step in and make sure you get it. I'll be in charge of your daily assignments, so if you have any questions about your schedule or your tasks you'll come to me first. If you run into any sort of complications, you'll report that to me as well. I'll be overseeing your daily work, making sure you finish your quotas, and reporting back to the head managers each evening."
Sauron mulled over this information silently. There was a final, unspoken aspect of Eönwë's duty for which Sauron found himself reluctantly thankful. What with his concern over the spy back in Aulë's Halls and the hostility with which he'd been met by Valinor's general elven population, spending his days alone with large groups of pick- and hammer-wielding Eldar was not a reassuring prospect, not that he would have ever mentioned his anxiety to Aulë or any of the Valar. As such, it was a relief that the Valar apparently possessed enough insight to at least refrain from dumping him completely alone with a bunch of Elves, many of whom would probably be more than happy to turn this pit into his grave. Though he'd no intention of rushing to Valar to thank them for it, it was a weight off his mind that he didn't mind losing.
That aside, he wasn't sure what to make of Eönwë's peculiar assignment, but already his mind was flickering back and forth amongst the various advantages and disadvantages that this unforeseen circumstance created.
The more he considered it, the more he realized the situation itself shouldn't have come as a surprise. Eönwë's presence was an absolute guarantee that his every action and word would be reported straight back to Manwë on a daily basis, and from Manwë probably to the other thirteen Valar. He would have to keep that in mind and watch his step. Of course, he would have had to do that anyway. In some ways, Eönwë's propensity for tattling might even prove a blessing in disguise. Now he knew exactly who would be reporting on him to the Valar.  Better a wasp out in the open where I can see it than one lurking in the shadows to sting when and where I least expect it. After his stressful night agonizing over the unknown identity of the spy in Aulë's Halls, he found he significantly preferred this option, if his every move was going to be analyzed in either case.
As he contemplated this, he alighted upon a further potential benefit: if he knew Eönwë was the central source of the Valar's knowledge concerning himself, there was the possibility that he could actually control the Valar's view of him, to a certain extent. He'd used spies often enough during his long military career to know the dangers that came from gathering information secondhand, as necessary as it generally was, and had occasionally utilized that very danger to his advantage.
One such time was shortly after he had captured Minas Tirith. The Noldor had made a number of ill-conceived attempts to retake the island fortress in the following months, driven primarily by the rage for which they were infamous, Sauron suspected. The forces of newly christened Gaurhoth had little trouble repelling them, and watching from his high tower, Sauron had observed the reckless and disorganized movements of his foes, suggesting weak communication and leadership, if any, amongst the infuriated Eldar.
Working off this premise, Sauron had stationed a troop of orcs within clear view and shooting range of a hidden bluff across the river, which his scouts had discovered some weeks prior and with which he guessed the previous residents of the island would be familiar. Although he'd never seen them, he knew Noldorin spies had come and gone, for shortly after, the orc troop was viciously attacked from the bluff above. Of course, the troop was merely a decoy. Another much larger troop accompanied by Draugluin had descended upon the Noldor from behind, trapping them against the river and easily annihilating them. The Elves' angry desperation, the relative naiveté of their spies, and their glaring underestimation of his own knowledge of the area had done all his work for him; they had thrown themselves upon his sword of their own volition. An experienced commander would have recognized the decoy troop for exactly what it was, but crucial information had been lost or subtly changed during the exchange from spy to captain.
If he could do the same thing here - manipulating Eönwë's reports to Manwë - he could essentially control, or at least predict, the Valar's actions as he had done so successfully with the elven warriors at Minas Tirith. Of course, it was not quite  that simple. As had become clear the previous night, Eönwë would not be the only person watching him and reporting; the Valar were not such fools as to make a cardinal mistake of espionage like relying on a sole source of information. But still, it would be foolish to throw away an opportunity like this, not when it had presented itself to him so neatly.
Besides, he had also just been handed the power to make Eönwë's life as miserable as he pleased for who knew how long, and really, what was the downside to that?
Eönwë may have simply been the messenger in the Valar's plot to lure him back to Valinor, but Sauron had no reservations about punishing the messenger, particularly when he couldn't yet lash out at the Valar themselves. And Eönwë had already committed the worst possible blunder in this situation: he had shown Sauron that his assignment was already getting to him.
 Oh, Eönwë, Sauron thought,  you will have to improve your game if you think you can play with me .
They arrived at the pavilion that Sauron had previously observed from the ramp and which he had evidently been correct in identifying as the command post. It was an elegant, peaked structure, white but embroidered all around with fluid, elven designs in a different weave, and staked into the stone on a low rise at the southern end of the quarry, from which point the occupants had a clear view of the various operations throughout the pit. Sauron had to give the Elves in charge some credit though in that they were not lounging in luxury while their kin toiled below. The interior was distinctly austere; except for the shade, there were no extra frills or indulgences, only a long table running down the center line which was pinned all over with maps and diagrams and surrounded by light wooden benches. At the back, against the sheer quarry wall, were a row of long cabinets, which at a guess Sauron imagined were filled with the various paperwork that an operation like this would require.
There was perhaps a score of Elves in the tent, some gathered about the maps, others working on what were probably reports and schedules, and a few gathered in groups talking and gesturing towards various areas of the quarry. As the Maiar entered, many of the Elves glanced up in a cursory manner, clearly expecting more of their own kind, but then they all did double takes, their gazes suddenly full of the intent, invasive curiosity that Sauron was now coming to expect. He ignored them and felt as their eyes slid away seconds later, as if they had decided they were above staring and did not want to be caught doing so by their peers.
Eönwë, authoritative and formal as always, wasted no time but made a beeline for the back of the tent, where a tall Elf woman was going over what appeared to be production charts. She looked up as they approached, her grey gaze appraising and cool, and laid aside her report. Her dark hair was pulled back into a single, long plait and she was clad in a belted leather jerkin and linen trousers tucked into tall boots, giving her the taut, poised air of one who knew exactly what she was doing and would take no nonsense from those under her command. She met Sauron's eyes fearlessly and held his fiery gaze undaunted, and looking back, he perceived that she was old and shrewd and had seen much in her years. Indeed, searching deeper, he found that hint of flickering light in the depths of her eyes, the same light that Melkor had worn upon his brow, that light which marked all of the Calaquendi. This Elf had seen the Two Trees.
Her eyes swept down then up, weighing him in a single, calculative glance that left him feeling curiously and uncomfortably exposed. A moment later, he realized why. It was the same way he had looked at prisoners brought before the throne of Gaurhoth, evaluating strengths and weaknesses, value and threat, all with the complete confidence of having power and control on his side. His jaw clenched and heat seeped up into his face, though he had long ago learned how to control his  fána well enough to conceal the angry, shamed flush.
"So, this is our dark lord," the woman said, her voice low and husky.
Seeming to sense the tension clouding the air, Eönwë stepped forward to do what he did best. "My lady, this is the Maia Sauron Gorthaur of Aulë's Halls who has been assigned to work here at Corimendturë by the Valar. And Sauron," he said, turning to him, "this is Lady Yavairë of the Telerin folk who with her husband Sorohend of the Vanyar has been granted the task of managing this quarry in response to local requests to send succor to the peoples of Middle-earth."
Sauron inclined his head, smoothing his face into a serene mask. "My lady."
Yavairë continued to stare at him, her Tree-lit gaze unnervingly penetrating and inscrutable. "Tell me, Sauron Gorthaur, are the rumors true that you have come to Aman of your own will, seeking forgiveness for your ill deeds?"
Sauron gave a little polite smile. "They are," he replied easily.
Yavairë returned his smile with one of her own, polished and cold. "I see. And now you think that a few stones dug from a quarry is fair payment and proper restitution for gallons of blood spilled from my people?"
Sauron's face remained impeccably cool. "No, my lady, I believe it is the Valar who think such."
Her lips tightened, but otherwise she gave no indication of her emotions. Her eyes continued to flicker uncannily, like light seen far and distant through deep water, and for another moment longer they remained locked eye-to-eye. Then Yavairë swept her gaze away, as if she had fathomed all of Sauron's being that she currently required. "Lord Eönwë has your assignments and he will show you the way things are done here," she said, picking up her report again. "You will find that my people value hard work and a strong will, but we have little tolerance for disruption to our order or for those who spread ill will. I trust you are wise enough to do neither as long as you are here."
She turned her steely gaze back to him a final time. "And do not forget, Sauron Gorthaur, that the Eldar value the blood of their kindred above all else. Our memories run long, and we are not in the habit of forgetting."
Sauron bowed from the waist. "And neither am I, my lady. I can assure you that I will not forget."


"Essentially, everything boils down to three main divisions: mining, dressing, and transportation."
Sauron was in the process of getting a tour of the quarry and a run-down of the procedures from Eönwë, who had apparently himself only been briefed in the past few days. However, considering that they had both played the roles of commanders in their respective pasts, neither was unfamiliar with the running of such operations. Sauron was finding everything straightforward enough, if not exactly riveting.
"Each of the three divisions is broken down further into twenty to thirty units - the Elves call them  maquati - which each consist of ten workers and an overseer. The mining  maquati excavate the raw stone, the dressing  maquati shape the blocks to their proper dimensions, and the transportation  maquati move the raw stones down for dressing and deliver the finished blocks to their final destinations, here in Valinor at least. There are also the specialists - blacksmiths, wainwrights, hostlers, and the managers of course - but for the most part, they won't be affecting your work directly."
The Herald pulled a folded parchment out of his satchel and handed it to Sauron, who unfolded it to find it covered in a combination of letters and numbers ordered into three long columns. "That's the weekly  maquati schedule. It's long, hard work and not particularly exciting, especially if you're in mining or dressing, so most  maquati are on rotating schedules to avoid the monotony of performing the same task day after day."
He pointed to the top of the second column. "See, here's M1,  Maquat One, who are working in the dressing division today." He shifted his finger lower, indicating a place further down the list in the third column. "Tomorrow, M1 is in the transportation division, and the next day they're in mining. Then they're back in dressing the next day, and so forth.
"Some  maquati do opt as a team to remain in the same division indefinitely. Elves who prefer a particular division are grouped into special units and remain in the same slot on the schedule day to day." He pointed to one unit on the list. "M56, for example, is marked IM for  imya : 'same.' As you can see, they're working in dressing the entire week. Schedules are developed on a weekly basis, so if anyone wants to switch from a regular unit to an  imya unit, or vice versa, they have to inform their overseer by the final day in order to get on the correct schedule for the next week."
"So what schedule have I been graced with?" Sauron inquired in a bored monotone.
Eönwë gave him an annoyed scowl, which Sauron ignored. Just because he'd decided he was going to behave (mostly), it didn't mean he had plans to jump up and down in feigned enthusiasm over his obligatory labor.
Somewhat huffily, the sky Maia plucked the schedule from Sauron's grasp to refold and return it to his satchel. "For some unfathomable reason, the Valar in their great wisdom thought you might not mix well with the Elves yet, so you are a special case. You and I make up  Maquat Seventy-three for the time being. The same general rules apply for you though. You're starting out this week on an  imya dressing schedule, since dressing is the division that requires the smallest amount of necessary interaction with anyone else and the Valar thought you'd appreciate having a week to settle into the job with the same task each day. After this week however, you'll have the option of switching to a regular rotating schedule or staying on your  imya schedule. It's up to you. Any given week you can switch schedules, just as long as you notify me by the end of the week, but once you're down that's what you'll be doing, even if you decide you don't like it after all. So choose wisely."
Tipping his head to the side, Eönwë gazed upwards thoughtfully. "I think that's all you need to know for now. I'll take you up to the blacksmiths to collect your tool set and then you've got a few hours to lunch to get yourself settled in."


Within half an hour, Sauron reported in at the dressing division command post at the west end of the quarry. The division commander at the makeshift post (little more than a chair and table under a lean-to roof) took down Sauron's  maquat number on a long parchment and handed Eönwë another much shorter document with their daily assignment.
"Looks like we're over there by the southwest wall," Eönwë said, skimming the finely printed Tengwar on the sheet. "Sector Nine, Station Five. I believe they've set us up a special station to accommodate the fact that it's just the two of us rather than a full unit."
Allowing Eönwë to take the lead, Sauron surreptitiously scanned the area as they headed towards their station. By now, the activity in the pit had picked up considerably as the daily work got into full swing and the elven units fell into their well-established routines. As they wound their way between the other stations, Sauron eyed the working units in an attempt to glean what information he could about the labor and his neighboring coworkers. Within each dressing  maquat, five Elves were working on large, unshaped slabs of raw stone, hammering and chiseling them into roughly rectangular shapes. The blocks were then passed off to the other five Elves, who were using finer chisels and rasps to smooth out the stone and rid them of remaining imperfections. At several stations, members of the transportation division were loading finished blocks onto sled-like contraptions, which were used to drag the blocks away to the eastern end of the quarry, from whence it appeared they were catalogued, loaded into larger, sturdier carts drawn by horses, and transported to the docks. A bitter melancholy settled over Sauron as he observed the fate of each block.  Wrenched from your age-old place in the world, hammered and chiseled and battered and bruised, and shipped off across the sea to you know not what - I know how that feels.
Sector Nine, Station Five consisted of two small wooden benches, a wooden work table, and a large stone table, which was little more than a raised stone slab scored with straight groves into which each block would fit to hold it in place as he shaped it. Folded nearby was a light awning for once the sun rose high enough to become unpleasant. All in all, the station could not have been much more than fifteen square feet.
Beside the station was a tumble of misshapen stones, fresh pick and hammer scars clear across their surfaces. It was these stones that Sauron was required to turn into useable blocks by the end of the day, the stones that would eventually become part of new elven cities in Middle-earth. Fifty blocks according to the quota written in his daily assignment. Sauron bit his lip, breathed out a long, slow sigh, then gingerly slid onto his bench.
On the wooden table, he laid out his tool kit: a leather strip sewn with pockets containing the various devices needed to transform the ugly chunks of raw limestone into the finished blocks he'd observed being hauled out of the quarry. The tools ranged from chisels and rasps of various sizes to a long straight edge, a set square, and a plumb line, everything he'd need to properly dress the blocks. Although he'd never done such work himself or directly overseen the quarrying and building operations of Morgoth's kingdom, he still understood the basic principles of the task before him and had a fair idea of what he'd be doing all day.
One thing was for sure: it was a far, far cry from forging gold.
It was going to be a long day.
He turned to Eönwë, who was standing a few paces behind him, and caught the golden-haired Maia staring wistfully off in the direction of Taniquetil, the top of which was visible over the crest of the quarry. He coughed sardonically and the Herald gave a little twitch, looking almost guilty before he quickly recovered the bored expression that Sauron assumed was supposed to mean something along the lines of "I'm not at all bothered to be stuck in a quarry with the most hated being in Aman. Really, I'm not." Once again, Sauron found himself mentally sneering at what an amateur Eönwë truly was to this game. Not that Eönwë's life had provided him much reason to cultivate the skill of hiding his emotions and concealing his thoughts. The hardest thing Eönwë had probably done in his entire life was memorizing long-winded speeches for Manwë's Valarin feasts.
And what reason did gentlelord Eönwë have to learn? It wasn't as if Eönwë was the one condemned to wear himself out chiseling and chipping at blocks of stone. It wasn't Eönwë who was reduced to a pathetic state of powerlessness with a Bound  fëa . It wasn't Eönwë who had nothing to look forward to at the end of the day except further revilement, segregation, and misery.
 You would not have survived a single day in my life, he thought, scathing bitterness towards the Herald swelling up from his stomach.  You are weaker than you even begin to imagine.
He raised an eyebrow, only letting a fraction of his contempt show. "I'm assuming your job consists of more than holding my paperwork and looking pretty. Or do I have to lift these stones all by myself? Of the two of us, I'm the one who's Bound after all."
Eönwë shot him a vicious glare then frowned down at the pristine blue and white tabard he was wearing, a somewhat regretful expression crossing his face that made Sauron all the more smug about the decision he'd made that morning to choose work clothes over his silken garments. Apparently no one was stocking Eönwë's wardrobe with appropriate quarry attire. That, or Eönwë couldn't bear the thought of leaving Taniquetil without Manwë's Eagle stamped across his chest for all and sundry to see and revere. However, to his credit, the Herald bent over without any verbal complaint and helped Sauron hoist the first limestone slab up onto the stone table.
The entire process was straightforward enough. The first task was to carve the slab into approximately the right shape and dimensions, three feet by two feet by two feet, which was accomplished with the most blunt chisel in his set and a wooden mallet. As the shape began to emerge, he worked his way down to the finer chisels, stopping regularly to use his straight edge, set square, and plumb line to ensure that the lines and angles were correct. Once he was satisfied with the basic shape, he moved on to the polishing process with the most abrasive rasp. Once the bumps and scrapes left by the chisels were worn down, he used the coarse emery rasp and lastly the finest pumice rasp to polish the block to a smooth and glisteningly sleek finish. After measuring the sides and angles a final time, he enlisted Eönwë's aid once more to move the completed block to the east end of the station, where it would be collected by members of the transportation division during their next round.
One block down, forty-nine blocks to go.
From what he could see, the one and only positive aspect of the work was that it was nearly mindless. Except for the measuring, the task took barely any thought, especially the second half which involved little more than rubbing the rasps back and forth methodically across the entire surface. After his muscle memory kicked in, allowing him to perform the repetitive motions by rote, his mind was afforded the opportunity to roam where it willed. For a while, he used the time to meditate on the books from Aulë's library, mulling over various ideas for supplementing his powers that had been sparked by information in the volumes he'd read, and discarding each in turn as he decided it wouldn't accomplish what he needed. From there, he pondered the quandary of how better to approach his mission, searching for that illusive key to speeding up the information-gathering process that he was sure he was missing. Yet still nothing presented itself to him within that sphere, and he began to grow irritated with himself and the seeming futility of his plans, a sentiment fortified by his current state, as he wasted minute after minute on these cursed stone blocks.
Before he could descend into a truly foul temper with that train of thought, he forced his mind back to the present. Fuming helplessly over what he could not change was pointless and he refused to lose his cool on his very first day. Instead, he examined the progress of his manual labor. He'd moved through four more blocks, but when he glanced upwards to the sun, further dismay struck him. Surely, he'd been here long enough that the sun should be nearing its zenith by now! It felt as if he'd been sitting there for hours chipping away at these blocks, but the sun's position announced the fact that he could barely have been there for more than an hour. His heart sank. Already, his arms were stiffening from the constant motion of chiseling and rasping, his fingers felt raw and worn, his back was cramping, and his nether regions ached from the flat, wooden seat. He let out a groan, bending backwards as far as he could without overbalancing to ease his backache and stretching his arms over his head in an attempt to get the blood flowing through them properly again.
All this time, Eönwë had interacted with him on a strictly minimal basis, helping him move each block to and from Sauron's working space, holding one particularly bothersome and wobbly limestone slab in place until Sauron chiseled it flat, periodically clearing away the debris that piled up at Sauron's feet, bringing buckets of water from a nearby mountain stream to pour over the blocks during the final polishing stages to wash away the fine dust, and any other random tasks that surfaced. When not performing such responsibilities, as now, the Herald paced nearby, blatantly bored but apparently not bored enough to attempt conversation with Sauron. Sauron did not mind. He found it something of a relief that neither of them was pretending to hold any amiable feelings for the other. One less layer of his mask to constantly maintain, he figured. It was as if they had made a silent, mutual agreement to do their respective tasks with relatively good grace but to hold one another in complete disdain all the while.
As he twisted his neck from side to side, trying to knead out a crick forming at his nape, Sauron wondered yet again how Eönwë of all people had ended up with this task. It seemed almost as much a punishment for the Herald as it did for himself. Surely there were other qualified Maiar (and ones with whom he had a less hostile history) who could have helped him move stones and stood watch over him just as easily. As much as he despised Eönwë, he recognized that this assignment was well beneath the Herald's rank; unless he had committed a serious offense against his masters, Sauron could not imagine what had led to such a degrading responsibility.  Perhaps it's the Valar's twisted way of punishing him for showing me mercy in Middle-earth and causing them so much trouble by sending me here, he thought.  I wouldn't put it past them. Still, the assignment must have come from Manwë though, and who really knew what went on in the Sky Vala's head. He was not exactly known for approaching matters in the most rational ways. It was Manwë who had pardoned  both Melkor and Sauron, after all. Need one say more?
Eönwë noticed Sauron stretching and brought over his water canteen, from which Sauron took a long, grateful swig. Taking his work bucket, Sauron then proceeded to pour the remaining trickle of water over his head and sighed as the cool liquid ran down his neck. Even though the Valinorean weather remained perpetually balmy, the hard labor under the high sun upon the barren rock face was taking its toll.
"Take a short break," Eönwë said in a clipped voice. "Walk out the cramps and get yourself some food if you need it. I just recommend against straying far."
Though he sniffed at Eönwë's overbearing tone, Sauron availed himself of the opportunity by standing and pacing the perimeter of his station, bending backwards and forwards and twisting to the side as if trying to recall the moves to an exotic dance. Muscles burned from places he wouldn't have guessed he was even using. Morosely, he wondered if he would be capable of so much as getting out of bed the next morning.
While his work took little thought, it did monopolize his visual focus. When he'd first arrived, his attention had primarily been for the station itself and its fixings, but now he took the time to familiarize himself with his general surroundings. His station was at the far southwest extremity of the quarry, leaving him open on two sides, a fact which eased some of the paranoid claustrophobia with which he'd initially been struck upon entering the pit. Due to the slope of the mountain spur into which the quarry was gouged, the shallow western ridge of the quarry offered a fair view of the plains stretching out below to the horizon. He could even see a large patch of darker greenery against the yellow-green of the plains grass which he guessed must be Yavanna's Garden, although the quarry's higher southern wall hid Aulë's mansions themselves from his sight.
Eönwë had apparently taken the break as an opportunity to vacate the premises and escape his objectionable companion, though Sauron did not know and did not care where he had gone, just as long as he returned. He dug in his food satchel and began munching on a ripe peach, appreciating the cool sweetness of the fruit as it washed away the grit and fine film of dust that he'd been breathing in the past hour. As he did so, he leaned up against the quarry wall and turned his attention to his next-door neighbors, the elven unit working closest to his own.
They were perhaps thirty feet away, and the thuds of their mallets, the clacking of their chisels, and the low, annoying growl of their abrasives, along with the indistinct drone of conversation, was clear. One of the transportation sleds had just stopped at their station, and the dressing overseer, a tall, willowy Elf with plaited silver hair and pale eyes, was helping load the finished blocks.
Suddenly, his nape prickled with the sensation of eyes fixed intently on him. Flicking his own eyes sideways, he met the fiery gaze of another Elf in the dressing unit, one of the chiselers shaping the raw slabs. He had paused in his work to glare at the Maia, his dark eyes burning and his hair a shaggy, black tangle about his angular face, which itself looked like the work of a chiseler's hand with its prominent cheekbones and raw jawline. The proud, angry face instantly summoned a memory in Sauron's mind, though it took him a moment to place it. Then he recalled the Elf whom he'd mentally dubbed Black-Hair at breakfast that morning, the one who had glared at him in the buffet line and muttered about the Void. Sure enough, shifting his gaze slightly to the next work space, he saw Black-Hair's timid companion Red-Hair, who was bent over his own slab, chipping away at a final knob with a thin chisel.
Returning his gaze to Black-Hair, he twisted his lip into a cool, dismissive sneer in face of the Elda's obvious hate.  Elf, he thought,  if you think giving  me the evil eye will break me, then you are sorely mistaken.
Evidently, Black-Hair saw the sneer and interpreted Sauron's scornful expression, for his glare darkened even further and Sauron could just about read the threat off his face. Rather than deigning to give Sauron one more second of his time however, he tipped his chin back contemptuously and swept his imperious gaze away. He snapped something at Red-Hair, who glanced up sheepishly, said something in return, then went back to work with bowed head and hunched shoulders. Pushing himself upright once again, Sauron flicked away the peach pit and dismissed the Elf's existence just as quickly as Black-Hair had dismissed his.
Upon Eönwë's return, the two of them erected their awning, casting a small pool of shade over the stone table, and work resumed. For the next three hours, Sauron slowly and laboriously chiseled his way through seventeen more blocks, stopping briefly every hour or so to stretch and drink. If possible though, time seemed to limp along more and more slowly. While the first few blocks at the very least had some small measure of novelty on their side, by the time Sauron reached his half-way mark, he was so thoroughly sick of chisels, blocks, and dimensions that he felt he could scream. Then there was that blasted dust that had a way of getting everywhere, particularly into the nooks and crannies where it was least welcome. He'd quit pouring water over his head several hours back for fear it would simply congeal the dust into a disgusting sludge across his shoulders.
To make matters worse, in that time he seemed also to have exhausted his topics of mental contemplation. He'd spent a while thinking about the Maia Erenquaro, perusing their brief interaction in search of clues on how best to manipulate him, should he pursue his idea of converting him to unwitting minionship. That led to considering Eönwë and brainstorming various methods of getting under the Herald's skin, but even this fertile topic grew old as the time dragged itself sluggishly past. As physical exhaustion mixed with the mental fatigue of the deathly dull work, Sauron's mind slid into a blank state of waking vacancy. Every once in a while he'd give a little mental jerk and realize his mind had been absolutely devoid of any thoughts for the past who-knew-how-long, as if his inner self had simply withdrawn and left him as a hollow shell going through the repetitive motions. He shuddered, trying to regain some tangible train of thought, but inevitably emptiness would drift in again.
 This is exactly what the Valar want, his mind insisted in those times when it actually seemed to be functioning.  They want to wear you utterly down, mentally and physically, until you are useless, a slavering fool incapable of so much as forming a plan, let alone carrying one out. You idiot, you useless idiot, are you going to just sit here and let them win? You cannot let them win! But at the same time, a tight, choking sensation rose up in the back of his throat as he recognized the fact that he was struggling just to make it through the first half of his first day. Now he understood firsthand Lord Melkor's cunning in condemning his captives to lives of hard labor, not only in its practical function of providing his kingdom with necessary resources, but also in the mental and physical taxation on the slaves that must have rendered them nearly incapable of plotting escape or rebellion. Although he could not help but grudgingly respect the Valar for how neatly their plan was working, the knowledge burned like a hot iron in his chest. He might make it through today, but tomorrow it would begin again afresh, and the day after, and the day after, and the day after. He fought back the despairing misery pushing its way up his throat. He'd throw himself in the Void before breaking down in front of Eönwë, Yavairë, Black-Hair, and all his other adversaries in this quarry who would jump on his weakness like wolves on a lame deer. Still, it was putting a whole new meaning to the phrase 'bored to tears' for Sauron.
Truly, it was not the work itself that chafed him so deeply but rather the implications behind the work. He'd performed long, dull tasks before on many occasions, but never had his work seemed so pointless. The fact that there were countless other activities he could be doing at this very moment, ones helping him towards his revenge or improving his current condition, was what made the situation so torturous. That and the fact that this was simply the Valar's way of keeping him contained, controlled, and humiliated.
Finally, from the direction of the command tent, a long, low horn blast broke through the monotonous clamor of picks, chisels, and cart wheels. The immediate result was like watching water trickled onto an anthill; the Elves abruptly broke their ordered ranks, abandoned their tools, and scattered to collect their food packs and settle in for lunch and a welcome respite. Sauron slumped over, resting his elbows on the half-finished block in front of him, and kneaded his dry eyes. Despite the gurgling protests of his gut, he felt primarily like crawling into a corner, collapsing, and preferably never having to move again.
Eönwë had already commenced his meal. He eyed Sauron then nudged his companion's food pack towards him with his foot. "You eating?" he asked, with distinctly little compassion.
"No, I'm dying," Sauron groused back without lifting his head.
"Have it your way," Eönwë said with a little sniff, returning to his food.
At last, Sauron summoned the motivation to pull himself upright and open his pack. Even though he felt as if he'd consumed enough dust to survive on indefinitely, his appetite returned when he saw the biscuits, fruit, and strips of dried meat. He began to wolf it down ravenously as he realized just how much energy he'd been expending all morning.
Suddenly, raised voices broke through Sauron's single-minded focus on demolishing his lunch, causing him to look up and listen. From the angry tones, it was clear that whoever was doing the shouting was not engaged in friendly conversation.  Well, well, Sauron thought,  this may very well be the highlight of the day. About time.
The voices were coming from the adjacent station and when Sauron glanced over, he was not in the least surprised to see that it was Black-Hair who was doing the yelling.
The dark-haired Elf was on his feet, face twisted into a furious snarl, shouting violently and making angry gestures towards his unit overseer, the willowy Elf with silver hair fixed in long plaits. Despite his delicate appearance, Silver-Hair had also pushed himself to his feet and was yelling back at Black-Hair with every bit as much venom and fury. The other nine Elves in the unit seemed initially flustered and fell back, giving the two opponents space, but as the argument progressed, some of them joined in, siding with either Black-Hair or Silver-Hair and pressing towards the other side aggressively. Although the fight had yet to get physical, it was obvious this would not be the case much longer as the heated yelling and virulent gestures escalated.
"Stay here." Eönwë's voice was steely as he swept past Sauron, though Sauron found the command somewhat absurd. It wasn't as if he was itching to throw himself into the middle of an Elf fight. Let Eönwë handle the psychotic Eldar if he pleased and blessings be with him.
He watched out of the corner of his eye as the Herald marched into the neighboring station, pushing past the Elves until he was facing the two troublemakers, his back to Sauron. Though Sauron heard his angry voice as he jabbed his finger at both Elves, the specific words themselves were lost in the vast dome of the quarry, just as the Elves' words had been. Whatever he was saying seemed effective though, for the majority of the Elves retreated quickly and resumed their meals, averting their eyes and looking chastened for the most part. Even Silver-Hair abandoned the dispute and sat back down, sullen and agitated but with his fire mostly quenched.
Only Black-Hair remained undaunted. He shot something back at the Herald angrily, still standing belligerently close to the Maia, fire-browned skin taut over his muscles and his jaw rigid. Rather than backing down, Eönwë swelled out his chest, brandishing the white Eagle stitched upon his tabard, and made a curt, unyielding reply which, Sauron had a sneaking suspicion, probably contained the words "or I'll tell the Valar" or some close variation.
Whatever it was, it had its desired effect, in essence at least. Although he hardly looked mollified, Black-Hair returned to his seat, still glaring at both Eönwë and Silver-Hair but no longer looking completely homicidal.
Sauron swiftly refocused on the remainder of his meal as Eönwë returned, his breathing quick and tense. Risking a glance at the Herald, he saw that Eönwë's face was flushed as he dropped back down onto his bench beside his discarded food. Sauron tore off a strip of salty jerky and chewed the tough meat pensively. He was intensely curious about the nature of the quarrel. At the moment, Eönwë was obviously irate and bothered, a combination that often led to lowered defenses and loose tongues, which could provide Sauron with just the opening he needed. Of course, if Eönwë sensed he was being milked for information, the opportunity could just as easily backfire, but Sauron decided to give it a go.
"What was that about?" he inquired innocently, his mouth still half-full of jerky.
Eönwë heaved a long sigh, though for once Sauron sensed that it wasn't directed at him, and looked sideways at the fire Maia. For a good thirty seconds, Eönwë stared silently at him as if trying to gauge whether Sauron had trouble on his mind or was asking from simple, harmless curiosity. He apparently concluded the latter, or else the temptation to vent was too strong, for he gave another irritated sigh and shook his head.
"You know about the Kinslaying, I presume?" he said.
Sauron nodded. That was one story from Valinor about which he knew most of the gruesome details, along with the resulting Curse and Exile. The event had been a source of general amusement for Morgoth (save for the fact that it had dumped a horde of enraged Noldor into the middle of his kingdom), and Sauron himself could hardly complain about the strife it had caused over the years amongst the various elven factions. In fact, Sauron was willing to admit that the Kinslaying and the ensuing rifts it had caused was likely one of the primary reasons for Morgoth's overall success in the Wars; had the Elves remained united, he suspected the forces of Angband would have had a tougher time keeping them at bay. However, he had the presence of mind to refrain from airing these particular sentiments in Eönwë's presence.
Instead, he glanced at the neighboring Elves from under his eyelids, keeping his head lowered and his attention on the food in his lap. "I assume there's some lingering bad feelings then?" He paused a beat then added, "I suppose one can hardly blame them to some extent though."
Eönwë seemed to relax, almost imperceptibly, placated by Sauron's reasonable tone and mild manner. Sauron allowed himself a small mental smirk. Faced with a sympathetic façade and a silver voice (particularly one coming from a fair form), it was amazing how quickly an honest soul could forget the true nature of a less morally upright conversation partner.
"I suppose, but it's been a full Age, by Eru," the Herald replied, rubbing his temples wearily. "Fëanor's been committed to Mandos for centuries now, and you'd think they could work out their differences in some reasonable fashion. For most of the First Age, the Valinorean Noldor and Teleri seemed basically satisfied with ignoring each other's existence, and the Vanyar ignored them both. We hoped the War of Wrath would unite them and mend their hostilities, but instead it seems to have stirred them up against one another all over again."
Though Sauron flinched inwardly as Eönwë casually referenced the war that had destroyed his life, he didn't let his feelings show. Instead, he peeled off another ribbon of dried meat then paused, a small, puckering frown crossing his face. "That's odd - it certainly seems like they were fighting together from what I saw."
"Oh, they were. One thing that none of them ever disagreed on was their hatred of Morgoth. The problems haven't been so much in Middle-earth as here in Valinor." Eönwë stared at the biscuit in his hand as if contemplating whether to take a bite or not, then set it back down, gazing off over the quarry, his brows still drawn. "When the Valar decided to go to war, the Noldor joined in right away, of course. I suspect Finarfin had been eager for a war in Beleriand ever since his brothers left, and considering everything, he was adamant about the Noldor participating wholeheartedly. The Vanyar were less enthusiastic but willing enough to lend their aid to our cause."
The Herald picked at the biscuit distractedly, still staring off into the middle distance. "Then there were the Teleri. We didn't expect any help from them, and as far as I know the Valar weren't going to ask for it. But Olwë made the executive decision to provide his aid in the form of ships and sailors. He said it was time all the Eldar recognized they had a single enemy and that it was their duty to help their kindred in Beleriand, Sindar, Laiquendi, and Noldor alike. It was a noble resolution on his part, but it didn't go over well amongst his people."
Sauron continued to eat, still displaying mildly sympathetic interest but listening intently.
"Most of the Teleri are furious that their people provided any aid in the War of Wrath, since as far as they're concerned, it was poetic justice for the Noldor to die forsaken in Beleriand. Sending the Noldor any kind of assistance was equal to kin-treason in their opinion, from what I can tell."
Eönwë swept his hand towards Black-Hair's unit in an irritated gesture. "So now the Valar have these fires popping up across Valinor as the Teleri and Noldor go at each other's throats, and at the Valar. The Teleri are smoldering from Olwë's ruling and being forced (as they see it) to lend their aid to foes, and rumors have been spread that the Valar were going to force them to send ships anyway. The Noldor are smoldering at the fact that they had to be rescued, not that they'd admit anything of the sort of course, and that the Teleri helped. The Vanyar are treating the Teleri and the Noldor like idiots who should grow up some time in the next Age, which of course only infuriates the Teleri and Noldor all the more. The Valar have encouraged different projects, like Corimendturë, to get the three kindreds working together, but so far there's been only moderate improvement." The Herald shook his head and made a wordless sound of frustration. "Ugh! The Children! They're certainly living up to the name. You'd think they were all fifty years old!"
Sauron allowed a small smirk to twist the corner of his lips, hidden by his lowered head. He'd gathered more than enough information for the moment, and it was best to stop while he was ahead: before Eönwë recognized just how much leverage he'd given freely away to the former lieutenant of Morgoth. Now for an exit strategy… It was critical that when Eönwë recalled this conversation later, his focus would  not be on just how much he'd blabbed to the Black Captain.
Now the fun part of the process: some good old Herald-goading.
"In other words," he said nonchalantly, putting an mocking edge back into his voice, "this little paradise of the Valar's isn't quite the utopia they'd like everyone to believe."
Eönwë took the bait, hook, line, and sinker. "The Valar have never claimed that Valinor was perfect," the sky Maia shot back, immediately going rigid and angry once again. "Why do you have to twist everything we say? Valinor was created as a safe haven from  your master, and it served its purpose well for many years. Our land may never have been a utopia, but it has always been better than that accursed dystopia that Morgoth created in Beleriand."
Sauron picked idly at breadcrumbs under his fingernails, not looking at the Herald. "A dystopia? You wouldn't have caught any Elves going at one another's throats in any of Morgoth's quarries. At least his kingdom ran smoothly."
Eönwë gave a bitter, incredulous laugh. "Ran smoothly? Is that the difference between a dystopia and a utopia to you, Sauron? Whether it runs smoothly or not?" He gave that little laugh again, his hands clenching. "Why should I be surprised? Of course that's what you'd think. Why should I be shocked at how twistedly your mind works?"
 Heh, you don't know the half of it, Sauron thought, amused by Eönwë's display of spleen. The Herald must be in fine form indeed to already be resorting to blunt insults. He stretched out his legs casually, maintaining his unflappable exterior. "If we're speaking of twisted minds, at least I have never seen fit to slaughter a group of my own kindred," he commented in a dismissive voice. "And if  I have never even done it once, how twisted does that make someone who does it three times?"
Eönwë made a strangled sound that Sauron guessed was his attempt to repress a yell of frustration and simultaneously refrain from tearing out his own golden hair. Sauron's smirk widened just a little.
"Why do I even try?" Eönwë gritted with a voice that sounded like he was choking on his own tongue. "Dear Manwë, why do I even try?"
That was the end of lunch. For the next several hours, neither Maia deigned to acknowledge the other, except to move limestone slabs on and off the stone table.
Sauron, however, found himself with ample new material for contemplation.
The last thing he'd ever considered was that the Elves could prove potential accomplices to his schemes, yet now that he thought about it, Lord Melkor had essentially made them so, however unwitting, when he himself was a prisoner here. Of course, the Eldar had hated and reviled his old master every bit as much as they surely hated and reviled Sauron now, but Melkor had been successful at using their discontent, anger, and even their hatred of himself, for his own purposes. In fact, they had played right into his hand. And if Lord Melkor had been able to accomplish it, surely Sauron had the skill to succeed as well.
Until now, Sauron realized he'd had a false picture of the Eldar as a whole since his arrival in Aman, though understandably so. The unified front of his enemies during the War of Wrath, which had swept so relentlessly through Morgoth's kingdom, had given Sauron the impression that all his foes had put aside their differences and at last reconciled, to Angband's detriment. From his perspective, all he'd seen was the mingled wrath of Valar, Maiar, and Quendi crashing down upon him like a tidal wave. From this decidedly inconvenient vantage point, he'd been blind to the cracks still running through his foes' ranks.
And indeed, perhaps during the War of Wrath itself, the Elves  had been willing to temporarily put aside their grievances to defeat a mutually hated enemy. However, in the wake of Morgoth's sentence and Sauron's containment, it would seem the Elves were turning back to old enmities, having no shared opponent towards whom to direct their anger now. From his new vantage point, as a harmless prisoner of war rather than a public enemy at large, now he was able to see those cracks.
And like his master, Sauron knew how to get into the cracks.
Once again, Sauron blessed the Herald's naiveté, loose tongue, and obvious ignorance of the ways a mind such as Sauron's functioned. He could still hardly believe Eönwë had spilled such a perfect scenario to him, and with little prompting. Knowing not only that the Elves were still quarreling viciously over a long ago debacle, but that they were also angry with the Valar themselves, discontent with current management, and bitter about recent decisions,  and that the Valar apparently had their hands full dealing with it, was nothing short of delicious. It was just such a situation as this upon which Melkor had preyed. Melkor had simply needed the proper firebrand to set it all ablaze, and the Elves had done almost all his work for him. Sauron looked up from his work covertly and glanced at the adjacent station from underneath lidded eyes. From where he sat, he could see Black-Hair hammering viciously away at his block, as if the lifeless stone was the offending skull of some hapless Teler. Sauron smiled to himself. He might not have Fëanor, but he had a feeling that he had ready access to just the sort of firebrand he needed all the same.
 And do not forget that the Eldar value the blood of their kindred above all else. Our memories run long, and we are not in the habit of forgetting, Yavairë had said to him only that morning. He suspected she'd meant it as a threat, and yet with an irony he could never have planned, it appeared that sentiment might be the very thing that worked perfectly in his favor.
Slowly, the rest of the day bled out, but the display at lunch and Eönwë's information gave him the fuel to keep his mind ignited as he gradually made his way through the pile of raw slabs. The sun hung over the western ridge of the quarry, still several hands high over the horizon, when he completed the final touches on the fiftieth block and, with Eönwë, moved it onto the transportation route. He had officially survived his first day.
They reported out at the dressing division command post, where Sauron's daily assignment sheet received a wax seal as evidence that he'd completed his quota. Then he and Eönwë headed back up the winding ramp out of the quarry, which he'd descended what seemed like an Age ago.
Eönwë was clearly still peeved at Sauron for his comments about Valinor and the Kinslayings, but he didn't fuss when Sauron asked for the schedule to verify his tasks for the remainder of the week. As he skimmed the lists of unit numbers, Sauron was suddenly struck by the fact that only five days were listed. He paused, then his heart lifted fractionally. Until this moment, he'd not even considered the fact that he might be given days off. It made sense, though; he could hardly imagine the spoiled little Valinorean Elves working non-stop seven days a week.
Still, in recent days, too many times already he'd hoped only to have his hopes cruelly crushed.
However, when he pointed out the missing days to Eönwë, the sky Maia gave him a scathing look. "The Valar aren't slave-drivers, Sauron," he said, his tone dripping haughty contempt. "Their intention is to give you the opportunity to right some of the wrongs you've done and show the world the goodwill you claim to have, not to kill you. The work might not be enjoyable, but it isn't meant to be torture or punishment. Operations at Corimendturë run five full days a week. The sixth day is a half day for those who need or wish it. The only time you'd be required to come on the sixth day is if you fall behind on your quota. There are generally at least a few Elves who will opt to work a few hours any given sixth day, and on any occasion that you're so overwhelmed with benevolence that you just can't contain it, you're welcome to join in."
"Hmph," Sauron snorted under his breath, deciding he'd earned the indulgence of another goad at the Herald, "who in their right mind would  want to spend one second longer in this place than they had to? Of course, we've already determined where the Elves stand in regards to right minds…"
Eönwë glared at him in disgust. "Some people in this world actually care about others and are willing to sacrifice their time to aid them, but I wouldn't expect you to have any concept of that."
"I have people I care about," Sauron sniffed.
Eönwë gave a humorless laugh. "Oh right, and who would they be?"
"Hmm, let me see." Sauron sarcastically mimed thinking, one forefinger resting on his chin. "Oh, figure that, it seems I can't think of anyone after all. Now why would that be? Oh yes, because you and your army  killed everyone I cared about when you attacked Beleriand."
Eönwë's contempt gave way to a brief flash of startled surprise, followed rapidly by something that might have been consternation, but he quickly returned to the neutral glare he'd been wearing most of the day. The muscles along his jaw clenched and he turned away from Sauron without another word. A moment later, there was a rush of wind as the Herald took to the form of an eagle and launched himself up and away.
Erenquaro the Stolid was waiting for him at the ridge where they'd parted ways that morning. As Sauron trudged up the last steps of the ramp, he wondered whether his wobbling legs and the aching muscles that twinged with every move would last him all the way back to Aulë's Halls. Once again, he cursed the Binding on his  fëa that reduced him to this state, little better than a mortal.
Lifting his eyes, he watched the blurry golden form of Eönwë's eagle fading into the distance towards the great thorn of Taniquetil rising up from the plains. Bitterness swelled back in, familiar and sulfurous in his mouth, to replace the brief sense of encouragement from his afternoon contemplations. This was not how it was supposed to be. He should have had a forge, a well-crafted goldsmith's hammer, precious materials to weave and shape, his mind and his metal to send the hours flying past. He should have been a lord, untroubled and undisturbed, alone with himself, the only person left in the world to whom he could devote any trust or admiration. He should have had a task he would never tire of carrying out, a place in this world that meant more than scraping at rocks in the midst of quarreling Elves and self-righteous Maiar. This was not how it was supposed to be…
 If only, Sauron thought as he turned to follow Erenquaro back to the Halls,  if only this had all been different.
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Chapter 14
Sauron stumbled into his room, shoved the door shut, and collapsed against the wall with a groan, finally able to voice the discomfort that had been steadily growing during his half hour trek back from the quarry. The muscles of his limbs and torso had found sufficient time to realize just how much work they'd been put to, and the result was an agonizing combination of dull aches and lightning flashes of sharp torture.
He leaned his head back against the wall and stared dismally up at the hexagonal pattern of his ceiling, taking large, deep breaths. One day down - the quarry portion anyway.
Still, he was far more drained, physically and mentally, than he liked to admit, especially since his goals for the day were far from complete. He had sacrificed the majority of his day to the Valar's whims, but the rest of his time was his own and he planned not to waste it, even if the very thought of how he intended to spend his evening made his insides squirm uneasily.
But hadn't he experienced much worse than all this? He'd lived through the administrations of Lord Melkor's most brutal moments of training in that dark room of Utumno. He'd survived the crush of canine jaws around his windpipe and the choke of clotting blood in his lungs and the searing abject horror of his disgrace upon the bridge of Gaurhoth. He'd endured the Valar's mutilation of his spirit and the imprisonment of his powers only a week ago at the Máhanaxar. He'd had worse days than this one.
But he also wasn't going to complain if he found a way to bring this delightful new life of his to an end sooner rather than later.
He pushed himself off the wall and received the physical equivalent of a protesting moan from his biceps and flanks as he did so. The lion's share of his will wanted to collapse across the beautiful, soft, warm, fluffy bed reclining invitingly only a few steps away, but any pleasure of allowing himself to sink onto that forgiving surface would be ruined by the foul slime of sweat and quarry dust still coating him.
Glad he had no audience to witness his painful gait, he shambled to the washroom where he turned on the waterspout and lit the coal bed with stiff fingers that resisted every movement, prompting more than one curse before the simple tasks were completed. Once ready though, stripping off the clammy work clothes and slipping into the warm water restored some small portion of Sauron's faith in the world.
Sliding down until only his mouth and nostrils remained above water, he closed his eyes and sank into a soothing, dark oblivion. His mind finally relaxed along with his  fána as he embraced these few precious moments of pain-lack, not because there were any fewer things to agonize over but because he knew both body and mind desperately needed this brief respite before he faced the rest of his day.
His resolve from that morning still held: he was going to supper in the Great Hall, and if doing so caused the world to cave in and implode, so be it. At least he wouldn't have to go back to the quarry tomorrow.
In the meantime however, there were arrangements that needed making to ensure his evening went according to plan. And unfortunately, he was looking forward to the arrangement-making just about as much as he was looking forward to the evening plans themselves.
After a while, he reluctantly ended the refreshing bath but exchanged his work linens for familiar silks, which were nearly as soothing against his rock-chafed, sun-scorched skin as the warm water had been. Lastly, he slipped his gold circlet around his brow, restoring some veneer of the dignity that had been stripped from him so far this day, then he glided out into the hallway as silent and dark as a shadow.
Originally, he'd planned to garrison himself the next few hours in the library with Aulë's books, but upon arriving he found a large cluster of Eldar in the alcove of the Smith's domain. Bitter indignation rose in his throat at seeing the Elves lounging across what he'd come to consider one of  his places, one of the few niches in this new world where he felt… not safe, but not immediately threatened either. The few times he'd arrived previously to find an Elf or two nearby, the miasma of his hated presence coupled with a burning glare had been enough to clear the alcove, but there was no way now to claim the space for himself without making a scene, and that was the last thing he needed. So instead, he slipped a book quietly from the shelf and ghosted away, leaving his place to the Elves.
 How well you are falling into the role the Valar have given you,  said that insidious voice in his mind.  How long before you forget that you ever were a lord? That a time existed when you when you were not so meek? When Elves would have cringed to find themselves in your way? Look how quickly Melkor's cringing cur learns his place. What, shall we bend the knee and lick their feet for them next? Ah, but you already have plans for that, don't you?
 I do only what I must, he snapped back with a mental snarl.  Until the time comes when I need do so no longer. And you know I'm only planning what's necessary for my future, for the lord I once was and will someday be again. I would never consider this path otherwise.
With this thought echoing through his mind, he sought out the second place in this World-That-Was-Not-His that provided some elusive feeling of protection, however artificial, where he could find the power to block out the worst of his reality and believe there was a best he could yet attain, no matter what lengths it took.
The garden courtyard was quiet and fragrant and, better yet, free of unwanted company. Sauron settled down in the corner he liked best, across the walkway from the mysterious painting of Middle-earth. Here the colonnade shaded him from direct sunlight at any given hour but the breeze from the open veranda wafted across him, bringing with it the rich scent of flowers and fruit and the pleasing tickle of invisible fingers across his face. There was no reason why this place should ease the turmoil of his spirit more so than any other place, but for some arbitrary flight of fancy it did. As he settled lengthwise onto a wide, padded bench, he glanced up at the painting. Perhaps it was the watching gaze of his one-time home, even rendered in lifeless brushstrokes, which made it easier to cling to hope in this hostile, alien place. Or perhaps in those beshadowed peaks he could sense some distant echo of Melkor's will and believe that his old master was still looking on and trusting in his faithful lieutenant to prevail. He did not know.
He dismissed the thought, and for the next hour he sank into  A Treatise on the Mind and Spirit of the Smith-folk .
Yet soon, all too soon, the sound of heavy footsteps approaching upon the cobblestone broke through his reading trance, as he had known they eventually would, like the inevitability of the coming tide. He breathed a deep sigh. He'd known all along that there would be no avoiding the coming conversation, but his tactics were set on how to steer this predictable, irritating discussion to his own ends.
He lowered his book as Aulë approached but did not draw up his legs, forcing the Smith to take a seat at the adjacent bench. Nowadays, the Smith habitually looked worried and uncomfortable, though Sauron had no way of knowing whether his own return was the particular culprit or if this emotional deterioration was the general proof of how the troubled Ages had worn upon the Lord of Earth. If possible though, Aulë looked even more anxious now than he usually did; his powerful hands clenched and unclenched with nervous energy and the usually straight line of his broad shoulders did not seem as solid as it normally did. Something was afoot.
Long seconds of awkward silence hung between them as Aulë continued to fidget with his hands and Sauron continued to eye him with bored disdain. Inside, his chest tightened unpleasantly. He didn't need any more distasteful surprises today, particularly from the Valar, but waiting for he-knew-not-what was even worse.
 Oh, let's get on with it,  Sauron's mind grumbled, but just as he opened his mouth to give the Smith a verbal prod, Aulë finally looked up, yet his gaze rested on the book in Sauron's lap.
"I know that book -  A Treatise on the Mind and Spirit of the Smith-folk, is it not?" Aulë said. He looked up and off across the garden, the distant glaze in his metallic eyes the very picture of nostalgic reflection. "I remember when it was written, not long after we fled Almaren and founded Valinor. There was so little we were able to salvage from Almaren: jewels, forges, my Lamps… all gone in what felt like a heartbeat. It was the first time we'd felt our bereavement like that, so keenly, so… so  bounded to this world. There was so much we'd lost after the most abundant and peaceful Age we'd ever seen since coming down from the Timeless Halls. I guess you could say we'd grown complacent and we'd forgotten too easily how vulnerable and fragile we and our work in the world was."
He shook his head briefly and a tired chuckle escaped him. "It was a time of confusion, doubt, and darkness after a long and bright Spring, and deep down, I think each and every one of us found ourselves questioning our purposes within Eä. What was the reason for our labor if everything we did was doomed to be unmade? And what of the Children who were to come, who would never now know the wisdom and glory of our work in Almaren or the shape of the world as it should have been? We'd never thought of preserving our knowledge in any manner beside its constant utilization, for ourselves or for those to come who would never now directly know what we had known or see what we had seen. Nor had we ever thought of trying to express the essence of our work in a tangible manner. But our grief and doubt had left us in uncertainty."
Glancing back to the book, he indicated it with a vague sweep of his hand. "Thus the volume you hold came into existence, the earnest labor of many of my folk in their attempt to capture the essence of my people's work in the world and to find some comfort in the seeming futility of all they'd accomplished in Almaren. They came to me for advice several times - well, more than several - and I aided them as best I could, though I always wondered if such a thing could truly be written down. But I was not going to discourage them, not if it brought them some peace or helped them find answers for the questions we were all asking."
Finally, he met Sauron's eyes. "When you finish it, I would be interested in hearing your thoughts on the subject. You were always wise in the lore of my domain and had such talent in your labor before Almaren." He breathed a nearly inaudible sigh and rubbed a hand wearily in his beard, his eyes still fixed unnerving on Sauron, and his face cracked into a pained expression that Sauron guessed meant he was thinking about everything that had happened  after .
Skirting the sensitive topic of how exactly Sauron had used his wisdom and talents in the later Ages, Aulë continued, a strained quality entering his deep voice. "I'm pleased my folk had some prescience in this at least: to provide a restored brother with the knowledge and wisdom we have gained in these Ages. It gladdens my heart to see you making use of our knowledge store and I hope your brothers' work on such a volume proves useful to you. There have been great advances in our craft since… since Almaren that I imagine you will find most enlightening."
Sauron's eyebrow rose fractionally in misshapen amusement at the slight (and undoubtedly unintentional) condescension in the assumptions behind Aulë's rambling.  If only you know that Valinor wasn't the only realm where "great advances" were being made, he thought.  Oh, the volumes I could fill with my own learnings and the "knowledge store" of Utumno and Angband that now itself lies lost forever in the ruins of Beleriand. I am not so ignorant and primitive in my learning as you think me, oh my wise lord Aulë. Believe me, I could single-handedly make a good start on a fifteenth alcove to your library. Hah! And I can just imagine how that would be received.
His lips quirked in dark humor at the thought.  A Treatise on the Mind and Spirit of the Traitor-folk: the Memoirs of a Dark Lord. I'd be interested in hearing  your thoughts on  that, my lord.
Another uncomfortable silence dragged itself between them like a living thing, wounded and limping. Sauron recognized Aulë's small talk as a method of stalling as much as a desperate attempt to bond with his former apprentice, which did more to pique his interest than any commentary on Valinorean literature. Anything that could make the Smith dither and fidget like a child expecting a scolding had to have some level of intrigue to it, though whether it would prove good or ill for himself, Sauron couldn't say.
When it became abundantly clear that Sauron would make no response to Aulë's half-hearted prompts about his reading material, the Vala finally got to the point in an uncomfortable rush of words. "I've been worried about you, Nauron, so I spoke with several of my fellow Powers yesterday evening," he said, squaring his slumping shoulders as if anticipating a hostile response. "We have a proposition to make to you."
 Ah, but will it be one I can refuse? Sauron thought, though he was listening carefully. Considering Aulë's desperation to get through to him these past few days, he'd guessed that sooner or later the Smith would run crying to the other Valar for help, but what the results might be he could not guess. He just hoped he hadn't miscalculated on the Valar's propensity to meddle should they grow worried about the outward manifestations of the iron will that protected the small candle of his hope.
Thus it was that he listened with cautious apprehension as Aulë outlined the Valar's plan, describing the hall rotation proposed by Námo. Aulë's open expression of anxiety and the unmasked yearning in his voice attested to his hope that Sauron would accept the offer and his expectation that he wouldn't. Observing this nauseating display of hopefulness and concern, which Aulë apparently lacked either the ability or decency to conceal, Sauron's instinct was to refuse for the simple reason of grinding his assigned lord's hope into the dirt. Yet as he listened, he found himself intrigued by the proposition, if simultaneously wary of anything that the Valar thought might be "good" for him.
"So far, your rotation would include four halls besides my own," Aulë was explaining. "Manwë and Varda, Námo and Vairë, Irmo and Estë, and Nienna have all agreed to welcome you to their realms. You wouldn't be required to talk to anyone if you didn't want to, and if all you desire is rest you would be allowed to do so in peace. But if you had anything you wished to discuss, my fellow Powers would be at your disposal, willing to listen with no repercussions for anything you might say. Of course, you needn't answer right away about any of this if you need more time to think about it, but our offer stands for you to make use of it whenever you feel the time is right." He fell into strained silence then, and despite his final words, he looked intently at Sauron, the question clear on his face, that tortured hope still glimmering in his eyes.
Drawing his own eyes away, Sauron considered the Valar's proposal. Their reasoning for such a move seemed sufficiently transparent; on the more innocent end of the spectrum, he guessed the Valar were hoping to increase his trust and comfort in their presence and thus break through his reclusive silence. On the less innocent end, he suspected they wanted to keep additional eyes on him besides Aulë's - which always saw the best but not always the truth.
Yet his intrigue remained, and to his own surprise he found himself seriously considering the idea. A scenario with no downsides did not exist; the skill came from calculating where to draw the line between advantages and disadvantages to determine whether an opportunity was worth the endeavor. And this one had potential. As much as he loved the thought of viciously grinding Aulë's vile hope to the same bitter pulp into which the Valar had ground his own hope at the trial, he couldn't discard the promise in this proposition.
For one thing, he'd be able get the lay of the land in a sanctioned manner. Though the stipulations at his trial had not preempted him leaving his assigned domain, Aulë's Halls were his virtual prison. He knew if he showed too much interest in exploration or left too often or wandered too far, there would be consequences. This proposition would give him at least some excuse to travel without suspicion. Where exactly was Lórien? Were the Halls of Mandos really the dark, subterranean labyrinth of pain and death that Lord Melkor had described? How far were the outlands of Araman? This opportunity would help him answer such questions and more.
Even if the Valar planned to use this idea to keep a closer eye on him, it also afforded him the opportunity to keep  his  eyes on  them and learn what he could of these powerful beings who now completely controlled his life. What did they think of his return? Of his betrayal? Who believed that he could truly be healed and assimilated? Who secretly hoped to still see him slip up so that he could be condemned to the Void? No doubt it would mean sitting through some irritating therapy sessions (despite Aulë's reassurance that he wouldn't be required to interact with his hosts, he could guarantee these trips came with at least the attached price of being talked  at, even if he chose not to talk back), but he felt he could endure that in order to satisfy his own curiosity. Beyond Aulë and Yavanna, he'd never known the other Valar personally, and whatever shadow-mist of time (or whatever else) had clouded his memory had left him with precious little useful knowledge of the kings and queens of Valinor.
Not that he was naïve enough to think that he would find an ally, unwitting or otherwise, amongst the Valar themselves to aid in his schemes, but the more he knew of them the better he could form his plans. And besides, these trips would also put him into contact with a wider range of both Maiar and Elves, who  were more susceptible to his manipulations and less dangerous to employ in his stratagems.
Of course, his list of enemies would doubtlessly lengthen too, but that register was already so extensive that extending it a little further seemed hardly worth fretting over.
There were other smaller, random benefits too. He was not about to complain about getting authorized time off from his ghastly quarry labor or temporarily escaping the oppressive hostility of Yavanna and the mother-henning of Aulë. Finally, if nothing else, it would simply be a break from the dull monotony that was quickly becoming his life.
All this added up to a conclusion he still found himself mildly surprised to be making.
He slowly brought his gaze back to Aulë, his expression guarded. "If I agreed, would I have to complete my quota later?"
It was amazing to see how quickly and radiantly Aulë's face lit up at what was decidedly less than a statement of commitment from Sauron. For a moment, Sauron regretted his decision, hating the relief and renewed hope he'd just gifted his former master.  Pathetic, he thought with bitter derision.  What sort of wretched life must one have where the greatest joy of living comes from a semi-positive response from a former apprentice who betrayed you? A moment later though, his mind added a venomous answer to his rhetorical question:  A better life than one built solely of misery, defeat, slavery, bondage, and pain.
"No, no," Aulë was saying, quickly, urgently, as if afraid this small point might tip the scales of Sauron's decision. "You would be given the days completely free with no make-up requirements. The work you did not complete those days would be removed permanently from your record."
Sauron pretended to ponder this, though in reality he now found it was himself who was stalling, as if waiting for some glaring, last-minute downside to this whole affair to suddenly appear. "And I decide whose hall I visit first?" he inquired after a minute.
Another enthusiastic affirmation from Aulë, whose molten eyes seemed nothing short of ecstatic at Sauron's continued responses. Dryly, Sauron pictured the Smith dashing off to the other Valar full of elation:  You'll never guess what happened today! I managed to get nineteen whole words out of Sauron!
Sauron allowed another minute to crawl past, maliciously prolonging Aulë's anxiety as he double-checked his decision for flaws a final time before committing to it. Then he spoke slowly, putting an appropriate edge of feral caution in his words. "I agree to your proposition, but I also want the promise that if I decide to withdraw for any reason that I wouldn't be punished."
If one truly could be drunk with happiness, the ridiculous smile that split across Aulë's face was surely a symptom. His thoughts might as well have been engraved across his weathered face:  So all is not lost in the end. Now that I've succeeded in getting through to him at last, all must surely be uphill from here. I knew I could get my beloved Nauron back!
 Hah, if only you knew, Sauron thought in response.  I'm not quite as fragile as all that.
"Yes, of course, yes," Aulë babbled delightedly, his voice as unrestrained as his face. "If any month you wish to refrain from your visit, we won't force you to go, and you can stop altogether if you feel the least bit uncomfortable. And if there are any halls you'd rather not visit for now, or if there's anything else you'd like done for you, I'm sure Manwë will be willing to adjust our plans to accommodate, as long as nothing you suggest goes against your oaths."
Sauron nodded, absorbing this information and allowing Aulë's hope to seem founded: that he had broken through the fire Maia's barrier of reticence. He met Aulë's eyes again with coy vulnerability from underneath his dark lashes, opening the iron wall of his will just enough to let the Smith catch a glimpse of guarded emotion. "I agree," he repeated, in that small, quiet voice devoid of threat but tinged with wary animal vigilance. "I want my first hall to be Nienna's."
Once he made his decision, there'd been little question as to which hall he'd choose first. Of all the Valar, Nienna was the one from whom he sensed the least threat. Nor had he forgotten how the Valië of Sorrow and Pity had stared at him when he chose his  fána.
"Good, yes, I think you've made an excellent choice," Aulë replied, that giddy joy dancing like stars on night-clad waves in his eyes. "I will send a missive to Nienna letting her know to expect you." He rose, hesitated by Sauron's bench for a moment, then sat down on the narrow rim not taken up by the Maia's outstretched legs. He laid one fire-browned hand on Sauron's knee, the pressure of it strong and warm through his leggings. "This is a decision that will suit us all, I think. At last we've found a middle ground where we can all agree." He offered Sauron a small, hopeful smile, which Sauron did not return.
The Smith swallowed, seemingly overcome by nerves again as if he had just recalled to whom he was speaking, and patted his hand in an awkward gesture against Sauron's knee. When he spoke again, it was finally on the topic that Sauron had originally anticipated and prepared for. "So, how was your first day at the quarry, Nauron?"
Sauron gave a languid shrug. "Hot. Dusty. Lots of Elves."
"But it went well?" Aulë pressed.
Narrowing his eyes, Sauron allowed his gaze to scathe across Aulë's face and with a hint of satisfaction noted the small shudder that the Smith tried valiantly to conceal at the dark touch of the Black Captain's scrutiny. "It was not worse than I expected. But I can't say it was better either."
He paused, weighing his premeditated words carefully. "Some of the Elves, here at the Halls and at the quarry - I don't think they're happy that I'm here. I think there are some -  many - who would prefer to see me condemned to the Void."
Aulë sighed. "I fear I'm not surprised. When the Valar themselves were divided in their decision, it was inevitable that the Eldar would be the same. I have no doubt though that they will submit to the official judgment of Manwë and Námo, so I don't believe you have anything to fear, if that comforts you. And as time goes by and they see that you have truly renounced your old ways, I trust that their hostility will fade." He gave a small, tired smile. "Hatred is a tiring business and I feel many of them will decide it is not worth their time."
Sauron barely held back his retort at that.  Oh really? Not worth their time? The Noldor really proved that by marching half-way across the world to throw themselves relentlessly at the strongest fortress in Arda in centuries of hopeless war. And forgive me if I'm not so quick to trust that any Elf will submit to another's decision when it goes against his own will in the matter. You dotard, do you know anything about reality?
Once again, he proceeded cautiously, concealing his contempt for his blissfully clueless lord and aware that every word he spoke would eventually be delivered in one way or another to the other Valar, any of whom might not be as quick as Aulë to attribute Sauron's newfound candidness to a true change of heart. "I had a lot of time at the quarry to think, a  lot of time," he emphasized dryly. "And I realized I don't want to make things any more miserable for myself than they have to be."
He skimmed his fingers absently across the book in his lap. "Frankly, I don't care whether the Elves accept me or not; I just want them to leave me alone. And I don't want more enemies than necessary. Considering that objective, I realized I may not have improved my situation during my first day here."
He paused, a frown tugging at his pursed lips, then glanced sideways at the Smith. "Do you think it would help if I compensated for splashing that Elf with wine?"
Aulë kneaded the fringe of his beard pensively, staring off over the garden again. "Perhaps. Lord Gilruin is a distinguished figure amongst the Noldorim of my halls. If they trusted the sincerity of your amends, I believe most would accept your recompense, for this deed at least. It would not solve everything, but it would help. Gilruin himself is fonder of food and drink than grudge-holding and revenge; I think he would accept your restitution and convince those of his House to do the same."
Sauron nodded slowly; this analysis matched his own brief observation of the elven lord. "You know the Noldor better than I. What do you think would be proper?"
Aulë was silent and thoughtful for a time, then he spoke in a measured tone. "If you're willing to give it, an apology certainly won't hurt. I don't think it need be public - just before Gilruin and sufficient witnesses - and his word will be good enough for his people."
"What more?" Sauron pressed. "Even I know the Noldor well enough to assume a mere apology won't suffice."
Aulë squeezed Sauron's knee affectionately, as if to say  I'm so proud of you . He was quiet for another moment and his gaze wandered to the open book in the Maia's lap. "Here's my advice," he said at last. "Gilruin may be no Fëanor but he's still Noldorin through and through, and I've never met a Noldo who lacked some love of knowledge and lorecraft. You were my head apprentice, wise and skilled in your work. To extend an offer of knowledge to Gilruin or his people would be seen as a considerable honor, I think."
"Even coming from Sauron the Black Captain?" Sauron asked sardonically, raising an eyebrow.
Melancholy settled like ash over Aulë's face. "You're no longer the Black Captain, Nauron."
Sauron made no reply.
Another long, awkward silence. Aulë remained seated with the uncomfortable air of one who desperately wishes for a meaningful conversation to continue but cannot think of anything more to say, or else is afraid of spoiling what has already been said. For his part, Sauron silently pondered the various intrigues arisen from their talk. Aulë's words had stirred something in the back of his thoughts, but it flickered away whenever he tried to pin it down with his mind's eye, like a shadow before a candle's ray. His only outward sign of life was the continued repetitive movement of his fingers across the book cover.
At last, he tucked the illusive thought away in the back of his mind. Sooner or later, when it wished to present itself, it would do so.
"There was a final matter," he said, breaking the silence suddenly and causing Aulë to shift in surprised interest. "It seems that keeping myself apart is only increasing my mystery and making the Elves all the more intrigued. The more normal I seem, the more I'm left alone. As such, I wanted your opinion on the wisdom of returning to evening meals in the Great Hall."
That drunken joy returned. "For my part, I think the idea is good," Aulë answered, the strain in his voice revealing the Smith's struggle to keep his tone careful, apparently aware that appearing overly pleased might work against him. "I agree that the more they see of you, the less the people of my halls will fear or despise you. And I think you will find benefits in the arrangement, as well."
"As long as I don't cause another uproar, right?"
Aulë smiled a little. "That would probably be for the best." He nodded. "Anyway, it was not entirely your fault. I'm to blame as much as you for putting you at the head table and assuming there would be no incidents. I'll find you a better place this evening if you come early - close to my table but not as noticeable - if that suits you. Afterwards, if you're comfortable, I can arrange to have Lord Gilruin stay for your amend-making."
Sauron dipped his head, keeping his thoughts veiled behind his eyes. "That will be fine."
Aulë rose, giving Sauron a final, caring squeeze, and flashed him a deep, fond smile. "I will see you this evening in the Great Hall then. I know I have taken a fair amount of your time, and I thank you for it, but I will now leave you to your book. May the knowledge you gain from your reading profit you."
 Oh, I plan to make sure it does, Sauron thought, his eyes narrowing darkly as he watched the Smith depart.  And I wouldn't want to be in your boots when it does, you sentimental fool.


The Great Hall had only a few occupants awaiting supper when Sauron arrived. As promised, an awaiting Aulë situated him at the table closest to the dais and nearest the Smith's own seat at the head of the central table. Sauron kept his head down as more of the Hall's residents began spilling in, arriving with the aromatic trolleys from which Sauron had grown accustomed to swiping his meals during the last week.
Tables swiftly filled up, with Eldar and Maiar mingled once again, yet the company was nearly double what it had been previously. Sauron shifted uncomfortably, realizing now that most of Aulë's folk worked elsewhere during the day and returned only for the evening meal. As even more residents flocked in, the paranoia that had gripped Sauron so powerfully that morning crept back, eating at his stomach with unease as he comprehended just how confined he was in the immense hall, with hundreds if not thousands of Elves and Maiar between himself and the nearest exit. The first tendrils of panic clawed at his chest, causing him to begin rethinking his plans for the evening, but he brutally shoved the quavering weakness back down into the depths of his spirit, reprimanding himself that no one would dare hurt him in Aulë's presence.
Yet his own presence was not going unnoticed. A number of Elves and Maiar had already made their way over to his table, only to stop in their tracks at the sight of him and turn abruptly around with no attempt at tact, stiffly retracing their steps. As space became limited, a few Maiar claimed seats at the far end of his table, but his immediate vicinity remained conspicuously shunned. Still, other than the fact that it emphasized his aloneness, he wasn't going to complain about the arrangement.
But forming such a thought often has a way of becoming a self-fulfilling curse.
"Hello Sauron."
Sauron's head whipped up to see the good-natured, forthright face of Erenquaro as the silver-haired Maia dropped heavily into the seat across from Sauron. "We noticed you didn't have anyone else. Mind if we join you?"
There was another Maia with Erenquaro, one with a Secondborn  fána, with brown hair and eyes and kind, mellow features that seemed an apt match to Erenquaro's simple honesty. Sauron squinted at him, recognizing him vaguely from the distant depths of time before Almaren - no,  during Almaren.
"You're one of Yavanna's folk," he stated bluntly, suspicion creeping into his voice.
The other Maia sat beside Erenquaro, fidgeting under Sauron's burning stare. He glanced up, his expression almost shy. "Y… yes," he stammered. "We worked together in Almaren a few times, you know, when Lady Yavanna was growing her Garden. I… well… I don't know if you remember me, but I mostly work with the birds and small animals. My name's Aiwendil."
The name gave some substance to the faint memories. Now he vaguely remembered Aiwendil, not one of the most powerful Maiar by a long shot, a plain, straightforward fellow with more than a few quirks, to put it nicely. Glancing surreptitiously between the two Maiar, Sauron realized he'd just been doomed to what was essentially the table of social outcasts. Of course, now he fit that category even better than these two did, but that was little comfort.
He gave a noncommittal shrug and leaned his elbows on the tabletop, resting his chin moodily in his cupped hands, waiting for dinner to commence.
The Elves on serving duty distributed the food around the tables. The main course was a hearty stew with large chunks of potato, carrot, tomato, onion, and a dark meat that Sauron was fairly sure was some type of game bird. Fresh fruit, a heavy, creamy pastry filled with fruity jam, more of the fluffy sweetbread that had been served at his first meal, and wine or watered-down ale supplemented the stew. Erenquaro and Aiwendil loaded their plates immediately, chattering back and forth as they did so with an informality that made it clear that they spoke regularly. After several weak attempts to engage Sauron in small talk, clearly thinking themselves ever so charitable to have reached out with compassion to the pariah, the two Maiar abandoned their efforts to actively engage their companion and fell to discussing people, places, and events that meant little to nothing to Sauron.
Tuning out their chatter (apparently Erenquaro was not actually as tight-lipped as he had seemed that morning), Sauron ate hungrily and simultaneously monitored the room. At the head table, Aulë glanced towards him every other minute it seemed, though Sauron made sure the Smith did not note that he was watching him. The Vala of Earth seemed pleased with what he saw, probably still riding on the high of his perceived success in their conversation that afternoon. He wouldn't be surprised if it had been Aulë who had sicced Erenquaro and Aiwendil on him either. Making sure his poor Nauron wasn't sitting alone at table sounded just like the sort of thing he'd do.
Aulë wasn't the only one watching him though. Beside the Smith, Yavanna kept a cool eye on him as well. He couldn't read the Valië's expression, but he suspected she was wearing a mask as meticulously crafted as his own. Careful to avoid her direct gaze, he made sure his actions aroused no offense, maintaining his determination to play the role of a decent resident with nothing on his mind apart from saving himself unnecessary pain.
He also noted the Noldorin Elf, Lord Gilruin, seated near where he'd been when Sauron had flung the wine at him. The Elf's back was to him and as far as Sauron could tell from his laidback manner, he wasn't aware of his persecutor's nearby presence.
The meal came to a close without incident, and the Maiar and Elves began to disperse. Sauron remained sitting, picking at a final piece of bread in an attempt to make it last as long as possible, not because of lingering hunger but rather on account of the fact that he was not entirely sure what Aulë wanted from him next and he had no desire to be seen hovering submissively around the head table awaiting orders.
"Will you join us?" Erenquaro asked, jerking Sauron out of his reverie. "There's usually song in the Hall of the Log Fire after supper and  Aranosarn if it suits your fancy." Despite the amiable words, behind the earth Maia's eyes Sauron saw the hesitancy, as if he was not entirely comfortable after all with the thought of inviting Sauron and was only doing so out of the same charity that had brought himself and Aiwendil to Sauron's table. Sauron suspected he wouldn't have asked if he thought there was any real possibility of him accepting the offer.
But as it was, even if Sauron had felt inclined to encourage the pair in their sickening pity party by joining them for singing and "king's table" (whatever that was), he had other business he was eager to finish. He gave a curt, dismissive wave, retaining the coldly polite façade he'd presented to Erenquaro that morning at the quarry. "I'm to be otherwise engaged. Thank you for the offer."
True to his prediction, Erenquaro looked mildly relieved, but Aiwendil frowned slightly as if either puzzled or disappointed. Both Maiar cleared their places from the table without further comment beyond wishing him a good evening and departed, leaving Sauron alone in the rapidly clearly hall.
A strong hand touched his shoulder, causing him to flinch away in surprise, his own hand clenching in self-defense and a curse at his wandering mind jumping to his lips, before realizing that it was Aulë standing behind him. Upon feeling Sauron's automatic reaction, Aulë pulled his hand away, realizing he'd startled his charge, but when he looked at Sauron, for a moment there was a worried, searching gleam in his gaze that Sauron didn't like one bit.
Quickly pulling his nonchalant composure together, Sauron twisted his lip into a familiar, cool sneer and raised a questioning eyebrow, just disrespectful enough to draw attention to itself but not nearly enough to push beyond Aulë's generous limits.
"Lord Gilruin and the others are ready whenever you are, Nauron."
Sauron rose and followed Aulë to the head table. Gilruin was there, along with a red-haired Elf with enough facial similarities to strongly suggest a close kinship between the two Noldor. Five other Eldar, all of whom Sauron had noticed sitting at the head table, stood further back, observing quietly. Casting his eyes sideways as he approached, Sauron also noted that Yavanna remained present, shadowed by the far wall but well within hearing and viewing distance of all that was said and done.
His midriff clenched and he suddenly regretted the heavy stew now sloshing in his belly. He had hoped that his mental and emotional preparations for this moment, along with his backdrop of schemes, would make the upcoming apologies and contrition easier to stomach, but his rising nausea proved that this was not to be the case. But his resolve was firm if nothing else, and he covered up the creeping sense of humiliation with the serene and dignified air of a true Maiarin lord, even if no Maiarin lord worth his claim would ever demean himself in such a manner. His eyes swept over the gathered Elves, and most turned their gazes away in momentary dread and abhorrence at his darkness, even as he sensed their puzzled anger at his presence. Disgust and ire towards these weak, wretched creatures crept like ice through his  fëa .
 I do only what I must,  until the time comes when I need do so no longer.
"Lord Gilruin, Lord Gilnen," Aulë introduced the two Noldor. He indicated the other Elves and spoke a few more names that Sauron tucked into his mind for future reference, figuring they were lords of other lesser Houses, present solely as witnesses.
Sauron stepped up before them, all emotion shoved down into that deep, deep place of hiding that he would never have found except for Melkor's assiduous training. Yet, as he turned the full power of his gaze and the burning will that drove it upon Lord Gilruin, whose own eyes remained uncomfortably averted, he pictured a different scene in his mind's eye. This grand hall eaten away by flames cruel and hot. These Elves trembling on the ground, humiliated, their wills stripped to raw, quavering things. The Valar impotent, having failed at last in the greatest purpose to which they had given their all, acknowledging that their devotion to the Children and their hope in Eru's vision was in vain at last.
His revelation courtesy of Eönwë at the quarry had illuminated his best way to strike at the seemingly untouchable Valar: by striking at that which they held most dear. What revenge could be sweeter than watching the Elves rise up en masse against their doting rulers, bringing ruin upon themselves and heartbreak upon those whom they'd defied? Melkor had achieved the Kinslaying and the Exile through his cunning devices. Sauron planned to aim higher. It burned in his heart, this new candle of malicious hope: to stretch out his hand and desecrate these pretty, precious creatures that had stolen the hearts of the Valar and to revel in the Valar's grief when they themselves were forced to strike down their own beloved Children in just retribution to treachery and rebellion.
But achieving future victory required this present shame. So be it. It was but one more disgrace to endure on this long and slow path to vengeance.
Bowing his head and linking his hands behind his back, his feet planted together in a stiff, formal stance, he spoke in a voice calm and docile. "Lord Gilruin, my actions when last we met were driven by anxiety, weariness, and dread. I have no desire for the enmity of your folk. Therefore, I ask that my insults be dismissed as the rashness of a heart in chaos, without premeditation, without hatred towards yourself or your House, without full understanding of the customs of Valinor. I offer you my apology sincerely in the hope that any animosity between the Noldor of this Hall and myself might die here."
Some of the witnesses shifted suspiciously, but Gilruin and Gilnen exchanged a glance more curious than hostile. The dark-haired Elf finally lifted his eyes to Sauron's. "I accept your apology and for my part will hold no ill will against you," he said, his voice a lilting tenor of almost effeminate quality. "I speak this for my House and the House of my brother, promising in the witness of Lord Aulë that we will seek no retribution for your deeds." He hesitated momentarily then bowed his own head in acknowledgement and deference.
By now, Sauron was sufficiently entrenched in his role that his lingering anger and revulsion were but a faint pulse on the edge of his senses. The pleasing mental vision of his eventual revenge, embellished for the sake of his smarting pride as it might be, remained and fueled his ability to press forward in his charade.
"In token of my gratitude for your forgiveness and my own good will in this matter, I offer you my service in the form of knowledge. I understand that the Noldor are mighty in the lore of smithcraft and I myself have much wisdom in this domain that may benefit you and your people. If it pleases you, I will share my knowledge on any topic or skill that interests you or those of your House. I ask that you would accept my favor in recognition of our mutual good will."
There were background murmurs at that from the other lords, low and apprehensive. Gilnen raised a thin, auburn eyebrow, but Gilruin pursed his lips thoughtfully. Finally, the Noldo replied in an even tone. "I accept this offer as well. However, my son is more skilled than I in the art of the forge and hence would benefit from your proposal more than myself. I will bring this matter before him and inform you as to our decision. I thank you on behalf of my House for your generosity."
"I am glad my knowledge shall not be wasted," Sauron replied with a delicate smile.
Aulë stepped between them, beaming broadly, and placed one hand on Sauron's shoulder and the other on Gilruin's. "As Lord of these Halls and Vala of Earth, I hold witness to the promises made by you both and approve them heartily in the name and authority of Eru Ilúvatar. Go in good will, both of you."
The Elves took their leave then, eagerly enough to betray their own charade and arouse Sauron's suspicions that they had not been nearly as comfortable treating with him as they had let on. He himself waited till he reached the doorway to finally heave a deep sigh, grateful to have the dreaded evening finished without mishap. He had earned the peace and rest he sought now at last after this long, long day. The pleasant effects of his bath had long since worn off, leaving him with aching limbs and a spine that was growing increasingly stiff, and the mental image of his bed grew more gratifying by the second.
He wended his way through the darkening halls and corridors back to his chamber, rubbing absently at the small of his back now that there were no witnesses to see his physical discomfort. Despite Gilruin's agreeableness, Sauron knew Aulë would be right in this at least: plenty of Elves would hold fast to their grudges against him, for his insults towards Gilruin as well as for the countless offenses committed in Beleriand. He would almost be disappointed if there weren't. But he'd accomplished what he really needed from the exchange. The more who viewed him as crushed the better. Word would quickly get around about his humbling apology. Most would suspect he'd been forced by the Valar to debase himself thus. Though the thought made him cringe, he knew in order to succeed he must paint a picture of himself as a weak, broken thing, submissive to the Valar's wills, unable to retain his Maiarin pride, fearful of the consequences of stirring the water.
Beyond that, he had also set in motion the first step of his plan. He had put forth his offer to the Noldor in the guise of contrition, yet to any mistrustful eyes who pried deeper into the matter, it would seem as if the idea had been Aulë's and Sauron had merely been carrying out his lord's advice. That was good. The more tangled in Aulë's authority and naïve approval his schemes proved, the harder it would be for any hostile will to implicate him in what would occur should his plans bear fruit.
He stepped out onto the open colonnade that led to the dormitories and stopped momentarily, closing his eyes. The brilliant fire of the Valinorean evening had faded as Arien's chariot came to its rest beyond the Door of Night, and the fresh darkness washed across his face, cleansing what it could of the persistent itch of his shame. He breathed deeply, head tilted back, the stone cool behind him.
Let the world think he was Melkor's cringing cur, if it willed. Let them think he was the Valar's plaything, tied to the bobbing strings of their whims. He would allow it. For now.
His only warning of attack was the brush of an intense and hostile power against his  fëa before a wrathful mind slammed itself against his.
He reeled back in shock, his eyes flying open and his lips parting in a desperate gasp against the crushing onslaught. Frantically, he scrabbled together the still-healing tendrils of his defenses, haphazardly erecting a mental wall to guard his inmost being, but the invading will flicked away his fortifications with terrifying, contemptuous ease.
Fear gave way to panic as something smooth and sleek as a snake curled around his wrists from behind, jerking him back against a column and pinning him there relentlessly. He struggled violently, breath suddenly ragged. Twisting his head to the side, he caught a glimpse of what held him.  Vines . His heart shot up into his throat.
Yavanna stepped from the doorway, the sister vines in her hair writhing. Away from Aulë and the public observation of the Great Hall, her own mask was stripped away, and anger and loathing poured from her like noxious smoke. Her will remained thrust painfully against his own, pinning him as relentlessly as the vines around his wrists, and he ceased his struggle, wildly hoping that a show of submission would spare him the Valië's full wrath for whatever it was he had done to incur it. Still, his own suppressed fury throbbed in his neck and hatred was a white-hot glow in his chest, but instantaneous horror prickled down his spine as he realized that if Yavanna wanted, she could force her way as deep into his mind as she wished and there was nothing he could do to hinder her.
Yet for the moment the Tree Queen made no attempt to pierce his will, merely keeping her mind pressed threateningly against his as if daring him to resist. She stepped towards him, eyes glinting green and fierce, and reached out a deceivingly slender hand to close her fingers about his throat. His pulse thrashing frantically against her palm, he fought the panic swelling within him. Her fingers were not nearly tight enough to impede his air supply, but a dreadful sensation nagged in the back of his thoughts that Yavanna comprehended more of the implications of that particular grip than he liked. In this form he had concealed the scars ringing his neck, but the press of her fingertips in his soft flesh brought forth a searing flash of terrible, humiliating memory.
The black bridge. Teeth digging deep in his throat. Blood filling his mouth and trickling into his lungs. A heavy paw on his chest, pinning him to the dirt and pressing him into the spreading pool of his own sweat and gore.  I can't breathe. I can't breathe. I can't breathe.
"What do you want?" he spat, covering his terror with contempt and fury.
Yavanna merely observed him for a moment, her own aversion unconcealed as she swept her eyes scornfully across him. Her will pressed closer. Then she leaned forward, her fingers tightening ever so slightly. "I don't know what you're planning, Abhorred One," she hissed, her breath whispering against his cheek, "but do not take me for the same fool as Aulë. He may trust your worthless promises, but I do not. You are swollen with arrogance and Melkor's venom. It made me sick to hear you breathing such vile falsehoods to those Elves and my husband, but your heart is not veiled to  me . I know you are neither contrite nor humbled, but know this - I will not stop until I uncover whatever scheme you're brewing behind that devious, beautiful face."
Her will forced itself closer, choking his thoughts. "And now I am going to make you a promise, one that  I will witness in the name and authority of Eru Ilúvatar. If you harm a single one of our charges, if you break but one of your oaths,  when your schemes are finally laid bare, I will crush you. I will crush you as the roots of an ancient tree crush a boulder until it is ground to dust. I am not blind to the secrets of what will strike you deepest and most surely. When your treachery is found out and you have nowhere left to hide, I will bring you down weeping and broken, crushed in your heart of hearts, as barren and desolate as you left my Gardens of Almaren."
She pulled her hand from his throat and the vines slithered back, freeing him. He remained slumped against the column, breathing labored, making no attempt to either fight or flee, but silent wrath and hate boiled out of his eyes like molten fire.
Yavanna smiled, a hard, bitter smile full of threat and dangerous elation. "I'll be watching you, Abhorred One," she whispered, "and when you stumble, I'll be there to destroy you."
She rose to her full height and gave him a final look as filled with hate as his own, then she released his will at last and turned from him without a backward glance.


 A/N: A hearty "hannon le" to all you wonderful readers, reviewers, favoriters, and followers as    Gorthauro Estel   crosses its three-year anniversary mark this month! I cannot truly express my joy in seeing so many enthusiastic readers taking pleasure in my hard work or my gratitude to all of you for sticking with me and Sauron through fair weather and through foul. And a special thank you to all the anonymous folk for your thoughtful reviews of the previous chapter; thanks to Tookloops, Guest (1), Guest (2), Guest (3), Amalthea, Guest (4), Guest (5), Guest (6), Al, and Ari.
 I'd like to take a moment to specifically address an excellent and intriguing question brought up by the Guest reviewer who mentioned Sauron's literacy or lack thereof. Firstly, I have seen reasonable arguments both for and against Sauron being literate; as is evident from my story, I subscribe to the camp that sees Sauron as literate, as I personally think that view best matches the evidence in Tolkien's books. Interestingly, I'd already written the rough draft of Aulë's discourse on the Ainurin book before I received the anonymous review inquiring about this very topic. Within Aulë's speech I've touched on a few reasons why I could see immortal beings wanting (if not needing) written records, but beyond that, here are my thoughts on the matter for anyone interested.
 While it's true that literacy was uncommon in our Medieval period and that Tolkien based his world heavily on that time in our history, literacy does not seem rare in Middle-earth. Writing, recording, and reading are commonly referenced in elven contexts throughout the books and seem an integral part of culture (the very existence of    Quenta Silmarillion   being case in point). It would seem that not only is writing and reading a fairly common skill but also that being immortal does not necessarily preclude a desire to create and use books.
 As for the Ainur, in my own headcanon of them I also see them as limited by their physical forms and therefore susceptible to the natural constraints of a physical body and mind, as in their ability to be injured, need for food, air, and rest, and limited memory space - far beyond the limits of the Children but still limited. Therefore, within my version of Tolkien's universe, I show the Ainur as able to forget or to have previous memories or knowledge fade over time. In FOTR, for example, Gandalf clearly has exceptional memory, but he describes having to "search his mind" for knowledge that has faded and at one point in Moria, it is said that his long-ago memories are of little use anymore.
 As such, I don't think Ainur would resort to recording things in writing to the same level as the Children, but I don't think it would be a totally alien concept to them either, particularly those who've been living alongside the Elves for some time. And as I address in Aulë's talk, I think literacy and books have value beyond simply preserving memory and knowledge, value the Ainur could partake in to some degree as much as the Children.
 Now about Sauron specifically… My belief that he's literate is two-fold. On the one hand, I think it's a concept that would innately appeal to a character who is clearly interested in innovation, progress, and invention and who is naturally curious. I think as soon as he learned that the Elves had come up with a system for writing, he would have been intrigued and learned both from sheer curiosity and in recognition of what use such a system could be. Within my headcanon, I see part of Sauron's job under Morgoth as basically an evil secretary. An operation like Morgoth's kingdom could not have run that long and that smoothly without    some   type of record-keeping and I think Sauron would have been doing a lot of this. And being able to read and write would come in very handy in keeping organized with this type of thing, something Sauron would value highly.
 On the other hand, I think there's also ample evidence within the books that Sauron is indeed literate and has been for some time. First and foremost, Sauron creates his own language and attempts to teach it to his servants. As Tolkien (and anyone else who has tried to create a fictional language) well knew, creating a half-way decent "conlang" requires a strong understanding of language, grammar, and the way words and syntax work. Teaching it to other people requires an even stronger understanding. More than anything else, this fact about Sauron screams literacy to me and not only literacy but a very thorough and deep understanding of language. Sauron's authorship of the Ring poem and the Ring inscription also indicate his literacy to me.
 So yeah, that's my two cents to what is a fantastic question from Guest (6). And as I'm interested in what my other readers have to say on either side of the debate, I'll turn it over to you now. So what do you think? Is Sauron literate? Would the Ainur have any need for books? Feel free to comment with the review feature if you'd like to contribute publically, or you're welcome to send me a PM if you prefer that method. 
 Finally, to all my fellow Americans out there: Happy Thanksgiving! Cheers!
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 A/N: A deep thank you to Tookloops, Amalthea, Arvedui, Guest (1), Guest (2), Guest (3), Guest (4), Guest (5), Guest (6), Guest (7), Al, Guest (8), and Orfi for all the reviews.
 Content warning: this chapter contains a variety of violent and disturbing images, primarily in the opening scene.


Chapter 15
Oh, horror, horror, horror. Was there no end to the horror? Dark hall after dark hall, each etched with a thousand memories of pain and despair and death. It was as if Morgoth had dragged ever last wretched thrall and cringing minion from the shadows to wreak upon them his final terror, in cruel mockery to the ones who were but hours away from making their victory complete.
The smell itself was enough to make Eönwë retch. Blood and dung and reeking smoke and rotting flesh swarming with hungry flies. Undoing his wide sash from about his waist, he had wound it around his face, protecting his nostrils and throat from the vile odors that assailed him from every side as he stepped through the listing archway into the ruins of Angband.
It was hours now since he and those few with him had entered into this endless, stinking darkness, their torches revealing new horrors with each step, as they searched for yet-living prisoners and surviving foes. There, the pale bodies of Elves and Men impaled on long stakes jutted out in rows from the walls of the narrow corridor, forcing him to brush against the cold, dead flesh in order to proceed. There, empty chains hanging from the walls, surrounded by patterned streaks of dried gore and long, scorched gashes, allowing the imaginations of those who passed to fill in the details. There, chained by iron leashes to the wall, things that seemed like hairless wolves, starved so thin he could see every rib, but when they whined and cringed away, glancing at him with fear almost intelligent, he found himself gazing back into elven eyes. Eönwë's heart squeezed tighter and tighter, anger becoming fury becoming helpless rage.
Who knew how long the hours had stretched when they finally reached the row of dungeon cells, so deep in the heart of the mountain that the air was thick and hot and hurt to breathe. Many of the cell doors hung open, mocking him at how, even in defeat, the Dark Vala had taken as many with him as he could rather than see them rescued. Other doors remained still locked, and cries and moans of pain echoed through the black corridor, piercing Eönwë deep through his furious heart.
"Break open every cell," the Herald ordered, approaching the first door himself.
His blade struck keen and true, and the powerful Valinorean steel, reinforced with a Song of freedom and retribution, sliced through the weaker iron lock. He wrenched the door open.
There was a figure sprawled in the center of the filthy cell, and at first Eönwë thought he had found yet another corpse for the growing tally of death. But as he stepped into the confining space, the body moved weakly and emitted a dim whimper. Tears of distress and revulsion shoved their way into Eönwë's eyes and his chest squeezed unbearably tight.
It was an Elf, female, naked except for an iron collar locked far too tight about her throat and ringed outwardly with spikes that rendered it impossible for her to rest comfortably. With a sick taste rising in his throat, Eönwë glimpsed a twin set of spikes lining the inside of the collar as well. Her ravaged body was a testament of tortures endured, a mass of scars and half-healed wounds. The unmistakable marks of a whip streaked her back, discolored blotches that spoke of horrific, long-ago burns dappled her arms and shoulders, and there was even an old wound along her thigh that hinted at some unimaginable tool that had stripped off her flesh down to the muscle. Even with the scarf covering his face, the reek of dried sweat, urine, and blood made the Herald gag.
He knelt on the vile floor, pulling off his cloak, even though he suspected the Elf was far past the point of worrying about modesty. All the same, he averted his eyes and draped the blue garment around the quivering figure, tucking it carefully about the narrow shoulders. His heart pounded in his throat, his tongue swollen and foul with sickness of spirit.
His touch was gentle, but the Elf still cringed away from him with a mewling cry that sounded far more animal than intelligent. Her eyes turned up to him, terrified with a bestial panic yet appallingly glazed and unfocused, as if she were half-caught in a nightmare. "It's all right," he crooned to her in as soft and kind a voice as he could muster, even though he doubted whether she could understand his lilting Quenya. "I'm a friend. You're safe. You're  free ."
There was no understanding in her eyes, yet she seemed at least to comprehend the tone of his voice, and grew still and quiet. This time she did not recoil when he lifted a hand to stroke the dirty tangle of her dark hair. She continued to quiver impulsively, as if the damage to her body had marred her internal workings, but the fear slowly receded from her eyes and she relaxed almost imperceptibly. He drew her gently into his arms, wrapping the cloak closer around her, tears trickling onto his cheeks.
At some point, someone seemed to have driven spikes through her cheeks, but the flesh had healed as best it could, closing in the holes and leaving only circular, puckered scars. Carefully, Eönwë touched the disfiguring marks, the taste of bile returning stronger. "Who did this to you?" he whispered, his voice choked with shock, his throat so tight he could barely force out the numbed words. "Who could do this to you?"
The question was rhetorical. He knew perfectly well who was capable of such a deed, and his rage was a hot, clawing thing roaring within him to escape.
For the first time, something akin to understanding flickered across the Elf's face, and for a moment her eyes seemed more intelligent than animal. She lifted a trembling hand and touched his own, tracing his fingers hesitantly where they grazed the scarring on her cheek. Her lips parted and another sound escaped, but this time Eönwë recognized it as a word.
No, a  name .
"Gorthaur," she said, her fingers shuddering against the terrible wounds, her voice hoarse from unuse. "Gorthaur."
Eönwë's body clenched. He pulled her closer, his breathing suddenly hard and painful, his mind reeling. But before he could speak a word, the Elf gave another long cry, feral once more, and then she went unmistakably limp in his arms.
"No, no, no,  no !" The final word ripped from Eönwë's throat as a scream. He beat the floor helplessly with one hand then let the sobs that had been building up within him finally rack him without shame.
There were footsteps behind him and he felt the familiar, compassionate touch of a powerful will. "Why?" he sobbed without lifting his head. "Why would she die now? She was finally free. Why now?"
He turned to look desperately up at Oromë, his vision sparkling with tears, his expression pleading for an answer that could make sense of all the senseless horror around him. The Hunter was silent and still, face grim, the haunted look in his forest-green eyes revealing the truth that even he was affected by the nightmare surrounding them for miles on every side. He gazed down at the weeping Maia and his face softened with sorrow. "Perhaps in this she has found the sole way in which she ever could have triumphed against Morgoth," he said quietly. "She lived to see her tormentor overthrown, and perhaps that is all she needed."
He bent and took the lifeless bundle from the Herald, then straightened again, his burden small and frail against his broad chest. He touched the Elf's face tenderly then drew the cloak over her. "Take comfort, Eönwë. She is in the loving care of a much kinder Vala now."
Eönwë closed his eyes, his breathing still ragged, and clung to the balm of truth in Oromë's words. Yet pain and rage still seethed like a hurricane in his chest and the images of horror flashed past in the darkness of his mind in a relentless rush of suffering. Oh horror, horror, horror.
"Do you hear me?" he screamed suddenly into the stinking darkness. "Morgoth! Sauron! Do you hear me? When we find you, we will make you answer for this. Can you hear me, Sauron Gorthaur? We are going to hunt you down, and I will make you pay for this! You won't escape! You won't escape! Oh, Eru."
Then he crumpled again in the agony of his heart and wept.


Deep in the feathered breast of the eagle's form he had taken, Eönwë's heart was a tight, white-hot ball of glowing emotion that pounded in vehement harmony to each powerful wingstroke. Below him, Aman rushed past in a glorious splendor of green vibrancy, just beginning to take on the evening glow that lit the realm with heavenly fire as Arien brought Anar to its harbor beyond the Outer Sea. In the distance, he could glimpse the bright pass of the Calacirya and the glittering of Tirion; closer, the silver streets and pinnacles of Valmar; and directly in his path, looming nearer by the moment, the shining white slopes of Taniquetil crowned with the crystalline glory of Ilmarin.
His home.
Yet, for the first time in his memory, he was dreading the moment when he would have to land and enter the hall of his lord.
It was a confusing feeling, this dread, and one he could not comprehend. Upon first taking flight, he had felt that he could not wait to reach his own chambers, to change from his dust-sullied tabard and bathe away this day, surrounded by his own things and people who would not bait him with blasphemy and arrogance. He had pictured nothing so pleasant for this evening as reclining on a couch in Varda's Mindon Menetingil with his comrades and kin, singing of the great Star Kindling and passing fond, laughing memories of laboring together to weave the high, delicate airs of  vaitya or chasing the swift, low airs of  vilna to corral them and make them hospitable for the Ones to come.
Yet the closer he drew to Taniquetil, the more he found his path straying, allowing the wind to buffet him off course, allowing his eyes to rove out and over the Blessed Realm in any direction but that which lay before him. At first, he'd rationalized it as duty - to ensure all was at peace within Lord Manwë's realm - but it was not true. His heart was far too keen to mistake a lie. He was actively avoiding his homecoming, and in his heart he knew it.
Emotions for which he had no name warred within him. He was angry, yes - furious, even - tired, frustrated, and disgusted. These passions he knew and their presence was no surprise. But there were other emotions besides these, strange, twisted feelings like a coiled, venomous snake in his heart that sickened his spirit and put a bitterness in his mouth that even Sauron could not conjure. It was these and not the former that kept him airborne, making high, slow circles above Aman rather than going home to his lord.
For the first time in his long life, Eönwë did not want to be with Manwë.
In the past, when he was angry, when he was sad, when his heart was so full of horror and grief that he felt it would tear open any moment, he had longed for his lord's comforting presence. The palace in Almaren, Ilmarin upon Taniquetil - these were simply places where he and his fellow Maiar had made their abode. But Lord Manwë… Manwë was  home .
But not today. Why did he not wish to go home? Why did the thought of seeing Manwë, of having to tell him about today, fill his  fëa with seething turmoil?
The wind gusted up, filling his wings and giving his  fána that glorious weightlessness that he loved so much. His golden feathers wrapped an aura of warmth around him in the chill of the high air, like a soft, thick blanket in the midst of a winter night. Up here, the world was wide and pure, as free from the taint of Darkness as any place in Eä could possibly be. But he, Eönwë Herald of Manwë, brought his own Darkness with him.
 Manwë's little slave runs his tasks well.
 This little paradise of the Valar's isn't quite the utopia they'd like everyone to believe.
 You and your army killed everyone I cared about when you attacked Beleriand.
 Manwë's little slave.
 Manwë's little slave.
 Manwë's little slave.
Eönwë's frustration burst from him in an eagle's shriek. He knew Sauron was merely taunting him with such words, getting under his skin in the only way he could. He knew he shouldn't let the fallen Maia get through to him like this. He shouldn't give Sauron the satisfaction of seeing his bullying tactics succeeding, but the fact that he knew he  shouldn't be upset - yet was - only increased his turmoil.
 That monster doesn't deserve a second more of your time or thought.
Yet all the same, there was something planted in him that had not been there before.
He fought back the swell of sick-spiritedness with a sudden sharp swipe of his will, wielding his resolve like a blade. He was the Herald, for Eru's sake, Captain of the Armies of the West, most powerful of all Maiar in Eä, and here he was, flying around in circles like a lost fledgling.  He had no reason to avoid or fear those of his household.  He had done nothing wrong. He'd faced situations far more dire with much less trepidation. With a snort, he brought his wings in close, streamlining his figure and gaining speed in a deep, direct swoop towards Taniquetil.
As his talons brushed the crystal archway, he slipped from one form to another, shedding the eagle in favor of his usual  fána . His thoughts flicked outwards, and the gates swung open before him in response. With a deep breath, he strode purposefully into Ilmarin.
He was greeted with respect and friendly cheer by his fellow Maiar of Manwë and Varda as he made his way up to his chambers. He returned their greetings with a smile and a nod, but today his heart was not in it. It was as if a dark veil had been cast over his perception of the world without, tinting everything in webs of shadow. Today, he wanted to be alone and to  left alone. His emotions had been on too tight a leash for too long, and the last thing he wanted was to become the bearer of Sauron's own spite into his very home.
As Manwë's head Maia, he had an entire suite to himself on the northeast side of the palace. The eastern wall of his chambers were all of glass, draped with filmy blue curtains and set with a sliding glass door that opened out onto a crystal balcony. Once he had washed and changed, it was here he retired, leaning his forearms against the railing carved into intricate swirling designs like mist and breeze spun into substance. The view was staggering: nothing but empty air laced with pale clouds for hundreds of thousands of feet until the roots of the great mountain joined the grassy slopes of the Valmarian plains. Here, Valinor was laid out like a map more intricate than any ever made by Elf or Man, from the glinting of the eastern sea and the golden-green slopes of Tol Eressëa in the bay, to the distant gray-green haze five score leagues to the south that were the sprawling forests of Oromë, to the dark pass of the northern mountains and Araman, to the wide verdantry of Valinor's highlands to the west that continued until they met the mysterious waters of the Outer Sea, which were far enough away that even his keen-eyed gaze could not reach them.
The Herald closed his eyes, not the least perturbed at the thought of the drop beneath him, and let the wind tug his hair. But at the touch of the wind's persistent, gentle fingers - one he had always loved - discomfiture crept back, an unease he had hoped to leave behind with a bath and a rest. The wind itself did not bring Manwë's tiding, but with the wind's touch came the familiar tug of Another will against his. He knew in that deep secret place that had been Bound to his Vala before the world itself was wrought that Manwë wanted to see him. Indeed, now that he had made himself presentable, it was his duty to report, but that seed of  something, that hidden sick-bitter-shadow-serpent that he found himself both loathing and cradling, held him back. He pulled his will away from Manwë's touch and resisted the innate desire of all his kind to answer his lord's call, and in that moment, it felt… good.
It felt good to ignore Manwë.
Instant revulsion fountained up in him, violently rejecting that subtle, dark impulse and hating himself for even daring to entertain, let alone enjoy, such thoughts. Yet with a nauseated feeling in his stomach, he knew that the truth of the thought had been there nonetheless, even if only for a split second. Shame added its syrupy heat to the other morass of emotions fighting for dominance in his heart as he considered what Manwë would think if he knew what his Maia had just felt. Ironically, it provided him with even less inclination to go to the High King.
He pushed away from Manwë's mind, like a child twisting out of a father's grip, torn between guilt for doing so and shame at the thought that Manwë should catch a glimpse of his roiling thoughts if he did not.
 It isn't rebellion. It's… it's just that I've had a long, stressful day and I need to take more time for myself to unwind. Lord Manwë would understand. Surely, he understands.
Yet all the same, he did not stretch his mind back out to his lord, as he usually would, to inform Manwë of his need or to ask for the time to himself (though Manwë had never denied him such a thing). Instead, he hastily caught up his long sword and deftly clipped it to his belt. Rather than heading further up to Manwë's suite, he made his way back down the stairs and fled Ilmarin and his lord's searching mind.
He usually practiced in the main courtyard of Ilmarin, but at this hour, when the day's work was coming to a close for Manwë's Maiar and they sought the leisure of the evening, the courtyard was likely to be busy. Usually, Eönwë had no problem with an audience for his routine, but not today.
A great flight of stairs, the Ainovanda as the Vanyar named it, the Path of the Gods, had been cut into the mountain to encourage the Eldar to seek the council and companionship of the Valar by facilitating the journey to Ilmarin for those unable to change form at will. Nowadays, it was only the Vanyar who much used the Path, and though none of Ingwë's people dwelt in Ilmarin itself, their cities had expanded upward, spilling with golden light and merry song onto the wide terraces that laced Taniquetil's slopes. Their highest towers were now near enough to the peak that in the early mornings and at the coming of the evening stars, the Ainur of Ilmarin could hear their sweet elven music, and those of keenest ear amongst the Maiar could even make out the words of their hymns.
The evening was yet young enough that the Elves would not have begun gathering as they would later on when the stars were just beginning to show and the light of Eärendil was at its brightest in the eastern sky. Even so, a Maia in a city of the Vanyar was hardly a shocking sight, and he doubted his presence would arouse either concern or overt interest.
The place he now sought was one dear to his heart, simple and pragmatic in its beauty - no shining Tirion or lovely Alqualondë to be sure, but possessing that quiet, effortless grace of all things elvish that Eönwë preferred to grandiose splendor. Half training ground, half garden, it was set against the root of the terrace, tucked against the mountain's side and separated from the city by a narrow, shaded lane and a low, white stone wall that lent a sense of serenity and privacy. The stone was carpeted in creeping moss that hushed his footsteps as he made his way around the wooden targets where the Vanyarin archers practiced and onward to the ring of tiled and colored stone in the center of the garden. It was a mosaic, embedded with intricate care in the living stone of the mountain, depicting the coming of the three elven kings to Taniquetil before the rising of the Sun, their uplifted faces lit with the holy light of the Two Trees. Eönwë looked down at the stylized artwork, lingering on the joyous expressions of Elwë, Ingwë, and Finwë.
He drew his blade with a faint hiss of leather and metal and held it in front of him for a moment, razor edge inches from his nose. He closed his eyes and drew a deep, steadying breath, pushing out the chaos within and replacing it with an unsullied calm.
Then he began to move through the series of graceful lunges, stances, and sweeps. The routine was one of many, learned by all elven swordsmen and taught to them first and long ago by the Maiar, among whom Eönwë himself had been one of the foremost. It was freeing and exhilarating, a melding of mind, spirit, and body to find the perfect point of unity where there was nothing besides himself and the thrumming sword dancing in his fingers. His feet flew, his body twisted and swayed. The blade sang. Faster and faster and faster. He was air. He was steel. He was movement. He was grace. He was Nothing. He was Everything.
A soft sound pulled him out of the deep concentration and calm that had encompassed him. He continued through the motions of the sword dance, but he slowed his pace and returned his awareness to his surroundings. The sound came again, soft as the touch of a feather in the breeze, but this time Eönwë's ears were attuned enough to recognize it. A voice.
No, several voices. He heard a quiet giggle, muffled by a small hand, and out of the very corner of his eye he caught sight of a golden head bobbing up from behind one of the archery targets.
Assuming an air of oblivion to his audience, Eönwë maneuvered himself into a better view of the targets, still keeping his sword leaping and spinning and his feet dancing over the stone tiles. Yet again, and again, he saw flashes of gold as heads peaked out from behind the wood, only to vanish quickly when he turned in their direction. Casually, he worked the steps of the exercise so that they carried him closer, and the sounds of soft giggles grew more distinct. Despite himself, Eönwë felt the corners of his lips tugging irresistibly upwards.
He waited until a moment when all three heads were in sight, then lunged suddenly forward with a shout of "Yah!"
The three Vanyarin elflings fled their hiding place with squeals of delighted terror. They took refuge inside the archway of the gate that led back out into the city, cowering down against the stone as if this alone would render them invisible to Eönwë's eyes. With a smirk, Eönwë seated himself on a bench, placing his sword beside him, and pulled out his whetting stone and polishing rag. Fastidiously pretending to ignore the children, he set to work caring for the gleaming blade.
In his peripheral, he observed the elflings creeping back towards him, still keeping up their pretense of invisibility, as if he were a deer they were attempting to stalk. The soft, conspiratorial whispers and giggles inched closer and closer, until Eönwë could see them sitting in a half circle just outside his reach. Finally, a tiny hand stretched up to touch the glistening steel of his sword.
"Easy," Eönwë said in a gentle voice. "I don't want any little Elves losing fingers today."
This brought forth a round of titters and the little hand withdrew. Eönwë looked up to meet the spellbound faces of the three young Elves sitting in the moss at his feet and gazing expectantly up at him.
"You make the sword look like starlight," one of them said in a hushed voice, her eyes filled with that beautiful gleam of the Firstborn that Eönwë had loved the moment he first saw the awakened Children.
Eönwë carefully sheathed the sword and laid it across his lap. "It takes a lot of practice."
"Can you teach us how?" asked the little  nér who had touched the sword, his hand creeping back towards the sheath.
Smiling slightly, Eönwë allowed him to stroke the engraved leather. "One day perhaps. But I think my sword is a little too big for you now."
This statement elicited shrill protests and boasts of strength and prowess. The  nér began an attempt to prove Eönwë wrong by lifting the sword off his lap by the hilt.
"I don't think so," Eönwë laughed, rescuing the sword by clipping it firmly onto his belt so that it hung behind him, amid continuing protests.
The  nér clambered onto the bench beside him, still with a mischievous light in his eyes that suggested he wasn't through with the sword yet. The two  nísi climbed into Eönwë's lap, still gazing at him with the raw admiration of childhood. The Herald winced as little hands and knees dug into his stomach as the elflings settled themselves in his arms. "My mama said the War was over when papa came back," one said. "Does that mean no one will teach us how to fight now, Lord Eönwë?" The disappointment in her voice was evident.
Eönwë's smile faltered and he reached up to stroke the child's hair. "It's a good thing the War is over, dear one. When you grow up, the only reason you'd ever have to learn sword-craft is to look pretty."
The  nís giggled delightedly and pressed her face shyly into Eönwë's shoulder. The other  nís beamed up at Eönwë. "You look pretty when you dance."
"Why, thank you, my lady," Eönwë replied, pressing a courtly kiss to the back of her hand, which left her in the same state as her companion.
"Did you fight in the War?" the  nér asked. He flourished his hand in a simplified imitation of how Eönwë had wielded his sword during his routine. "I bet you chopped all the bad ones right up!"
A cold hand squeezed Eönwë's heart. Gently, he lowered the two elflings back onto the ground. "I think the three of you need to get back to your families. The stars will be coming out soon."
The mention of their beloved stars was enough to distract the elflings from topics of war and the true purposes of swords. They skittered back towards the garden entrance on feet so light and quick they hardly seemed to touch the ground. At the gate, they turned back around to fix Eönwë with three sets of grey-blue eyes, as if to see if he would enforce his directive. With a smile growing on his face again, the Herald drew his sword in a single fluid movement and made a sudden lunge in their direction. Shrieking delightedly, the elflings fled once and for all.
Sheathing his sword again, Eönwë sank back down onto the bench with a twitch of amusement in his lips.
"The mighty Eönwë, Commander of Armies, Herald of Manwë, and Terrorizer of Little Elf Children. How appropriate."
Eönwë jolted and spun around at the sound of the unexpected voice coming from behind him. A slim, petite figure leaned against the wall, arms folded and wearing an expression of mock chastisement and genuine amusement.
"Ilmarë," Eönwë said, rising hastily to his feet.
The Handmaiden grinned and bounced towards him with that light, effortless gait that she had possessed since she first set foot in Eä. He reached out his hands to her and she took them in a fond squeeze. "Vanirë said she saw you on your way up to your chambers earlier. I tried there and then the courtyard, and when I couldn't feel your mind anywhere in Ilmarin, I figured you must have come down here. Lady Varda sent me looking for you."
Guilt clogged his throat and the feelings he'd been trying to push away by coming here crept back in. The story behind Ilmarë's words was all too clear.
His guilt must have shown on his face, or at least a troubled light must have glanced through his eyes, for Ilmarë frowned and gave his hand that tug that meant  tell me what's wrong . He met her gaze with an unpleasant sensation in his stomach that felt - as best he could describe it - like the waves on the beach when Ossë was angry. His sister looked back at him with wide, silver eyes and something caught in the back of his throat. He felt that small twinge of pain that always mingled somewhere with the fondness when he looked at her, but it was stronger this time than it had been in many years. In fact, it hadn't been this strong since the time right after… after…
He tugged his mind away from  that train of thought and offered her a tired smile. "I'm sorry, Ilmarë. It's just been a long and trying day."
She looked at him as if debating whether or not to inquired further, and apparently decided not, her head tilted to the side in a gesture that was almost bird-like and that, he'd always teased her, meant she was really a Maia of Manwë at heart. It wasn't true though; he didn't know anyone who belonged to the stars more than Ilmarë Lómevendë.
"I know you, Brother. It's not like you to neglect a report to Lord Manwë," she said in that tone of voice that is both statement and question at once.
"I…" How could Eönwë explain that feeling coiled within him when he didn't even understand it himself. Even more pertinent, did he  want anyone to understand it?
Yet Ilmarë's eyes were discerning, and the touch of her mind came to his like the brush of fingers on his cheek. She made no attempt to detect his thoughts, merely gathering the patterns of his mood, and in turn he felt the pattern of comprehension ripple across her  fëa as it rested softly against his.
She bit her lower lip, looking at him with sororal concern, opened her mouth as if to ask a question, then closed it again. Her head quirked to the side once more with that bird-like grace, and something luminescent flickered through the depths of her eyes like moon-fire. When he was in such moods, it was not uncommon for her to make a playful jibe ( has my Bird-Brother gone chicken? ), but he saw in her expression the understanding that now was not the time for teasing. All the same, he suspected his star-eyed sister felt confused by the Eönwë who had returned from the War, the Eönwë who had seen horrors about which he could never dare tell her. The world had lost so much - he could not bear the thought that it might lose the bounce of Ilmarë's step or the starlit glow of her smile to the shadow of horrible truth that clung like webs to this world.
Still, it was not the first time he had concealed memories from her, not the first time he had hidden scars. There were some facts Ilmarë didn't need to know, his burdens to bear alone.
The moon-glow in her eyes brightened suddenly and her lips trembled with a suppressed smirk. She tugged his hand, this time a gesture that meant  I have an idea - follow me.
So he followed her back up the stairs of the Ainovanda and through the gates of Ilmarin, but instead of continuing through the main hall to the High King's chambers, she took him on a sharp turn to the left. A slow smile touched Eönwë's heart as he realized where she was taking him and what it meant.
Up, up, and up they went, up into the highest tower of Ilmarin until finally they emerged at the pinnacled top. Here, the roof cut away in a deep, semicircular arc, revealing the expanse of the sky in all its natural glory from the highest point on Arda: the Mindon Menetingil, Varda's Tower of a Thousand Twinkling Stars.
A large, comfortable daybed dominated the middle of the Mindon, scattered with blue, gold, white, and silver pillows, and situated so that anyone reclining in it would have a perfect view of the skyscape. Other smaller settees ringed the room, providing an atmosphere of domestic grace, whilst huge tapestries of deep blue (courtesy of Vairë's folk) clothed the walls, each one embroidered with myriad mithril stars that caught the real starlight and cast it back, so that any occupant of the room felt as if he were floating in the night sky, surrounded by thousands of twinkling lights.
Casting Eönwë a mischievous look, Ilmarë flopped down across the daybed and propped her head up for a good view of the evening sky. The Sun was hovering just above the Outer Sea, and the gloaming fire was at full bloom, streaking the sky with glowing tendrils of red, orange, and yellow so vibrant that Eönwë could barely lift his eyes to the flaming expanse. With more reserve than his sister, the Herald lowered himself onto the daybed and leaned back.
Both were silent for the next half hour, watching as the sky fire paled and the Sun vanished gradually into the darkness beyond the world. Then, as if by some unspoken agreement, the two Maiar leaned forward almost as one to scan the ever-darkening sky with increasing intensity.
It was one of those games that come into being out of pure coincidence, so long ago in their case that neither of them quite remembered exactly how it had begun. Considerable time had passed since the two of them had visited the Mindon for such a light-hearted purpose, and as the sky slipped from deep red to purple to velvet blue, Eönwë found himself straining forward intently, sharp eyes boring into the darkening expanse. His muscles tensed with the strain of expectant competition, his nerves on fire and senses prickling, dreading (yet anticipating) any second to hear Ilmarë's distinct intake of breath that always heralded the same outcome to their contest.
It came a moment later, and Eönwë felt the surge of over-exaggerated disappointment that can only come from losing a competition of true sibling rivalry. The Handmaiden's arm shot out, pointing to the northeast quadrant of the sky. "There!"
He looked, and indeed, he caught the faintest twinkling of the first star of evening. Ilmarë smirked and flipped her gossamer hair in a gesture of smug satisfaction, to which Eönwë responded with an embellished pout, arms folded. "How is that even remotely fair? What chance do I have against a Maia of Varda in a contest like that? Completely rigged."
"Says the Maia who claims he can see a mouse from ten thousand feet in the air," she laughed. "You're Eagle-Eyed Eönwë, keenest in sight of all Maiar. Don't tell me you can't spot something as bright and beautiful as evening's first star."
"And you're the Night-Maiden," he retorted. "You probably helped Varda place the first star of evening and you know exactly where it will appear each night. Next time we should see who can predict the flight patterns of an eagle. See who wins that one."
"I didn't force you to play," Ilmarë answered with a grin, and with that, their ritual of post-contest raillery came to its time-honored close once again.
Ilmarë's intuition had been right though; the silly game brought back memories of brighter and happier times, and Eönwë's heart did not feel quite as tight or heavy as it had before. The two Maiar leaned back once again, watching in silent, comfortable companionship as the remainder of the stars glistened into being.
After a while though, Ilmarë rolled over to face him, cuddling a huge blue and white pillow. "Lord Manwë gave you a new assignment, didn't he? That's where you've been all day?"
Eönwë winced. Talking about this miserable, humiliating day was not exactly his top choice for conversation with anyone, let alone Ilmarë. It was bad enough having to labor alongside Sauron, in full view of every inquisitive Elf present, but having to admit the truth to his little sister of just what he'd been assigned seemed even worse in its own shameful way.
Still, his mere presence at Corimendturë would be food aplenty for rumors, and he'd rather explain everything to Ilmarë himself than wait until she overheard it from some misinformed Vanya.
To his surprise however, Ilmarë beat him to it. "Your new assignment, it has to do with Sauron, doesn't it?" she stated in that same quiet, discerning voice.
Eönwë must have stared (or glared) a little too vehemently, for Ilmarë smiled thinly and flicked his arm lightly with the pillow. "It wasn't  that hard to guess. You come back looking like a storm cloud, run off to play with your sword instead of reporting to Lord Manwë, and barely say a word to me all evening. Obviously, something has gotten under your skin, and there are a limited number of dark lords in the area to have accomplished such a task."
Eönwë couldn't help the wry quirk in his lips at Ilmarë's tone. "I suppose," he admitted.
A pointed silence fell over them until Ilmarë raised her eyebrows. "Well, is it something you want to talk about?"
"It depends."
"All right then. Is it something you would feel better if you talked with  me about it?"
Eönwë sighed and rubbed absently at his temples. "That I don't know."
"Why don't we give it a go then and see what happens?"
Eönwë gave her a dry look. "Sometimes I think you're too blithe for your own good."
Ilmarë's eyes flickered cheekily. "I will refrain from telling you what quality  you possess too much of for your own good."
Eönwë eyed his sister pensively. She stared back unabashedly and he finally glanced away. "Yes, it's about Sauron," he said in a low voice. "I… it's my task to watch over him at Corimendturë: keep him out of trouble, make sure  he doesn't get into trouble, the like. I'm supposed to be his personal overseer. Though," he added bitterly, "it feels like being his personal scratching-post more than anything else."
"How so?" Ilmarë prompted, propping her chin up on the pillow and keeping her silver eyes fixed intently on him.
Red-hot coals started glowing in his chest again, and that tight, bitter feeling in his stomach slithered insidiously back. All day, he'd been holding his temper in, pushing it back, denying it, but now his anger and indignation bubbled to the surface of his boiling spirit, refusing to be shoved down any longer. So he finally let it out. He told Ilmarë about the quarry, about Sauron's snips and mockery, about the fight between the Elves, about Sauron's irreverent ridicule of the Valar, Valinor, and himself, about the whole cursed day, his own tone growing more heated by the moment.
"He's impossible!" he vented as he reached the end. "The Valar have been merciful to him beyond thought and measure, especially after they saw what came of their leniency to Morgoth. Is he grateful though? Does he even acknowledge how much they  didn't do to him that he deserves? Of course not! No, all he can do is make snide remarks about his cursed Bound powers - the powers he abused to inflict inconceivable suffering on others, no less - and complain about how inferior Valinor is to that land of death and torture that Morgoth created. Ilmarë, why is he here if he's not even going to bother trying? And believe me, he's not. It's obvious just from looking into his eyes. He hates us all, he hates the Children, he hates Valinor, he hates the Valar. He hates everything. And of course  I'm the one stuck dealing with him."
He lifted his hands to his hair, tugging fiercely on the golden locks in frustration. "I saw just a fraction of what he did in Beleriand and it was horrible. Ilmarë, he's done  things - I've… I've  seen things…"
Tears beaded his golden lashes. He took a deep breath. "The War was finally over, and I thought I'd get rest and healing after so long. It was what I clung to in the darkness and horror: I dreamed of the waters of Lórien, and the quiet of Mandos, and music, and fresh air, and the laughter of loved companions. I desired it so much. It was why I fought: so that my world could have that peace, not just Valinor, not just me, but everyone finally. And maybe that's what everyone else got, but not me. Every other Maia from my battalion - guess where they are? They all went straight from the docks to Lórien and Mandos and Nienna to recover and sleep and heal until they're ready to return to the world that wreaked such terrors upon their memories. But me?  Me ? The moment I set foot back on Valinor, Lord Manwë inflicts that monster on me to babysit, and now instead of rest and healing, I have to listen to his disgusting venom and spite all day long. And why? Because I made one comment, Ilmarë.  One comment . And now instead of going to Lórien myself, I'm saddled with the Black Captain of Morgoth! Because of Lord Manwë!"
There. He'd said it. There it was, in all its hideous, serpentine glory: the true venom that had been poisoning his veins all day long. The slow, festering resentment he'd been harboring since Lord Manwë had first dumped this repugnant task on his head.
Ilmarë had listened wordlessly with pursed lips, head tilted once more in deep concentration. As Eönwë buried his face in his hands, not sure whether he was more disgusted or relieved by his revelation, the Night-Maiden reached out a slender hand and stroked the back of his arm. "You've been having nightmares since you came back," she said, once again mingling question and statement eerily into one. "I heard you last night."
Eönwë didn't answer. Ilmarë continued to rub his arm fondly. "You know what I'm going to say now."
Eönwë glanced at her miserably. "Yes, I know."
She took his hand and pulled it down, squeezing it. "You have to talk to Lord Manwë. He and you are the only ones who can bring harmony to this discord, and as long as you keep avoiding him, it's only going to get worse. You have to tell him what's going on."
He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing back the tears. "I know."
"Think of it this way," Ilmarë continued. " This is what Sauron wants: you miserable and resentful towards Lord Manwë. He wants you to question your friendships and loyalties, to sever your deepest ties. It was Morgoth's tactic too from the very first: to turn us against one another. If you don't want to hand Sauron the victory, go report to your lord and make things right with him."
Eönwë gave his sister's hand a return squeeze. "Thank you, Ilmarë."
She gave him a twinkling smile. "What are little sisters for?"
His own mouth twitched and he rose from the daybed. Turning at the door, he studied her thoughtfully. "What are you going to do now?"
She propped her head back up on the gigantic pillow, crossing her ankles casually and turning her gaze upward. "I'm going to watch the stars," she replied with flippant succinctness. "And perhaps I'll study the flight patterns of eagles while I'm at it. Who knows, I might even learn something… interesting."
A genuine smile broke through Eönwë's tension, but as he opened his mouth to make a parting retort, a jab of internal pain deep within his  fëa stabbed through him. With it, a mental image he had tried to forget a thousand times flashed cruelly across his mind's eye, and he turned away from Ilmarë quickly, closing the door behind him and making his way to the descending stairs before the Night-Maiden could perceive his troubled thoughts.
Down, down, and down he went, and with each step his feet grew more leaden and his heart seized once again and his mouth grew dry and woolen, until finally he found himself in that place he should have been so many hours earlier and yet still did not fully want to be: standing before the doors of Lord Manwë's chambers.
His heart was pounding. Never had he outright refused his lord's summons, never made the High King resort to sending his wife's handmaiden to fetch his head Maia. Would Manwë be angry? Instinctively, Eönwë knew that wouldn't be the case. He had never seen Manwë angry before, not even when Morgoth betrayed them, destroying their Trees and crushing the last hope of his redemption for them all. That terrible day, there had been no wrath from Manwë, as righteous as it would have been; instead, Eönwë had witnessed something far more terrible in his lord's eyes, something that had broken his heart for the Vala he loved, something he knew deep down he could never have born if he had been the recipient of it rather than Morgoth.
No, Eönwë had never feared Manwë's wrath. It was Manwë's disappointment, deep as the Void and broken as Arda Marred, that Eönwë knew he could not face. Yet he must.
 If you don't want to hand Sauron the victory today, go report to your lord and make things right with him.
Eönwë sucked in a deep breath then rapped sharply on the door. Instantly, the powerful will beyond responded, familiar and welcoming, as if Manwë had been doing nothing the last few hours save waiting for his dawdling Herald. The Vala's mind brushed lightly across his, but like Ilmarë, he did no more than examine the external patterns of Eönwë's  fëa before calling him softly inward. A multitude of sensations swirled up in Eönwë. Part of him wanted to shrink away from Manwë's touch in embarrassment, part of him wanted to turn away and continue embracing the resentment that had driven him through the day, and part of him wanted to sink gratefully into the comforting depths of the familiar presence of his Vala.
So instead, he resorted to the final part of himself, that internal fortress to which he fled when he could not bear the thought of dealing with the rest. Squaring his shoulders and brushing his golden hair nervously back with one hand, he pushed open the crystal doors and fell automatically into the external role he knew best: the taut pageantry of Manwë's dependable, fastidious Herald.
The High King stood at the casement opposite, hands resting lightly on the sill, his head bare. The moonlight dripping like liquid silver through the tall windows glowed in his golden hair, and a fresh, wholesome air wafted through the chamber with a scent like newly-fallen snow. For a moment, Eönwë froze at the sight of that tall, majestic figure, his throat clogging with dread - and with self-anger at his dread - but then Manwë turned and his eyes fell on Eönwë. An ice-blue glow lit up instantly in those fathomless depths, those eyes that led to the will of Eru Himself, and Eönwë felt Manwë's relief and joy like a warm bath of light and power through the binding of their wills. Eönwë's throat clogged again, this time with an emotion he could not name, and with a little shuddering sigh, he dropped to his knee, head bowed.
"My lord Manwë," he said, his voice emerging as the annoyingly wooden monotone that it always seemed to become when his heart was at its fullest. "I'm sincerely sorry for my recalcitrance, and I assure you it will not happen again. I apologize deeply for all the trouble-"
"Eönwë."
Manwë's voice broke through his stilted apologies. The High King stepped towards him, bent, and lifted his Herald's chin with one slender hand. Eönwë found himself looking back into Manwë's eyes but his gaze dropped away after only a moment.
"Child," Manwë said gently. "There is only one person blaming you, and it is not your lord."
Eönwë looked up at that, his voice stuck in his throat, his eyes searching, pleading with an eloquence his tongue seemed suddenly to have lost. Manwë smiled almost imperceptibly and touched the Maia's cheek. Simultaneously, his will brushed against Eönwë's, sending a ripple of pleasant warmth through the Maia's spirit. Yet even so, Eönwë could not help but notice that Manwë was deliberately holding back. The High King's concern for his Maia was a dark ribbon running through the brilliancy of his thoughts.
 He doesn't know if I want him to look deeper or not.
Yet the clear fact that Manwë had no intention of forcing Eönwë's emotions into the open eased his tension in some small measure. He made no protest as Manwë drew him up by the hand and led him to the wide window seat on the opposite side of the room. The two of them settled into it, across from one another, and Manwë leaned back into the azure plush of the seat, his hand resting against the colored crystal-thin glass of the casement. Eönwë drew up his legs, his back and shoulders still stiff, his unpleasant discomfort in his lord's presence lingering.
"What troubles you, Eönwë?" Manwë said after a long moment of heavy silence.
Eönwë swallowed painfully, his mind racing. Then, he slowly began to retell the day's events, his voice still frozen in that decorous monotone. As he described the various happenings at the quarry, he refrained from the personal embellishments that had liberally decorated his version of the tale for Ilmarë, stating the facts in that pragmatic manner that suited a herald delivering a routine report to his superior. He did not gloss over Sauron's spiteful attitude nor the quarrelsome Elves, but nor did he reveal the turmoil of his emotions that had accompanied those moments.
The entire time, Manwë sat still and quiet, listening intently but making no comment, his grey eyes fixed unwaveringly on Eönwë, the fingertips of his right hand resting pensively against his lips. His will remained close, yet not intimate, absorbing the undercurrents of Eönwë's words from his  fëa, but hovering at a cautious distance as if unsure whether Eönwë was comfortable with his touch.
Silence fell between them again as Eönwë finished his report. Usually, he loved the vast, high quiet that wrapped itself around Ilmarin after the lighting of the stars, but today it gnawed at his spirit like hungry, wolfish shadows.
"It would seem the day has gone well overall," Manwë finally mused when it was clear that Eönwë had nothing more to say. "Sauron is bitter, but he did as was requested of him, and in this much at least I see hope for the future of this endeavor. As long as any rebellion and malice remain confined to speech, I see little harm in allowing him this channel for his emotions. The Elves continue to quarrel, but I think you did right, my child. It is good for them to realize that we will not tolerate back-biting or vicious conduct and that our eyes are upon them. You are frustrated with Sauron's bitterness and with the lack of progress you see in the Elves, yet neither of these things explain the discord I sense in your spirit, nor your choices this afternoon. What troubles you, Eönwë?"
For a moment, Eönwë almost revealed the truth, but instead he found himself unexpectedly saying something quite different, something that was still true, that still hurt to express, but that was still leagues away from the real serpent lurking in his soul. "It's… it's Sauron," he blurted. He hesitated, all-too-clearly remembering Manwë's reprimand when he had voiced a similar sentiment only days earlier. The dread of his lord's disappointment was ice in his  fëa . "I… I still can't find for myself the faith you have in him, my lord, not after what I saw with Morgoth. I still can't help but feel that you don't understand the risk, the pain. I've been so ready to see this evil Age ended, but I'm terrified Sauron is keeping it alive. I simply cannot look at him and believe what you're believing, my lord. I don't see the hope that you see."
Manwë breathed a deep, sad sigh. Eönwë stiffened, not sure whether that sigh was directed at Sauron's malignancy or at his own lack of faith, hoping for the former but dreading in the pit of his stomach that it was the latter. Regardless, what Manwë did next took the Herald completely by surprise. The High King slid over on the window seat and gathered Eönwë into his arms, pulling him close and at the same time wrapping his will around the Herald like a swath of silk and autumn wind. Eönwë went rigid for a moment, but as his senses - inside and out - soaked in his lord's encompassing essence, he relaxed and laid his head on Manwë's shoulder, surrendering his worries and doubts to a blissful presentness that banished thoughts of both past and future. After a long, stressful day, after a long, stressful War, after a long, stressful Age, it felt better than he could have imagined to lay aside the scars and terrors of yesterday and the fears and shadows of tomorrow and simply dissolve into a today that was perhaps not  so bad.
Manwë began to stroke Eönwë's hair softly, and the sky Maia's inhibitions crumbled further. He slipped upwards into a state where his  fána seemed distant and fuzzy about the edges and his  fëa seemed bright and full, as if it was his spirit that contained his body instead of the other way around. His memory sank further and further back, to a time before Valinor, before Eä, to a time that was timeless and a hall of light that no eye could see and music that no ear could hear. His  fëa began to vibrate pleasantly, like a harp being strummed, producing soundless music that only another Ainu could hear, a Maiarin purr of contentment for his lord.
Time slipped by like a wide, peaceful river overhung by trailing willows with sunlight in their tresses and dappled lilies rocking on its surface. Eönwë continued to rest, Manwë's fingers in his hair, his mind distant and pleasantly sluggish. But finally the High King stirred. "Eönwë," he said gently, "have I ever hurt you?"
The question pulled Eönwë from his comforting stupor like burning iron on his skin. He pulled away in shock, turning a face of horrified indignation up to his lord. "No, no,  never . Of course not, my lord!"
Manwë's eyes were deep and kind. "And have I ever made you fear me?"
Another dismayed negative escaped Eönwë, even as apprehension stole in as to where this conversation was heading. Manwë's face softened, and he reached out a hand to cradle his Maia's face. "Then why are you afraid to tell me the truth?"
A vice clamped down on Eönwë's heart, squeezing, squeezing. He wanted to protest, to deny Manwë's charge, to ignore the hissing serpent he'd tried so valiantly to defeat, but he could bear it no longer. His eyes dropped, his cheeks burning, and when he spoke, his voice was much smaller than he liked. "Because I'm afraid you'll think less of me for it."
A flicker of pain, dark and raw, flashed through Manwë's  fëa . "It's not Sauron you're truly angry with, is it?" he asked, his voice little more than a murmur.
Eönwë felt as if he were curling up upon himself inside. "No," he whispered back.
"Tell me," Manwë said.
And so Eönwë did, and the nameless feelings found words he had not known were there, words of resentment, words of bitterness, words of pain, words of sorrow. He told Manwë about the hours of darkness ( horror, horror, horror ) and what he had seen in the dark dungeons of Angband and how he'd felt the life of a mutilated Child leave her in a cry. He told him about how he had staggered out from the battle of Angband and looked down to find in chest and arms soaked black and red with the blood of orcs and men and (most terribly) his own kind, and how he had vomited out his horrified disgust on the edge of the battlefield amid the corpses and the gore. He told Manwë about the hope that had given him the strength to press forward and finish the War, even as he saw the land upheaved and the sky blackened with smoke, the hope of a better future for the Children and the hope of reward and rest once he returned to Valinor with his mission complete. He spoke of a desperate moment of choice, when a beautiful monster knelt before him with agony and terror in his eyes and pleaded for pardon, and how he had felt in that moment that he could not bear for yet one more to die because of Morgoth's evil. He spoke of hope shattered, seeing the one he had spared turning inevitably back to cruelty and spite, and his fear and anger in seeing the Valar's mercy, seeing there but an echo of his  own mercy, which could only lead to betrayal and another Age of darkened skies and dead trees and wind filled with the stench of Death. He told him of the burning resentment and poisonous bitterness that this new abhorrent assignment had roused in his spirit, fueled by the insidiously-laid coals that Sauron had fanned. He pressed his face to Manwë's shoulder, tears soaking into his lord's robes, and cried the words he knew he needed to say, choked and bleeding and deep as his spirit.
"After everything I did for you, how can you be making me do this?"
" I'm angry, I'm angry, I'm angry. "
"I don't understand why you're making me do this."
" I'm angry. I'm angry! I'm angry! "
Manwë just held his Maia as Eönwë poured out his heart, half sobbed, half vented. The High King said nothing, the patterned light of his  fëa flickering with innumerable veiled thoughts, now bright and quick with sympathy, now dim and slow with pain and grief. At last, Eönwë fell into melancholy silence, his throat as raw as his heart, trembling slightly with the power of the relived pain and the terrible strength of the emotions that had racked him. But at the same time, he suddenly felt safer and more comfortable, as if the hiddenness of his resentment had been a greater burden than the resentment itself. The additional fact that his lord had neither scolded him nor pushed him away for having such thoughts allowed peace to seep into the place where the bottled anger had been.
Manwë remained silent a minute or so longer, allowing Eönwë to recover from his outburst and process his feelings. Then the High King slowly lifted Eönwë from him so that they could see one another face to face more easily. He lifted a hand and used the edge of his sleeve to dry Eönwë's face. Eönwë swallowed painfully, his tongue and throat feeling swollen. "Is it a punishment?" he asked hoarsely. "For what I said about Sauron that other night? It feels like a punishment."
Still Manwë was quiet, gazing thoughtfully out to the star-studded velvet of the sky that seemed to wrap so closely around Ilmarin. Then he looked down at Eönwë again. "Eönwë," he said in a steady voice. "I will put a choice before you, and I wish you to know that I will think none the less of you for the choice you make. You have done as I asked today and thus fulfilled the matter of the assignment I gave you. You have labored alongside Sauron long enough to see the temper of his mind. Therefore, if you wish it, I release you from this task, and you may go with my blessings to Lórien to join those of your brave regiment who are seeking the well-earned healing and cleansing of mind, body, and spirit from the terrors of the War you have endured.
"But I wish you to know that I gave you this assignment not as retribution against your anger nor your frustration against Sauron, for you hold no blame for either. Not for lack of faith, nor hardheartedness, nor any vice you may have conceived to hold against yourself. Rather for this: what power of foresight my own portion of Eru's wisdom has given me tells me in my heart that long-lasting good may come from the task I gave you, should you choose to pursue it. From whence that good shall come, that I cannot see, nor can I glimpse who may benefit the most from it in the end. All I know is that in the end, it should yield for the better in some small portion.
"Yet, any good that may come shall not do so without pain and toil, and therefore I lay the choice before you, my child, for I have no desire that your duties to me should be loathsome to you. If you cannot bear the company of Sauron, if you believe the sowing to be of lesser worth than the possible harvest, then go, with all my good will, and find refreshment in Lórien. But if you choose to pursue the path I have opened to you with this task and see where it shall lead, then do so of your own choosing. And should you decide at any point that the burden is too great to bear, all you need do is ask and you will be released from this role."
Manwë ran his thumbs tenderly across Eönwë's cheekbones, his fingers still hooked under Eönwë's chin. A deep, fond smile filtered through the grave sorrow, but behind his eyes there was still a poignant pain that Eönwë felt as an ache through the bond of their spirits. "Above all else," Manwë said, bringing his forehead to Eönwë's and speaking so quietly that he knew the words were meant for his ears alone, "I want you to know that there is no pain, no sorrow, no anger, no frustration, that you cannot bring to my breast. Should you continue in this task, Sauron will doubtlessly try to drive a wedge between you and those you love best, just Melkor once did. He will try to make you believe that I will not listen and that I do not understand.
"But remember this, my dear little one. I know you have seen things and done things and felt things that no Maia was ever made to see or do or feel, and you think I cannot understand." Manwë paused, and his eyes glistened with both shadow and light mingling. "But I  do understand," he whispered. "Few of my dreams are of starlight and eagles. Eönwë, no Ainu was ever made to cast his own brother to the darkness, or to order a war of ruin and wrath, or to send his own beloved Maiar into places of horror. I know what it is to do things that tear your spirit in two, I know what it is to feel things that make it seem like you will never again be clean and well. You are far from alone, Eönwë, and I would that you keep that knowledge close to your heart."
Eönwë was crying again, silently, tears rolling down his cheeks, but this time it was affection swelling in his heart, though the bitterness was not wholly gone. "I… I just want to make you proud, my lord."
"And you have, a thousand times and more." The smile in Manwë's voice was like honey and wind flying through pinions to Eönwë's spirit. The Vala of the Sky kissed the Herald's forehead. "And I have full confidence that you will continue to do so. I do not need an answer from you tonight. Go and get some well-deserved sleep,  soronya ."
My little eagle. It was the name of affection Manwë had called Eönwë with a laugh in the early days when Eönwë had soared the upper airs in such elation that he could scarce be compelled to come down for more serious matters. But when the darkness had closed in and Manwë had begun to sigh more than laugh and Eönwë no longer took to the air for the pure joy of flight, that name had faded into the past. But hearing it now brought back a coursing hope that had felt strangled and dying of late.
He laid his head once again on Manwë's shoulder, suddenly reluctant to leave, no matter how pleasant a bed and sleep had seemed a moment before. His  fëa thrummed. A sudden image of Ilmarë flopped upon the Mindon daybed, smirking, flashed through his mind, and he smiled in response to his sister's clever intuition. Perhaps she knew the flight patterns of eagles better than he had thought she did.
"My lord," he said, "I don't think I need until the morning to give you my answer."
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Chapter 16
Sauron woke with a scream upon his lips that tasted of iron and salt.
He lurched upwards, breathing harsh and rapid, and attempted to make sense out of his quiet, darkened surroundings. Slowly, reality replaced the vestiges of the nightmare realm in which he'd been trapped. Trembling, his veins still coursing with unleashed adrenaline, he curled over and buried his face in his hands.
Upon doing so, he discovered his cheeks were slick with tears; well, that explained the salty tang in his mouth. Angrily, he scrubbed at the incriminating moisture, furious at the vulnerability of his nighttime self over which he clearly had no control.
He dropped his hands back to his lap, glancing downwards, and felt his heart leap momentarily back into his throat at the sight of red smears on his fingers. Jerking his hand back up to his face, he skimmed his fingertips over his skin until he found the source of the blood as nothing more than a small cut on his bottom lip. He must have bitten himself accidentally when he yanked himself out of the dream with that cry. He cursed and flopped back down onto his back.
There had been blood and tears in his dream as well, far more blood, far more tears. He squeezed his eyes shut, snatches of opaque memory flickering like lightning through the corridors of his mind, the oppressive nightmare atmosphere still clinging to him like cobwebs.
Grey walls. Mocking faces. Teeth like the flash of knives.
The Ring of Doom.
The humiliation and horror was still uncannily real and immediate, and he could feel the unpleasant lingering tingle of phantom pain at his throat. Even though he knew that none of it had been real, shame still burned in his face and chest, so vividly painful that it made him want to bury his face in the pillows and never emerge again. He could still sense the sear of the blazing lamplight in his eyes, feel the press of invasive, condemning minds pushing relentlessly into his innermost being, see the ring of faces, all furious, accusing, and completely devoid of mercy. The iron chains around his wrists, binding him to a stake in the center of the Ring, dug painfully into his flesh.
His mind was a whirlwind of confused thoughts. Had he somehow returned to his first trial or had he done something new? Had they discovered his plans to take revenge on them? He could not recall, and his mind seemed hazy as if with wine. He felt small and shrunken, exposed and frightened, his thoughts too sluggish to comprehend what was going on.
Námo's voice was like a drum, so deep and resonant that he could feel it pounding in the hollow of his chest, too deep to make out the words even though he strained to hear. But the tone of the voice and the unforgiving faces of the Valar ringed around him made the message clear. This time, he could expect no pity.
Námo's voice continued on, but now he realized it  was a drum - though he did not know when the change had occurred - like the orc drums that had throbbed through the caverns of Angband in preparation for war. A gate before him slid ominously back with a grating clang and a single figure stepped into the Ring, facing him. Wild panic surged through him at the sight of rippling brown hair laced with coiling vines.
Yavanna held a single long vine in one hand like a whip and he could hear the threatening whisper of it as it slid along the ground. He twisted his hands against the chains, instinctively wanting to throw them up over his face to protect himself, his panic building as he realized the full helplessness of his position. The Tree Queen's gaze swept over him scathingly, as if he were a thing so low and vile and worthless that the mere sight of him was an offense. Her perfect lips, full and red as cherries, curled back into a smile as sweet as venom. "Do you want to go to the Void, Abhorred One?" she asked him, her voice half threat, half playful mockery.
He cowered back against the stake. "No," he whispered hoarsely, "please, no."
Her smile widened. "Then beg."
"Please, please, no," he gasped and hated himself for it.
The vine whip flickered out, lashing him across the cheek. The pain had seemed explosively real, burning brand-hot across his face. "Oh, Sauron, I know you can do better than that," Yavanna said cloyingly, her green eyes glimmering with relish. "We want to hear you beg."
Tears of fury and terror filled Sauron's eyes, spilled over, ran down his throbbing cheeks. "I'll do anything, anything you say, just please don't throw me into the Void. Please, please, please, please."
"Not good enough!"
This time the whip took away flesh as it ripped across his face and shoulders, the pain sharp, sudden, and unforgiving. He was sobbing now, tears choking his voice, but he continued to beg, abasing himself in whatever ways he could conceive to try to placate the wrath he had somehow incurred and to stave off the horrific threat of the Void looming over his head, even as he knew in the pit of his stomach that nothing he did nor said could save him now. A voice screamed in his mind to stop, to be silent, to not give them what they wanted, to stem the flow of humiliation so that he could at least go to the Void with his dignity intact. He did not understand why he could not tip back his head and take the pain and fear the way he'd been taught, but it was as if another creature had usurped his tongue. He listened to himself babble, his self-loathing agony in and of itself at the words spilling uncontrollably out of his mouth.
"Please, please. I'm sorry. I was wrong. I am nothing. I'm worthless. Please, I don't want to go to the Void. Please don't send me to the Void. I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Please, stop. Please, please, no. Please, please, please, please, please…"
He looked up desperately, searching through the haze of tears and pain for someone who might be able to make it stop, who might be able to close his mouth and end the flood of pleading sobs. His eyes alighted on the one person who might condescend to help him, frantic hope stirring for a second in his breast.
"Please, Master," he cried out, pulling against his bonds. "I'm sorry. Please make me stop, Master."
Aulë's face hardened like stone, hate and disgust radiating from his metallic eyes as he glared down at his apprentice. He folded his arms. "You should have taken your opportunity when you had it, Sauron. I tried to help you all this time, and what thanks did I ever get for it? There's only one place for you now and that is the Void. Were you really fool enough to think I valued you?"
They were all laughing at him now, a ring of laughing, mocking faces, and he felt the crush of it in his soul and the burn of it on his face. He felt as if the entire world were collapsing upon him, sucking him inward, erasing the space where he once had existed, cleansing the world of him forever. And he was still sobbing, sobbing and screaming and begging, and hating himself for it, hating forever, always, always, always…
Yavanna still stood before him, laughing, but now her form was shifting and blurring, and as the image cleared before his eyes, terror with the taste of bile rose up in his raw throat. It was no longer Yavanna, but a giant wolf, red-eyed, fangs dripping, fur so black it was like a hole in the universe. The wolf leapt at him in a single bound, teeth like the flash of knives, and he felt the moment that it ripped out his throat. He felt the choke of the blood, felt it gushing down his chest, felt the breathless gasp of empty lungs, felt the scream shoving its way up his mangled throat as if it were a living thing clawing its way free of his flesh…
And that was the moment in which his mind had reached its breaking point and released him from the unendurable torture of the nightmare.
He remained curled over in his bed, trying to shake that eerie sensation of reality, the abject humiliation still hot enough to set his cheeks aflame, the terror of the last moments of the dream still drenching his body with cold sweat. He drug a hand down his face. "It's not real," he whispered to himself. "It was just a dream, a dream, a dream, you idiot, a dream."
His mouth foul, he reached clumsily for the jug of water he kept at his bedside for this purpose and poured himself a glass, swigging it down in one gulp to wash away the bitter saltiness of his tears and the metallic trace of his blood. It briefly crossed his mind that he was getting far too used to waking in the middle of the night with vile nightmare aftertastes in his mouth if he was deliberately providing for it.
Slowly and gradually, he regained control of his body as the dream wore off. He tucked his arms around himself, still curled into a tight fetal position, his eyes squeezed shut, but he could not reclaim his sleep. He was thoroughly exhausted - his head pounded at the temples and his eyes felt dry and swollen - but sleep simply refused to take him back. After one nearly sleepless night already and the long, grueling, stressful day, he knew how desperately he needed a good rest, but a lingering miasma from the nightmare prevented him from relaxing enough to slip back into oblivion.
Even worse was the taunting knowledge that the dream had not been entirely untrue.
He turned his wrists over and found them laced with ugly purple blooms. He cursed beneath his breath, even though he'd known he'd wake with bruising.  You idiot, he hissed in his mind.  Of course you had to struggle. If you'd just stayed still, kept your wits, not panicked, you wouldn't have ended up like this. Now look and what you've gone and done!
Lovely. Long sleeves it was to be for the next few weeks. As if his work at the quarry was not miserable and embarrassing enough as it was… Still, it was preferable to the possibility of Eönwë noticing those unmistakable blemishes and sticking his persnickety nose where it was not wanted.
He turned over onto his back, staring at the dark ceiling, and ran his fingers through the hair at his scalp, frustration and a claustrophobic sense of cagedness hammering in his chest. His entire situation was already bad, threatening to tip him in over his head at any given moment, but this added a layer of complexity that made his head pound. Helpless rage warred for dominance in his heart with a nauseating dread.
Firstly, it meant he would have to proceed even more cautiously with his plans than he'd already thought he was. It disturbed him how quickly Yavanna had divined his thoughts. Even if it had been no more than a lucky guess based solely on prejudice and hate-driven suspicion, the Tree Queen's assumptions had hit far too close to the mark. How much did she actually know? She couldn't possibly discern the full extent of his plans… could she?
Secondly, it meant he would need to carry out his plans at an even more dawdling pace. And just when he'd put the first element of his scheme into action too. The thought made him want to grind his teeth and tear at the pillow in a seething, bitter rage. The moment of his revenge still seemed so far on the horizon that it was only a mild salve to his current humiliation, and the thought of postponing it even further made his stomach clench. How long could he truly endure? His nightmare might have been a shameless overexaggeration of reality, but it was not far enough removed from his waking life to provide true peace of mind. Every day that he had to live like this, he became a little less of himself, a little more of the mewling, cringing creature he was doomed to play in this wretched twist of fate. How long did he have before he forgot himself utterly and transformed into that vile, cowering thing of his dream that had sobbed for mercy at his captors' feet?
He spiraled a forefinger over the bruising, wincing at the tenderness of the discolored flesh as he chewed on his bottom lip. Yavanna's threat, both physical and verbal, gnawed at him more than he liked to admit. What had she meant:  I am not blind to the secrets of what will strike you deepest and most surely ? The threat had seemed neither idle nor speculative. Yet how could she know his deepest, darkest fear when at this point even  he was not entirely sure what could currently claim that status after all the things he'd learned to fear these past few months? In any case, he was not wild about the idea of finding out what Yavanna thought the answer might be.
He touched his throat compulsively and shuddered. He had no idea whether Yavanna had been deliberately mimicking his encounter with Huan when she held him by the throat or if she'd chosen that attack purely by coincidence. He tried to nudge his mind into believing the latter, but the former clung to his thoughts as unshakably as the Hound himself. Regardless, it was clear Yavanna was weaving plans of her own.
How ironic. Last night, he'd lain awake in a sweat worrying over a stupid spy. Next to the dire implications of Yavanna's attack, he'd gladly take fretting over a silent, invisible shadow.
As much as Sauron knew he was hated, feared, and loathed, he realized that until this evening he had not truly thought anyone would physically hurt him, not without due provocation on his part anyway. Yes, the paranoia of the possibility had lurked at the back of his thoughts, but deep down he had not actually believed anyone would be stupid enough to defy the Valar and attack him. Now he saw just how naïve his assumption had been. Perhaps he'd needed to believe it to keep his paranoia from becoming an overwhelming, disabling force.
Well, he had no such luxury now. And it hadn't even been a stray rebellious Noldo or a self-righteous Maia who shattered his illusion. He wouldn't have been too deeply shocked by a random act of violence against him at the quarry nor frankly even a punch in the face from Eönwë. But he had been attacked in the very Halls of Aulë, under the nose of the one who was supposedly protecting him, and by one of the same beings who had witnessed his trial and agreed (however reluctantly) to his pardon.
Despite his cynical anger at the thought, deep down he realized he felt betrayed.
He balled his hand into a fist and slammed it into his pillow, his rage and frustration forcing tears back into his eyes. He had been so monumentally stupid not to see this coming, not to have recognized the extent of Yavanna's hate. If he'd been on his guard, he would never have allowed himself to be cornered like that. If he'd been paying attention, he'd never have left his safety in the hands of those who couldn't care less what happened to him now that they'd neutralized him.  You truly are a fool, Sauron.
In the aftermath of his encounter with the Mistress of the Halls, he'd waited just long enough to make sure Yavanna had truly gone and that no one else was watching, then he'd fled to his chambers, so choked with wrath, humiliation, and fear that he could hardly think straight. Still, the obvious question had almost immediately surfaced; he'd just been far too bothered to come to a conclusion as to how he should actually handle this turn of events. Now, as it rose again in his mind, he felt just as conflicted as he had before he'd somehow managed to drift off to sleep.
 Should he tell anyone?
Aulë was the obvious candidate. On the one hand, Sauron could guarantee that Yavanna had acted outside the sanction and knowledge of most, if not all, of the other Valar. Alerting them to Yavanna's actions could gain him additional protections, or even a relocation to another Hall. More pleasing was the thought of seeing how Aulë would respond to the knowledge that his wife had manhandled and threatened his beloved redemption project; he could hardly see a downside to setting the two of them at each other's throats like wolves.
And who knew? Perhaps Manwë and Námo would consider Yavanna's actions severe enough to warrant a rebuke. He could hardly imagine the notoriously gentle-hearted High King approving of Yavanna's actions, and even Námo seemed to lean towards organized, approved discipline that had been voted on, signed, and stamped, rather than spontaneous correction.
On the other hand however, the thought of groveling before Aulë to beg for help made his skin crawl. The situation was humiliating enough as it was. It was more than he could bear to consider giving Yavanna the pleasure of knowing she had broken him. Furthermore, as amusing as Aulë's rage and horror might temporarily be, he didn't know if he could stand the additional coddling and pitying that he would undoubtedly end up receiving. He was defeated, Bound, enslaved, defanged - did he really want to be the tattling crybaby who was no longer strong enough to deal with his own problems?
And as much as he would love to see Yavanna receive payback, he didn't want the Valar to do it for him. No, if anyone was going to strike back at the Tree Queen for her actions, he wanted it to be no one other than himself.
And finally, such a choice might actually worsen his situation in the long run. Relocation was not what he wanted, yet it was the likeliest outcome of tattling. If nothing else, he had a forge here and Aulë was far more predictable for him than any other Vala. He'd already laid foundations for his plans here, and nor did he want to be viewed as the one who had stuck his tail between his legs and run when things got tough. Besides, ratting Yavanna out would only increase her wrath, especially if it resulted in a rebuke, and he had a feeling she'd get at him regardless, wherever he ended up. After all, he knew quite well himself how far one could be willing to go to achieve revenge.
But did he have a choice? Could he manage this on his own and still obtain his own vengeance on them all? He'd already learned all too keenly that sometimes the greater goal required the less desirable path. If it meant he could carry out his plans in the end, would he be willing to confide in Aulë about his troubles? His lord would help him - that was one of the few certainties in this scenario, even if he had no idea why Aulë bothered - but Aulë's help was not always the most, well, helpful.
What was he to do?
He wiggled down into the bed, attempting to find a comfortable position, and hugged the pillow close to his body, digging his face into it. His wrists ached dully. He sighed and flipped over to the opposite position. Wonderful, now his leggings were riding up and he'd found the damp, sweaty spot where'd he been lying during his nightmare.
There were times when it truly felt like the universe itself was against you.
Ironically, in his case, it probably was.
Eventually, sometime deep in the dead of night, Sauron slipped back to sleep.


 Scrish, scrish, scrish… thunk
Sauron let fly with several colorful phrases as his hammer slipped for the third time that day and connected with his fingers rather than the top of the chisel. He dropped the offending tools, wringing his reddened hand, and continued to spew obscenities that had more to do with his frustration than the pain.
"Maybe I'm missing something, but I'm pretty sure that 'Void-cursed dragon filth' isn't the problem," Eönwë commented from somewhere behind him, his tone loaded with wry sarcasm. "I think you're due for another break."
Sauron sat back with a huffing snort, giving the hammer an ill-tempered kick, though not too hard. The last thing he needed was sore toes to add to his ever-growing list of discomforts.
"Here," Eönwë said, offering him the water bucket. Sauron splashed his face with the lukewarm liquid, allowing it to run down the back of his shirt, providing a little relief from the relentless heat generated by his labor and the midday sun.
The Herald handed him his cup of drinking water, which Sauron took gingerly with his throbbing fingers. It was only when he lifted the cup to his lips that he noticed that his latest slip had left a gash down the side of his forefinger, which was oozing blood forlornly.
Eönwë noticed it too. "I've got a salve that will stop the bleeding if it's not too deep. Otherwise, I can fetch a bandage."
He started reaching for Sauron's hand to examine the injury, but Sauron jerked away so quickly that water slopped out of the cup onto his legs. "You leave well enough alone," he snarled, surreptitiously tugging the end of his sleeve closer around his wrist. "I don't need you prodding at it to make it worse."
"All right, all right," Eönwë said, a hint of exasperation entering his voice as he raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. "I'm just trying to help."
"Well, try to help from over there in the corner where I don't have to look at you or hear you."
Eönwë took a very deep, steadying breath, staring upwards for several seconds. "Why don't I go refill the bucket then, shall I?" he answered in a clipped voice.
Without waiting for a response, he turned on his heel and strode stiffly off. Sauron continued to sip his drink, glowering darkly at the half-finished block in front of him.
The combination of dogged weariness, aching wrists, and sweat dripping from his hands was rendering his task even more difficult, a fact attested to by all the fingers he'd managed to smash so far. It was even more maddening when he knew he was perfectly capable of carving the most intricate details into the most delicate ring. But today, the repetitive movement caused his bruised wrists to twinge and burn, robbing his hands of their exquisite precision.
Glancing around to make sure Eönwë was well out of sight, he carefully rolled up his sleeve far enough to glimpse the dark purple splotch on his flesh. It looked no worse than it had in the middle of the night, but his entire wrist had stiffened and even the slightest pressure caused it to throb miserably.
That morning, he'd discovered to his dismay that all his working shirts were short-sleeved, resulting in a moment of panic. He'd solved the problem by first donning one of the thin, long-sleeved undershirts meant to be worn with a doublet or tunic, then layering his hardier working shirt over the top. Not only was he cursed with not one but two layers to contribute to his already hot work, but he looked ridiculous.
Thankfully however, Eönwë had yet to comment. He suspected anyway that the Herald thought he was making fun of him with his wardrobe choice, mocking him for the impractical eagle tabard he'd been parading around in yesterday. If that was indeed the case, he certainly wasn't about to disillusion the sky Maia.
Overall though, Eönwë was being surprisingly tolerable. After the snit he'd left in yesterday at their parting, Sauron had expected an equal or worse temper from the Herald today. Though Sauron's snips and insults were still clearly getting under his skin, he seemed to be making a visible effort at tolerating his companion, as well as attempting to be helpful - something Sauron wasn't sure he appreciated. Moreover, he'd gone a step in the right direction with his own clothing: wearing a hemp shirt and thick work trousers under his tabard rather than the fine-mesh linen he'd showed up in the previous morning.
All Sauron could conclude was that apparently Eönwë had gotten a better night's sleep than he had.
Gritting his teeth, he picked up the hammer and chisel once again and went back to his work, hunching over the block and growling to himself as he attempted to keep his hands steady. He shook his head, trying to clear the aching fog from his mind and the heaviness from his eyelids, then he delved back in, finding his rhythm and returning to the familiar pattern of movement that he was fairly sure he'd soon be able to mindlessly repeat in his sleep.
He heard Eönwë return with a grunt and a scrape of the water bucket against rock. He didn't look up as the sky Maia took his seat behind him, waiting until Sauron was ready for his help with the next step. His eyes prickled on the back of Sauron's neck. Usually it didn't concern him, but today he was uncomfortably aware of the piercing gaze. How could Eönwë miss the blatant purple marrings on his wrist every time he raised the hammer? How could he fail to notice the way Sauron's hands were shaking and the twinges that jolted him each time he struck the chisel, sending uncomfortable ripples of pain from his injured wrist up his arm? And surely the eagle-eyed Herald could see the dark circles forming under Sauron's eyes, along with the myriad other signs of sleep deprivation that were beginning to show.
He hated the feeling of hyper-awareness prickling through his entire body, making it even harder to concentrate on his task. Even hidden, his bruises felt like beacons, relentlessly drawing the gazes of all those around him. It made him feel small and helpless, trapped, caught up in a maelstrom of events that he could neither predict nor control. He hated the thought that if Eönwë caught so much as a whiff of what had happened, he'd prance off to Manwë without a second thought, robbing Sauron of what precious little power he still retained for himself. He had not yet decided whether he would approach Aulë about his predicament, but the one point in which he was adamant was that he, and he alone, would make that decision.
The horn blast that signaled the midday break rang out across the quarry, causing Sauron to clench his teeth as the brassy sound cut through his lack-of-sleep-induced headache. Setting down his tools, he leaned back and rubbed at his bleary eyes with the heel of his palms.
Still aware of Eönwë's watchful gaze, he pulled out his food pack and set into a pear like a wolf. He slid down and lounged back against his working table, allowing his stiffening muscles to finally stretch and relax. From the corner of his eye, he noted that the Herald was still eyeing him pensively as he munched on a pasty, his head tipped slightly to the side as if he were pondering some deep philosophical question about his place in the universe.
Sauron took a large bite out of the fruit in his hand and gave Eönwë a lopsided snarl of bared teeth. "I don't know what they teach  here nowadays, but Morgoth made sure all his Maiar knew it's impolite to stare. So unless you're enjoying the scenery just too much to resist…"
Eönwë gave Sauron an irritated look that might have meant something like "oh go toss yourself off a cliff" but then he sighed, lowering his pasty to rest his hand against his knee. "Look, Sauron," he said in that clipped, matter-of-fact voice that Sauron was coming to despise, "I can't help but notice that you seem a bit off today."
"Because I'm  such a shining beam of sunlight on a regular day," Sauron responded with a fixed, over-the-top smile that came nowhere near his eyes.
Eönwë ignored him. "You're obviously not functioning your best, not when you're smashing your hand every other minute. Is everything all right? Have you been sleeping well?"
"Oh, absolutely," Sauron replied, "like a cozy little bird in a nest."
Eönwë gave him a raised eyebrow coupled with a disbelieving curl of his lip.
Sauron took another nonchalant bite from the pear. "Because,  obviously, I have nothing whatsoever going on in my current stage of life that would cause disruption to my sleep," he said with fluid snide grace.
Eönwë touched his forehead in a brief gesture of summoning patience before glancing back at his companion. "You need to be getting proper sleep." He motioned vaguely at the quarry. "This is… hard work, and if you're not getting proper sleep and food, you're going to eventually collapse."
Sauron's eyes went cold and hard. "And if I did, who would care?" he said with a hint of a snarl, ripping a vicious chunk out of his pear.
Eönwë's jaw twitched. "The Valar would care.  I would care."
Sauron laughed then, a short, cruel burst of sound. "Yes, I'm sure all of you would throw quite the festival."
"I know what you're doing," Eönwë said, sweeping his eyes away to focus on his food. He picked at the pasty but didn't take a bite, his shoulders a taut, harsh line. "Needle, goad, mock. Because that way you don't have to face your problems."
"Who fed you that line? Estë? Nienna? High King Manwë?"
Eönwë glared back at him. "I'm aware that you're diverting the conversation, Sauron."
Sauron lounged to the side to dig in his pack. "Am I?"
"Yes." Eönwë took a deliberate bite from his pasty, then glanced back at Sauron, a flash of piercing blue. "You're not getting the rest you need, when the goldsmith can't even hit the head of a chisel properly."
Sauron started in on his pasty, ignoring Eönwë's comment.
"I mean it," Eönwë continued, undeterred. "If you're having any sort of problems, we'll help. That's why I'm here.  Are you having problems, Sauron?"
Sauron turned a searing stare onto Eönwë and actually saw the Herald flinch as his eyes burned into him. He curled his lip, angry flames coiling and writhing in his chest. "Let's see. Am I having any problems? Well, other than the whole  my kingdom was overthrown and my master tossed in the Void and my army slaughtered before my eyes and I've been Bound and I'm spending my days in grueling manual labor, no, I can't think of anything."
"But that's what I'm talking about!" Eönwë said, gesturing sharply towards him. "These last few years have been traumatizing, and we understand that.  I understand that, Sauron. We've seen horrible things, we've done horrible things. I know. The Valar don't want you suffering needlessly from what you've been through, and they understand what we've faced better than we think they do. There is help for you if you want it."
Sauron sneered at the earnest expression on Eönwë's face. "The Valar! The Valar don't care about me, Eönwë," he snarled. "Why in the world would they care? As long as I'm able to chip these rocks for them and kiss their feet for the world to see, why would they care? Dead, alive, half-alive - they've made the example of the Black Captain that they needed to make, and I know I'm not worth one iota to them past that."
Several emotions seemed to be warring in Eönwë's face - frustration, pity, surprised indignation - and Sauron hated them all, hated being the recipient of any of them, hated the stupid naiveté of the Herald that he could even be caught off guard by such sentiments. What sort of a dream world were they all living in?
"That's not true," Eönwë said in a tight voice. "The Valar care very much about you."
Sauron laughed and heard the craziness in the sound, the mad cackle of sleepless nights and helpless wrath and wrists blooming purple. "The Valar don't care, not about  me . I  know the Valar don't care about me." He leaned forward, teeth flashing in a bitter grin. "You were there at the Ring of Doom. Tell me, did Oromë seem happy to see me? What about Tulkas? Ulmo? Yavanna? Námo? Don't tell me I'm anything but an unfortunate burden that Valinor has been saddled with. Don't tell me  you haven't thought the same."
"If the Valar didn't care about you, you'd be in the Void," Eönwë shot back, heat rising in his voice. "And if I hadn't cared about you, I'd have left you for the dogs. Literally. I get it if you don't want to talk to me about all of this, but for Eru's sake, go to Aulë about whatever's happening with you. He's your lord; it is his duty to you, and you can't accuse him of not wanting you back. Go to your lord, and I  promise you'll feel better. He loves you, Sauron."
"Like Manwë loves you?" Sauron answered, his voice low and slick. "Did you feel his love when you were fighting his wars, when you were covered in Maiarin blood in his battles? Did you feel the Valar's love when you were retching alone on the edge of that battlefield, or perhaps when you tried to cut out my heart because that's what they'd commanded you to do? Do you feel Manwë's love here in this quarry forced to watch over the Maia you hate and despise more than you care to admit?"
Eönwë shook his head stiffly, lips tight. "I'm not playing this game with you. This is about you and your lord, not me and mine."
"He's not my lord," Sauron said. "I betrayed him. He's not my lord."
Eönwë gave Sauron a long look, his eyes dark and sad. "He's your lord all the more for the fact that you betrayed him."
Sauron turned his head away coolly and ripped another bite out of his pasty.
"You don't have to suffer through all this craziness alone," Eönwë said quietly. "None of us do."
Sauron's eyes flashed. There seemed to be two halves of his soul, one a raging furnace of scorching heat, the other a pit of numbing frost, and he was caught between the two, both burning and freezing all at once. "In Melkor's dungeons, when we brought in new prisoners, they'd scream for their loved ones," he hissed. "Some of them would scream for days. But their loved ones never, ever came, and finally they'd realize no one was coming for them and they'd fall silent. Some of them never spoke a word again. Why bother when there was no one who cared, no one who was going to come, no one left who loved them?"
He stared at the Herald, eyes like molten fire. "Each of us is facing this world alone, and the sooner you realize it, the better off you are."


The garden was quiet and still as the shadows lengthened across the lilacs and junipers. The soft burble of water cascading gently over stones and the hum of dragonfly wings and the wind-rustle of leaves melded into a peaceful harmony. Supper was over, and faint sounds of laughter and song drifted between the colonnades out from the main halls as the Elves and Maiar transitioned to the various evening activities of storytelling, amusements, and companionship after the labor of the day.
Aulë sat on a stone bench by the stream that wound through the garden's center, listening to the soothing watersong and idly twirling the stem of a purple gladiolus growing beside the pathway. He closed his eyes, breathing in the wholesome mingling of the myriad scents rising from the garden, even though it only partially soothed his worry.
Sauron had not come to supper.
After the encouraging progress of the previous evening, Aulë had looked forward all day to seeing his Maia at the table and learning how his second day had gone. Yet, as the seats filled and the meal commenced, it had become more and more obvious that Sauron was not going to be making an appearance.
Aulë had checked Sauron's room, the library, and the garden, all the likeliest haunts for the fire Maia, but his search had proved in vain. Sauron was nowhere to be found, and no one else had seen him since he returned from the quarry, though Erenquaro promised he'd walked into the Halls with Sauron himself. He hoped desperately that Sauron hadn't decided to sneak out, though he'd already formed a wide variety of excuses in his mind to keep Sauron out of trouble if he had. There were enough corners and niches in the Halls and the Gardens, Aulë kept reminding himself, that Sauron could easily tuck himself away for several hours and go unnoticed. He had probably found a nice, cozy spot to curl up in with one of those books, maybe even fallen asleep and missed supper accidentally.
Yes, that was probably what had happened.
Still, Aulë found himself reluctant to leave the garden and retire back to his own chambers for the evening. He couldn't shake the persistent itch that he might  just miss Sauron if he left now, that if he waited but a few more minutes, his patience would be rewarded.
The sound of footsteps coupled with the distinct nearby ripple of an Ainurin will caused Aulë to look up expectantly, his heart lifting with hope. But it was not Sauron, but Curumo who was watching him, hands folded behind his back and his dark eyes inscrutable.
"Curumo," Aulë greeted him, hiding his brief flare of disappointment.
The Maia bowed elegantly. "My lord, I was wondering if you had a moment to spare to examine my progress on this diadem."
"Of course, Curumo." Aulë patted the spot on the bench beside him and Curumo sat stiffly, his back ramrod straight and his hands tucked on his lap. Aulë took the diadem and turned it slowly in his hands, gauging its weight and balance and the element of Rightness to it that his many Ages of work at the forges had given him the innate ability to sense.
"It's a good piece," he said after a minute. "The balance is excellent, and a wonderful execution of a Vanyarin knot. I might suggest less tracery here; it draws attention away from the central gem and the setting. Otherwise, a fine work."
Curumo took the diadem back. "Thank you, my lord." He remained seated however and cast a sideways glance at Aulë. "If it is not too bold of me to say, my lord, I can't help but notice that you've been absent from the forge a great deal recently. The last week in particular? Your Maiar have missed your guidance and encouraging presence."
Aulë gave a little smile and patted the Maia on his shoulder. "I am truly sorry about that, but other duties have been calling my name. I'm sure though that you've done spectacularly in keeping everything running for me in my absence."
Curumo frowned pensively then flashed Aulë a smooth smile. "Of course, my lord, but perhaps we'll be seeing you in the forges again soon? Tomorrow perhaps?"
Aulë gave him another fond pat. "I can't make any promises about tomorrow, but yes, I'll see what I can do about joining you again soon."
The Maia shifted, looking for a moment as if he might rise, but then he said, "All of us in your Halls, we've noticed that a very large portion of your time has been preoccupied with Sauron. Some of us might even say  most of your time."
Sauron's name settled lead-like in Aulë's heart. "Yes, he is in need of a great deal of care and attention at the moment, as he adjusts and as we work everything out around his return."
Curumo pressed his lips tightly together, his fingers curling around the diadem in his lap, then he said, "Forgive me if I am too brash, my lord, but is it possible that Sauron is perhaps receiving more of your time and energy than is properly warranted?"
The Smith looked directly at Curumo then, his lips curved into a perplexed frown. "Sauron needs all the time and energy I can give him right now, Curumo. In the future, once his position and life are stable again, he will not need as much as he needs now. But for the time being, I do not believe a moment of my attention to him goes astray or unneeded."
Curumo did not look back at him, but stared straight ahead, his dark eyes veiled. "I mean, my lord, does he  deserve  it? You are exhausting yourself - we all see it - pouring your heart into the Maia who betrayed you; do you think it wise to grant him so much of your valuable time and resources?"
Aulë squeezed Curumo's shoulder gently. "Yes, I do," he answered simply. "Sauron may have betrayed me, but he has returned in good faith and deserves nothing less than everything I have at my disposal to help him."
"But at what cost?" Curumo finally turned to face Aulë, and the grey light of his eyes flickered uncannily. "Sauron is not your only Maia, my lord. You have many Maiar who have never once betrayed your faith and who have served you loyally their entire existence. And yet, it is Sauron, always Sauron, who seems to receive the lion's share of your love and approval. There are some who might feel slighted by the fact that you pour out everything for the one who betrayed you and yet seem to have no time for the ones who remained loyal at your side. You act as though Sauron's return is a festival, yet you cannot spare a day at the forge with your own Maiar who have never once wavered in their faith to you."
Something glistened in Curumo's eyes that was more than the fey silver of his gaze. The Maia turned his head away, lips tight and shoulders rigid again. A swell of affection rose in Aulë's chest, and he reached out a weathered hand to cup Curumo's face. "For the past Age, Curumo, you have had all my resources, my attention, and my time at your disposal as you wished. Your fellow Maia has returned to us in a precarious position, and he needs all of our love and help if he is ever to be reclaimed for the Light. If it seems that he is receiving more of my love for the time being, know that it is only because it has been withheld from him for a very long and dark Age. Don't forget that what love I have for Sauron, however deep, does not steal from my love for you. There is enough for you both."
Curumo swallowed, his pristine composure balanced precariously. Aulë put an arm around the Maia's shoulders. "Curumo," he said gently, "I would do all of this for you if you had been the one to fall."
The Maia looked up, his eyes searching deeply. For a moment, he seemed about to say something else, but instead he just inclined his head in an acknowledging bow. Aulë squeezed him a little tighter. "I love you very much, Curumo," he said. "Yes, Sauron's return is a thing to celebrate, even if it may seem hard at the moment, and I would have us rejoice in his return from beyond the edge of Hope. I would have us all celebrate the joy of this together, even as we labor together to do what each of us can to welcome him home."
Curumo met his eyes again and smiled, his teeth flashing white. "Thank you for your explanation, my lord. I am sure we are all grateful to have our brother returned rather than lost to the eternal darkness."
A little of the weight in Aulë's chest withdrew, leaving it easier to breathe. "And I appreciate your understanding. I know it's hard right now, but we can all make it through this time of trial together."
He leaned over and hugged Curumo tightly to his chest. The Maia stiffened momentarily, then awkwardly returned the hug, patting his Vala's shoulder. Aulë smiled and squeezed him a little tighter still, and Curumo leaned his head on his shoulder, submitting to the warm embrace of his lord with a little sigh.
"I will always love you, Curumo," Aulë said again. "Don't ever forget that, child."


From the shadows of the colonnade at the far end of the garden, Sauron silently observed the exchange between Aulë and Curumo. Though he could not hear any of the words spoken, he watched until the conversation culminated in a tight embrace. He curled his lip into a tiny amused sneer. Was this the Vala he was truly considering running to for help? The Vala who thought anything and everything could be solved with a heartfelt hug?
He picked at the sleeve over his wrist, rolling the hem between his thumb and forefinger. Curumo had wriggled his way back out of Aulë's embrace, looking mildly flustered, but he said something back to Aulë that made the Smith smile and pat his shoulder again. Sauron could have rolled his eyes at the sentimental display. Curumo had always had a particular talent for sucking up to their lord, one that had apparently not faded during the last couple Ages.
He slipped backwards quietly, fading deeper into the shadows of the colonnade. He had a feeling Aulë had been here on purpose, waiting for him, but Sauron did not want to be found, not today. Today, he could not bear the thought of enduring another saccharine conversation with someone so naïve and clueless.
 Of course, he doesn't know there is anything wrong, one voice murmured in the back of his thoughts.  You haven't told him that anything is wrong.
 He should know, another voice answered bitterly.  If he was truly your lord, he should know.
Aulë wanted his precious Nauron back. Aulë had never wanted Sauron.
 Were you really fool enough to think I valued you?
He turned, eyes narrowed, watching the mawkish scene for a second longer, his mouth a harsh, hard line, but then he shook his head disgustedly. It was as he had told Eönwë; in the end, only one person could ever understand him and walk in his steps. The sooner he faced the fact that he was in this by himself, the better off he would be.
In the end, everyone was alone, and those like Eönwë and Aulë who thought differently would one day learn that bitter lesson to their detriment.
Sauron was going to make sure of it.
He slipped down the hallway, keeping to the shadows as he made his way back to his chambers. Most of the Hall's occupants had settled into their evening routines by now, leaving the corridors quiet and still as the evening wore on. Uneasiness stirred in his stomach, invisible spies and choking vines winding ceaselessly through his thoughts. Each shadow felt like a tendril of the Void reaching out to snare him and drag him into its depths. He paused under an arch, waiting for a group of Elves to pass through, their voices annoyingly lilting, and the image of Aulë and Curumo flashed again through his mind. He snarled and pushed it away. Aulë had not been able to help him before, not when he was an innocent Maia wrestling with the doubts and dark thoughts that Melkor's whispers were putting in his mind, not when he was bound to a slab of stone with Melkor's knife carving a bloody painting in his body, not when Huan's teeth were crushing the life out of him through his throat, not when he was fleeing Oromë's hounds in a frenzy of terror, everything in his life coming apart at the seams and shattering into millions of shards that were now lodged in jagged disarray in his heart.
Not when Námo had condemned him to this living misery and he had screamed in agony as they Bound him.
Not when vines had made his wrists blush purple and the Tree Queen had held him by the throat and promised destruction upon him.
When had anyone ever been there for him before?
A small knot of Maiar were chatting in a corner of the entrance hall when he slipped through towards the dormitories. He paused for a second, eyeing them suspiciously, and caught fragments of conversation about how so-and-so had been assigned such-and-such. There was laughter, and Sauron scowled, hardly able to remember a time when he had been part of such a world. He turned his back to them and continued his way up the stairs towards the east wing, his feet soundless on the wide granite stairs.
"Sauron?"
Sauron nearly jumped out of his skin as someone said his name behind him, and he whirled around with fists covertly clenched at his sides.
It was only a Maia though, one of the ones who had been talking in the entrance hall, the mousy, brown-haired Maia who had been with Erenquaro last night at supper. Aiwendil.
Sauron relaxed his tensed muscles, irritation overtaking his panic. "What?" he said flatly, a smooth mask slipping over his features.
Aiwendil fiddled with his hands, eyes unable to keep contact with Sauron's fiery gaze. "Oh, it's nothing really. It's just - I saw you coming through the hall just now, and I wanted you to know that, well, you could join us. If you like. If you don't have something else to do." His eyes sank even lower. "I just wanted you to know, in case you didn't know."
Sauron eyed the Maia until he squirmed like a worm on a hook. He scanned the corridor furtively without moving his head, then glanced back at the fidgeting Aiwendil. He turned back to the stairs. "I'm good."
"Oh, well maybe some other time," Aiwendil stammered. "Have a… have a nice night, I guess. But you're invited to join us anytime. Just wanted to let you know, since you don't seem to get many invitations. I mean, not that that's bad, but sometimes it's nice to get invitations…? Well, uh, have a nice night. See you some other time."
Sauron did not reply as he continued his way up the stairs until Aiwendil's awkward babble ceased, the Maia having apparently given up on whatever it was he'd been attempting to do. His lips curled into a sardonic sneer as he wondered if Aiwendil's companions would be quite so eager to have him along as Aiwendil seemed to be.
He frowned and glanced around the stairway again, the hairs on his nape prickling. Did Yavanna know that one of her Maiar seemed strangely keen on making friends with the Black Captain? Or, had she sicced that oblivious little earth Maia on him for her own purposes, to snare herself a dark lord? Sauron had no problem believing that she would.
It would probably be for the best to keep his distance from Aiwendil. Even if he himself was as harmless as a patch of daisies, he was a direct link to Yavanna, and that was dangerous.
Not that he was jumping to take Aiwendil up on his invitation anyway.
The sun had vanished behind the rim of the world by the time Sauron reached his chambers. Changing into his night clothes and sinking down into his bed, Sauron closed his eyes and let the darkness take him once again.


   
 
Chapter 17

Chapter 17
When Sauron strode through the door to the breakfast hall the next morning, the last thing he expected to see was  her .
He almost literally skidded to a halt, ducking backwards into the shadow of the doorway before she could turn around and see him. His heart was suddenly beating a furious tattoo.
He'd known that Erenquaro was unlikely to be his only escort; that seemed a punishment too cruel for the Valar to inflict upon any single one of their darling, loyal Maiar (with the exception of Eönwë apparently, concerning whom Sauron was still trying to puzzle out what he could possibly have done to get on the Valar's bad side). But Eönwë aside, Sauron had figured there'd be a rotation of escorts. He'd just never thought the Valar would ever, ever,  ever have subjected him to something quite as pointedly embarrassing as  this .
Weren't the Valar just full of surprises? Lucky him.
He peeked back into the hall, hoping faintly that it was a mistake, but there was no doubt about it. She was the only Maia anywhere in sight, and she was lingering in roughly the same spot that Erenquaro had occupied the last two days. No, she was definitely intended to be his escort for today.
His mind was racing. How had  she possibly gotten onto the escort rotation. Yavanna would never have volunteered her, of that Sauron was certain. Unless of course she was meant to spy on him… All right, that was a possibility. But then again, did any of the Valar even know about… their history? He ran a hand down his face. Oh Lord of Darkness, he hoped no one had spilled that particular mortifying piece of his past to the Valar, though to hope for that was probably whimsy. Perhaps though she'd been chosen totally at random, with no particular implications. He deeply hoped that to be the case. Because if it wasn't, the implications were ones that made his sick with disgust just to consider.
 Surely the Valar aren't so stupid as to try to play  that  card on me .
He gathered his wits and composed himself with a few long, slow breaths.  Regardless of what game the Valar think they're playing, I can play it back just as well. He smoothed down his ruffled emotions and plotted his entrance with a calculating eye, deciding just how he wanted to play his cards in this unexpected situation.
He joined the breakfast line as he had done the previous two mornings, ignoring both the Eldar who shied away from him and those who glared at him, keeping his stance casual and aloof. By this time, she had probably noticed him. He selected an apple from a tottering bowl full of fruit and polished it absently on his sleeve as he turned around and made his way towards his table where she was waiting, perched sideways on one corner. His face was a study in bored condescension as he slid his plate onto the table and seated himself languidly across from her.
"Well, well, well," he said in an oily voice, eyebrow quirked. "I wasn't expecting to see you here. Shouldn't you be tending to your little fluttering friends, Wilwarien?"
She pursed her lips, lavender eyes predictably darting away from his. The corner of his own mouth twisted upwards wryly as he started on his breakfast. There'd been a time when he'd admired her for the… eccentric choices of her  fána, a time when he'd thought that perhaps he'd found a kindred spirit who shared a wilder and broader vision of the world, but hadn't that blown up in his face? She was just like all the rest of them: blindly following the path she'd been dumped on, content with so very little, a pretty quirk with nothing of substance underneath.
He allowed his gaze to rake across her and watched with veiled satisfaction as she squirmed beneath his eyes, shifting her legs uncomfortably and keeping her own gaze lowered. Leaning back in his chair, he sipped his cordial, still eyeing her and enjoying her obvious discomfort. She was beautiful, he still had to admit to that, even if it no longer had any power over him beyond the lingering twinge of unpleasant memories she aroused.
She was dressed in a light tunic of burnt orange that hung bright and airy around her slip of a body, her feet bare as always, her long limbs thin and graceful. She was a thing of the air, Wilwarien was, light and wayward as a zephyr, and just as ephemeral, her hair a messy wash of brown curls, her heart-shaped face a sweet and open thing that spoke of a comfortable life of soft beds and open skies and happy, thoughtless days. Behind her, her most eccentric features fluttered softly, the huge violet and gold wings that draped from her shoulders all the way to the floor. There were few Maiar who had included such elements in their primary  fána, but Wilwarien had always been oblivious to the opinions of others and she was nothing if not devoted to her little charges, in honor of whom she had shaped her own form.
A memory popped back into Sauron's mind from long ago, so tangible he could almost feel the cold metal lying in his palm. A little brooch, carved from a single amethyst stone, its butterfly wings unfurled. That same trinket in pieces on the ground, delicate wings crushed to shards, and the way it had felt under the sole of his boot as he pressed down and felt it crumble.
He crossed his legs casually, dabbing his lips with a napkin and pointedly wiping the grease from each of his fingers. "I must say, you're looking as lovely as ever, though I don't recall you being so quiet."
Her eyes flashed up towards his, her lips pursing into a perfect little bow that made him want to roll his eyes. "Don't," she said, her voice honey-sweet but with an unmistakable edge to it.
Sauron paused his work of meticulously cleansing his fingers, eyebrow raised. "I'm just trying to be polite, make conversation," he said innocently, giving her a doe-eyed look that he knew from experience clashed disturbingly with the dark fire of his eyes. "I'm trying to be decent." His smile turned wolfish. "I don't think you want to see me the other way."
A shiver ran through her wings. She looked away, staring at the wall, her jaw a thin, delicate curve. She crossed her arms, uncrossed them, and crossed her legs instead. The silence was an awkward emptiness pulsing in the air between them. "I know what you're doing," she said at long last. "Don't."
Sauron rose and cracked his neck nonchalantly. "Looks like everyone's moving out," he commented. "Guess it's time we got going, Wilwarien."


The trip to the quarry was every bit as unpleasant and awkward as the breakfast had been. Sauron made sure of it. Even though they exchanged no words, he kept his body language arrogant and disrespectful, displaying with every step just how little he cared. His pace was purposefully - uncomfortably - fast, forcing the smaller Maia to take to the air several times in order to keep up with him.
The wind danced over the meadow grass, and at one point, several butterflies came whirling up from the flowers to flutter around their mistress as if in greeting, one landing in her hair, another on the slope of her nose. Distracted, she gave a bell-like laugh and lifted a hand, gently transferring the insect from her nose to a slender finger. She proceeded to coo at it in a voice that made Sauron want to gag.
One of the butterflies made the ill-fated attempt of landing on Sauron's arm. He raised his hand to swat it and saw Wilwarien giving him a fierce glare that belied her tiny frame, daring him to do it. Locking his eyes with hers, he deliberately raised a hand, curled his fingers, and flicked the butterfly off, not enough to truly harm it but with just enough violence as to make it unnecessary. Hurt and anger filled those round, lavender eyes and he thought for a moment that she might try to hit him, but she turned stiffly away instead, refusing to look at him, her wings spreading to their full length, trembling, then furling again.
The butterflies abandoned them as they started the climb up the side of the mountain slope towards the quarry, leaving the meadows of undulating grass behind. Finally, they reached the top of the ridge and stood looking down over the familiar sight of Sauron's daily prison.
"S… Sauron?"
He'd already turned towards the ramp that led down into the quarry, not expecting anything else to pass between himself and Wilwarien, given that they had not exchanged a single word on the way there. Yet at her voice, he paused and turned, curling his lip and doing nothing to temper the fire of his eyes. She had stumbled on his name, as if the unpleasant syllables were a curse that her lips were too delicate to speak.
"My lady?" he responded in a mock courteous tone, spreading his arms in a matching little bow.
"Why did you leave?"
There was a haunted look in Wilwarien's eyes. She fidgeted uncomfortably with her fingers, not quite looking at him. "Did… did  that evening play any part in your decision to leave? Ever since you left, I always wondered if I was any part of the reason you went down that path."
A vicious gleam entered Sauron's eyes, and his teeth gleamed in a predatorial smile, as he leaned towards her until he was uncomfortably close. "Which answer would hurt you more to hear? Let's just go with that one, shall we?"
Wilwarien pulled sharply away from him, both anger and distress registering simultaneously on her face. Tears glistened in her eyes. "How can you?" she said, her voice full of sweet, innocent hurt that made him want to tear her apart. "I've felt terrible for six thousand years, wondering what had happened to you and why you left us. I always cared about you very much."
She shook her head, forcing back the tears even as one slid down her pale cheek. "I wanted to find out what the infamous Sauron was like, if he really was as terrible a person as everyone was saying. I thought they were all overexaggerating, that their minds were too closed to give you a second chance. I came fully prepared to give you that second chance, but…"
She took a shaky breath. "I hoped for your sake that I'd find you were not half as cruel as the rest of them all claimed you were." She gave a bitter little shrug. "I guess they were right."
She turned abruptly and snapped open her wings. Without a backwards glance at him, she took off, gliding back down the path from whence they'd come.


Sauron and Eönwë got right to work. Even though it had only been three days, Sauron was a little disturbed by how he'd already fallen into the rhythm of the monotonous hours. It seemed as if Ages had passed since that first day when he'd walked down the ramp and seen Eönwë standing there at the bottom in his sky-blue tabard, not a mere forty-eight hours ago.
The morning passed slowly and uneventfully. Though hardly at his best, Sauron was nowhere near the low he'd been at the previous day, due to getting (what constituted for him) a decent night's sleep for once, unhaunted by nightmare wolves or whip-wielding Tree Queens. The previous evening, he'd hunted down several bandages as well, which he'd wrapped firmly around his bruised wrists this morning. It was not a perfect solution, but it gave his wrists enough support that they were not twinging and failing him every few strokes. Granted, they made his injuries all that much more conspicuous, but he'd tucked the ends of his long sleeves up around them to conceal the telltale fabric as best he could, and he was no worse off than he'd been yesterday. If his wrists had kept giving out on him throughout an entire second day, Eönwë would have eventually demanded to inspect his hands and arms, and that would have been that.
Sometime after the noon lunch break, their assigned transportation  maquat arrived to load up the blocks Sauron had finished. Eönwë helped the Elves in the unit haul the blocks up the ramp onto the back of their horse-drawn cart while Sauron continued his own work. As the cart lumbered off to the next station, Eönwë sat down heavily under the awning, taking a swig of water. Sauron watched lazily out of the corner of his eye as the cart ground to a halt at the neighboring dressing  maquat .
He'd noticed in passing the previous day that the adjacent group was the same as it had been his first day, though he'd been too distracted to give it much thought. It was the same  maquat again today. Apparently, they were one of the  imya maquati that Eönwë had described, one of the groups that did not rotate to the different quarry tasks. Absently, he watched Silver-Hair, the Telerin overseer, helping load blocks just as Eönwë had done. Letting his eyes slide sideways, he quickly located both Red-Hair and the defiant Noldorin hot head whom he'd mentally dubbed Black-Hair.
So far, he'd not had the amusement of witnessing any further rows between the Elves, nor had Black-Hair shown any continued interest in Sauron himself. Sauron watched him surreptitiously from his peripheral as he polished the block on the work table in front of him. The Elf was a piece of work, no question about that. Everything he did spoke of pent-up anger and ferocity, his movements sharp and violent. Sauron wondered if the Elf wanted to be here in this quarry just as little as he himself did, or if that was just the way he did everything.
His mind had been too full of other, more pressing thoughts to give any more attention to a plan as to how he might harness that passion for his own uses, and he was in no rush, particularly after Yavanna's threat. Still, a piece of information or two never hurt. He decided to try his luck with Eönwë.
He casually broached his topic after he and the Herald had hauled another block up onto his work table. "I suppose I'll have to inform you soon about whether I want to stay  imya or not."
Eönwë glanced sideways at him. "Sometime within the next couple days, yes."
"I think I'll keep it the way it is for now. It's just so much fun."
Eönwë gave a little snort, but made no attempt at a response. He wiped the edge of his sleeve against his brow, clearing it of the little beads of perspiration and clinging dust.
"Looks like we're stuck with your best friends over at the next station too. Do you suppose they put the two of us here just so you can keep your eye on that Noldo?"
The sky Maia gave him a sour look at that. "This is going to turn into some sort of insulting commentary on Valinor or Elves or the Valar, isn't it? See, Manwë's bird-brained Herald isn't as stupid as he looks. Let's play a game instead: the Eönwë Figures Out What Snide Remark Sauron Is Trying To Set Him Up For game, and then I just think the snide remark for you and save you all the trouble."
Sauron gave a short, humorless chuckle. "My dear Eönwë, your mind is not nearly twisted and tortured enough to successfully predict my thought patterns. However, fire away. I would take immense pleasure from seeing you try."
He wasn't quite sure, but for a moment Eönwë's face flashed with something that might have been veiled amusement. He struggled with it for a second before settling into a much more familiar expression of vague annoyance. "For once, I actually believe the whole truth of both those statements," he muttered.
Sauron paused his chiseling to take a sip of water. "You'd be shocked by how much truth comes out of my mouth, no doubt," he remarked. "Anyway, it's well enough for you that you didn't try to guess, because believe it or not, this time I  was actually just attempting to have a conversation."
Eönwë snorted. "Oh, you're going to try to convince me that you've become a sophisticated conversationalist now?"
"Sophisticated? Hardly," Sauron responded with a snort of his own. "Bored out of my wits? Thoroughly."
Eönwë sat down on the completed block that he'd just helped Sauron move. "Something we can finally agree on, imagine that."
"So," Sauron said, guiding the conversation back to its original purpose. "Do all Noldor have the tendency to erupt like volcanoes, or just the ones I've had the ill luck of encountering?"
"All the Children of Ilúvatar are strong-willed, and I suppose that includes us." Eönwë smiled faintly. "But I'll admit the Noldor seem to have gotten an extra dose."
Sauron allowed his gaze to stray over to the neighboring Elves. "And our fiery-spirited friend next door? Is he a Fëanorian? He certainly acts like it."
"What? Saiwend Gilruinion?" Eönwë shook his head. "Not in blood, but in spirit certainly."
Sauron's head snapped up. "Wait, what? Say that again."
Eönwë looked puzzled and gave Sauron a look as if questioning whether the fire Maia had suddenly lost it. "What? Say what again? That he's Fëanorian in spirit, but not blood?"
"No, no, what was his name again?"
"Uh, Saiwend Gilruinion?" Eönwë repeated.
"Gilruinion." Sauron's thoughts were racing. " He's Gilruin's son."
"Um, yes?" Eönwë said, still eyeing Sauron as if he were a wild animal displaying signs of rabidness.
"Gilruin's son," Sauron repeated under his breath. In an Age he never would have guessed that the black-haired spitfire at the next station was related to that timid, simpering Elf lord whom he'd spilled wine over on his very first day. At least, that explained why Black-Hair -  Saiwend - had looked at him like he wanted to tear Sauron's throat out personally.
This was the Elf he had promised to offer instruction at the Forges of Aulë.
Well, that made things interesting.
Sauron's mind snapped back to the present, aware that Eönwë was still watching him with growing wariness. "I had a brush with his father in the Halls of Aulë," Sauron said as way of explanation for his reaction. "I would not have guessed that was his son."
Eönwë relaxed a little. "Yes, I've met Gilruin a few times myself. Not exactly the most imposing Noldo, but Saiwend makes up for that three-fold."
"I'm surprised he didn't end up in Beleriand," Sauron remarked. "He seems like the type who would've hopped on a ship with Fëanor in a heartbeat."
"Oh, he wanted to, even though he was too young at the time and his father strictly forbade it. He and his cousin made an ill-fated attempt to follow after, even though neither was more than an elfling at the time, and they only made it back because Uinen dragged them to shore half-drowned after their craft was smashed to pieces on the rocks. He's never quite gotten over his bitterness at being left out."
"His cousin? Is that Red-Hair?"
"No… well, yes. Findeláro Gilnenion is his cousin too, but you wouldn't catch  him sneaking off in a boat to stow away to Beleriand. Findeláro got his temperament from his uncle Gilruin."
"So, there's three of them?"
Eönwë absently circled his fingers over the block he was sitting on. "They all belong to the House of Áragil, not royal-blooded but one of the more important noble houses of the Noldor. Áragil himself followed his lord Fingolfin to Beleriand, out of loyalty more than a true desire to join the wars, I imagine." He glanced sideways at Sauron. "To put it simply, there are… mixed… feelings about Fëanor in the House of Áragil, and they don't tend to stay quiet about their opinions."
"I take it our hot-hearted friend over there is one of Fëanor's supporters?"
Eönwë grimaced. "It's a little more complicated than that." He swung his legs around so that he was facing Sauron, a thoughtful frown on his face. "You see, Vistagil, the eldest of Áragil's sons, married a Telerin woman and split his time between the Halls of Aulë with his own people and Alqualondë with his wife's folk. When the Kinslaying happened, he tried to defend his wife and daughter from his own kindred, but he was mortally wounded by a stray arrow in the process and died soon after. As you might imagine,  that caused a bit of a rift in the House of Áragil towards Fëanor and the war in Beleriand. Neither Gilruin nor Gilnen had participated in the Kinslaying and they refused to follow either Fëanor or Fingolfin into Beleriand after what happened to their brother, denouncing Fëanor and his quest like many of the older Noldor who chose to remain behind with Finarfin.
"Saiwend was a child at the time, but the whole thing left quite an impression upon him. He was bitter and angry over what had happened to his uncle Vistagil, but at the same time he was frustrated with what he saw as inaction from his father and Gilnen. Despite holding onto a great deal of anger towards Fëanor for the Kinslaying itself, he adopted many of Fëanor's philosophies and beliefs, like many from his generation. He blamed and hated Melkor most of all, but he also blamed the Valar for not doing enough to stop the whole situation from happening: for not going after Melkor and for not providing Fëanor with the means to pursue him. He's also made his opinion clear that Olwë and the Teleri should have helped their brethren and lent ships to the Noldorin cause and that the Kinslaying would never have happened if they had helped." Eönwë shook his head. "Unfortunately, he's not the only one who thinks that way, and he's got a rather large group of supporters who have been causing problems for the Valar and stirring up the Elves with his ideas."
Sauron raised an eyebrow. "Sounds like a truly delightful person, Saiwend does."
The Herald shrugged. "He drives his father and his uncle up a wall on a regular basis, and they strongly dislike his support of Fëanor's ideals. The Valar have tried to meet with him and some of the other leaders of his group to reason with them, but as far as I've seen they reason with just about as well as Fëanor himself did. They were actually one of the reasons the Valar suggested starting the work here at Corimendturë to begin with: hoping if Saiwend and his cohorts had some tangible project to work on, it would help cool them down."
Sauron gave a quiet laugh deep in his throat. "And that's been going swimmingly, I assume."
Eönwë massaged his brow and stared off across the quarry. "I'm pretty sure the only reason he's here is that his father told him to cooperate, and while his father might not be the most outspoken Noldo, he does have significant influence. I think everyone's hoping Saiwend will mellow down eventually."
Sauron glanced back over at the black-haired Elf with his chisel and hammer at the adjacent station, frowning slightly, then bent back over his own work. Eönwë's final words echoed in his mind.
 Is that what they are all hoping for me too? That I'll 'mellow down' eventually?
He smiled darkly at the irony of it. Saiwend Gilruinion was either a like-minded spirit who understood the rage of an unfair world that would not listen, or else he was a dangerous foe who could destroy the last shreds of hope that Sauron still had to cling to.
Perhaps he was both.
Either way, Sauron knew what he needed to do when he got back to Aulë's Halls.


After he had bathed and dressed, Sauron headed straight to the Forges. He had not been back, in the daytime at least, since his second day in the Halls, when he had discovered Curumo at his work. The familiar red-gold light glowed against his skin as he descended the stairs, trailing his fingers along the rail and working through his plans in his mind. Aulë himself had said he was welcome here in the Forges anytime he desired, and it was time he took his former lord up on the offer, officially at least.
The wholesome warmth of fire and molten metal washed across his face as he reached the ground level and examined his surroundings. As the day wound down, most of the forges stood empty, some still flickering mournfully with dying embers from recent use. At a number of others, the smiths were clearly finishing up for the time being, putting away their tools and smothering the flames. Only five forges were still in full heat, their smiths laboring away at their projects. Sauron's lip curled slightly when he noted that one of the occupied furnaces was alongside the abandoned hearth he'd been using during his nighttime visits and had been planning to claim. Furthermore, the Maiarin smith at the forge was Curumo.
The Maia was alone, his elven assistants nowhere to be seen this time. The object upon his anvil was in the first stages of construction, but at a glance Sauron guessed it to be the beginnings of an ornamental decanter. Curumo had his back to the stairs, and subsequently Sauron, as he carefully removed a long cylinder from the fire with a pair of pliers. He failed to notice as Sauron smoothly approached the neighboring forge.
Curumo only noticed the newcomer as Sauron began to fill his hearth with coals. Out of his peripheral, he saw the other Maia straighten and turn and noted the telltale pause of movement that indicated that Curumo had seen him. Sauron did not bother to glance over or show that he had noticed Curumo, and the other Maia said nothing, but returned to his project as Sauron finished with the coals and worked on lighting his fire.
Sauron had nothing particular in mind for a project, so he began tinkering, letting his hands work however they willed. His wrists were still sore, even with the supporting bandages, and his fingers were scuffed and raw in places from the chiseling, but he ignored the pain and sank as best he could into that deeper place of his spirit where he could freely create whatever he willed. As the gold formed under each deliberate strike of his hammer, the raw shape of a circlet slowly emerged.
He was well aware when Curumo sauntered over and leaned against the column beside Sauron's forge, though Sauron took no notice of his fellow smith. For a while, Curumo merely watched him work, arms folded across his chest, his thick leather gloves hanging loosely from one hand. A little smile ghosted across Sauron's face. Still not turning from his anvil, he spoke. "Finished with your lord's belt, I see. And what did Aulë think of it?"
Curumo stiffened instantly. "It was well received," he replied shortly. He was silent for a while before he said, "I do hope you're not expecting to receive any commissions for your work, as stunningly impressive as it might be. I doubt there are many in Valinor who would wear jewelry forged by the same hands that wrought instruments of torture and who knows what else you produced for  your lord."
Sauron's eerie smile remained fixed in place. "You needn't worry for me, Curumo. I'm going to be busy enough that commissions would only be a bother anyway."
"Ah yes, how  is the quarry?" Curumo was not even trying to keep the sneer out of his voice today. "I've heard it's quite an impressive place, a nice view, I'm told. Not that I've had any reason to visit it myself, of course, but I've overheard some of the Elves speaking of it now and then when they return."
Sauron paused to incline his head. "A lovely view indeed." He resumed his work. "If you don't mind, now is not the best time to engage in conversation for me. I've quite a few techniques I'd like to touch up on before I start working with my apprentice."
That knocked Curumo off his emotional feet for a moment, though he quickly recovered and schooled his face into an impassive sneer. "An apprentice? Is this something Lord Aulë has been informed of, I wonder?"
"Your lord is the one who suggested it might be a good idea."
Anger flashed dark across Curumo's face. "And why exactly would Lord Aulë assign you such a task?" His voice was tight, but there was an undercurrent of bitter mockery that flowed like oil just below the surface. "I highly doubt you have anything of value to teach that could not be accomplished just as well and better by anyone else in this forge. Lord Aulë may not be aware, but we have little use for chains and devices of pain here in Valinor." His voice turned slick. "Not now that your master is in the Void and no longer needs restrained, that is. Unless the Valar would like something of that sort on reserve in case  you should falter in this charming little game of pretend that you seem so insistent on playing and return to your more - how shall I say it delicately? - your more  natural state."
Sauron refused to let Curumo fluster him, sensing the roiling emotions he'd managed to arouse in his rival and knowing he'd scored a point. "It's a game we both know how to play, eh?" he said with a little dry laugh. "I however never needed to use it to win Aulë's eyes and heart."
Curumo's voice turned bitter, soured honey, discordant music. "In the end, Lord Aulë will see who is truly loyal to him and who is only pretending," he sneered. "There's only so long that fair façade of yours can hold."
Sauron turned to face him directly, and his eyes flashed with twisted fire. "I'm most intrigued to see whose façade cracks first, Curumo," he said in a smooth, quiet voice. "You yourself have always known the right words to earn yourself a pat on the head, haven't you?"
He turned back to his anvil, not waiting to see Curumo's response. There was a silence rife with the other Maia's rage. When Curumo spoke again, his voice had returned to the meticulous, cultured flow of honeyed words that could bewilder minds, the gracious speech of a worthy friend. "My apologies, and here I am still chattering away to you when you requested time to yourself to prepare for your grand return as a master smith with an apprentice at your side. Do let me know if there's anything you might need from me by way of preparation, any tips, any guidance in some of the more  advanced techniques that we developed while you were gone. I imagine it would be terribly embarrassing for the teacher to find that his apprentice already knows more about the subject than he does, but I suppose it's not your fault that your learning has been, well,  stunted ." Curumo gave a harsh laugh. "Well, I suppose it  is your fault, but fellow smiths have a duty to look out for one another, don't we? Just say the word, and I'd be happy to give you an overview of some of the more innovative advancements we've made in the craft over the past few Ages."
Sauron bit back a snarl at the condescending tone in Curumo's voice, but managed to keep his cool. Something niggled illusively in the back of his thoughts again, as it had when Aulë had sat beside him on the bench in the garden and spoken to him about "Valinorean advances" in much the same way, if with less pointed intent than Curumo's deliberate jabs. The thought flickered away from his grasp however and he dismissed it for the time being, turning his focus fully back to his work as the circlet took glorious form underneath his administrations.


Sauron decided to brave the great hall and supper once again, despite how the thought of seeing Yavanna made his insides curl up in a combination of anger, shame, and dread. But he had worked too hard on cultivating his courage and public image enough to return after the first incident with Gilruin to put his tail between his legs and cede to Yavanna once again. It was a battle of wits and strength of will, and it was not one he was willing to yield up to the Tree Queen on a silver platter just yet. A game of bluff, and Sauron had bluffed his way through situations like this before.  Act bolder than you felt and it made the other person doubt their power over you .
Once again, he found himself sandwiched at the table with Erenquaro and Aiwendil, the only two in the entire hall who didn't seem to have the mental wherewithal to understand that they were not doing themselves any favors by choosing his company. The rest of their table remained conspicuously empty. Sauron rolled a strip of sauced meat up in a slice of heavily buttered herb bread and ate quietly, keeping a watchful eye on the bustling activity of the room.
Aulë and Yavanna were both at their places at the head table. Towards the beginning of the meal, Yavanna's vivid green eyes swept the room imperiously and briefly met his own. Sauron's instinct was to immediately lower his gaze, his stomach twisting, but he refused to give in to her intimidation. She raised one delicate eyebrow, her mouth twisting for a moment into a mocking, knowing smile, then turned back to her table, raising a goblet to her cherry lips, one of her vines lightly caressing the slope of her neck. The phantom tingle of vines squeezing around his wrists and fingers pressing against his pulsing throat returned, and Sauron snarled and roughly tore off another bite, even though his tongue suddenly felt thick in his mouth and his esophagus felt as if it were strangling itself. Unsurprisingly, neither Erenquaro nor Aiwendil seemed to notice; both were deeply engrossed in a conversation about tomatoes.
Continuing his perusal of the hall, Sauron noticed Curumo seated near the head table on the opposite side of the room, surrounded by a group of other Maiarin smiths. He was talking, though Sauron couldn't hear any of the words, gesturing languidly at points, and the other Maiar were nodding enthusiastically in ostentatious agreement to whatever he was saying. Curumo wore a thin smile, his dark eyes flashing, and Sauron looked away with an eye roll. Nothing made Curumo happier than everything thinking he was a sage, whether or not he had any clue what he was talking about.
That little itch of a thought flashed through his mind again, brushing against the edge of his consciousness like the fleeting glimpse of a dream that is all but faded. He snatched at it as it passed, but it was already too late. He frowned, eyes narrowed, watching inwardly for any sign of the evasive thought's return. His mind was obviously up to something, and he knew sooner or later he'd be able to snare the fluttering idea in his claws. For now, he'd have to play the patient predator and wait.
He scanned the room with more deliberate interest, looking for one head in particular amidst the sea of Elves and Maiar. It was not long before he located Saiwend. The black-haired Noldo was towards the back of the room, surrounded by a knot of other Elves that included his red-haired cousin Findeláro. Sauron took a sip of wine, watching curiously. Despite his boasts to Curumo, he wasn't sure how this whole apprenticeship thing would likely go - not that "giving some forging tips" counted as an apprenticeship anyway - but the only guarantee seemed to be that it would prove interesting. Whether "interesting" meant successfully replicating a Melkorian manipulation for his own purposes or being stabbed in the gut by a wrathful Elf, Sauron wasn't sure.
Only one way to find out.
The meal wound down. Having sated his appetite and turned down another invitation for fun and games with Erenquaro and Aiwendil, Sauron was on the verge of leaving when he felt a powerful presence at his side. Sensing the aura of Ainurin power brushing against his own  fëa, he flinched instinctively before recognizing the earth-and-stone touch. Slowly letting out the breath that had unconsciously stuck in his throat, Sauron turned to look at Aulë as the Vala sat down across the table from him.
Aulë smiled, patting Sauron's arm, his metallic eyes a mix of gentle concern and relief. "I'm glad to see you were able to join us again tonight. I was worried when I couldn't find you for supper yesterday."
Sauron resisted the urge to jerk his arm backwards out of Aulë's reach and scrub his touch off the offending spot. "I'm very sorry for worrying you, my lord. I fell asleep out in the gardens while I was reading and didn't wake until the meal was over." He gave a yawn. "In fact, I think I'll be heading to bed now, if you don't mind. Who would have thought that knocking a chisel against a stone could wear one out so thoroughly?"
Aulë's expression hovered between a smile at Sauron's amiable tone and doubt as to whether that amiability was genuine. Sauron just continued to smile, with no intention of letting Aulë see anything underneath. Finally, the Smith nodded and rose. "Of course, of course. I don't want to keep you from a good night's sleep. I just had one message to deliver to you."
Sauron was instantly on the wary alert. "Yes?"
Aulë's smile held a hint of gentle amusement. "Nothing for you to be worried about, I promise. Manwë instructed me to let you know that Nienna will be happy to have you visit her Halls. They've made all the necessary arrangements for you to go next week."
Sauron's surprise remained carefully concealed; he hadn't expected them to move forward on this matter quite so soon. But having a day off from the quarry next week wasn't something he was going to complain about.
"I'm glad everything went smoothly," he replied tonelessly. He pretended to hide a second yawn behind his hand. "I appreciate the information, but I had best head to my chambers. I'd prefer not keeling over in the middle of the venison pie."
Aulë gave a short laugh and patted Sauron's arm again. "No, no, we don't want any of that. Have a good night's sleep, Nauron."
Once back in his room, Sauron propped himself up in his bed and flipped open his next book, even though his mind was elsewhere. Butterfly wings, black hair, dark eyes and a mocking voice, and the empty unknown of Nienna's halls occupied his thoughts. At one point, he realized he'd read the same sentence three times and still had no idea what it actually said, and with a frustrated sigh, he closed the book with a sharp  clap . He stared out the window instead, fingers absently tracing the rough binding of the volume still lying in his lap. The various conversations he'd had throughout the day played in a loop through his mind.
 "I hoped for your sake that I'd find you were not half as cruel as the rest of them all claimed you were."
 "You'd be shocked by how much truth comes out of my mouth."
 "  Lord Aulë may not be aware, but we have little use for chains and devices of pain here in Valinor."
His fingers skipped over the embossed title on the book's cover. And then, suddenly, it was there: the thought that had been eluding him the last several days, fermenting in his mind ever since that afternoon two days ago when Aulë had spoken to him. He swallowed, turning the unexpected idea over in his mind several times, testing the make and metal of it. It was… not the sort of brainchild he usually anticipated from his own mind, but it captured his attention nonetheless.
 A Treatise on the Mind and Spirit of the Traitor-folk: the Memoirs of a Dark Lord, he had facetiously thought to himself that day with Aulë.
Yet, with Curumo's taunts fresh in his mind, perhaps it was not such a facetious notion after all.
He should write down the all-but-lost knowledge and learnings of Angband.


   
 
Chapter 18

Chapter 18
Erenquaro grunted softly as he heaved a sack of raw gemstones out of his cart and carried it towards the storehouse adjacent to the Forges, where the jewelers would cut the gems for the use of Aulë's master smiths and their apprentices. His muscles strained, taut and thick beneath his skin, as he hoisted the sack to his broad shoulder and balanced it there. The wholesome, hard work and the swell of his muscles sent a pleasant ripple through his  fëa, like fingers strumming across the strings of a harp, and the sound of it reverberated through his spirit. The chords swelled in his breast, vibrating upwards and coming out in a soft tune that he sang to himself under his breath as he worked. The notes were simple and repetitive, a Song that made his chest swell and his blood flow and that wove into the fibers of the sack on his shoulder, strengthening each thread against the press of the gems inside.
It was a simple job, but it was the job that made him feel like he belonged. It was days like this, when he could feel the warm tingle of the sun glowing off his browned skin, and the breeze tugging at his silver hair, and the solid earth crunching beneath his boots, that he felt his heart and spirit swelling with happiness in his decision to come down to this world and become a physical part of it. He'd been hesitant at first, unsure if he could contribute anything to this world of flesh and blood and stone that Eru had fashioned, and so he had lingered long in the Timeless Halls, happy and content enough there with those few of his brethren who remained.
But knowledge had come to the Timeless Halls, an ill feeling in the spirit and tidings of the destruction of the Lamps and a rising evil, and many of Erenquaro's companions had departed to take on garments of flesh and begin to play a part in the story of the world. Yet still Erenquaro had lingered behind. He was a simple soul, and he knew it. Many Maiar with far greater power and talent had already descended into Eä, warriors like golden-haired Eönwë, weavers of puissant song like Ilmarë, bearers of great power like fiery Arien, and cunning craftsmen like Erenquaro's own brother. If they could not defeat the growing darkness as the Spring faltered, what use would a young Maia such as himself be? He was no warrior, no powerful song-weaver, no sage, not even a particularly talented craftsman.
Yet he found that he was no longer content as a spirit in the Timeless Halls; something deep within him now yearned to join his brethren, even if he was not entirely sure what he would do in a strange, new world. But their pain and distress touched his simple heart like a hot coal against his skin and would not be ignored.
 "You will know when it is your time, if your time ever indeed comes at all," Aulë had told his young spirit on the day the Vala of Earth had departed to take Eru's offer to build the world they had seen in the Vision.  "You will feel it in the core of your  fëa, like a song, like a call from across the Void. Maybe that song will never stir within you, Erenquaro, but do not fear that such a thing would make you any less my Maia, or that your value would diminish because of it. But if the Song ever rises in you, it means you have a part to play within Eä in Iluvatar's great Theme. Do not attempt to waken the Song before its time, but if and when it does awaken, I shall be glad to see you again."
And indeed, Erenquaro had found a warm welcome amongst the Maiar of Aulë when he finally joined them, and for the most part they were patient with him as he adjusted to the strangeness of flesh to which they all had long since grown accustomed. Yet even harder was the adjustment of finding a place where he could be useful, where it would feel like he mattered, when all those around him had settled into their own distinctive roles a thousand years ago. There were times when he felt like an extra spoke on a cart wheel that was already fully built, a thread for a sack that was already woven and complete. What was there to do that someone else was not already doing, and with more skill?
The destruction of the two Lamps was the most immediate concern of Aulë's folk. The great ruin of Illuin and Ormal covered leagues, and Erenquaro had joined many of his brethren in slowly and methodically bearing away the rubble so that other Maiar of Aulë and Yavanna could tend to the gashed earth and crushed trees beneath and raise up new hills and mountains from the displaced stone.
And so, when the Valar brought them to Valinor, and peace had come to the Ainur for a time, Erenquaro had simply continued to do what he had always done, bearing and lifting and carrying and carting, and it was a life that made the Song stir within him.
Grunting slightly, he shifted the heavy sack upon his shoulder, getting a better grip on it, then deposited it onto the pile of sacks inside the storehouse. Smoke rose from the great chimneys of the Forges adjacent, and Erenquaro paused for a moment to rub the back of his neck and gaze at the magnificent structure that was the heart of Aulë's Halls.
There were times when he was not sure if he should be as content with his life as he thought he was.
 "The Forge is the beating heart of our Lord Aulë's domain," his brother would often say to him. "Leave the tasks of carting gems and stone to other Maiar, or Elves, who are better suited to such things. It is hardly fitting that the brother of Aulë's own head smith should still be running errands and carrying sacks from dawn to dusk like some mortal milkmaid. An entire Age and more has passed since you entered Eä; by now, you should have procured a proper place in the Forges, as an apprentice at the very least."
 "I… I don't know, I like this work," Erenquaro would answer.
 "Oh Erenquaro, little brother." His brother would put an arm about his shoulders, smiling that little smile that made his dark eyes glitter and his white teeth glint. "That is because you know of no other life but this one. What do you think would have become of me if I had been content to sit in the corner amongst the soot? Do you think I would have become Lord Aulë's master smith, making gems and trinkets of power for the High King and Queen themselves? There is not a Vala in Aman who doesn't wear at least one jewel that I shaped here in these very Forges. We are Maiar of Aulë, Erenquaro, and it does not become you as my brother to still lack a place in the Forges after all this time."
 "My work is Lord Aulë's work too," Erenquaro attempted to explain, but he did not have his brother's eloquent tongue. "It… feels like the Song to me."
 His brother's smile remained fixed in place, but his eyes had an edge of obsidian. "Ah, very poetic. One would almost think you a Maia of Irmo or Vána with such flowery speech on your tongue, Erenquaro. You know that I have been here in Eä much longer than you. And you have never been the most quick of thought. Not that there is any fault in Eru's design of course, but we must recognize where our weaknesses lie and be grateful for those who counter-balance our shortcomings, as I do for you. You know that I am better versed in the ways of the world, and I have always had further sight and more fitting words for the occasion than you."
 "Well, that is true," Erenquaro conceded, though sometimes he wished his brother was not nearly so wise and clever as he was.
 Curumo squeezed his shoulder a little tighter than necessary. "Of course, we all are doing Lord Aulë's work, both you and me, but it is hardly all the same. For some of us, our work is the heart and mind of Lord Aulë's domain; for others, their labor is more akin to that of one's little toe. And given the choice, who in their proper wits would choose to be a toe?"
 He gave a little laugh at the absurdity of his own question, then patted Erenquaro's shoulder. "Why don't I speak to Lord Aulë on your behalf about finding you a proper employment of your time and strength? There are plenty of others who can haul about carts, but those of our spirit are rare. Once you are crafting jewels for a High Queen, then you will be able to speak of your Song, my brother."
Erenquaro sighed, dropping his hand from the back of his neck, and trudged back towards his cart. Something about Curumo's explanation didn't seem quite right, but Erenquaro was not nearly as wise as his brother, nor as powerful, nor as clever at weaving words. Every time he tried to talk to Curumo, tried to explain the things he felt (how he loved the air and the breeze and the sun and the strain of his muscles, how the thought of spending his days in the Forges amongst the smoke and heat choked the very notes of the Song in his soul), he inevitably ended up feeling abashed and ignorant, Curumo's eloquent speech dancing rings around him. Curumo was Lord Aulë's master smith after all, and he  had been in Eä for far longer than Erenquaro. Surely, he knew better.
He reached his cart and heaved another sack over his shoulder. His brother was not nearly as good at listening as he was at speaking, but Erenquaro rarely felt that he had anything good to say anyway, so perhaps that was just as well. In any case, he could not truly complain. He would not be here at all if not for Curumo.
It was nearing the end of the afternoon, the Sun Chariot hot and high over Valinor. It was about this time that Sauron's escort would be making his or her way up to the quarry. Erenquaro glanced at the mountain spur across the fields to the east and curiously found himself wondering how the strange dark Maia was faring.
Sauron puzzled him, in a similar way that Curumo puzzled him sometimes. There was something behind his eyes that was always busy and watchful, like Curumo, as if he was constantly in the middle of a game of Aranosarn and looking for a piece that would move him one step closer to the king. Yet there was something else that clung about him too, that shrouded his  fëa, that Erenquaro had never quite encountered before and could not understand, but it stirred something like a little flutter in his heart. Other people were afraid of it, he sensed, this shroud, but to him it did not seem like something to fear. The closest he had ever come to feeling like this before was long, long ago, and much like then he was unsure how to react to it, though simply ignoring it was an option that seemed somehow just as wrong as fearing and shunning it.
In truth, he was still bewildered over why Lord Aulë had come to him at all, those two weeks ago when his Lord had told him that the Valar wished to speak to him at the Máhanaxar.
 "I imagine you all are wondering why we have summoned you here." Námo's black eyes flickered over the small group of Maiar gathered in the Ring in front of him. Manwë, Varda, Nienna, and Aulë watched the proceedings silently from their thrones behind the Doomsman's dais. Erenquaro chanced a curious peek around him at the other Maiar. They were an eclectic mix, two other Aulëan Maiar like himself, one a Maia of Yavanna, and a sky Maia and a soul Maia whom he did not recognize but assumed must serve Manwë or Varda and Námo or Nienna respectively. Varying degrees of curiosity and bewilderment showed on each of their faces as they all gazed up expectantly at Námo. The only one who looked neither inquisitive nor puzzled was the Yavannan Maia - Erenquaro was fairly sure she was named Wilwarien - but instead her face bore a sad, stoic look that hinted that she already had some guess as to the reason for their unexpected summons.
 "I am sure word has made its way around to all of you that Sauron, who was Morgoth's Black Captain, has surrendered and was brought here yesterday to be tried for his deeds."
 Subdued murmurs of intrigue made their way through the small knot of Maiar at the mention of the dark Maia. Erenquaro had indeed heard the news, though it hadn't been a source of as much interest to him as it had to his brethren who had known the Maia from before his betrayal. The word was that Sauron had arrived at Aulë's Halls late last night, but Erenquaro had yet to glimpse the newcomer.
 "Sauron has been assigned to labor at the quarry Corimendturë for the time being, as recompense for some measure of the destruction and desolation wrought by himself and his master in Beleriand and the lands beyond," Námo continued. "He is not, however, to leave the borders of Aulë and Yavanna's domain without an attendant at all times. As such, he must be escorted to Corimendturë and back each day."
 There were slow nods from the gathered Maiar, six pairs of eyes locked on the Vala.
 Námo made a short, sweeping gesture towards the other Valar. "We have discussed the matter at great length and yours were the names that came forth for this task. Let it be clear, we do not command you in this; the decision about whether to accept this assignment, or not, lies solely with each and every one of you."
 Quiet fell over the Ring as Námo paused to allow the information to settle. After a minute, he resumed, his heavy voice weighted in the air like something palpable. "The task is straightforward enough, but it may prove more difficult than it first appears, hence why it is paramount that you accept the assignment of your own will. Sauron will not begin for another week's time, and in the interim you may speak to any of us with concerns or questions, should they arise. Do any of you wish to ask anything of us now?"
 There was shifting amongst the Maiar. One of the Aulëan Maiar, Namondo, spoke up. "Why have you chosen us? Wouldn't this task be better suited to those of greater power?"
 It was clear that some thought passed between the Doomsman and the High King, though all Erenquaro felt was a feather ripple of power through the air about them. Manwë stepped forward to take Námo's place on the dais. Erenquaro gazed up into the High King's face, deeply curious as to what he would say, for Namondo had simply voiced the question in his own heart.
 Manwë looked at each of them in turn, his eyes soft. "It is true that none of you rank among the greatest of our Maiar, but do not be deceived into thinking that makes you less powerful. We have deemed that each of you have qualities that will serve in this task better than power. No, it is not a grand employment that we ask of you, not one that shall give you favor among your peers, not one that shall move and shake the earth. But it is a necessary and important task, and one that we sincerely believe each of you is well equipped for. By doing this, you will aid us, and all of Valinor, greatly.
 "Should you accept, I warn you that it may very well prove perilous. Sauron's powers are bound, but he is still cunning. Be wary in believing all of what you see, in what he decides to show you. To some of you he may appear pitiable, to others intimidating, to others seductive. We do not doubt that he will try to use each and every one of you for his own devices and purposes, and you will have to remain ever vigilant against his wiles. He may try to gain your pity, or your anger. He will attempt to twist your own words and his and ours. But we believe that Eru has equipped each of you with the qualities necessary to withstand his cunning and do what we ask."
 Erenquaro found himself frowning. The High King's answer was… strange. At least, he did not fully understand it, and it did little to lessen his surprise at having been chosen in the first place. What qualities of his could possibly have caught the attention of the Valar?
 But Manwë was speaking again, a knowing look on his face as his grey eyes flickered from one Maia to the next. "Sauron himself was among the most powerful of all Maiar when he fell into the darkness. Do not be so quick to measure your ability by your power, for you each are strong in ways that will aid you far more in this matter than your mastery of power and will. Patience. Creativity. Gentleness." The High King's eyes rested on Erenquaro for a moment. "Empathy."
 His gaze swept over all of them again, surveying them as a group. "You may speak to your Lord or Lady about these matters if you have further questions, and should you accept, we will be at your disposal, should you need us." His lips twitched. "We hardly plan to throw you to the wolf unaided."
 As Erenquaro shuffled out of the Ring with his fellow Maiar, each heading back to his or her various daily tasks, he thought over Manwë's words again. They still baffled him, yet… the thought that the greatest of the Powers, his own lord among them, deemed him capable for this job made him feel strong inside, the same way his arms felt when he hoisted a full sack upon his shoulders. This task that the Valar asked of him, well, it was a simple task after all, and that was what had always suited him the best.
His last load of the day finished, Erenquaro headed back through the outlying courtyards towards the main halls. Perhaps Aiwendil would be around to play a few rounds of Aranosarn before supper. He felt his spirits lift and bounce at the thought and his pace quickened. Aiwendil always had such good thoughts - different thoughts - about the things Erenquaro found himself pondering.
He had just passed the bath house, heading towards the gardens where Aiwendil could most reliably be found, when someone called his name. Pausing his step, he swung his head around in search of who had called him. Something small sank in him just slightly when he saw Curumo emerging from the bath house, a loose white robe tied about him and his hair dark and glossy with water.
"Hello, brother," Erenquaro greeted amiably, fidgeting on his feet.
Curumo beckoned him and began walking, away from the gardens and down the colonnade towards the dormitory halls. With a wistful glance back towards the garden archway, Erenquaro dutifully fell in step beside his brother. "I've been meaning to talk to you, Erenquaro," Curumo said when the younger Maia reached his side. "Myself and some of the other master smiths are going down to Valmar for the afternoon, have some Vanyarin ale, talk for a bit. Why don't you join us, Erenquaro?"
Erenquaro studied the sturdy pillars lining the colonnade as they passed. He never felt entirely comfortable around Curumo's compatriots. All they ever seemed to discuss were their current projects at the forge, what commissions they'd received, and how their apprentices were doing (never well, it seemed). He would much, much rather spend the rest of the afternoon in comfortable companionship down at the Lindonal with Aiwendil, where his slow and plain speech never made him feel out of place.
"Sure," he answered.
Curumo gave him a pleased squeeze on the shoulder. "Excellent! I have been giving some thought to your situation, and I believe it would benefit you greatly to spend more time with the other head smiths. I have told them how I desire to petition Lord Aulë about finding you a place at the Forges, and they all agree that it would be much more fitting for your station as my brother. Speaking to other craftsmen of power on the matters of the Forge might awaken the recalcitrant flame in your own spirit. After all, those with whom we choose to spend our time are those who influence us the most, are they not?"
"Yes, I guess," Erenquaro said.
"That was a rhetorical question, Erenquaro," Curumo said with a silk voice. Erenquaro pushed down mild irritation. When he and Aiwendil asked questions of one another, they were always meant to be answered. With Curumo, he could never quite master all the subtleties of speech and the slippery implications that never seemed particularly necessary nor conducive for one to have a proper conversation. "While we're on the topic though," Curumo continued smoothly, "what is it you guess?"
"What do you mean?"
Curumo gave the smallest hint of a sigh. "In response to my rhetorical question, you responded that you guess.  What is it you guess, Erenquaro?"
"Oh," Erenquaro said slowly, feeling confused, "I just meant that you were right."
"About what?"
"That thing you said about who you spend time with."
Curumo's smile turned sharp, and Erenquaro had that small sinking feeling again, like a tiny pebble dropped into a pool. "Well, it delights me to hear you say that, as it concerns an important matter that I feel I must bring up with you, in light of recent events."
Curumo halted and turned to face Erenquaro. There were a hard look in his dark eyes. "As your brother, it concerns me deeply that you are tarnishing your time unnecessarily with a certain Maia whose reputation is not exactly favorable."
Erenquaro frowned. "You mean Sauron?"
This time there was no mistaking the sigh, that sigh that always made Erenquaro feel particularly slow. "Yes, of course I mean Sauron."
Erenquaro shifted his weight. "Well, the Valar asked me to help by escorting him to the quarry. I… I thought I should say yes."
Curumo brushed Erenquaro's comment aside with a brusque wave of his hand. "That was not what I was referring to. Must I spell everything out for you, Erenquaro? The Valar have not asked you to sit at table with Sauron, have they?"
"No," Erenquaro said.
Curumo made another quick, harsh gesture with his hand. "Then there is no reason, within reason, for you to subject yourself to the company of someone with as sordid a reputation and past as Morgoth's former Black Captain! Especially at dinner where everyone is looking, Erenquaro! It pains me to find you associating with that traitor outside of the explicit duties the Valar have given you. How do you think it makes me look? To have my very own brother breaking bread and drinking wine and making light conversation with the most notorious Maia in all of Valinor?"
A quick flash of shame stabbed through Erenquaro. "I… I guess that doesn't make you look very good."
Curumo's expression softened again, and he laid a hand back on Erenquaro's shoulder. "It doesn't do anything for your reputation or status either, my brother. You know that I have always sought to look out for what is best for you, ever since you came to Eä. That is the only reason why I say these things. Your greatest flaw is that you settle for far too little. That is why you end up in the company of individuals like Sauron and that little, bobbing, brown-haired Maia who can't seem to get a word out of his mouth without tripping over it five times."
"Aiwendil?" Erenquaro attempted to supply, but Curumo carried on without a pause, starting to walk again up the stairs into the halls. Erenquaro followed.
"Speaking of which, it hurts me in the depths of my soul to see you frittering away so much of your time with that bird Maia. He's probably the reason you've taken to stuttering."
"I don't stutter," Erenquaro muttered, then wondered the next second why stuttering was even a bad thing. It was just the way Aiwendil talked sometimes, when he got nervous or excited.
"The reason you are so slow and plain of speech then," Curumo said with a slight huff. "In any case, there are many elder and more distinguished Maiar who could be such excellent influences and examples, much more fitting for the brother of Lord Aulë's head smith. You know how greatly it would please me to see you speaking with and learning from some of the greatest craftsmen in Lord Aulë's Halls instead of twittering away with a Maia whose greatest power is getting inside the heads of squirrels. You have so much potential, Erenquaro. It is the Second Age and it is high time you started using it. The more you act like you are nothing, the more true it becomes. And I don't want to see that happen to you, little brother."
Despite his broad shoulders and significant height, Erenquaro felt like a small figure dodging awkwardly in Curumo's shadow.
Curumo paused in the anteroom, turning to face Erenquaro once again. "And I truly do not wish to shatter any sense of purpose you may have derived from the task the Valar have given you, but I would not wish for you to remain ignorant of the truth. I hope you realize that the only reason the Valar chose you to escort Sauron is because you were one of the ones they could spare. It is not as if they could snatch one of the head smiths away from the forge, so they chose those, like you, whose tasks were expendable and who did not have reputations to be damaged. I say this to open your eyes to how much more you could be grasping for, Erenquaro. Obey the Valar, yes, but you could be doing so much more than babysitting an ungrateful traitor and hauling sacks of rocks."
Curumo gave a sudden sharp laugh. "Why, come to think of it, your everyday work is hardly better than the assignment that Sauron himself has been given as a  punishment ."
He started up the stairs towards his private chamber, calling back over his shoulder. "I will meet you at the gates in half an hour to head to Valmar. And please do make sure to give some thought to what I've said."
Erenquaro plodded back out into the sunlight, but the little sunk pebble inside remained. He had a feeling he would not have a hard time "giving some thought" to his brother's words.


 The Spring had waned, and Erenquaro was slowly growing accustomed to the flesh that now contained his  fëa . There was much that was new, so much more than he would have guessed from the little he had glimpsed in the Vision, yet sadness had woven itself into the very fibers of the world as Darkness rose up again and threatened war upon the Valar and the Maiar who served them.
 Erenquaro himself had not yet encountered any of the Powers of the Dark Vala, but the evidence of Melkor's destructive might was strewn across the lands in the ruin of the Lamps. He had not seen Lord Aulë's workmanship in their full glory and could not therefore fully measure the loss, but he could sense the sorrow that twisted its way through the  fëar of his brethren and his lord. His heart would flutter whenever his own spirit brushed up against one of his companions' and he would feel the heavy weight of their bereavement, as heavy as the cartloads of rubble that he pulled away from the ruins. Yet, for all the fluttering of his heart, he never could seem to find words to comfort his fellow Maiar. Words never came easily to him, and he was hardly the wisest of the Maiar; what wisdom could he possibly have to offer to those who had seen so much more than he had?
 So he lifted and carted and pulled, and left such things to those who understood better.
 But the Song had been quiet in his breast.
 His cart clattered along behind him, clicking and clacking against the earth, full of his Lord's shattered work, some of Ormal's shards still humming faintly with stone-wrought power and glowing like dying embers from the residual skeins of Varda's light. Lord Aulë had determined to raise up a range of mountains to the east from the rubble, and it was Erenquaro's task to bring the cartloads of stone to the allotted place, where other more powerful Maiar would weave the stone back together and raise it up into the crags and spires of the mountains that Lord Aulë envisioned.
 Everyone was wary, never sure when and where Melkor or his servants might strike to tear down and destroy what the Valar sought to slowly rebuild. It was a time of earthquakes and fire, drowning water and ice, sudden mists and treacherous ground. Like all his brethren, Erenquaro had learned how to stretch out his consciousness, roots of his spirit like feeling whiskers, to keep ever aware of what, and who, was around him at all times.
 So it happened that he felt a presence on the edge of his thoughts.
 He paused immediately, then slowly set down his cart, puzzled by the feeling of the nearby  fëa . There was something strange, something amiss, about it that he had not felt before. His heart fluttered. It was a heavy feeling, akin to the sorrow he sensed in his fellow Maiar at times, but it covered this spirit like a weighted cloak, like a dark shroud even that hid parts of the other Maia's  fëa from him. Perplexed, Erenquaro left his cart and moved through the sparse trees towards the presence.
 It was not long before he heard the soft sound of crying. At the time, he had not known what it was, but as he drew near, he saw a Maia kneeling in the grass in front of him, bent over as if in pain, rocking slowly back and forth and making that small, sad, whimpering noise that sent a stab of pain through Erenquaro's heart. The invisible cloak that covered the strange Maia grew thicker and heavier as Erenquaro approached.
 "Hello?" Erenquaro attempted cautiously.
 The other Maia looked up and hiccupped. His hazel eyes were reddened, and tears glistened on his round cheeks. He was cradling something tenderly in his arms, holding it close and tight to his breast. "She's… she's… her  fëa… it's gone," the Maia blurted out and new tears gushed down his cheeks.
 Not totally understanding what the Maia was talking about, Erenquaro looked down and caught a glimpse of brown, spotted fur. He had heard of things like this before, of creatures whose  fëar were torn from their bodies and left lifeless, but he had never seen it for himself before. From the shock and pain radiating from the other Maia, Erenquaro guessed that he hadn't either. The Maia sniffled and adjusted his grip on the creature, and Erenquaro saw the limp form of a small rabbit.
 "I… I think she ate some leaves from one of the bad plants," the other Maia went on. He rubbed his nose on his sleeve then gestured at a small pile of unrooted plants with dark purple flowers and berries. "I've been trying to pull them up wherever I find them, but they keep growing back too quickly ever since the end of the Spring." He went back to rocking, tears returning. "I was too… too late to help her, and n… now her  fëa's  gone."
 "I'm sorry," Erenquaro said, because he did not know what else to say and because he was.
 The other Maia hiccupped again.
 Erenquaro wasn't quite sure where the impulse came from, but he sat down next to the crying Maia, sensing as he did so that fellow spirit was not much older than himself. A heavy weight grew in his chest, as if the leaden cloak that covered the other Maia now rested partly over his own spirit. It pressed hard against him, digging sharply into his  fëa, but Erenquaro did not let it deter him. Wordlessly, he wrapped his arms around the smaller Maia's shoulders.
 He sat in silence while the Maia cried and hiccupped, and he felt the shroud around the Maia's spirit slowly lighten. The flutter in his heart blossomed into a melody that made its way up his throat. He squeezed the Maia tightly and hummed the Song that reverberated through him, and the power of the shroud about the Maia's  fëa broke fully and dissipated like mist. Finally, the Maia wiped his eyes and sniffled again.
 "Thanks," he whispered at last.
 "You're welcome," Erenquaro answered simply, still feeling confused over what had just happened.
 The other Maia looked at him and gave him a little, sheepish smile. He had a pleasant round face and soft eyes. "I serve Lady Yavanna," he said.
 "I serve Lord Aulë. I'm Erenquaro."
 "I'm Aiwendil." The smaller Maia wiped his eyes and smiled a little more broadly. "Would… if you want maybe… would you like to be friends?"
 What weight that still remained in Erenquaro's spirit faded away. He returned Aiwendil's smile. "Yeah, I would," he said.


Erenquaro sat at a table with a foaming mug of Vanyarin ale in front of him, listening to Curumo and the other head smiths talking. As he had predicted, their conversation centered around the Forges and their projects and the techniques of their craft. He himself might as well have been a shadow sitting on the corner stool as he swirled his drink boredly and sank into the indistinct buzz of noise from a dozen conversations.  The Sun Chariot was full this evening, a hearty mix of both Eldar and Maiar. The Vanyarin owner's willowy, gold-haired daughter was playing the sweet strains of  The Sun's Rising on an ocarina while her brother beat out the heady rhythm on his bodhrán. The smell of thick duck and leek stew permeated the close air, mingling with the sharp alcoholic tang of the ale that matched the taste on his tongue. He blew on the foam and took another sip.
A sudden hand clapped his shoulder, causing him to sputter. "Speaking of which," Curumo said, "I plan on seeking a favor from Lord Aulë tomorrow to see if we can't get this fellow here a forge of his own."
Four pairs of Maiarin eyes fixed on Erenquaro.
"What good news," Ilsahon said, his pale, silvery eyes widening and one eyebrow lifting just so slightly. "I'm sure you'll take to it right away."
"But don't worry if it takes a bit longer than you expect to catch on," Vantanwë put in. "We can't all be master smiths like your brother here, after all."
"Bet you won't miss those burlap sacks of gems and stone, eh," Tulcaromon added with a chuckle, his deep, bellow-like voice reverberating. "Eru's blessings to you."
"Um, thanks," Erenquaro said softly, fiddling with the grip of his mug.
Curumo squeezed his shoulder. "We'll be making up for lost time before you know it," he said. "I'm afraid my own services as a master smith are in too much demand at the moment to be taking on a new apprentice, but we will find you someone suitable."
He released Erenquaro and leaned back in his chair again, nursing his drink at his chest. The grey mist in his eyes changed again, that strange, calculating activity behind them shifting to something more subtle. The corner of his lip curled upward. "Which reminds me, did I mention to you that apparently our  esteemed guest is under the impression that he's going to receive an apprentice?"
The other three Maiar leaned in a little, eager glints coming into their eyes. "You spoke to him again?" Vantanwë said, leaning an elbow on the table.
Curumo smirked. "The deluded traitor came by to stir up the cinders in a spare forge and bearing some ridiculous story about Lord Aulë giving him an apprentice." The Maia snorted. "We all know how Lord Aulë used to dote upon him, but I can hardly imagine our Vala, as tender-hearted as he may be, failing to see the severe hazards inherent with allowing a proved reprobate and defector to give instruction to  anyone . Not to mention that I can't possibly see what he'd have to teach that was worthwhile. I hope he knows that even the least of our apprentices can probably forge a length of chain without his aid."
The other Maiar laughed.
Curumo's smirk widened. "I guess it will be up to us to make sure he's not churning out any torture devices or cursed armbands or kidnapping any of the elven smiths to turn into something monstrous. I myself have never seen an orc, but I suppose if we see any hideous, fanged monsters running around, we'll know who to throw into the Void."
"I don't even know why he bothered to come back," Ilsahon mused between a sip of ale. "Seems to me he would have been better off staying in the ruins of Endor."
"Didn't Eönwë capture him though?"
"No, I heard the story from Fiondis. Sauron surrendered of his own accord."
"And is it truly so surprising that he did?" Curumo responded languidly. "Mairon always did need an excessive amount of attention. You all remember how you'd think he was dying if Lord Aulë wasn't constantly looking over his shoulder to tell him what a wonderful job he was doing. With Melkor in the Void and Endor given over to the wild animals, the 'admirable one' probably couldn't bear the burden of not being admired and thought he could worm his silver-tongued way back and convince the Valar that he wasn't as terrible as he plainly is. And when that didn't work, he's found himself with nothing but bluster. He's a fool, is what he is."
"An arrogant fool," Tulcaromon snorted.
"I can't even imagine being so arrogant, to think he could get away after all those things he did," Vantanwë said with a shake of her head.
"Or maybe he was scared," Erenquaro said without really thinking, and immediately regretted it.
Curumo and the other Maiar looked at him in surprise. Almost instantly, Curumo's startled expression slipped into that thin, sharp look that Erenquaro knew, the one that meant he'd disappointed his older brother. "Erenquaro, I want you to think that through," Curumo said. "Why would Sauron have any reason to be scared, if indeed he is even capable of such an emotion after the sorts of things he's spent the last few Ages doing? But just assuming the longshot that he is able to feel anything resembling a healthy dose of fear, wouldn't he have run  away from his source of fear, rather than towards it? The Armies of the West weren't able to root out every orc and goblin and monstrosity from Morgoth's Age, I'm sure. He could have easily fled to lord it over his master's servants in some distant land. But instead he runs straight back here into the arms of everyone he betrayed, abandoned, and fought against. What else but supreme arrogance could account for such a choice?"
The other Maiar were nodding in agreement with Curumo. Bottled frustration bubbled up in Erenquaro, that feeling that his nimble-witted older brother was dancing rings around him with his words and he was not quite quick enough to follow along. He and Aiwendil had discussed Sauron numerous times over the past week, and he tried to remember how Aiwendil had put it when they had spoken of this very quandary. Aiwendil always said things that made sense, in a way that was straightforward without the need for fancy words and rhetorical questions and all the nuances of his brother's speech. He swallowed. "Maybe… maybe something is hurt inside of him, you know, like a bird that has a bit of twine stuck in its throat, and he was scared. So he came back for help."
The other smiths looked decidedly uncomfortable now, but there was a warning glint in Curumo's eyes as he slipped an arm around Erenquaro's shoulder once again, the friendly, outward façade still fixed in place. "I think you've forgotten that you really are still a very young Maia in this world, and all of us have been here since the beginning," Curumo said in a quiet, smooth voice. "I know you don't mean to sound foolish, but that is why we are here to teach you and guide you and help you grow in your understanding of the way things are. You are the only one here who did not know Sauron from the time when he was the 'admirable one.' Yes, you may have spoken to him briefly during the quaint little task the Valar have given you, but surely even you see that that hardly counts. I wouldn't want my little brother to be seen as foolish, nor offering up excuses for traitors, and you know how disappointed I'd be, not to mention Lord Aulë. So perhaps it is for the best if you stick to listening in the good company of those older and wiser, and perhaps you shall grow wiser yourself."
Curumo slipped his arm off Erenquaro's shoulders, and the four smiths went back to their talk as Erenquaro faded back into his corner, feeling awkward and silly and embarrassed for having spoken up amongst the company of Maiar who were all so much more cunning in the ways of the world than he. They were probably right.
All the same, he spent the rest of the afternoon wishing he was back at the Halls of Aulë with his friend Aiwendil where everything felt simple and right.


The evening was dark and cool, and the silver moonlight streaming through the window fell upon the blank parchment sitting on the bedside table in front of Sauron.
The fire Maia stared out into the darkness beyond his window unseeingly, his mind distant, memories flickering across the surface of his thoughts. Already, his life as a dark lord seemed like some strange and distant dream, yet oddly vivid and present as well as he allowed his thoughts to glide over a thousand recollections of his time in Beleriand. Absently, he ran his forefinger up and down the shaft of the quill pen resting beside the empty page.
It would be dangerous to write down his memories and knowledge, but he had already made up his mind to do so, even if it was only some belligerent, petty willpower that pushed him on. The book itself had been easy enough to acquire: a covert trip to the Parmamard and back without having to ask for a blank book and face the questions that would undoubtedly arise. He had carefully removed the binding out in the gardens and bleached the pages, after which he had carefully stitched the now-blank sheets back into the original binding as a cursory disguise. Furthermore, he planned to use Black Mark, the spy code of Gaurhoth and Angband. Sauron smiled thinly. It was he himself who had devised the code, at Melkor's behest, when the Lord of Utumno had realized that his canny lieutenant had a knack for languages. Should his book ever be discovered, that would provide him with at least a little bit of a buffer. No doubt, he would be instantly accused as the writer, but at least no one would be able to determine the specific contents; for all they would know, they might have stumbled across nothing more than lackadaisical attempts at verse. All right,  that was stretching it. But at least they would not be able to prove that they had run across a book full of knowledge of Melkorian crafts and power.
Writing was not his forte, but this project felt somehow… right. For all he knew, the Valar might very well decide at any point to take even more from him than they already had, stripping away memories along with his powers. And even without that eventuality, he did not know how long it would take for his memories to begin fading on their own, given the stress his mind was presently under, stress that did not look like it would be going away anytime soon.
He tapped the tabletop thoughtfully. Tomorrow morning, he was to venture to the Halls of Nienna. Who could tell what would come of that?
He dipped the quill into the ink (ugh, how he missed his own pens from Gaurhoth, the ones he had made with a hollow chamber inside for the ink so that one did not have to constantly dip it) and let it drip for a second before bringing it down to the page, his neat script tracing the coded marks onto the parchment, his mouth moving soundlessly to the words he was writing.
"The knowledge and smithcraft of Angband and Gaurhoth, lest it be forgotten in the ruins of Melkor's domain and in the binding of powers, the memoirs of a Dark Lord…"
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 A/N: Thank you all once again for your patience while waiting. Happy Valentine's Day to all my readers! My love comes in the form of a new chapter! I hope that it meets expectations. - SG
Chapter 19
"So, the day is finally upon us. It will be most interesting to see how it goes."
"We are not spying upon him, you know. That is not what this is about."
"No, but nonetheless, it may prove interesting to see how he handles himself. It will be good for him, I think, and it may grant us a better gauge of how he is doing. I worry about keeping him cooped up in the Halls under the eyes of only Aulë and Yavanna. Many tapestries have been woven of his history with them both, and once the course of Doom is set it is difficult to divert. Yet that is what we seek to do. But here, here the very first thread has barely touched the loom for him, and he may feel the weight of his Doom, or what he  deems to be his Doom, less heavily. One way or another, as I said, it should prove interesting."
"If nothing else, I can grant him a day of rest. If he will allow himself to take it."
"An 'if' of great proportion, I fear."
"Perhaps. But the power that sleeps in these halls is not one he is used to encountering. The power locked in his  fëa has been twisted almost beyond recognition of what it once was, yet it cannot wholly be changed nor corrupted, and once that power was the balance of mine. It may affect him in unexpected ways."
"Are you worried?"
"No, he is strong. I am not worried."
"I did not mean for him."
"I am strong as well."
"I know you are. Yet you know better than any of the rest of us just how dangerous that Maia is. He is cunning and willful in his own right, and combined with what lies within, he is powerful and dangerous beyond what Manwë cares to acknowledge, I fear. I would not see him hurt you."
"He and I are alike, far more than he knows. I am willing to take the risk if it means it changes the course of his Doom. I am not afraid to face  him again, in whatever form he may take. From him I learned much strength, more than he ever would have guessed, the strength of sorrow that he never could have comprehended."
"I would expect nothing less of you. But be on your guard. There is something greater at work in that he chose you first of all the Valar, but I do not think he knows it. I suspect he simply thinks you are easy prey."
"That may be. With your domain, he does not understand and he knows well that he does not. With my domain, he simply  thinks he understands."
"I would almost feel sorry for him, did I not know that he will be in the very best of hands."
"No harm will come to the Maia, though I make no promises that he shall leave here the same as he entered."
"Just promise me that you will protect your own heart, sister. It is no weakness to acknowledge that he will bear great pain for you into these halls. If it grows to be too much, promise me that you will seek help."
"I promise. Now, don't you have dead people to watch?"
"Hmmm, and they say you are the Valië of Compassion."
"Oh, I am, dear brother. As a certain Maia is about to learn. But I am also the Valië of Sorrow, and now it is my profound grief to send you back to your duty, while I await the arrival of mine."
"I shall take my leave then. Oh, and Nienna?"
"Yes, Námo?"
"Don't break the Maia too thoroughly. That would ruin all the fun."
" Goodbye, Námo."
" Goodbye . And I love you."
"I love you too."
"Take  care ."
"I  will ."


Sauron grumbled incoherently and adjusted his hips for what seemed like the millionth time in the last hour, glaring at the back of the head of the horse he was currently sitting on and trying to remind himself that at least he wasn't chipping stone blocks in that damnable quarry. He'd secretly been looking forward to this day since Aulë had informed him about it last week, but at the moment the combination of his protesting tail bone and the anxiety of his mysterious destination had him longing for an end to it. He wiggled again in a vain attempt to ease the sharp pressure of his tail bone pinched against the horse's bare back. At least the few times he'd ridden any distance before, he'd had a leather saddle and it had been on the back of a smooth-gaited warg. The horse snorted and shook its mane at him, clearly displeased with Sauron's fidgeting. Sauron responded by jabbing his heel into its side as sharply as he could.  I'm just as miserable as you are, you stupid brute, he thought at it viciously.  Except when we reach our destination, you will probably get apples and sugar, while I will most likely face a thorough interrogation.
To his left and slightly in the lead, Erenquaro rode quietly, ignoring or failing to notice the passive-aggressive exchange going on between Sauron and his mount. The younger Maia had been even quieter than usual today, and he'd skipped supper in the great hall the previous night. Sauron wouldn't have cared, but Aiwendil, who  had been there, had spent the whole meal looking plaintively about for his friend like a little lost bird and speculating aloud about Erenquaro's absence to the point where Sauron had hoped he'd show up just to get Aiwendil to stop jabbering. So far, Erenquaro had spent the whole ride brooding - Sauron recognized the signs well enough - but Sauron did not particularly care what it was about. He had quite enough to brood over himself.
What would the Halls of Nienna be like? What was the Valar's purpose of sending him on these visits? (Because of course there was a purpose - they wouldn't just hand him a day of freedom otherwise.) Was Nienna going to try to wheedle information from him? Or was it more about trying to get him to "mellow down"? Nienna was the Valië of Compassion and Sorrow after all; he could see the possibility of a very long and tiring day of sentimental lectures. Sauron groaned inwardly and mentally rolled his eyes. That was what it was going to be, wasn't it? A day of being told how very bad he'd been, how much grief he'd caused, and how he should be so very, very,  very sorry about it?
An improvement from the quarry, but not by much.
Still, there was his back-up plan. Of all the Valar, Nienna seemed the most likely to be susceptible to his charm. He'd have to tread lightly and carefully, but he might have a shot at it. He'd groomed himself carefully that morning, taking a little extra care than usual with his appearance, braiding his hair back, applying a soft streak of liquid gold under his eyes that brought out their color, and donning a sapphire blue doublet with silver buttons and a mist-grey cloak pinned with a brooch he'd been working on for several weeks. Between his fair seeming and his honeyed tongue, he might be able to wheedle his way out of some of the unpleasantries and perhaps, if things went well, gather some information of his own.
The only source of relief from his anxious thoughts (and his aching rear end) was venturing into the vast, unknown interior of Valinor and watching the changing landscape. His natural curiosity was piqued as they traveled west, leaving the familiar scenery of the plains that surrounded the Gardens of Yavanna and Valmar and riding gradually up into a land of rocky brush that opened up into a hilly highland cloven by shallow valleys, many of which cradled hidden lakes that were so blue they were almost painful to look upon. To the north, he could see the dark crags of a mountain line that he presumed to be the region of Araman, whereas to the south he could glimpse distant swaths of forest and winding rivers that glinted in the high sunlight.
There had been a strong breeze from the south all morning. As Sauron twisted once again to stretch his aching hips and thighs, he caught a strong waft of… something, something that made his head turn sharply so that he was gazing down the ridge towards the lowlands. The glint of distant water captured his attention and he narrowed his eyes against the brightness, trying to make out what had caught his eye. He could see a cluster of trees and water in the midst of the grassland, and if he squinted just right, he could make out what might be a dwelling place. The scent blowing up from the plains was fresh and… sleepy… and something else that he could not quite name. It was a warm, soft smell and it somehow reminded him of sunlight glowing against his skin. He could feel it creeping in with each breath he took, deeper than his nostrils and lungs, seeping into his mind and heart.
Flashes of forgotten memories rose unbidden. Golden light wrapped all around him like arms pulling him in close as his eyes drifted shut, music humming along his  fëa ; grass tickling against his bare back and the sound of voices on either side of him laughing; his chest vibrating with a soft laughter of his own as he wrapped his arms around a small, furry bundle that licked his jaw and pressed soft paws into his stomach…
The feeling of a dark mist in his inmost being that Sauron had taken to simply calling the Shroud reacted violently, striking out at the rising memories and slashing them to shreds before he could grasp any of them. It surrounded his psyche like a protective moat from the invading scent and shoved his  fëa back sharply, causing Sauron's entire body to stiffen, his heart suddenly racing, his breath hissing harshly, his chest seizing up painfully. Everything in him reacted like a deer catching the scent of a wolf, his very skin vibrating with some unknown sense that screamed danger at him. His horse detected its rider's sudden change and danced sideways nervously, tossing its head, its ears twisting back.
"Are you all right?"
Erenquaro had stopped his horse several paces ahead and twisted around to look at Sauron, his brow creased with concerned confusion.
Sauron gulped in a deep breath, seizing control of his body once again and taking his mind back from both the Shroud and the scent, forcing his heart to still and his limbs to relax. He spurred his horse forward at a quick trot, passing Erenquaro with barely a glance at the other Maia. "I'm fine."
Another hour passed, and the highland ridges gradually guided them downwards into a single, long valley. A path appeared, simple pale-grey stonework that ran ahead of them and caused the horses' hooves to make a soft  clip-clop that echoed from the cleft walls which rose higher on either side the deeper they went. The sound of water stirred around them in musical whispers. Rope-thin waterfalls cascaded over the sides of the ridges above them at intervals, feeding into a grey stream that flowed beside the path, its soft murmur seeming to guide them even further in. Sauron's anxiety crept to his stomach, causing him to clench the reins tightly, his back stiff. Everything in Valinor was touched with power, but there was a strong magic in this place that Sauron neither knew nor trusted. There was a feeling of ancient power in the falling water and the winding stream and the grey path that he could feel as a cold prickle across his skin. It made him feel small and vulnerable, a single thread in a tapestry far greater and longer than his eye could reach, and it was not a feeling he liked in the least.
Finally, a fork in the cleft - and in the path - yawned in front of them. The grey stream flowed across the path in front of them and wound its way down the left fork. Sauron's gaze followed it. The air was still and heavy, like a breath held or stopped, and Sauron could feel the electric pulse of the ancient power that permeated it. He closed his eyes, trying to brush his  fëa against the old magic and divine its nature, but as he did so, a flash of something that was almost like a memory, save that he knew it was unlike anything he had experienced himself, jolted through him, causing the hair on his nape and arms to prickle and his heart to beat raggedly. For a moment, his mind's eye showed him that winding path and that grey river flowing up to great, dark gates set in the stone, gates that yawned open suddenly and swallowed him down into a darkness filled with the sounds of weeping and cries of anger.
Lord Melkor had described this place, Sauron realized suddenly, that last night of the War of Wrath. That path led to the Halls of Mandos.
He quickly wheeled his horse around to the right, panic welling up inside, and followed Erenquaro who had already started down the other fork. Erenquaro's horse was belly-deep in the middle of the grey stream, and Sauron's horse stepped into the flowing water without hesitation or fear. However, the moment the flow of the grey water brushed against his boots, a feeling of crushing Doom seized him in an iron grip. Sauron choked as the feeling saturated him, stifling his breath, causing his heart to tighten like a fist. A vision flashed before his eyes of a gigantic gate etched with stars opening up before him, and the terrifying Nothingness that lay beyond reaching out its tendrils and dragging him in. In that moment, he knew with absolute certainty that he was seeing his inevitable Doom.
He was vaguely aware of his horse rearing underneath him with a startled whinny as he slumped sideways. For a moment of a moment, he was weightless and then there was water everywhere, clutching at his garments, groping at his face, sending out seeking tendrils of darkness to claim his nostrils and his throat.  The Void, the last piece of his consciousness screamed before everything faded.


"My dear, Erenquaro, he will be fine. Unless, of course, you continue to hover over him like a twitterpated bird, in which case I can make no guarantees for either his fist or your chin."
Sauron gave a loud gasp as he returned to the waking world with a jolt, his last memory the distorted half-nightmare world that had claimed him when he'd fallen off his horse into the waters of Mandos. He flailed against the phantom tendrils of magic-tainted water that still seemed to slither across his skin and felt the back of his hand whack something solid. There was a yelp that sounded more like surprise than pain, followed by the same sardonic voice that he'd heard from a distance as he drifted back into consciousness. "I do believe I warned you, Erenquaro. Now keep a watch on him like a good fellow while I go and inform the Lady that he's awake."
The contact of his hand against what must have been some part of Erenquaro's body had helped to ground him in reality. He opened his eyes a mite and saw the back of a tall figure clad in grey disappearing around a corner. Still slightly groggy, he glanced about until he noticed Erenquaro, now standing a respectable distance away and staring uncomfortably at his feet. Sauron gingerly raised a hand and touched the side of his head, which throbbed lightly. The pressure of his fingertips caused the pain to flare, and Sauron hissed under his breath.
He was propped in a reclining position on a bed with several grey blankets laid out beneath him. As his awareness increased, he realized his hair was damp and his clothes clung unpleasantly to his body, and the blankets beneath him were wet as well. He shuddered, instinctively trying to wriggle away from the all-encompassing clamminess, with no success of course.
Instant disgust and anger coursed through him. What a grand entrance! Any chances he'd had of appearing suave and dignified before Nienna had just gone down the drain spectacularly. And now he was going to start his visit shivering in soaked and ruined clothing, still unsure where exactly Nienna's Halls were located (seeing as he'd missed his own arrival), and looking like a complete idiot who couldn't even cross a shallow stream without having a mental meltdown. He wouldn't be the least bit surprised if Námo had fated him to fall off that horse into his stream, just to make sure Sauron didn't forget his place as the unluckiest Maia in all of Valinor for so much as a minute. Curse it all,  curse it all .
He turned his festering gaze back to Erenquaro, who was awkwardly rubbing at his jaw and judiciously avoiding eye contact. "Well, I see at least one of us made it safe and dry to the Halls of Nienna," he sneered.
Erenquaro looked up and blinked hesitantly. "Actually, my boots got wet," he said in an apologetically quiet voice.
Sauron held up his hands defensively and let his head plop back against the pillows propped behind him to stare at the ceiling. "Oh, I beg your pardon then. My mistake," he muttered bitterly. Unlike the Halls of Aulë, the ceiling here was rough, as if it had naturally formed from the stone, with swirls of deep blue running through the grey and specks of tiny crystals that glinted whenever he turned his head. "Just the warm welcome of the Valar that I was expecting," he said to the ceiling, shivering in his damp clothes to emphasize his point.
"There's dry clothing laid out for you over there," Erenquaro said.
Sauron lifted his head and looked in the direction that Erenquaro indicated. Indeed, several articles of clothing were draped over a wooden dressing screen at the far end of the room. "Well you could have mentioned  that sooner," Sauron snapped as he swung his legs around, making sure his dizzy spell had worn off before he pushed himself to his feet. Erenquaro looked abashed at Sauron's sharp tone as he swept past and snatched the garments, stepping behind the screen to strip off his clammy, half-wet outfit and exchange it for the simple grey smock and loose-fitting trousers. They were hardly flattering, but soft almost to the point of being ridiculous, and more importantly, they were dry.
"I… I'm sorry you fell off the horse," Erenquaro said from the far side of the screen. "I dragged you out as quickly as I could."
Sauron's scowl deepened as he viciously tied a provided sash (also grey) around his waist. "And I suppose you think I ought to thank you for being the one Maia in Valinor who wouldn't have left me to drown."
Erenquaro made several confused noises. "No… no, I… wasn't… I just wanted…"
Sauron's scowl morphed ever so slightly into a sneer, a sneer to hide the mortifying thought that Erenquaro (dull-witted  Erenquaro of all people!) had now seen him at his most vulnerable. "I know what you wanted, Erenquaro, and your assurances are not helping." He tugged the sash tight enough that it pinched into his skin. "I think you need to accept that you are not half as helpful as you think you are and you are unlikely to start being of help anytime soon."
There was silence from the other end of the room, and then Erenquaro answered in a stolid monotone. "I'll go see if I'm needed elsewhere."
"As long as it's not  my hair you're in, suit yourself," Sauron responded. This time there was no answer, except the heavy tread of Erenquaro's boots as he exited the room. He combed his fingers through his hair, attempting to salvage the limp mess that his usually silken locks had been reduced to. He was well aware that he had hurt Erenquaro's feelings, but what did it matter? If Erenquaro was naïve enough to expect anything different, it was his own dull-witted fault. And it wasn't as if Erenquaro's deed had even been particularly altruistic, seeing as he'd been tasked by the Valar to watch over Sauron, and he certainly wouldn't have earned any points by standing by while Sauron disembodied himself.
If Erenquaro wanted to think he had done something "nice", let him, but Sauron knew the truth. People did not do nice things for ex dark lords.
He snarled under his breath as his fingers caught on a stubborn tangle in his hair. He tore ferociously at it with his nails, even though it hurt, but the pain focused his frustration, anger, and embarrassment with the entire situation.
"There are better things to direct your anger at than your hair," a soft voice came from behind him, causing him to startle and nearly knock over the dressing screen. Nienna stood in the doorway, deep grey eyes fixed intently upon him. She wore a dark blue gown with a laced grey bodice and a wispy grey cloak over the top with a cowl that draped lightly over her silver hair. She took him in slowly, then smiled faintly. "You look comely in the garb of my folk."
He tested her words and demeanor carefully, trying to determine his best approach. "So, I'm here for anger management with a side lesson on style, is it?" he said, keeping his voice as cool as he could, still unsure whether his stunt with the horse and literally being dragged here sopping wet and unconscious had totally undermined any attempt at being suave.
Nienna's smile grew, a small curve of her pale lips. "I believe  you were the one who requested to see  me," she replied, her eyes still fixed appraisingly on him. "Come." She held out her hand in a soft gesture. "I'm guessing you will feel more comfortable once you have seen more of my home than the four walls of a guest chamber."
Cautiously, he followed her from the room, picking at the hem of his cloud-soft smock. A flight of stairs led upwards towards a soft, white glow that cast rippling patterns of light over the grey stone of the passageway. Distantly, he could hear a patter of water, deep and steady, which brought his nerves back as he recalled his most recent experience with the substance. The air was light enough to suggest that they were at a great height, though not so extreme as to make breathing difficult, and there was a sensation on the edge of his  fëa that he could describe only as having the same quality as the sound of a violin played slow and gentle. With it came the brush of some power of an old kind that filled the air like motes and settled silently over everything like dust upon ancient books. It was akin to the power that he had felt on the journey here, wafting up from the Gardens of Lórien, but it was far less potent and did not arouse the wrath of the Shroud in his heart. He examined it in his spirit briefly, wary of any foreign magic and its potential effect upon him, but it was a gentle, silky magic from which he could sense no harm, and from there he dismissed it as the stairway opened up into a great hall.
In truth, Sauron did not know whether to properly call the cavernous space a hall or a cave. Though the floor was smooth and paved with grey stone tiles, stalactites hung from the ceiling and several natural columns divided the room. The walls remained rough, swirls of blue and grey that danced across the dark expanse of the room. The domed arch of the ceiling was covered with millions of silver and blue crystals that winked down at them like the night-time sky on a clear, star-studded evening. In the middle of the room, the ceiling curved downward into a shape like a great, open funnel, and from it a ring of clear water cascaded downward into a pool that filled the center of the cave-like hall, permeating the room with the musical murmur that he had heard in the stairway.
To their right, a huge lit fireplace was set into the stone, with a deep plush rug laid out in front of it and several items of furniture gathered around it into a sort of lounge. The fire itself, strangely, was emitting a white glow instead of a natural red, and the feel of the old, soft power grew stronger about it. Sauron shifted his weight, hesitating at the top of the stairs as he took it all in.
Nienna, on the other hand, moved unhurriedly but without pause towards the fireplace, the train of her gown making a soft swishing sound against the smooth floor. She approached a wooden cabinet beside the fireplace, from which she took something and tucked it inside her cloak. Sauron watched her every move with keen suspicion, while simultaneously making sure to keep up his air of suave indifference.
Standing straight once again, Nienna stretched her hand out towards the far side of the cavernous hall. "Perhaps you would care to see my view."
Sauron moved slowly around the columns, past the rippling pool, and saw an immense, arched doorway that opened up upon… nothing. Beyond the arch, all he could see was a strange empty greyness. Despite himself, he felt his curiosity piqued and he approached the archway carefully. As he came closer, the truth of what he was seeing caught on his heart, sparking an inadvertent flare of raw wonder as his eyes settled upon a sight that was entirely new to them.
He was literally standing at the Edge of the World.
Nienna's house was carved directly into the side of the Last Mountains, the furthest reaches of Valinor that stood at the shore of the Outer Sea. Long ropes of water cascaded down from some unknown heights even further up, falling in twisting skeins to either side of the archway. Down and down the water fell, until it was met by the lapping waves of the Sea that spread out underneath and before him for as far as his eyes could see. Far, far away, the grey of the Outer Sea met the deep blue-black of the Walls of Eä. And there, where the waters met the wall, Sauron felt more than saw a great Shape: a Door so vast that he struggled to wrap his mind around it, a Door as ancient as the world itself. The Door of the Night. The Door Beyond the World. The Door to the Void.
Memory of the terrible vision that had struck him as he touched the waters of Mandos flashed once again through his mind. Fear bit down on his heart, instantly dissipating any wondrous awe into a flurry of too-rapid heartbeats and too-hasty breaths. Once again he felt as he had as he sank into the water: the inevitable Doom that that Door was an inescapable part of his future. In that moment, he knew with absolute, crushing certainty that one day that Door would open before him and he would pass beyond it into the Void.
He stepped back quickly, catching at the front of his smock that suddenly seemed too tight against his windpipe and his chest, his cheeks flushing with fiery heat, his breath rasping with a raw, nightmare fear in his throat.
A thought seared through his mind like wildfire, irrational yet at the same time dangerously potent.  They lured me here to get me close to the Door. They mean to throw me in.
"The Door is not for you."
Sauron whirled about, startled by the voice of Nienna, who he had forgotten for a moment was there. He narrowed his eyes, not appreciating the fact that the Valië had been so easily able to divine his thoughts, or else that his fear had been so easy to see and interpret.
"It is not for you," Nienna repeated, and there was a weight of sorrow in her voice that he did not understand. "Only those who wish to enter pass the Doors of Night."
"Like Lord Melkor?" Sauron snarled, his foul temper rising up again and scorn rising with it.
A flash of…  something… crossed Nienna's face, a pain that brought weight to her shoulders, and for a moment Sauron thought that it was not a dignified lady standing before him, but an old, crumpled creature with wrinkles and lines upon its ancient face and a fathomless sorrow etched into its bent figure. He stepped back, startled and disturbed by something he could not name, but then it was only Nienna again, dark robes pulled about her, the strand of black in her hair standing out against the silver.
"No one who is part of Eä can be forced beyond the Doors of Night against their will," she said, voice soft yet clear. "Yes, Melkor feared the Void deeply, but it was Eä that he hated." The sorrow remained in her face and upon her shoulders, lurking deep in her eyes. "But you, it is not so for you."
 That's right, Sauron sneered mentally.  Make yourself feel better for what you did to Lord Melkor, you and all the Valar.
"I suppose this is the part where you sit me down and tell me I'm really a good, little Maia at heart and I didn't really  mean all those things I did, and I can change," he said aloud. "That's why I'm here, isn't it?"
To his surprise, Nienna smiled faintly. "No, you are here to rest, or explore if you will, or both. I have no intention of ensnaring you in a debate, unless that is what you would prefer. But I think it is not." She came towards him and turned her hand over, revealing the object which she had taken from the fireside cabinet. "And I think you know what this is. If I guess rightly, it will give you what you seek far more than my company or conversation."
She set the object in his hand and turned immediately, heading back towards the stairs. Sauron blinked, the only outward expression of his sudden surprise. "Where are you going?" he asked, unsure if he was meant to follow.
She turned, and this time the smile she flashed at him had an edge of something almost akin to mischief. "Somewhere you are not, as I imagine you prefer," she replied simply. "I will check with you later." And before he could respond, she had disappeared.
Sauron stood blankly for a few seconds, staring in the direction she had vanished, puzzled and disconcerted by this turn of events. So far, nothing was going as planned, and he did not know what to make of it. Nienna was somehow not what he had expected, though he could not quite put his finger yet on what it was that discombobulated him so about her.
He made his way to the fire and sat down on a settee, looking at the object that Nienna had given him, turning it this way and that. It was a strange mess of a thing that somehow also had a complex order to it that immediately drew his interest. Wood loops, metal rings, corkscrews, balls, and twists revealed themselves to his examination. Almost from nowhere, a thrill of anticipation darted through him, surprising him with its exuberance. He did indeed know what the object was, and almost of its own accord his mind was already clicking.
He'd first seen such things in Nogrod, when he had disguised himself in elven form and traded with the dwarves on behalf of Lord Melkor, though how Nienna could have gotten her hands on one, he could not guess. They were puzzles - intricate, tricky things that tested your mind and challenged you to look at the mess of rings and twists from a different perspective, the goal usually being the seemingly impossible task of separating the interwoven pieces. This was a particularly hard one. Sauron couldn't help the small grin that worked its way across his face. He was well aware that it was a bribe to win his favor, but it was admittedly a very good bribe. And just because he had no intention of letting the bribe work on him didn't mean he couldn't still enjoy the challenge of the puzzle.
He sank back into the settee, head propped comfortably on the armrest, the fire casting a pleasant warmth over his skin, and set to work on the dwarven ring puzzle. It was even harder than he had expected, and soon his mind had sunk into an intense, almost meditative focus. After ten minutes or so, he had a fair idea of which pieces were supposed to come apart, but it was deliciously complex. Everything else faded out of his mind as he worked slowly and methodically, turning the puzzle round and round as he worked his way through each step.
Almost unconsciously, a good mood settled softly around him. He'd had a severe lack of opportunity to truly use his cunning mind, beyond his endless scheming that brought him as much stress as it did relief. But with this, there was no ultimate Doom at stake, no threat to his wellbeing or his life or his dignity, just the simple purity of strategy and intellect.
Three hours later, he was down to the final step of the puzzle, the solution to which was eluding him. His tongue pinched gently between his teeth and his head craned like a curious cat, he worked at the final ring that would separate the last two pieces. He lay down, flat on his back, and held the pieces over his head, changing his perspective, and gave the ring a few intricate twists. It came free, and Sauron's entire being flooded with a delighted sense of victory that he had not felt in so long that it made him almost giddy. He grinned smugly at the defeated puzzle, then flopped backwards again to stare at the ceiling, only then realizing how strangely and absolutely pleased and relaxed he felt.
As much as he hated to admit it, this was actually… not so bad.
He frowned a little, the small voice that always told him to be on his guard whispering, and he considered that Nienna's bribe might actually be working. No, his wit wasn't that dulled from chipping stones. A good mood didn't mean he was going to spill his guts to Nienna or anyone else. He closed his eyes. Good moods were so very hard to come by, and so what did he have to lose by enjoying this one for a little while? Just as long as he kept his wits about him.
He wasn't aware that he had dozed off in the cozy warmth, with the patter of watery music in his ears, until he started slightly, his eyes snapping back open to the soft, white glow of the hall. He had rolled onto his side and was curled up upon himself comfortably, his hands tucked underneath his cheek. He lifted his head, glancing over the armrest which he'd been using as a pillow, feeling groggy but at the same time more rested than he could remember feeling in a long while. Vaguely, he was aware that he had woken from a pleasant dream that left him feeling peaceful and happy. The relaxed exhilaration that had been with him since he solved the puzzle lingered, like gentle, invisible finger strokes against his  fëa . Without thinking, he leaned into the feeling and to his even greater surprise, he felt a soft hum of music shiver through his spirit. His eyes rolled back and he gave the softest little shudder of pleasure.
 No!
He yanked himself out of the pleasant haze with the mental equivalent of a slap to his jaw. He shook his head, trying to dispel the drowsy pleasure, and it swirled away from him like disturbed dust that had been settling over him for hours.  I thought you were going to keep your wits about you, he snarled at himself.  You didn't even stop to think where such power was coming from, or who might be wielding it.
He looked about, suspicious now, though part of him whined piteously at him to sink back into the delightful warmth and comfort that had taken hold of him a moment ago. But he shook that part of himself off and, standing, he strode back to the archway that looked out over the Edge of the World.
The light had changed, less grey and more golden now, which he assumed meant that it was getting late in the afternoon and the Sun Chariot was drawing nearer to its harbor on the western shore of the world. At that thought, his stomach growled. He'd had some bread and cheese in his saddlebag, which he'd eaten that morning during the ride, but he'd had nothing else since then.
He looked around again, wondering if he should leave the hall in search of something edible - Nienna  had said he was welcome to explore - or if he should stay here and await Nienna's return. He had just made up his mind to explore when something brushed like the lightest feather against his mind. His mental shields were already up, but he withdrew sharply, jerking mentally away from the source of the touch.
The other mind gently pulled back, immediately giving him space, but a moment later he felt the familiar aura of Valarin power as Nienna entered. She glanced at him, but then went and sat by the fire while Sauron hovered awkwardly by the archway, not sure now what he should do.
"I imagine you are growing hungry," Nienna said without looking over at him. "When I checked upon you early, you seemed to be enjoying a bit of a catnap." She smiled faintly. "Now that you are awake, will you join me for tea?"
Sauron was fairly positive that was a question he'd never been asked before. There was something almost comical about it, as if he were some dainty elf or Maiarin handmaiden, not the former Black Captain of Angband. A fresh herbal smell mingled with the whiff of bread, reminding him of his growling stomach, and he approached cautiously, senses alert and tingling. He sat on the far side of the settee from Nienna, still waiting for the inevitable doors of the trap to snap shut.
Nienna poured two cups of tea. A plate of pastries, sweetmeats, and fresh bread that both looked and smelled mouthwateringly soft sat on the table already. Perched warily on the edge of his seat, Sauron took a cup and a piece of bread.
Nienna sipped her tea and ate one of the pastries, not looking at him or interacting with him in any way. The fire crackled. Every moment, he expected her to attempt some type of conversation with him -  why had she bothered to let him come here if she wasn't at least going to  try to talk to him - but the silence drug on. Usually, Sauron didn't mind the quiet, especially when the alternative was a meaningless debate or a mind-numbing lecture, but slowly and surely this quiet began to eat into him. It was almost as if the fact that she  wasn't living up to his negative expectations was rankling him, the fact that so far she had not done a single thing to make him actively dislike her in particular.
Unbidden, he remembered that pleasant, soft happiness that he had woken to and that tender, stroking feeling against his  fëa that had so unexpectedly drawn a tingle of music from deep in his spirit. Despite himself, a craving rose up in him to feel it again, that trembling of music in his inmost being. With it arose an almost numbing longing for conversation, something,  anything . His chest felt so tight with it that he thought he might explode.
The part of him inside that was always angry and suspicious and bitter was to the point of spitting.  What nonsense is this?! it fumed at him.  What are you, a cat in a Vala's lap to be petted? You've gone ages without any feelings of this sort or the need for coddling, so why all this drivel now? She's doing this to you, you know she is. Get out now while you still have some wits and dignity left about you.
 But I want, that soft cat-bit of him whined, almost imperceptibly, though he was not even sure what it was that he wanted.
Nienna's cup chinked lightly against her teeth as she took another sip, still gazing with maddening calmness into the fire, as if completely unaware of the total wreck into which Sauron was quickly dissolving at the other end of the settee.
He took a huge bite of bread and chewed it with all the fury and frustration he could muster. The pressure in his chest built to the point of exploding. The dainty silence roared in his ears.
"All right!" he exploded, his voice shaking with anger and with that edge of something soft and yearning that he decided he hated more thoroughly with each passing moment. "Are you going to tell me why you brought me here or not?"
Finally, Nienna looked at him. "I have already told you," she said. "You are here only to rest, if that is what you seek. This is a place where hearts that are heavy and full of much sorrow may find their burden lifted for a time, if they allow it to be so."
"That is never all," Sauron said in a low voice, but his head was aching. "That is never all with any of you. Not Aulë, not Yavanna, not Manwë, not Námo, not Melkor, not you."
Nienna smiled, but this time it was a sad smile. "And unfortunately, if I had another motive, I would not tell it to you, would I? And thus, there can be no certainty, only the choice of whether or not you will trust me. And you have no reason to trust me, therefore you do not. Do I strike near the mark?"
There was no accusation in her words, just quiet, sad statement, which riled Sauron more than any self-righteous drivel would have. He could sense absolutely nothing from her beyond that serene, dignified air and that kind sadness that he wanted to trample violently under his feet. The very thought that all of this - the warm clothing and the hours of quiet and the delightful puzzle and the simple, comforting food - that all of it had been given to him out of pure and unassuming  kindness drove him to the point of a maddening fury that he did not understand. It was not the fiery rage that he was wont to direct at his foes, nor the cold, calculating anger that always simmered in his spirit, but a wet, heavy fury that clogged up his throat and built pressure behind his eyes and in his chest. How  dare  she be  kind to  him ?
He had come here expecting a diatribe on how he should be better behaved, how he should try to appreciate everything the Valar were doing for him, how Aulë was just doing his best, how he should be a better person, how he should feel so very, very, very sorry for all the terrible things he'd done. That was Nienna's realm, was it not? He had expected self-righteous lessons about how to be more compassionate and how to feel sorrow over his wrong-doing. He wouldn't have been in the leastways surprised by a melodramatic show of tears from Nienna at some point over all the hurt and suffering that he and his master had wrought upon the Valar's precious world.
But instead, the compassion was being offered to him, whether or not he acted in any way contrite. And that, oh, that he had not expected.
Deep, deep down, something whispered to him that he did not deserve such kindness, and that made him hate it all the more passionately.
She should hate him, like everyone else did. How dare she not hate him? He would  make her hate him like all the rest.
He picked up the entire tray of tea and pastries and that delicious bread and flung it towards the white glow of the fire. Tea splattered against the rough-hewn wall and fruit-filling stained the plush rug and the bread flared and burned bright white in the fire. But that was not enough. Sauron turned, and before he could think through the consequences of his actions the Shroud uncoiled its length from about his spirit, and together they lashed out at the Valië with a white-hot blast of power so strong that it shocked Sauron even in his rage.
He felt Nienna's spirit crackle and splinter and sear under his onslaught. With his  fëa so close to hers, he felt the cry of her pain and he caught a glimpse of something like a long black, ragged scar that ran down the center of her spirit, like an ancient burn from long, long ago.
Fury and unchecked, chaotic energy radiated from the Shroud, and Sauron was almost frightened by the pure strength of his emotions and the lust for pain pouring out of him.  Now she will hate us, the voice inside whispered.  Now she will know better than to be kind.
The other part of him, however, the rational part, was suddenly panicked as he realized what he'd just done.  I just attacked a Vala. Now she  will hate me and she will give me over to Mandos and I will be thrown into the Void after all!
But Nienna slowly gathered herself and stood. She was still looking at him, and the sorrow in her eyes was fathomless, utterly without hate or anger. Her skin seemed almost translucent, so frail, and for a moment he thought there were long, cruel scars carved just underneath her flesh that were glowing through. Her lips pursed and then opened, and the way she looked at him made him want to scratch her eyes out with his bare hands. A single word slipped from her lips like a sigh. "Oh, Mairon."
Memory burst in Sauron's mind like fireworks.
The One who had formed him of Thought and golden light cradling his new-born  fëa in hands made of the softest light and the gentlest music.
The grass of Almaren against his back, the golden light of Aulë's lamps glowing across the sky, Eönwë, Curumo, Ilmarë, and others on their backs around him, all of them laughing together.
His chest vibrating with laughter as one of Oromë's wolfhound pups leapt ecstatically up at him, lapping his face with an eager tongue, little paws kneading his belly and chest, as this strange, new creature jumped on him and protective affection swelled in his heart.
Aulë pulling him into a tight embrace, his master's hand resting on the back of his head as he melted into his lord's arms and buried his tear-stained face into Aulë's strong shoulder.
 Mairon.
 Admirable One.
The darkness that had shrouded the memories from him all these years scrabbled frantically inside, but it was no use. The dark mist of the Shroud was shredded by the rays of light that suddenly pierced through Sauron's  fëa . A deep pain stabbed to the depths of the Bound heart of his  fëa, and a loud, long wail filled his ears, a cry of such agonized pain and sorrow that he almost felt sorry for whatever wretched creature was making the terrible sound. It was only when he felt his throat burning and his lungs struggling for air that he realized the heartbroken sound of loss immeasurable was coming from him.
He choked and gasped, trying to stop the glow of memories and contain the ones already set loose, trying to bring order to the chaos that the name had unleashed in his  fëa . Frantically, he tried to shove the memories back from whence they had come, tried to forget the name that had ripped like lightning through his soul, tried to forget all that he had once been once upon a time and all that was gone forever.


He felt himself stemming the tide, asserting control once again over his emotions, but he was just slightly too late.
A single tear slid out of his eye, traced its way down his cheek, and fell.
But it was more than just a tear, and he knew it. A part of him had been broken, and he loathed himself for it.
Nienna's eyes were deep and dark, like an unfathomable pool under the starlight, and the pull of her will was stronger than he had realized, persistent and steady. His own will cowered away from her, suddenly frightened of this being whose power he had not guessed and angry that he had allowed himself to underestimate her strength, that she could thus break him with a single, piercing word.
Nienna reached out her hands and cupped Sauron's jaw in the tip of her fingers, her gaze soft and still tugging with its alluring pull at his inner being, summoning a long-dormant part of him forth with a call he could only just resist. "You are going to go now," she said, her voice both sad and matter-of-fact, and somehow more sad for the matter-of-factness and certainty, "and you will punish yourself for that tear. You think it is a weakness unpardonable. You believe that you yourself are weak." Compassion and pity welled up in her eyes and she stroked his cheek with a gentleness he could not understand. "Oh, but Mairon, you are strong, stronger than you dare to let yourself believe."
He yanked himself away, even though that gentle touch of her fingers against his skin was strangely sweet. He staggered back and up, nearly tripping over the foot of the settee, horror clawing at him.  What had she done to him?
He could not bear to look in her eyes and see the kindness in them. He could not bear her touch that did not hurt and hate him. He could not bear her words.
So Sauron, the Black Captain of Morgoth the Enemy, turned and fled.


   
 
Chapter 20
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Chapter 20
"Mairon?"
He did not know how long they had been sitting here, he and Sirenúr, together at the rim of the lake, with the glitter of the cavern dancing in their eyes off the water. The young Maia of Ulmo had been swinging his legs back and forth, bare feet dipping into the cool underground lake and sending out soft ripples that made the thousands of reflected crystals and Mairon's intricate golden filigree undulate like flames. The soft splash of his feet was an echoing patter that filled the air of the cavern, rising in spirals around them like smoke.
Mairon himself was sitting with his legs demurely crossed, his eyes closed to bare slits and his fiery power radiating warmth and light around the two of them. His  fëa ached gently in the best of ways, and satisfied pride nestled warmly in his chest. The vibrations of his Song, with which he had crafted this cavern into his masterpiece, still lingered at the edge of his pleased thoughts. Lord Aulë would be so proud when he saw what his Maia had wrought. With an even warmer thrill in his heart, he considered what Lord Eru might think of Mairon's contribution to His world.
 Was this very cavern part of Lord Eru's themes? Is He pleased that I brought this work into His creation?
He thought back to the notes of the First Theme that he himself had sung. Back in Eru's Halls, with no conception of physical bodies, gold, stone, or anything else that would come to be, the themes had been impossible to understand, even if he could comprehend some of the emotion with which each note was laced. Looking back though, he could pick out bits and pieces that made greater sense now: the rising swell of notes that were the conception of mountains, the soft patter of voices that heralded rain, and so much more. Examining the notes that he had known instinctively to sing, he saw the themes of stone and gold and craftsmanship that he had not known to recognize when the notes were upon his lips.
He remembered his first moments of being, a sudden awareness of light and music, and the powerful Will that had formed him from Thought cradling him in a golden glow. He remembered his first spark of recognition of Self, a sense of individuality and identity coming both from his own spirit and from the One who had just formed him.
 I am the Admirable. I am Mairon.
"Mairon?"
It was only Sirenúr's second soft query of his name that brought Mairon out of his reverie.
Mairon opened his eyes fully, bringing his awareness back to the present. There had been something in the tone of the younger Maia's voice that brought his senses tingling back to complete alertness.
Something had changed, nearly imperceptible, something more than the cessation of ripples and patters as Sirenúr drew his feet up from the water and tucked them beneath himself, instinctively shrinking closer to Mairon's side as the older Maia rose to his feet. Mairon listened, his  fëa as alert as his physical senses, trying to perceive the change that they both had intuited.
Then it came again, faint and immeasurably distant, but there.
The ground trembled.
Mairon's fiery eyes hardened, the light from his spirit flaring and making the walls glow an angry yellow-orange. Sirenúr had risen too, and to Mairon's surprise, the water Maia slipped a hand into his. "What is it, Mairon?" Sirenúr asked, but the trepidation that tinged the words made it clear that he already knew.
"We should return to our lords," Mairon stated calmly, hiding the turmoil in his own heart and only letting themes of cool confidence show in the patterns of his  fëa . Something about the slippery hand tightly clutching his and the other Maia's breath against his shoulder gave him strength. "Come, Sirenúr, it will be all right." He offered the younger Maia a suave smile that concealed the sliver of dread piercing through his spirit.
They made their way swiftly upwards, unclothing themselves from their physical forms so that they could pass effortlessly through the layers of rock, stone, and soil that separated them from the world above. Mairon led the way, bright and sure, whilst Sirenúr followed trustingly. In this form, Mairon could not feel the continued trembling of the ground that pursued them in threatening ripples, but he could sense the shockwaves of power emanating from behind them.
They emerged onto the surface. The darkness was different here, vaster and greater and emptier than the close, pressing blackness from which they had come. The light from his  fëa illuminated raw elements that had not yet been shaped that lay around them and faded into the darkness of the upper air like a single candle flame in a vast chamber. He stretched out his awareness as far as he was able, searching for where the others were gathering.  There.  He felt the presence of many of his peers, along with the stronger hints of power from several of the Valar, and there, brightest and clearest, the strong and steady presence that he knew and trusted best: that of his Lord Aulë.  They are not far, he spoke to Sirenúr, though he could feel in the other Maia's thoughts that Sirenúr had sensed them too.
As they approached, they clothed themselves in their  fánar again. Sirenúr slipped from Mairon's side, and he felt the water Maia glide away towards the presence of his own lord. Satisfied with Sirenúr's safety, Mairon turned his attention elsewhere.
"Ah, there you are."
Eönwë appeared beside him, his fair face grim. He was clad in his golden-haired form modeled after the likeness of the Firstborn that they had seen in the vision of Eru's themes, but two great eagle wings arched from his shoulders, confirming Mairon's fears. There was only one circumstance in which Mairon had ever seen his friend mingle his two principle  fánar into a single form. "It seems we've had our time of peace for this round," the Herald said grimly, falling into step beside him.
Mairon nodded, but said nothing. There was no need to. The worsening tremors in the ground said everything that needed to be said.
Suddenly, the sky was lit with a bloody red light. The ground had split open, tearing a ragged, gaping wound across the landscape that bubbled with molten blood. The stench of sulphur reached Mairon's nostrils, causing him to choke as he watched the thick, sluggish fire vomit itself up from the depths of the earth that they had all been working to form for the last Age.
This stretch of peace had come to an end, and their Enemy had risen once again.
A battle raged that day: the Maiar against the heat and fury of the Valaraukar and the fourteen Valar clashing against he who had once been the mightiest of them all. Mountains were hurled down, the depths of the earth were split open, and darkness and chaos howled around them like a hurricane. Mairon fought alongside Eönwë, the Herald summoning great gusts of whirling wind that caught Mairon's flames and drove them against the enemy. Mighty wills strove one against the other, but Mairon did not waver as his nimble flames did their part in holding back the furious darkness. And at long, long last, he felt the darkness withdrawing, unable to continue fighting the combined power of the Valar and their Maiar, and then it dissipated. All Mairon saw was a huge shadow that stretched itself up and up and up, taller than the new jagged mountains that had formed from the battle of the Powers. For a moment, the shadow turned, and Mairon saw eyes of pitch blackness that festered with an anger and a hatred he could barely comprehend, and then with a scream of rage, the Dark Vala was gone.
And Mairon joined his peers as they began their work anew, picking through the ruin left behind and ordering it once again into the vision of the world about which they all had sung.


The name pounded through Sauron like the pulse of blood, no matter how hard he tried to shut it out, no matter how hard he tried to lock it away. He gritted his teeth as he bent over the stone in front of him, his chisel clacking rhythmically as he worked.


It had been three days since he had returned to the Halls of Aulë, three days since his ill-fated journey to the Halls of Nienna. Three days since the Valië of Mourning had unleashed this accursed chaos inside of him with a single name that he had somehow forgotten in the depths of Angband. Three days since he had unceremoniously fled rather than face the memories of what, of  whom, he once had been.
 That is no longer who I am. I am Sauron now.
 But that is once who you were and it will always be a part of you, a gentle voice whispered back, a voice that sounded far too much like Nienna.
The first several days after his undignified return, he had all but cowered in his quarters, sure that the Valar would arrive any minute to drag him away to punish him for lashing out at Nienna. But no one had come, and even Aulë had not mentioned it. The only feasible explanation he could come up with was that Nienna had not told anyone what he had done, though that choice made no sense to him. He shuddered internally. Who knew what went through Nienna's thoughts anyway? He had thought he understood the Valië and her domain, but he had been wrong. And Sauron had no words in any language for how much he hated being wrong.
Instead of his humiliation, he tried to focus on the moment when the Shroud had unfurled inside of him with a fury that surprised even him and lashed out with a power he had not thought possible. Revisiting the moment in his memory brought no greater clarity to what had happened. His own powers were bound - that was a fact he was painfully aware of day in and day out - yet somehow he had used them. No, that was not quite right. Sauron knew what it felt like to use his powers, and that moment had been different. He had not been the one at the helm; instead, it was as if the power that had surged through him had used  him, rather than the other way round. He had merely been the vessel, the conduit, for something beyond himself.
Whatever it had been, it was gone now, or else it had sunk back down deep, deep inside of him. He had failed at summoning it again, in any accord, though not for lack of trying. He was once again as pathetically helpless as he had been, his powers tightly bound in the core of his  fëa . He was not quite ready to admit it to himself, but part of him was glad that the unknown power that had flowed through him to attack Nienna was gone, for now at least. There had been something terrible about the way it consumed him, using him as if he were no more than a simple tool, unlike his own powers that he had wielded with precision and the keen intent of his will. Sauron had never liked the feeling of being another's pawn.
He finished the stone on the work table in front of him, and together he and Eönwë moved it to the pile of completed blocks, where the transportation unit would come to collect it on their next round.
Sauron watched the Herald out of the corner of his eye as they lifted the next unshaped block into place. If Eönwë had noticed anything amiss with his ward, he'd had the decency not to comment. Sauron turned his head away and bent over the stone, aware of Eönwë returning to the awning behind him. "I'm going to get more water," the sky Maia announced before heading off towards the well on the far side of the quarry.
Eönwë the Herald. Many of the memories loosed in Sauron's mind featured the sky Maia. They had been friends, or something like it, once upon a time, but the memories were old and worn, like a parchment that had sat crumbling in dust and mold for years. Sauron scowled. What use were memories? Just like an old name that was no longer his, the memories were like looking through another being's eyes. It seemed hard to believe that his life had once contained such things: laughing with friends, melding his powers with theirs to create greater and more beautiful works than he could have accomplished on his own. At first, he'd felt the urge to sink into the memories and let them soak through his  fëa, to feel the soft quietness of his soul that threatened to settle upon him if he mused on the memories for too long, akin to that stroking gentleness that had caught him so unaware in Nienna's Halls. But he knew better than to fall for such tricks, whether it was some influence of Nienna's reaching out to him across Valinor or something from inside himself, and he pushed the memories away as best he could, refusing to examine them in any detail.
 We might have once been friends, but you remember how that ended. How they all turned on you. Eönwë was no friend when he rode to war against Lord Melkor, when he tore Angband apart with those he chose to serve. Eönwë is part of the reason your powers are bound, why you are sitting here chipping stones instead of ruling over a vast kingdom, why you are nothing now but a husk with a handful of rotting memories.
Maybe Nienna had hoped that unleashing his forgotten memories would invoke a change of heart in him, but no. Sauron had no intention of forgetting who his enemies were, no matter what things had once been like.
 Let the accursed memories sink back into oblivion for all I care. They are nothing to me.
Nienna had found a small crack in his armor and exploited it. Well, good for her. He could appreciate a well-executed stratagem. But he wouldn't let any of them use that weakness against him again. His walls were rebuilt and refortified, and that annoying little crack had been taken care of. Memories were simply ghosts of things that had once been and would never be again. He would not grant them any power against him.
He was Sauron the Abhorred. Mairon the Admirable was a name on a crumbling parchment in his heart.
Eönwë returned with both a bucket of water for the stones and a flask for each of them. Sauron finished the block in front of him then accepted one of the flasks and fetched his lunch. He let out a sigh as his back muscles relaxed as he sat, lounging back with his legs stretched in front of him, though he'd noticed that slowly his body was acclimating itself to the hard labor over the last several weeks and he was no longer the groaning, aching mess he had been at the beginning. Though he did not entirely like the implications that he was growing accustomed to his new life in any capacity.
He flicked open the flap of his luncheon satchel and reached inside, then startled slightly as his hand brushed against something foreign laying on top of his food. He leaned over and found a hastily folded piece of parchment tucked against an apple. Frowning, he pulled it out and surreptitiously unfolded it.
A block of ice settled hard in his chest as he stared at the words written on the paper.
 Natyë i Cúman.
 You belong in the Void.
He quickly crumpled the paper in his hand, sharp eyes darting up to survey his surroundings as his mind went to work on calculating who had access to his satchel.
His gaze fell on Eönwë sitting several meters away, bent over his own food.
He had no way of knowing that the Herald had written the threatening words and slipped the paper into his satchel. Eönwë also didn't strike him as the type to resort to the pettiness of an anonymous note, not when they'd faced each other in battle and Eönwë had personally tried to stab him through the heart. No, Eönwë would say it to his face, and pretty much had. On the other hand, there were a limited number of individuals who had access to his belongings and could have slipped something inside while he wasn't looking.
He would have to keep his eyes even sharper.
With false nonchalance in case Eönwë glanced his way, he dropped the crumpled note back into his satchel and pulled out his food.
No doubt there were many in Valinor who thought he belonged in the Void.
Perhaps he did belong there.
But Sauron was used to being surrounded by enemies and he wasn't going to let a single parchment with a scrawled slight distract him from the revenge that he would one day, somehow, bring down upon all their heads.


Saiwend Gilruinion of the House of Áragil unceremoniously tossed his satchel down onto the table of the Great Hall and glared at it. Around him, the other elves from his  maquet were setting down their satchels as well, where they'd be taken to be cleaned and refilled with food for tomorrow's lunches. His dour expression deepened, and anger bubbled inside his chest. But then, anger had been his near-constant companion for almost as long as he could remember.
He was a Noldo, and the Noldor did not forget their enemies.
He had seen the quarry for the farce that it was all along, but now the Valar weren't even pretending. How dim-witted did they think his people were, that he was? It was more insulting than if they had decided to do nothing whatsoever, just like they'd done for an entire Age while the Noldor died scores upon scores in Beleriand. The Valar didn't care about the Noldor. All they cared about was keeping the precious peace in their land of paradise.
Time upon time, the Valar had shown their true hands, but the older elves, like his father, refused to acknowledge what was blatantly evident.
At this point, the Valar were simply mocking them and all the blood that had been shed.
Every day, he had to go to that Void-cursed quarry and see that Void-cursed Maia sitting less than one hundred meters away, a daily slap in the face of just how little the Valar cared.
If the Valar cared about justice, if they cared about the Noldor, that Maia would be in the Void right now.
For many years, the Enemy had been a faceless monster for Saiwend. He had never met Morgoth, but he remembered the darkness into which he'd been born and the stories of the two trees that had lit the world before the Enemy destroyed them. Morgoth was a name, a name he knew to hate from his youngest years from when he first understood what hatred meant, but he had been nothing more than that.
But now the Enemy had a face, a beautiful face shaped as a mockery of his very own kin. A face with glinting eyes of dark fire and a cruel smile that held no regret for the elven blood he and his master had spilled.
And the Valar, the Valar sat and did  nothing !
Just like they'd done before.
Tipping his head back, his grey eyes flashing, Saiwend turned and strode towards the great doors of the hall.
He'd not gone more than three paces when Findeláro fell into step beside him. Even though Saiwend did not look, he could feel his red-haired cousin watching him curiously and anticipated the question that came just moments later. "Will you join us for stories in the Hall of Fire later, Cousin?"
Saiwend glanced over at Findeláro, a mixture of annoyance and near-reluctant fondness in his gaze. "I'll think about it," he responded, as he almost always did when his cousin asked that, or similar, questions.
"Mindocar has promised us a rendition of the Valarin Age and the great battles between the Valar and Morgoth before the wakening of the Eldar," Findeláro said with clear appreciation in his voice.
Saiwend's own expression instantly soured. Any chance that he might have showed up dissipated like morning fog. The last thing he wanted to hear were his fellow Noldor singing the praises of the Valar's long ago feats of grandeur. No doubt the stories were exaggerated anyway. Though, if the Valar had fought Morgoth back then with the same enthusiasm (or lack thereof) with which they had confronted him during Saiwend's own lifetime, then it was a wonder the world had come into existence at all.
No, Saiwend did not want stories of heroics and distant days. He did not want to linger in the past with all its bloodshed, save as a spur to bring about present change. He wanted a future where his people had obtained justice and the last traces of Morgoth's dark stains were washed from the earth, and where the Noldor were a proud and great people once again like in the days of Fëanor's youth.
Findeláro shrugged, an air of discomfort settling over him, as he likely interpreted his cousin's stony silence. "Are you going down to the forges?"
"Yes." Saiwend's curt answer was enough.
They had reached the doors to the Great Hall. Findeláro glanced at Saiwend again, his brows creasing slightly, but he knew better than to comment on the other elf's dour mood. "I'll see you later, Cousin," he acknowledged, then he turned and headed deeper into the halls. Probably to sit in front of the great fires in the Minstrel Hall and listen to Mindocar Tánolind's ballads of olden days. Saiwend shook his head slightly. Findeláro was loyal to the House of Áragil and good of heart, but he allowed himself to be overawed by the Valar and the Noldorin elders, and he listened to far too many stories that coated the past in a gilded sheen and forgot the smudges and stains that still affected all the Eldar, but most of all the Noldor, to this very day. It was easy to pretend that the Great Evil was a thing of the past, defeated and vanquished by the glorious Valar once and for all. It was much harder to face the reality that the Valar had pardoned Morgoth's greatest servant and that he now dwelt among them, his hands dripping with Noldorin blood. It was harder to face the truth that the fight was not yet over, and Saiwend had no intention of laying down his arms, no matter how hard the Valar tried to convince him to do so.
He headed towards the outer halls towards the forges and had just reached the colonnade when he heard a voice behind him calling his name. Fighting back a curse, he turned slowly to face his pursuer, schooling his features into a smooth façade.
"Yes, Father?" he asked, even though he suspected what was coming, and rage boiled up inside his chest at the thought.
"There you are, Son." Gilruin halted a few paces away, his eyes scanning Saiwend's face in a clear, cautious appraisal of his mood. He linked his hands together nervously in front of his body. "I was wondering if you have had sufficient time to reconsider the Smith's proposal?"
Saiwend did not try to hide his scowl and his eyes instantly turned stormy. He turned and started at a brisk pace down the colonnade, forcing his father to fall into an awkwardly quick step at his side. "I told you, I have done all the considering that I need," he grit out.
"But will you not even entertain the idea? It is a most unique offer, one that could prove-"
Saiwend stopped so abruptly that Gilruin almost bumped into him. His grey eyes spat fire. "A unique offer?" he snarled. "Unique in its utter brazenness perhaps. Or better, yet another in a long list of humiliations heaped upon our people by the Valar. You cannot surely think I would consider submitting myself and our House to such an insult, Father!"
Gilruin blinked owlishly and shrank back, discomforted as always by direct confrontation and his son's raw anger. "I am sure it was not meant as an insult."
"And yet it is!" Saiwend turned, teeth grinding together as his clenched fists rose in frustration then dropped to his side. "How can you fail to see it, when they rub our very faces in it as if we were nothing but swine to them?"
"But to learn from one of the greatest of the Ainurin smiths-"
"To be mocked by our Enemy! The one who would happily see the ruin of the Noldor made complete! The Abhorred One!" Saiwend spat the foul name with all the disgust and anger it deserved. "No, Father, there is not a single iota of knowledge which that abhorred shadow of Morgoth can teach me. I cannot believe you would insult our House by even suggesting it. How little is my honor worth to you, that you would have me labor under the tutelage of our tormentor and Enemy? How little do you think of the great learnings of the Noldor that you would assume I would even need his accursed knowledge? Is it not enough that I have to see his face every day at the quarry? I have agreed to do my part at Corimendturë. The quarry may be a false gesture of unity from the Valar, but at least it provides some true aid, however sparse, to our kin in Endor. I will tolerate that, but no more. Certainly not this new disgrace they seek to heap upon our heads!"
Gilruin shifted uncomfortably and held up his hands in a placating gesture. "There is no need for these brash accusations. The Valar have pardoned Sauron and seek to reconcile him to those he has injured, in a gesture of goodwill, and this is one opportunity. Perhaps if you looked at it from a different perspective. The Valar simply desire peace-"
"They desire silence," Saiwend snarled, his voice low and dark. "They desire for us to forget what has been done to us, to forget that they banished our kindred for an entire Age in Beleriand, and to settle for the scraps they have thrown us now. The Noldor have taken enough scraps. I will not take this one."
He turned his back on his father and strode from the hall without another word.


Finished with his labor for the day and released to his own devices, Sauron sat and glared moodily out over the Gardens from his position on a low-hanging branch of a thick oak tree, his back to the trunk and his leg dangling over the limb on which he lounged.
First, the threatening note in his satchel and then the news that Aulë had brought him that the elf Saiwend Gilruinion had refused his offer of apprenticeship.
He couldn't really say he was surprised. The elf clearly despised him, but he had hoped that the temptation of knowledge might prove stronger than hatred. You never could tell with elves. It wasn't a totally closed avenue either; after all, Fëanor hadn't exactly doted upon Morgoth and yet Sauron's old master had still managed to influence him. It would just take some extra creative thinking, which Sauron wasn't in the mood to currently do. But nonetheless, he tucked the thought into the back of his mind for later revisiting. He wasn't sure how just yet, but something deep and dark inside of him told him that Saiwend had a part to play in what was coming.
Ironically, the first thought that had come to him as Aulë told him about Saiwend's choice had not been disappointment concerning his plans; rather, he'd felt petty disgruntlement over the fact that he no longer had a potential apprentice to flaunt in Curumo's smug face. He knew he should have kept his mouth shut until the apprenticeship was certain, but he hadn't been able to resist the convenient jibe when it had presented itself so neatly. No doubt Curumo would be nothing short of intolerable when he got wind of what had happened.
For some highly curious reason, Sauron hadn't felt like going to the forges.
In his current mood, he hadn't felt like working on  A Treatise on the Mind and Spirit of the Traitor-folk either, so instead he'd taken a detour to the Parmarmard. Even though it had been close to a week since he'd visited the library, he'd easily found where he left off in Aulë's alcove. As with every time before, he'd felt a nagging sensation that he was missing something crucial, but he shrugged it off and plucked the next book on smithcraft off the shelf and headed out to the Gardens to find a quiet, secluded place where he could read away the afternoon.
He tried to immerse himself in the words, but the memories released by his old name kept fluttering to the surface of his mind, distracting him even as he shoved them back down as quickly as he could. A vivid image flashed through his mind of himself sitting at the edge of a vast underground lake that danced with a million white and gold lights, another Maia sitting companionably at his side. The cavern of gold and crystals that he had shaped in the days before light, in the days when he had been Mairon. Before he could resist it, an intense yearning swelled in his heart, just long enough to poison his thoughts before he pushed it away.
 Don't forget how that story ended, he reminded himself harshly.  What is crafted is broken. What is made is unmade.
He forcefully returned his attention to the book.
An hour or so later, he was distracted again, this time by the sound of light-hearted whistling. Lowering his book with a scowl, he glanced down the hill towards the source of the irritating noise, which was exiting the orchard and heading towards the herb garden in a trajectory that would take him directly past Sauron's tree.
Aiwendil had a bird on either shoulder and was swinging a large watering can in one hand. He whistled to one bird, then the other, and they chirped back in what made for a truly nauseating pastoral scene. Sauron held the book up over his face, hoping the bird-brained Maia was distracted enough by his avian companions that he wouldn't notice the figure sitting in the tree that he was about to pass by.
"Oh, hello Sauron!"
Apparently, that was too much to hope for. Not that he  ever got what he hoped for, Sauron considered morosely.
He lowered the book to scowl at Aiwendil, but either Aiwendil did not notice or else he was simply chronically unperturbed by Sauron's scowls. "I'm going to water the herb garden," Aiwendil informed him cheerfully.
"Really, I thought you were getting ready to bake some pies," Sauron muttered.
Aiwendil frowned. "Why would you think that?"
"Because obviously that's what you do when you're clearly walking towards the herb garden with a watering can," Sauron said with a roll of his eyes and his voice oozing with sarcasm so thick that even Aiwendil couldn't miss it.
"Oh," Aiwendil said.
Sauron raised his book again and made a show of continuing with his reading.
Aiwendil whistled back and forth several more times with his bird companions, until Sauron inhaled sharply. "Aiwendil, I thought you were going to water the herb garden," he snapped. "Either go do it and leave me in peace, or keep quiet. Your Valar-forsaken whistling is giving me a headache."
Aiwendil made a chirping sound and the birds flew off, singing jauntily. "If you've got a headache, you should try drinking a feverfew tea. You could even nibble some peppermint. It always does wonders for me when I've got a headache."
"I'll keep that in mind," Sauron snorted dismissively with another eye roll.
Undeterred, Aiwendil kept babbling on. "There's all sorts of ailments that the plants in this garden can take care of for you. A little ginger can help a stomach ache and arnica can help with bruises and rosemary is great if you have sore muscles. I mean, I'm not the plant expert here in the Gardens - I prefer the animals - but I bet there's a plant for any ailment you might have. Lady Yavanna always says that there is greater power in plants than anyone gives them credit for."
Sauron was only half-listening, but one particular word in Aiwendil's spiel caught his attention. He looked up, distracted. "What did you just say?"
Aiwendil looked surprised but delighted that Sauron hadn't been completely ignoring him. "Lady Yavanna says that most people don't realize the power that plants have. Athelas, for example, can ward off evil and bring healing to the mind. And there's another flower-"
Sauron's mind was suddenly racing, and he could feel his heart pounding as his thoughts began to weave together. He recognized the sensation. He was right on the edge of some sort of revelation. "Is it true that there is one of every kind of known plant here in the Gardens?" he asked, keeping his voice calm and nonchalant to disguise his sudden intensified attention.
"Yes, it is!" Aiwendil said, clearly proud to boast about his Lady's domain. "All except a few that grew in Beleriand, I think. But every creation of Lady Yavanna's grows here!"
Sauron nodded slowly. Lord Melkor had gone through a phase of experimenting with some of Yavanna's plants and twisting them to his own purposes. In particular, he remembered the deadly darkness of Melkor's nightshade, the cruel flower that haunted the deepest parts of Taur-na-Fuin that confused the mind and brought whispers of despair to those who breathed in its poisonous scent. Those experiments hadn't lasted long - plants couldn't scream and plead and bleed after all - and Sauron himself had never had any interest in such things when he had his forges and powers of sorcery to bend to his will, but now…
Now with his powers bound…
Aiwendil was still prattling on, describing the various properties, both natural and supernatural, of various plant life in the Gardens, but Sauron was no longer interested in anything Aiwendil had to say. He suddenly knew what the next step of his plans required.
"Yes, that's all very interesting, Aiwendil," he drawled, keeping his excitement tucked away deep inside and only allowing a caustic air of boredom to permeate his voice. "But I'm fairly sure none of your miraculous flora is going to water itself." He raised an eyebrow pointedly.
Aiwendil held up his watering can and looked at it as if he'd forgotten it was there. "Oh, I guess you're right. Would you like to come along and help?"
"With great reluctance, I think I'll pass," Sauron responded, leaning further back against the tree trunk and returning his attention to his book.
"Well, if you're interested anytime, if you want to come along, let me know."
Sauron grunted in response.
He surreptitiously watched Aiwendil wander away towards the herb garden, whistling for his bird friends once again. Once he was out of sight, Sauron slowly finished the current chapter of his book, then closed it and meandered back towards the Halls, making sure he did not look like he was heading anywhere in particular in case anyone might be monitoring his movements. Once in the Halls, he made his way to the Parmarmard.
He glanced around, checking to see if the vast library was empty. There was a small group of elves gathered in the alcove dedicated to Varda's domain and a lone Maia in Nessa's alcove. No one seemed to be paying him the least bit of attention.
He returned his book to its place in Aulë's alcove, but instead of choosing the next book on the shelf, he exited the room and focused his attention on the second largest alcove in the Parmarmard. He allowed a small, triumphant grin to twist his lips.
Now he understood the nagging feeling of doubt that had plagued him about this place. Now he understood what he'd been missing.
He'd been searching in the wrong alcove all along.
Glancing around one more time to make sure he was unobserved, he stepped into the alcove of Yavanna's domain.
 Lady Yavanna always says that there is greater power in plants than anyone gives them credit for.
How ironic that the domain of the Valië who had proved his greatest enemy since he'd arrived might provide the key to what he'd been searching for.
A dark malice burned in Sauron's eyes as he scanned the rows of shelves, taking in the wealth of information in front of him, information that he suddenly found himself keenly interested in. He found a promising title and pulled it off the shelf, tucking it under his arm and quietly exiting the library to head for the privacy of his room.
Perhaps this day would not prove so terrible after all.


For a long time and a time again, Mairon worked alongside his companions under the leadership of Lord Aulë and Lady Yavanna to undo what they could of the vast damage that had been wrought in the great battle against Melkor and his dark servants. The molten rock that had spilled from the center of the earth had left ugly black scabs all across the landscape, and new chasms stinking of sulphur had opened up like hungry mouths and new spurs of broken rock thrust up at cruel angles like monstrous teeth. The young saplings that had begun to take root had all been hurled down and charred.
Yet, Lady Yavanna had discovered that the hardened lava made fertile soul for new plant life, and Aulë and Ulmo worked together to run great rivers down the chasms to bring water to the plains where new life had begun to grow once again. Slowly but surely, the Ainur shaped the land back into the Vision of Eru.
After a time, as Melkor and his servants remained hidden, the Maiar were permitted to go forth alone or in pairs to work on their own projects once again, and Mairon's thoughts turned back to the beautiful cavern that he and Sirenúr had made together before the battle.
The fiery Maia unclothed himself and passed down bodiless through the layers of dirt and stone and rock, his senses guiding him to the place where he had created his greatest wonder. And finally, he emerged into the cavern.
Or, more correctly, he emerged in the place where his cavern had been.
Nothing was left of the work at which he had labored so long and joyfully, in which he had taken such pride. Half the cavern was completely collapsed from the ravages of the earth during the battle and half the lake was filled with a combination of debris and more of the scabrous boils of hardened magma. The walls of the cavern had been shattered, and it looked as if someone had physically stripped away and stolen the gold that he had so carefully woven into the stone, while the few remaining crystals blinked at him in sad mockery. What remained of Sirenúr's clear lake was now dark, and the stench of sulphur filled the entire space.
It was all gone.
The first thing Mairon felt was a numbness that crept from his chest to his stomach then out to his limbs, freezing him in place, his mind empty as it refused to take in what it was seeing. But as the memories of what his creation once had been and the knowledge that none of the Children would ever now discover and take delight in what he had prepared for them settled in his thoughts, a different sensation burned through his spirit. Anger, then rage, overtook him, and he flung rubble into the poisoned lake as his  fëa flared so brightly and so hot that it scorched the walls all around him and even made the dark waters steam.
Finally, drained by his fierce rage, he fell to his knees, chest heaving, face hot, anger and helplessness and grief all mingling in his breast. It was gone. It was all gone.
What was the point of creating, when it was all going to be destroyed yet again by their Enemy sooner or later? Why pour his heart and soul into his projects, when all that was crafted would end up broken? Why make when all that was made would be unmade in the end?
Why would Eru give Melkor the power to destroy and thwart all their efforts again and again?
Briefly, Mairon wished he had the power of the Valar, even a power greater than the Valar. Then nothing would ever be destroyed again. The world would be beautiful and perfect forever, just like how he imagined it in his mind.
But Mairon did not have that power, so he turned his back on the ruined cavern and left it behind him.


   
 
Chapter 21

Chapter 21
Sauron was nearly late for breakfast the next morning.
Even though he had known he would regret it, last night he had been unable to restrain himself from his newly found sense of purpose. Until now, he'd been drifting, chasing after phantom thoughts and ideas, but now he had a plan. And plans had always been Sauron's foundation.
He had lugged an overflowing armful of promising volumes from Yavanna's alcove of the library up to his room, where he had remained awake until the small hours of the night, feverishly reading through the various tomes and jotting coded notes to himself concerning the things he discovered. After he had scoured the books thoroughly, he opened his own  Treatise and let his mind sink back to the early days of his service to Lord Melkor, recalling what he could of Melkor's experiments with the plant life of Beleriand and how the Dark Lord had used them. There was not much, but he wrote it all down in his  Treatise as the scant memories surfaced.
By the time his eyes grew blurry and his head began to nod, he'd been so tired that sleep quickly claimed him and he had made it through the night without tendrils of darkness or hunting wolves creeping into his dreams. However, it also meant that he had awoken suddenly to find the Sun Chariot already peaking over the Pelóri, and he had stumbled about his room in a rush, pulling on clothing and then hurrying down to the Great Hall, hoping there would be something left for him and he wouldn't have to start his day off hungry as well as tired.
Nearly all the elves had finished and were either heading out or grabbing their lunch satchels and moving towards the doors. The few remaining elves at the table were shoveling the last few bites into their mouths, and others were starting to clean up the leftover food at the table. Sauron dashed by and snatched an apple before the carts were wheeled away. Sticking the fruit in his mouth and holding it there with his teeth, he grabbed one of the few remaining lunch satchels and began working the straps over his shoulders as he turned back to the nigh-empty hall to find out who would be his escort for the day.
It took him a moment to notice the strange Maia sitting casually at the end table, waiting for him.
Sauron paused, realized the apple was still clinched between his teeth in a decidedly undignified fashion, removed it, and approached the stranger with a nonchalance that hid his apprehension at this change to his normal routine. He let his expression fall easily into its usual comfortably disdainful sneer.
"So, who have I scared off that you have come to replace?" he inquired as he stopped in front of the other Maia.
The stranger seemed completely unperturbed by either Sauron's attitude or his question. Instead, he quirked an eyebrow and looked Sauron up and down. "Shockingly, no one," he responded calmly, though with just a hint of sarcasm of his own. "Though it truly is a testament to their patience and endurance that none of your escorts have done so yet, if even half the stories I've heard about you are true." He leaned back. "By which I mean, that you are quite the piece of work from what I've been told."
Sauron blinked. So far, most of the Maiar he'd encountered had either sought to placate him by being unobtrusive and deliberately skirting his past or they'd been openly hostile and given him a heated traitor's welcome. This was new. The Maia's tone was not antagonistic, simply matter-of-fact, even amiable. Sauron knew how to deal with both obsequiousness and belligerence, but he was unsure how to respond to this, whatever it was.
He covered up his momentary tongue-tied lapse by imperiously sizing the stranger up.
Even seated, it was clear the Maia was decently tall, with a willowy sort of form that was currently clad in a rather non-descript grey jerkin paired with an equally bland white undershirt and darker grey trousers. His outfit was accented only by a silver scarf draped around his shoulders. His hair was silvery too, what Sauron could see of it anyway, since the majority of it seemed to be pulled back and held behind the Maia's back. His eyes were his most striking feature; they were ice blue and very sharp and keen, and Sauron would almost have sworn that there was an amused twinkle in their depths.
"Eldavan," the strange Maia said.
Sauron's brows knit. "What?"
"Eldavan," the Maia repeated. "That is what you may call me for now, since you clearly have no intention of asking and I do not have all day."
"Oh, you have somewhere else to be?" Sauron said smoothly. "Taniquetil, perhaps?"
Eldavan's eyes twinkled. "Perhaps, but also perhaps not. Also, if you intend to sneak information out of me, be a good fellow and ask me directly. I don't care much for questions that mean things other than what they seem to mean. I find them dreadfully tedious. Then again, asking you to be a good fellow is perhaps akin to asking the Sun to come up purple. Ah well. Now, shall we be off?" Without waiting for an answer, he stood and made for the door with a purposeful stride.
They walked out into the perfect Valinorean morning that was identical to the scores of other mornings that Sauron had now walked this route. Eldavan offered up no more topics of conversation, and Sauron was content to study the odd Maia for the moment, still unsure what to think of his new companion. On the one hand, there was something almost refreshing about Eldavan's combined bluntness and keenness. But on the other hand, Sauron wasn't sure how he felt about the snark. Oh, it was fine when he was the one shooting sarcastic comments at others, but he was not at all sure he liked having similar comments directed back at himself. Morosely, Sauron considered that the Valar had probably assigned Eldavan to him just for that reason, to give him a taste of his own medicine.
They reached the portion of the walk where they started uphill, winding along the path up the mountain side. Eldavan seemed unconcerned with the strenuous pace, easily matching Sauron's stride with only a slight deepening of his breath. His silvery-white hair, which was indeed bound loosely at the nape of his neck, fluttered in the breeze that picked up the higher they went.
"So," Sauron said finally, "since you prefer direct questions, which of the Valar do you serve?"
Eldavan glanced sideways at him, and this time Sauron was positive he saw a twinkle. "I fear that is classified information, for you at least."
Sauron scowled. "Well, I was better off fishing for information after all," he griped.
Eldavan chuckled. "Now, no need to get snippy, my dear Dark Lord. You of all people should know how much value an answer can hold."
"Indeed. I have seen some questions whose answers were worth lives," Sauron responded coolly. "Sometimes many lives. Lives that ended painfully."
He cast Eldavan a surreptitious glance. There were few he had met here in Valinor - elf, Maia, or Vala - who did not either grow wrathful nor blanch, even if they tried to conceal it, when he mentioned the horrors of his past, even in vague reference. Some, like Erenquaro, grew noticeably fidgety and uncomfortable; others, like Eönwë, grew hard and angry. Either way, Sauron took some perverse pleasure in watching them squirm with their discomfort.
Eldavan did not flinch. He looked at Sauron, and Sauron did not see the expected horror in his eyes, but there was also no twinkle. "Yes," the Maia said softly, "I am sure you have. And I suspect you have a great deal more familiarity with the role of the questioner than the questioned. I fear, however, that you will have to find other ways to earn your answers here."
"And just how do I earn those answers?" Sauron asked.
The twinkle returned, though Eldavan's face was pensive. "That, my dear Dark Lord, you will have to figure out for yourself." His face brightened. "Ah, and here we are."
Indeed, while they'd been talking, they had reached the edge of the quarry. Sauron looked down at the now-familiar ant-hill bustle below him as he mulled over Eldavan's cryptic and more-than-a-little irritating words. The strange Maia offered no other comments on the prior subject however. "Have a productive day at your quarrying, Sauron," he said brightly. "I suspect we will see more of one another in the near future, which I imagine I will enjoy more than you." He half-turned to go, then turned back. "Ah, and Sauron," he said, "don't spend the  whole day puzzling over your many questions. You won't find any answers that way, and you'll end up with a fine headache on top of it. Half the day will certainly do."
And with that, he started back down the mountain, leaving Sauron to puzzle and fume over his enigmatic words.


"They're rather stupid, aren't they?"
"What?" Eönwë asked, looking up from his work. He sounded offended, but Sauron wasn't sure if the Herald was actually offended by the particular question or if at this point he just automatically sounded offended whenever Sauron spoke to save time.
Sauron nodded his head down to where one of the transportation  maquati were loading up the finished blocks a few stations down. "The elves. For all their blather, not to mention their extensive superiority complex, you'd think they'd be smarter."
"Hmph, you're one to talk about a superiority complex," Eönwë grunted.
Sauron shrugged, casually acknowledging the point as he continued to scrub the block in front of him with his pumice rasp. "No argument there," he responded dryly. "But at least I earned it."
He watched Eönwë visibly restrain himself from a biting response with relative ease. The Herald was learning, Sauron mused. However, at the moment he was not particularly interested in an argument, though he also wouldn't have said no if one presented itself. Currently, something was on his mind that had been irking him at the back of his thoughts for a while.
"There are so many more efficient ways to do all of this." He gestured to the quarry with his free hand. "If I was in charge, I could increase the productivity of this whole endeavor by fivefold."
"Oh really," Eönwë said. He didn't sound impressed by Sauron's claim. "And let me guess, part of this plan would involve slave drivers, whips, and the threats of horrific punishment."
Sauron put a hand to his chest, radiating mock umbrage. "Oh come now, Eönwë, don't tell me you're as narrow-minded as all these elves. I expect it from them, but a Maia like myself? You don't think I could have accomplished all that I did simply with some threats and whips, do you? That's the problem with all of you here; you have such a limited view of what you think Lord Melkor and I were like and how we ran our realm."
He put down his pumice rasp and rinsed the fine limestone dust off with his water bucket. "I've overseen one or two similar operations in my day, and every single one of them would make this pathetic, crazed mess seem like it was organized by a Fëanorian."
Eönwë gave a resigned sort of sigh. "All right, you've obviously got something on your mind and you're going to condescendingly explain it to me whether I want to hear about it or not, so you might as well go ahead."
Sauron raised an eyebrow. Eönwë really was learning.
"Take those morons hauling wagons in circles around the quarry for starters," Sauron said. "When I first became lord of Tol-in-Gaurhoth, I set up a quarry about three miles away where we acquired stone to rebuild the walls and make repairs and additions. Of course, I had wagons bringing in stone from the quarry to the island, but at the actual quarry itself? I rigged up a moving pathway, powered by coal engines, that ran the full length of the quarry. All the slaves had to do was place the blocks on the pathway and it transported them directly to the quarry entrance and even deposited them straight into the carts. None of this idiotic hauling and lifting blocks. Sure, it took a few slaves to keep the engines running, but far fewer than it would have taken to haul the blocks by hand the way they're doing it here. Not only did it save time, but I was able to assign those additional slaves to other tasks. The increase in net productivity was so impressive that Lord Melkor had me set up similar systems at every other major quarry and mine in Beleriand."
His keen eyes flickered appraisingly over the quarry, envisioning. "I'd set one up there-" he pointed to the path that led down from the quarry wall, where the mining units were busy breaking off raw chunks of limestone. "-to deliver the raw blocks straight to the dressers. Then I'd set up a second one that circled all the way around this side of the quarry to the entrance down there." He indicated the hypothetical path with his finger. "While I was at it, I'd also rig up an elevated sluice to deliver water to each dressing station; no more hauling water back and forth in buckets." He made a face and shook his head to express his disdain. "You would think that for all their supposed skillfulness and cleverness, they would have figured out  basic engineering by now."
He narrowed his eyes, still picturing his improvements. "Not that I really care how fast or efficiently they are able to ship off blocks across the sea, but it hurts my brain seeing things run so poorly."
Eönwë was quiet for long enough that Sauron assumed he had no comments. But then, he said, "Somehow I don't think the elves would be on board with your grand plans."
"What? Because they come from me? I could have guessed that."
Eönwë looked over at him, and there was a grim, almost haunted, light in his clear eyes. "I was there in Beleriand, you know. I saw the wasteland around Thangorodrim, stripped of life and filled with all manner of sludge and slime, the stinking clouds of putrid smoke so thick you couldn't see the sun. You could hear the grinding and clanking of Morgoth's accursed machinery from miles away. Forgive us if we don't want to see Valinor reduced to the same nightmare for the sake of a little less strain on our backs."
Sauron frowned, but found for once that he had no suitable rejoinder. It was true that Lord Melkor had taken Sauron's inventions and used them to their extreme, with little to no care that he was turning the landscape into the nightmare that Eönwë had described. In fact, Melkor had seemed to take some delight in the pollution and destruction and had even rejected several ideas Sauron had presented to him of new models that would not turn Beleriand into a desolate, poisoned wasteland. It was also true that some part of Sauron had been disgusted by the ugly desolation scarring the beauty of Beleriand when he saw Melkor's uses for his machines, but somehow he did not feel like trying to explain that to Eönwë. Instead, he simply shrugged. "Perhaps," he said dismissively and in a condescending enough tone to make it clear that he thought little of elven opinions.
It was several more hours until the lunch break. The time passed slowly and uneventfully, with no further verbal exchanges between Sauron and Eönwë beyond what was strictly necessary to complete their tasks. Still, Sauron did not sense the same silent, boiling rage from Eönwë that the Herald would have been radiating after such a conversation when all of this had just begun.
That was not the only subtle change that had taken place over the last month. Slowly and steadily, Sauron was getting faster at completing his quota for the day. Instead of being close to half way done by lunchtime, he was generally closer to two thirds finished, meaning his overall quarry time was getting shorter. He had fully expected the Valar to raise his daily quota as he got faster, but so far they had not done so and Sauron was neither going to complain nor alert them to the fact if they were not already aware.
Sauron fetched his satchel and settled in his usual spot on the far side of his and Eönwë's worksite where he could look down the mountainside and see the plains of Valinor spread out to the horizon beneath him. When he opened the satchel flap, he was not completely surprised to find a piece of parchment tucked against the inside wall, as if it had been hurriedly slipped in past the closed flap. So, his unknown fanatic intended to make a regular appearance. How fun. Sauron glanced at Eönwë, making sure the Sky Maia was engrossed in his lunch, and unfolded the note. He knew it would probably be better if he crumpled it up and left it unread, but some perverse curiosity could not allow him to do so.
The note today was longer.
 If the Valar will not deal with you, we will make sure the Void gets its dues one way or another, Sauron.
Sauron wasn't entirely sure how, but he could sense the biting hatred radiating from the writer's use of his name. There was no doubt that 'Sauron' had not been simply used as an appellation, but in the full context of its unpleasant meaning.
He dropped the note back into the satchel and took out his food. He wasn't going to let the note or the note writer get to him. Let them hate. Let them seethe. He was no stranger to hatred, threats, or the name Abhorred One being spat in his face. It didn't bother him anymore. But as he bit into his spinach and cheese pastie, he felt his stomach tighten and sour just a little.
An unknown spy lurking in Aulë's halls. Threatening notes from an unknown writer. A new and unexpected Maia sent for an unknown reason from an unknown Vala.
That was too many unknowns for Sauron.
Lunch was soon finished and it was back to work for his remaining few blocks. Despite Eldavan's final comment, Sauron had found himself wondering about the strange Maia off and on throughout the morning. As Sauron set to work, his interaction with Eldavan occupied his thoughts once again, as he suspected his new escort had known it would.
As he and Eönwë hoisted another finished block together, Sauron decided to see if he could solve at least part of the mystery. "Do you know the Maia Eldavan?" he inquired casually as they jointly set down the block.
Eönwë frowned. "Eldavan? I don't think I know that name. Where did you hear it?"
Sauron shrugged. "I had a new escort this morning, one I'd not seen before. He said his name was Eldavan, and I've been trying to remember if I knew him in the old days."
Eönwë had paused, clearly thinking. It was only for a second, but Sauron was watching closely enough that he saw a flash of recognition cross the Herald's face. It was gone a split second later, and Eönwë turned his face away. "I'm afraid I don't know anyone named Eldavan. Maybe you misheard?"
Sauron let his eyes scorch into the back of the sky Maia's head for a few seconds before sweeping his gaze away. "Perhaps," he murmured, and then with a wry smile to himself, added, "or perhaps not."


Somewhat to Sauron's surprise (and perhaps to his ever-so-slight disappoint, not that he'd admit to it), Eldavan was not the one waiting for him when he finally trudged up to the top of the quarry to start his way back to Aulë's Halls. Instead it was one of his regulars, a Maia of Aulë whom he vaguely remembered from the beginning days and who had not proved remotely interesting, for Sauron's purposes at least. He was one of those who grew fidgety and quiet in Sauron's presence and squirmed anytime Sauron mentioned his past. Though he had proved mildly entertaining a few times on this account, Sauron did not feel like tormenting him this particular afternoon, thus it was a silent and uneventful walk back to the Halls, which gave Sauron plenty of time to mentally rehash his questions and thoughts yet again.
The rest of the afternoon passed just as uneventfully, with Sauron retreating to his room with a new armful of books to pore over. Now that he was on to something, he figured it was best if he wasn't publically seen reading. Books on smithing could easily pass as topics of personal interest, but books on plant life would definitely raise some eyebrows. And Sauron preferred that no one become aware of his new horticultural interests.
So the next few hours passed with Sauron sitting cross-legged on his bed, reading and jotting down coded notes on one parchment and occasionally pausing to write a sentence or two in his  Treatise as the occasional relevant memory surfaced. And by the time that Sauron realized he should head down to the Great Hall for supper, he had the beginnings of a plan.
Dinner had already started by the time Sauron arrived, and he slipped in and found a nearly unoccupied table towards the back. The two elves seated at the far end gave him the evil eye and stood up haughtily, tossing their long hair over their shoulders, and sauntered off in search of another place to sit. Sauron didn't care.
As Sauron filled his plate, he glanced up at the head table. Aulë was already eating and talking amiably to two elf lords that Sauron didn't recognize. Sauron's mind registered that something was wrong with the scene, but it took him a second to realize what it was. When he did, an uncontrollable jolt of fear shot straight down Sauron's spine and settled like one of his limestone blocks in his stomach. The seat beside Aulë's was empty.
He glanced instinctively around, half-expecting Yavanna's vines to be coiling across the floor behind him, seeking to strangle him while he was off his guard. A panicked scan of the room and his innate ability to sense Valarin power told him that the Tree Queen was nowhere nearby however. But the feeling of deep unease lingered. He was gripped with the sudden terrible paranoia that Yavanna was currently going through his room, finding the books from her alcove of the Parmarmard that he'd hidden, and deciphering his  Treatise while he was gone and could not stop her.
 Not that you could stop her even if you were there,  his inner voice mocked.
No, there was nothing he could do, so he pushed down the sick swirling in his stomach and attacked the food in front of him instead.
As he ate, he glanced around the room for Eldavan, stretching out his mind to see if he could catch a glimpse of the strange Maia's power, but that search also proved fruitless. So, wherever Eldavan came from, he was not staying here in the Halls. This revelation was not particularly shocking in and of itself, but Sauron could not help but wonder why a new Maia had been assigned to him, particularly so suddenly and for no apparent reason. He already had enough escorts that no one of them had to accompany him to the quarry more than once a week. And he could hardly imagine anyone volunteering for the job. The fact that Eönwë clearly knew who he was and where he came from and seemed no more eager to enlighten Sauron on either point than Eldavan had been was more suspicious still. It probably meant nothing good, for Sauron at least.
Sauron was picking at a sweet potato and the remainder of his meat when he felt the brush of a powerful will against his mind. He jolted, caught off guard momentarily in his brooding, and threw up his mental defenses, before he recognized Aulë's presence. Glancing quickly up, he saw the Smith making his way down from the head table towards him. Scowling, Sauron shoved another bite into his mouth, chewing ferociously and avoiding eye contact, as if that would somehow stave Aulë off.
Aulë was not staved off. Instead, several seconds later, the Smith seated himself across from Sauron, folding his massive forearms on the tabletop. Sauron continued to chase the last few bites across his plate with a fork, figuring Aulë would say what he wanted to say, regardless of Sauron's wishes.
Sure enough, a second later Aulë cleared his throat. "So, how was your day?"
Sauron gave him a "pleasantries, really?" look before returning his attention to the fascinating process of lifting his fork from plate to mouth.
Aulë sighed. "All right, I understand. I'll get to my main point. I have a proposition to offer you that you may actually be interested in."
 Hah, right, Sauron snorted mentally.
The wry expression that crossed Aulë's face hinted that the Smith had guessed Sauron's unspoken disdain. "Of course, if you don't fancy the offer, you're welcome to turn it down as you please, but I suspect you'll want to consider it at the very least. You've had the chance to get to know young Erenquaro, isn't that right?"
Sauron nodded, still wary of where this conversation was heading.
"Well, since Saiwend Gilruinion wasn't interested in your offer, I thought you might still be attracted to the idea of an apprentice. I remember how much you loved teaching your skills and methods. And well, I thought perhaps having a new student might help it feel a bit like the old days again, back… well, back when you were my head apprentice."
Well, perhaps Aulë knew him a little better than Sauron had thought. Instinctively, Sauron found himself listening with more interest and even a genuine spark of something resembling hope. He  did like teaching. Not that he had done much of that recently, or in Beleriand. Orcs had hardly proved good and attentive students, particularly to any of the skills he would have desired to teach.
 All right, Aulë, good for you. You have my attention.
"Erenquaro's brother approached me a few days ago about Erenquaro learning a bit about smithing, seeing if he has an aptitude for it at the very least. I've thought it over a few days, and I would like you to take the job, if you want it. You already know Erenquaro, and I think… well, I thought you might appreciate it."
The unspoken words "I think it might do you good" hung in the air between them, uncomfortable and unpleasant as smoke.
Aulë shifted, twining his fingers together in a fidgety gesture. "I can't imagine you find the quarry particularly satisfying. Maybe… perhaps having an apprentice would give you a sense of purpose?"
 The sense of purpose that all of you took away from me to begin with, Sauron thought darkly. But he couldn't lie to himself; the idea intrigued him.
Sauron carefully thought it through. Erenquaro didn't strike him as prime smithing material, but he had to be better than a gang of gibbering, fighting orcs. And there was something to be said about having any shred of authority whatsoever, even though Sauron inwardly cringed at the thought that something so menial could bring him any sense of pleasure. He was truly desperate if the thought of one slow-witted apprentice raised his spirits when a few scant years ago he had had the command of tens of thousands and wielded more power and authority than anyone else in Beleriand, save only Lord Melkor himself. Oh well, desperate times, desperate measures, as they said.
Ironically, the thing that sealed the deal for him was the memory of Curumo's glower when he'd told the other Maia that he was to have an apprentice. The pure thought of Curumo being forced to watch as Sauron trained an apprentice, however pathetic that apprentice might be, almost -  almost - tugged his lips into a sardonic smile. He'd accept Aulë's offer just to rub it in Curumo's smarmy face.
Sauron shrugged again, conveying languid tolerance for the idea. "I am willing to give it a try. I'm sure you remember however that I have high expectations for my pupils."
Aulë beamed. "I do. And I'm sure Erenquaro will prove an apt student for you. I'll let him know that you will start with him tomorrow when you finish up at the quarry. I hope-" The Smith paused and a look of some strong emotion passed over his face. "-I truly hope that this is the start of something new and beautiful for you. You've always been a smith, Nauron, and it will be good to have you back in my forges again."
Sauron's smile was thin and knife-like. "I promise to make the best of this new… opportunity."
Aulë clapped him on the shoulder, still beaming. "That's good to hear, Nauron. That's so very good to hear."


"Vairë, my dear, your fruit cake is as delicious as ever. It has been much too long since I paid you and Námo a visit."
On the far side of Valinor, on the western shore, the low evening Sun was shining her final rays over the Halls of the Dead. Here, the grey river of Mandos flowed through the arched gates of the Halls and down into the deeps of the earth, past the Courts of the Spirits where the  fëar of the slain walked, and deeper still past the dungeons that once had contained the mightiest of the Valar, before sinking at last into the silence of the earth's heart.
The sitting rooms and guest halls and private chambers of those who dwelt in the Halls were the closest to the surface, just beyond the great, arched entrance. The evening sunlight streamed through the massive skylight adorning the ceiling of the Great Hall and flickered grey and gold on the river that ran gurgling softly through the center of the room on its journey downward. Here, at the edge of the river, seated comfortably on cushions with a low, round table between them, two Valiër enjoyed the ends of their meal.
Vairë looked up from her cup and saucer that she held delicately in her long, slender fingers. Her almond eyes were a deep, strange color that appeared to change from one moment to the next - dark grey, indigo blue, deep purple - and they seemed to have the depth of history itself. It would have been difficult for a mortal to ascertain her age; she was both old and young, with etched crow's feet at the corners of her eyes but full, soft lips that pursed now into a small smile. "I agree, it has been too long, Yavanna. I have missed the fresh fruit straight from your Gardens nearly as much as I have missed our time to talk. But we've all been busy and distracted."
"That we have been," Yavanna conceded, taking a sip from her own cup. Her gaze darted up and along the far wall, flickering over the massive tapestries that covered every available space. "You certainly have had no shortage of scenes to weave, I can imagine."
"That is true," the Valië of History acknowledged, "though perhaps my work is the most constant of all of us. History is always being woven after all, though the events of late have been of particular import, I suspect."
"I have been suspecting the same," Yavanna replied, "and I am glad to hear you say so. The passage of time and the events that unfold in it are your domain after all." She smiled faintly over the rim of her cup. "I am not entirely sure that all the Valar agree on that accord, our husbands for starters," she said lightly as she set her cup and plate down on the table. "Ah, that was just what I needed."
Two Maiarin attendants began to clear away the empty plates and cups. Vairë handed hers to one of them, then turned her attention back to Yavanna. "Would you care to go down with me to the Hall of Weaving?"
"Yes, let's," Yavanna agreed. "I would love to see your latest work."
At Vairë's summons, a Maia clad in the dark robes of Námo's folk steered a slender gondola up beside them and offered his hand to both ladies as they stepped into the vessel. The grey water laved quietly against the sleek wooden sides as the Maia pushed off and skillfully guided them into the middle of the river. They exited the Great Hall through an arch, then wove deeper into the Halls down side passages lit by lanterns hanging at regular intervals that gave off a soft bluish light. All was silent except the lapping of the water against the vessel and the walkways on either side.
Yavanna looked up at the long tapestries covering the passage wall, eyes skimming over the thousands of interwoven threads depicting a tall, dark figure on a cliffside, arms raised in prophecy, as beneath him dozens of stolen swan ships disappeared into darkness. "What is Námo up to these days? I'm sorry he could not join us for supper."
"My husband has had many duties and care these past months. He spends most of his time in the Courts of the Spirits, caring for the many new  fëar that the War sent to him." Vairë's eyes were deep and sad. "The pain of the spirits and their deep wounds trouble him, I can tell. It will be a long time before many of them find enough healing to be released, but he works without tiring to comfort and strengthen them."
"Yes," Yavanna murmured, "there has been so much unnecessary pain and death. I am sure you have felt the weight of the sorrow of this last Age heavier than any of us."
"Perhaps," Vairë replied. "But I believe we have all felt these sorrows in one way or another."
"But our tasks do not require us to live immersed in every moment of pain and death that occurs," Yavanna said. "I will admit, Vairë, I do not envy you your labor."
"There are times that it is a heavy burden," Vairë admitted, "but there is also no greater joy to me than to share in the moments of joy and triumph and love. Not all is darkness, even in the darkest of times." She turned to the Maia. "This will be far enough. Thank you, Laihendi."
They disembarked and stepped through an archway into another larger chamber, this one circular and domed, with a single round skylight. The light that streamed in fell directly upon the massive loom in the center of the room. Unlike the other halls, the walls of this chamber were lined with shelves, each one carrying skeins of thread in every color imaginable.
Yavanna's vines twisted about her and one reached out like a finger to stroke the half-completed tapestry on the loom. The green coil skimmed over the imagery of the Máhanaxar, with the Valar ringed about it and a great, dark, chained figure kneeling in the center. A few feet over, the scene was nearly duplicated, except that the figure standing in the middle of the Ring of Doom stood tall and unchained, dark but also strangely radiant. The vine withdrew with a hissing shudder and Yavanna's skin flared bark-brown.
Vairë stopped in front of her loom, her hand resting lightly on the back of the chair, appraising her own work with pursed lips. Her cropped hair, midnight black with a sheen of blue from the evening light, curled softly around her tapered ears. Yavanna glanced subtly over to her. "You are the Valië of History. What do you think of these unfolding events of late?"
Vairë looked at her. "You speak of Sauron's return?"
Yavanna shrugged, her skin returning to its normal olive smoothness. "The Máhanaxar has seen more use of late than in many long years."
Vairë nodded. "Every event, be it great or small, changes the path of History to some degree. I cannot guess how History might have played out otherwise, but I sense that by coming here, Sauron has greatly altered what would have been."
"For better or for worse, do you think?"
Now it was Vairë who shrugged. "It is Námo who possesses the gift to catch glimpses of the future. I am content to study the past."
"And what does the past tell you? Do you not fear that perhaps History may be repeating itself?"
Vairë's eyes glinted from purple to grey. "You are concerned that Sauron will turn on us, just as Melkor did when we offered him leniency?"
The vines in Yavanna's hair coiled tight. "The thought has crossed my mind. More than once."
"As it has mine," Vairë replied. "But I also trust my husband's judgment."
"I mean no offense to Námo, of course," Yavanna said, "but I have misgivings that he may have been influenced overmuch by Manwë and Manwë's merciful nature."
Vairë did not reply, but continued to gaze quietly at the images on the tapestry.
Yavanna's voice went low and husky. "I know you have seen every act of destruction and misery that Sauron and his Master have wreaked upon this world since the beginning. I can only imagine how heavy it has worn on you, Vairë, weaving thousands of deaths and scenes of torture and misery. I can only imagine how much your spirit yearns for scenes of peace and happiness, like in the days of Almarin, once again."
"It would… ease my sorrows," Vairë responded in a voice so quiet it was hardly audible. For the first time, there was a weight in her voice that spoke of unspeakable things.
Yavanna pressed on. "What if Sauron were to continue to bring further terror to the Children, at our hands and our leniency? Vairë dear, your husband's Halls already bear the weight of too many spirits broken by that accursed Maia and his Master. You deserve better than sitting in this chamber weaving scene after scene of sorrows, with the wailing of the dead in your ears. Hasn't there been enough sorrow and death in the past Age for all the future Ages of the world? Is it not our duty to not only learn from History, but to also act upon it to make sure it is not repeated?"
There was a shadow over Vairë's face and a weight in her eyes like the press of Time itself. "What is it you are suggesting, Yavanna?"
"Nothing drastic, a simple assurance," Yavanna answered. "I may not have a gift of prophecy like Námo, but the time  will come when Sauron turns on us. I am sure of it. And when that time comes, we must act with the full weight of justice that his actions deserve. He must not be allowed to wreak further havoc and destruction upon our dear Maiar, and upon the Children above all else."
She stepped closer to Vairë, voice dropping an octave lower still. "Perhaps you could consider speaking to your husband. If such a time comes, he will be the one to pass judgment on Sauron for his deeds. There is nothing wrong in speaking to him about our concerns, to make sure sentimentality does not cloud his judgement a second time." Patches of bark bloomed over her skin. "What if he were to promise that he will deliver a punishment befitting the crime? That he will do whatever is necessary to break the rebellious spirit of the Dark Captain?"
Vairë hesitated, but Yavanna took her hand. "You have the most influence over Námo," she said earnestly. "He will listen to you, Vairë."
Tears gathered in Vairë's eyes. "When I weave the visions I see in my mind, sometimes the pain of them is so great I feel I cannot bear it for another moment," she whispered. "I have seen things done in the darkness, I have seen the blood on countless battlefields, I have heard the cries of spirits who are broken beyond reckoning echoing from the depths of the Halls." A look of decision filled her eyes. "I will speak to my husband."
No smile crossed Yavanna's face, but her eyes flashed for a moment. "Thank you, Vairë," she said. "I knew you would understand."


Later that night, when Námo returned from the Courts of the Spirits, his own spirit heavy with the pain of the  fëar he had been tending to all day, he found his wife curled up in bed, a shadow hanging about her and her face stained with tears and a look of deep pain.
"What is it, love?" Námo asked gently, gathering Vairë into his arms and holding her close to his broad chest, pressing a kiss to her forehead.
Vairë laid her head on his shoulder and told him. She spoke of Ages of pain, death, and suffering in the darkness. She spoke of the agony that weaving those scenes upon her tapestries brought to her day by day, and of the horror when her constant visions of the past and present were weighed down with far more moments of tragedy and sorrow than those of celebration and joy. She stroked her fingers along his arm and spoke of her fears of the sorrows upon his own soul as he spent day after day among the broken spirits of those who never should have died.
And finally, she whispered, "Please, Námo, please promise you won't let this continue, if it ever is in your power to do so. If the Maia Sauron attempts to hurt the Children or the Maiar, please promise you will do whatever is necessary to make sure it is not the birth of another Age of pain and death."
Námo was silent for several moments, then he squeezed Vairë's shoulders, a shadow of his own weighing down upon him. He kissed her forehead again. "I promise, love. I promise I will."


   
 
Chapter 22

Chapter 22
Sauron was greeted by the familiar smell of smoke and molten metal as he strode into the forges. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs and nostrils with the scent that to him was the closest thing to home he'd ever known, either here or in Beleriand. It was the one place available to him where he did not feel utterly out of place, where he was still able to hold his own. He might no longer be Aulë's head apprentice nor the most esteemed smith in Valinor besides Aulë himself, but he knew instinctively that he could put any other smith in these forges to shame if he so desired. That at least was a skill he had honed faithfully during his years of service to Lord Melkor which had not been wrought obsolete after the War of Wrath.
Ignoring all glances, both curious and hostile, from the other occupants of the hall, he made straight for the forge in the corner that he had unofficially adopted as his own. It had been several weeks since his last visit, but the forge was exactly as he had left it last. He wondered wryly if that particular forge was as good as cursed in the eyes of the rest of the smiths, now that his filthy, evil hands had touched it. There was almost something darkly empowering to the thought: that with a single touch, he could render anything defiled that he chose.
He went about the normal tasks of prepping the forge: checking the tools, anvil, and bellows, making sure there was an ample supply of charcoal, and fetching the materials he wished to use from the storage area at the near end of the massive hall. Satisfied that everything met his standards, he dusted off his hands and turned towards the stairway entrance, folding his arms and waiting.
A few minutes later, an elf in a heavy apprentice's apron approached the neighboring forge and began going through the preparatory steps that Sauron had just completed. The elf glanced nervously over at him then quickly looked away, doubling his attention to his tasks, but Sauron saw the telltale tightening of his shoulders that meant he was still very much aware of Sauron's nearby presence. Sauron fixed his eyes on the back of the elf's neck, where his dark hair was bound in a braid that reached almost to his waist, and stared, directing all his will into his gaze. The tension in the elf's shoulders increased and he twitched as if he'd been bitten by a horsefly. A few seconds later, he scratched at the spot then cast another uncomfortable glance over his shoulder. Sauron kept his face entirely blank, his unblinking stare unwavering. The elf glanced around, his movements becoming more shaky and sharp, like a deer that has sensed a lion in its vicinity and is seeking an escape route. He haphazardly rushed through the final steps of his preparation, barely even glancing at his charcoal stock, then bolted off towards the storage area. Sauron let his victim go with a smirk and leaned back against the stone wall beside the forge.
His smirk quickly faded as he caught sight of a new figure heading his way, clearly making for the forge that the elf had been preparing.
Curumo shot Sauron a disdainful look as he arrived at his forge and began setting up the space to his liking. The Maia frowned when he saw the half-depleted charcoal stock and the careless way his tools had been laid out and looked around for the elf apprentice, who still had yet to reappear from the storage room. His shoulders were straight and hard, and Sauron could see the irritation in every line of his body.
The elf returned presently, carrying a gold ingot and several gems and still looking skittish, though he meticulously avoided Sauron's gaze as he passed him, then deposited the materials on Curumo's work table. Curumo turned his back on Sauron, facing the elf, and though Sauron could not catch any of the words themselves, Curumo's tone was clear, as was the chagrined posture of the apprentice.
After the berating had finished, the elf skittered away again, this time towards the huge bins containing bags of charcoal over on the far side of the hall. Curumo inspected the ingot and gems on his table, picking each one up and examining it for imperfections. Nothing but the absolute best for Aulë's head smith apparently.
As the elf replenished his charcoal, Curumo's gaze flickered once again over to Sauron, who had not moved the whole time. His eyes flashed condescendingly up and down Sauron himself, then across the readied forge, and one of his black eyebrows quirked upwards. This time his voice carried clear, despite the sounds of clanging hammers, whooshing bellows, and hissing fires that filled the hall. "It's been some time, Sauron. I had almost begun to think you'd given up playing at being one of Lord Aulë's smiths with the rest of us. In the time that you've been away, have you forgotten how to get started? If you have, I can spare Elentar for a few minutes to help you begin." He indicated the elf apprentice, whose eyes nearly bugged out of his face at the thought of having to assist, or get any closer to, the dark, menacing Maia in the corner.
Sauron remained unflustered, showing neither irritation nor amusement. "Thank you for your concern, Curumo, but I have everything under control and exactly how I want it."
There must have been just the right measure of smugness in Sauron's voice to catch Curumo's attention. He looked back over at Sauron, eyes narrowed slightly, gaze harder than before, as if trying to read Sauron's mind or divine what he had up his sleeve. Sauron made a show of dusting off his anvil, even though it was already spotless, radiating an air of imperious secretiveness that he knew would wind Curumo up like an iron rack.
Knowing the other Maia was still watching, Sauron casually pushed himself up from the wall and opened the door of the wooden storage cabinet with which each individual forge was equipped. Keeping his movements languid, he pulled out a second apron and gloves, along with a second set of tools, and laid them out meticulously on the work table beside his own. Only then did he glance back at Curumo, whose face had darkened. "Was there anything else you wanted to discuss, Curumo? Once my apprentice arrives, I'm afraid I will need my full attention and cannot allow myself to be diverted with idle chatter."
Curumo's eyes blazed for a split second, then that careful, calculated placidness descended over his features once again. "Lord Aulë has been informed of this, I assume?" he said smoothly, with just enough inflection to indicate that if their Valarin lord wasn't aware, he soon would be.
"Of course," Sauron replied, equally smoothly. For a moment, he considered throwing in that Aulë himself had been the one to suggest it, but he decided he better liked the idea of Curumo scurrying off to Aulë to tattle and finding out that little tidbit of information directly from the Smith. "Although, from what I recall," he added, "unless things have changed, there was no requirement to arrange an apprenticeship with Aulë ahead of time. Was it not usually an arrangement directly coordinated between the master smith and the potential apprentice?"
From the set of Curumo's jaw, Sauron surmised that this indeed was still the way of things. When Curumo spoke again, his deep, flowing voice was slightly lower and darker. "Between a master smith and an apprentice, yes. But I believe your status as a master smith of Lord Aulë was revoked when you betrayed your lord and fled with the Enemy of the Valar."
Sauron acknowledged the point with an incline of his head. "I don't doubt that is so. Thus my clear communication about this arrangement with Aulë beforehand."
Curumo turned away from him and reached for his apron to slip it on and deftly tie it behind his back. Sauron allowed himself a smirk. He knew Curumo was weighing whether or not Aulë would be so hospitable to his traitor Maia and was coming to the conclusion that he absolutely would be.
By the time he turned back around though, Curumo's countenance was once again serene. "Well, congratulations are in order then, Sauron. You seem to be moving up in Lord Aulë's favor by leaps and bounds. No doubt you'll have all your powers returned to you and a complete pardon in no time." He picked up the hammer on his table, testing its weight and balance. "I just hope for your sake, as well as this apprentice of yours, that your currying of favor does not hide a less repentant and well-meaning undercurrent that collapses under you and sweeps you away from us once again." He looked back up at Sauron, and his eyes glinted. "I would suggest however that you make the best use of this chance of mentorship while you have it. After all, I doubt the Void would offer such extravagant opportunities."
"No, I doubt it would," Sauron replied quietly, but then a flicker of movement behind Curumo caught his attention.
Curumo noticed the refocusing of Sauron's interest and turned around to face the newcomer. When he did so, a thin smile crossed his face. "Ah, Erenquaro, there you are. I was hoping you'd be able to get started today. So, your training as a proper Maia of Lord Aulë commences."
Sauron's brow creased and he glanced curiously between Erenquaro and Curumo. There was an unexpected familiarity between the two of them and in Curumo's tone. Of course, with Curumo being Aulë's head smith, it would make sense that he would know most, if not all, of Aulë's Maiar. But the relationship between the two of them did not strike Sauron as that of an overseer and an underling, at least not entirely.
Curumo clapped Erenquaro's shoulder. "Now, which master smith has Lord Aulë assigned you to work under? Ilsahon? Tulcaroman perhaps? I made sure to express to Lord Aulë that I expected the best training for you." He chuckled. "Well, third best, under Lord Aulë and myself of course, but I already have enough apprentices that I can barely step out of the forge hall as it is. Come now, Erenquaro, who have you been assigned to? I can take you to your new master's forge and introduce you properly, and of course make it clear that I expect only the best from you both."
Erenquaro just stood there, his mouth tight shut, a wild, cornered sort of panicked look about his eyes. He glanced over at Sauron, who was still standing in the background quietly observing the exchange, then he looked back at Curumo. Curumo frowned, his fingers twitching with impatience. "I know it must all seem very overwhelming, but you'll get used to it quickly enough. Now tell me, who has Lord Aulë assigned you under?"
Erenquaro's eyes darted past Curumo once again, then slowly, the silver-haired Maia lifted his hand and pointed.
Curumo turned to follow the direction of Erenquaro's finger and froze. The smug smile that he'd been wearing as he spoke to Erenquaro was still plastered across his face as if carved into stone, but there was a wild look in his eyes that Sauron had never seen in him before. Curumo looked at Sauron, then back at Erenquaro, then back at Sauron. His smile faltered, and Sauron saw the very moment when Curumo put two and two together.
The color drained from Curumo's face and for the first time that Sauron had ever had the pleasure of observing, Aulë's head smith was rendered entirely speechless.
Curumo's frozen stupor of horror lasted only a second, then his face flushed red and his dark eyes flashed and his jaw visibly clenched. He seized Erenquaro's arm, tightly and forcefully enough to cause the younger Maia to flinch. "Obviously there's been a mistake," Curumo said, his voice low and even but with an unmistakable threat like the first rumbles of an earthquake. "Whoever told you that you are to work under  him was either extremely mistaken or attempting to play what might pass in lesser minds as some sort of pathetic joke. Now you will go to Lord Aulë immediately and learn from him to whom you have truly been assigned."
Erenquaro looked genuinely baffled. "Lord Aulë himself told me that he had assigned me to work with… with… him."
Curumo shot another glance at Sauron, who had not moved from his position by the forge, casually watching the drama that was unfolding before him. His grip on Erenquaro's arm tightened impulsively and Erenquaro flinched once again. "I am not amused," Curumo spat, the velvet of his voice going harsh. "I made it explicitly clear to Lord Aulë that I was requesting the highest quality of training for you, and I hardly believe that our lord would be so dismissive of my request." He regained some of his composure, but there was still an uncharacteristic tightness to his usually smooth voice. "It would seem that you misheard Lord Aulë's instructions. It is quite unbecoming of you to be so doltish, Erenquaro, especially with your lord's own directives and particularly now that you are to be a smith. I hope you pay more attention to the instruction of the one to whom Lord Aulë has truly assigned you. Now you will return immediately to Lord Aulë, and this time listen properly to his instructions as befits the brother of Lord Aulë's head smith."
Sauron's brow shot up at that. Now  this was interesting. His eyes flickered quickly from Erenquaro to Curumo, his mind suddenly racing as everything clicked together.  Brothers . His face remained completely neutral, hiding the sudden swell of malicious glee in his heart. He had known that him having an apprentice at all would grate upon Curumo's nerves, but it would seem that Aulë ( the well-meaning buffoon ) had handed Sauron a far more fiendish method to torture Curumo than Sauron had ever hoped for or devised for himself.
Erenquaro opened his mouth as if to protest, but evidently saw the dangerous glint of Curumo's eyes and slowly shut it again, a helpless slump to his broad shoulders. Sauron decided it was his time to step into the spotlight as it were.
He picked up one of his hammers, twirling it expertly with one hand, and adopted a nonchalant expression. "I certainly don't want to intrude upon a  family affair," he said, and he saw the combination of wariness and fury in Curumo's eyes at his casual emphasis. "But I am afraid neither Erenquaro's hearing not his attention are at fault. I can second Erenquaro's claim that it was indeed Aulë's intention to assign me as his master smith."
The viciousness immediately returned to Curumo's voice. "This is none of your business,  Sauron . This matter is between myself and Erenquaro."
"Quite the contrary, I seem to be an integral part of this matter," Sauron countered, his voice still mockingly pleasant which seemed to effectively attain its intended goal of riling Curumo even further. "Perhaps Erenquaro might have misunderstood or misheard Aulë's instructions, but I can assure you that I did not."
Sauron noticed Erenquaro not-so-subtly edging out of the way between the two older Maiar.
Curumo turned to fully confront Sauron, his eyes still blazing, but his voice was honeyed poison. "And why exactly should I trust your word on this or any matter? Were you not called The Deceiver in Endor? Hardly a vote of confidence."
Sauron shrugged languidly. "You don't need to trust my word. Fortunately, it is a dispute that can easily be proven one way or the other. Your lord Aulë should be able to set the record straight in short order."
Curumo hesitated, and now it was he who had a hunted look about him. Sauron could guess the thoughts racing through his head as his eyes darted over to Sauron's forge. Sauron smiled thinly as he gave voice to Curumo's thoughts.
"I already informed you that Aulë assigned me an apprentice before Erenquaro arrived. What reason would I have to lie about such a thing? It would have made for a poor joke and my lie would have become apparent shortly enough when no apprentice arrived and I would have been left looking the fool. And you know how much I hate looking the fool."
Curumo's thin lips pressed together into hard line. "Oh yes, that I do know," he said, his voice low. A thin, biting smile crossed his face. "And you are quite right of course about determining who is telling the truth. And perhaps you were able to weave your deceptive charm around Lord Aulë and convince him to assign my brother as your apprentice, but I will soon make sure to clear up the matter. I would not get too used to being a master smith again, if I were you."
Sauron shrugged and made a gesture with his hand to indicate his lack of concern. "And I obviously cannot stop you, though no need for you to hurry to Aulë so fast that you trip over your own confidence. I'm not going anywhere after all." Curumo huffed, but as he turned away, Sauron added his final barb. "It is a pity, Curumo, that you have such a lack of faith in your lord's discernment. I can only imagine how disappointed in you he'd be to learn how easily you believe he can be swayed by the words of a dark lord."
For a moment, it seemed like Curumo was about to retort but then he decided better of it and instead walked stiffly back towards his forge. He tossed his hammer down roughly on the work table, producing a loud clang that made his skittish elf apprentice jump, then snapped at Erenquaro. "I am going to speak to Lord Aulë about this matter. In the meantime, I forbid you from taking any instruction from The Deceiver!"
Sauron watched Curumo storm up the stairs towards the exit to the forges and finally let a satisfied smirk creep across his face. Erenquaro stared after his brother, a slightly shell-shocked look in his eyes. Sauron stepped up next to him, arms folded, silently watching Curumo's dramatic exit for several seconds until he spoke. "I did not know you had such a close affiliation with my old compatriot, Erenquaro," he said. "Does he always make the decisions about your welfare, life, and preferences for you?"
Erenquaro turned and looked at Sauron with wide, silver eyes, but Sauron had already walked back to his own forge.


Curumo was furious. No, furious didn't cut it. He had been humiliated and Sauron ( that Void-cursed traitor ) was no doubt at the center of it. The Deceiver's final rejoinder rankled Curumo in particular. It wasn't that he didn't trust Lord Aulë or lacked faith in Lord Aulë's wisdom - that wasn't it. Lord Aulë just so happened to have a gaping blind spot when it came to anything dealing with his precious Nauron, and of course Sauron knew how to manipulate that to his benefit, curse him. His dull-witted brother had probably let slip to Sauron that Curumo had procured him a place in the forges, and Sauron had scuttled straight to Lord Aulë like the cockroach he was and wheedled Lord Aulë into assigning him the job.
He would have to have a serious talk with Erenquaro. He might have been assigned the unenviable job of escorting Sauron to that quarry, and who was Curumo to dispute the decision of Lord Manwë after all, but Erenquaro didn't need to run his mouth to the traitor every chance he got. It was none of Sauron's business what Erenquaro did with the rest of his life. No doubt Sauron felt isolated and rejected, but well he should after all he had done. Erenquaro was simply too soft-hearted at times. Curumo would have to make sure Erenquaro understood clearly that Sauron deserved no pity and certainly no small talk.
He pushed open the doors of the forges and emerged into the late afternoon sunlight, which briefly stung his eyes after the relative gloom and smoke from the forges. He stretched out his mind and will, searching for the unmistakable sheen of his lord's power. It did not take him long to locate the presence of steady strength that radiated from Lord Aulë's  fëa . He brushed his will against Lord Aulë's, conveying his desire to speak to him, and a moment later he felt the Smith's simultaneously acknowledgement and invitation to join him in the storehouses behind the forges.
As he headed towards the storehouses, his mental berating of Erenquaro continued as he imagined the dressing down he was going to give his brother as soon as he had cleared up this mess with Lord Aulë. Sometimes he did not understand how the thoughts of Eru that had created himself had been so intertwined with those thoughts that had created Erenquaro that they had been brought into being as brothers. It was situations like this that highlighted just how different the two of them were. If Lord Aulë had propositioned  him with such a ridiculous idea, he would have had the wherewithal to stand up for himself and his own dignity, to explain why Sauron did not deserve such a chance and that even if he did, forcing such an indignity upon his own head smith was hardly befitting. If their positions had been reversed, he certainly would not have set Erenquaro up for such an acute humiliation as Erenquaro had done to him. How had he ended up with such a dull-witted pushover for a younger brother?
As he reached the storehouse doors, he ran his hand over his sleek, dark hair, less to slick the stray strands back down and more to mentally compose himself before speaking to his lord. There was no call to appear before Lord Aulë as a hot-headed hysteric.
He stepped inside, his eyes once again adjusting to the sudden relative darkness, and looked around. The main storehouse, surrounded by half a dozen other small buildings, was a utilitarian structure where the gems and raw metals for the forges were kept. There was a skylight in the middle of the domed ceiling, spilling natural light down into the middle of the huge room, while the edges of the room were bathed in a mixture of flickering torchlight and wavering shadows.
Lord Aulë was in conversation with one of the Maiar who kept track of the inventory, both of them poring over several long scrolls. Curumo touched his mind confidently to the Smith's again and Aulë looked up, saw him, and beckoned him over, dismissing the other Maia as he did so.
"Curumo," Lord Aulë greeted him as the Maia approached, "what did you wish to speak to me about?"
Curumo shoved his temper down to simmer in his stomach, his voice coming out calm and smooth. "My lord, I wanted to speak to you about my younger brother, Erenquaro. Perhaps you recall that last week I approached you about him joining me in the forges as an apprentice smith?"
Aulë set down the inventory parchment that he was still holding and turned to face Curumo fully. "Yes, I do recall. Today was to be his first day, was it not?" A smile crossed the Smith's face. "How is he faring?"
Curumo bit down a sarcastic and not-at-all appropriate response to answer evenly. "I am afraid there has been some misunderstanding in regards to my brother's training. I apologize that my brother sometimes allows his mind to wander when he should be paying attention, but he seems to be under the strange impression that you assigned him to work with Sauron." He congratulated himself that he didn't even spit the traitor's name.
Aulë frowned slightly. "No, your brother heard correctly. I did indeed decide to assign the position to Sauron and that is what I told Erenquaro."
Curumo cursed mentally, though he was careful to keep that part of his thoughts withdrawn enough from Aulë so that his lord wouldn't sense it. An unpleasant sensation that was somewhere between nausea and anger settled like a rock in his stomach. He had still been cradling the hope that Erenquaro had simply misunderstood and Sauron had merely jumped on the opportunity that Erenquaro's confusion had provided, peddling his lies. He maintained his collected façade in the face of this disappointment however. "I see. However, in that case I find myself curious about the choice, my lord. After all, he is my brother and I want to remain appraised of the progress of his training."
Aulë nodded, his frown fading. "Of course, Curumo." He scratched his beard thoughtfully. "It seemed like an excellent match. Sauron has been interested in increasing his involvement in the forges, and he and Erenquaro are already acquainted. When you spoke to me about Erenquaro's interest in learning smithwork, it seemed an excellent opportunity to reintroduce Sauron to smith training."
"So it was not Sauron who approached you with this idea?"
"No, it was my idea and Sauron seemed amenable to it when I broached it with him." Aulë paused and cocked his head slightly, a hint of a frown reappearing. "Has there been trouble?"
The unpleasant feeling in Curumo's stomach dropped down a notch further and his jaw clenched instinctively at Aulë's confirmation that Sauron had been telling the entire truth. He could just imagine the smirk that Sauron was probably wearing at that very moment, and it sent waves of helpless rage radiating through his  fëa . "No, my lord, not as such. I am merely concerned about Sauron's qualifications in taking up the position of a master smith once again, let alone teaching the brother of your own head smith. When I made my request, on Erenquaro's behalf of course, it was with the understanding that Erenquaro would receive training of true quality. I am sure there are many more qualified, not to mention more trustworthy, smiths to whom he could be assigned."
Aulë's strong brows began to crease at that. "Mairon was always among the very best of my smiths, and he assured me that he has not let those skills wane. I have seen several of the pieces he has made since his return and they have all been of the finest quality, and he was always a skilled teacher. I have full confidence that Erenquaro will receive excellent training under a skilled smith in this arrangement."
"But my lord, you know that Erenquaro can be a bit sensitive and Sauron… well, his temperament is neither the most pleasant nor-"
Aulë put a hand on Curumo's shoulder. "And if Erenquaro begins to feel intimidated or uncomfortable with Sauron or his teaching methods, then I am sure that Erenquaro is fully qualified and capable of coming to me and letting me know of his concerns himself," he said with a gentle but pointed look at Curumo.
The Maia's eyes dropped, but his cheeks were hot with impotent anger. His fingers had curled impulsively into fists, his palms sweaty, at Aulë's condescension. Lord Aulë simply did not know Erenquaro as well as Curumo did. Erenquaro had such trouble standing up for himself and he was such a terrible pushover, and wouldn't his brother know best what he needed? But the expression on Aulë's face made it clear that this line of reasoning was closed, so he switched to another argument that surely,  surely, Lord Aulë would be able to understand and sympathize with. "Maybe this is so, my lord, but would you not agree that there is inherent danger in giving Sauron such a position of authority? You know how arrogant he is and how he revels in any amount of power handed to him, and I do not think it takes much foresight to predict that he will abuse this power, the same as he has done in the past. Regardless of whom he might be teaching, I know I would feel deeply uncomfortable knowing he held any amount of sway or any measure of authority. Surely as a lord who has already felt the sting of betrayal once from him, you can see the wisdom of my words. Besides, is Sauron not here to be punished? Regardless of whether it was his desire to become more involved in the forges, does he truly deserve a reward of this degree, especially so soon after his return?"
Aulë's hand rested firmly on Curumo's shoulder, keeping the Maia facing him. His face was stern. "Sauron may have betrayed us, but he also came back, and that in and of itself was a show of faith in all of us and is deserving of recognition. And no, Curumo, he is not here to be punished but to gain back our trust. Isolating him and scorning him will only drive him further away, and the next time he might very well be lost to us for good."
 And what a shame that would be, Curumo thought bitterly to himself.
Whether Aulë caught some echo of Curumo's thought or he was able to read Curumo's lack of empathy on the Maia's face, Aulë's expression saddened. "No Thought of Eru's was without purpose in Eä, and Eä loses something with every Thought that is unmade. The loss of Melkor has shaken the world enough; it does not also need the loss of Mairon. But I fear that is what might come to pass if we do not do our duty to him. It is our task - all of us - to make him feel welcomed and forgiven, to restore to him his sense of purpose and direction. That is why I gave him this task and this position: to extend my trust to him and to help him feel that he has truly returned home."
Aulë's hand tightened slightly, not enough to hurt but enough to ensure that he had Curumo's full attention. "This is a task for  all  of us, Curumo. All of Mairon's brothers and sisters. We cannot ask nor expect good faith from him if we are unwilling to extend it first to him. He has taken the first step by returning, and now it is up to us to show him that he was right in doing so."
Aulë lifted his hand, but when he looked at Curumo, there was a sad, knowing look to his eyes. "He is not an object of disgrace, Curumo. He is your brother, perhaps not to the same degree as Erenquaro, but of the same thoughts of Eru as you nonetheless. He has shown great bravery in submitting himself to our wills, knowing very well that he might be rejected or even punished. And I believe that one day he shall rise among the Ainur again as a great and noble spirit in our midst. It is no shame nor disgrace to you, Curumo, that he should give instruction to Erenquaro."
Once again, Curumo was not able to meet the Smith's eyes.
"Do you understand, my child?" Aulë asked, his voice gentle.
Curumo nodded sharply, not trusting himself to speak. For a moment he composed himself, then he looked up and flashed his lord a serene smile. "Yes, of course. I understand completely, my lord."
"Good," Aulë responded firmly. "Then if you have nothing more to say, we will consider the case settled."
"Yes, it would seem to be so, my lord."
As Curumo turned to leave, Aulë stopped him a final time. "Remember this, Curumo. Just because one new gem is unearthed to shine its beauty upon the world does not mean that any of the gems before it gleam any less brightly or beautifully."
Curumo exited the storehouses, his stride quick and elegant, his back ramrod straight and his face composed. It was not until he reached the colonnade that the serene façade melted and a combination of anger and humiliation transformed into a dark, simmering wrath that burned in his dark eyes.
He should have known the Lord Aulë would not understand and would turn a blind eye to his well-thought reasonings. Lord Aulë clearly did not understand the risk that Sauron posed to all of them, and he certainly did not understand the humiliation that Curumo would have to face once word got out among the other master smiths that Sauron was Erenquaro's new teacher. Lord Aulë could preach forgiveness as long as he liked, but it was simply a fact that the majority of the Maiar of Valinor had no desire to forgive or welcome Sauron back among them. And of those Maiar, there were few who knew how to harbor a grudge as deeply and as long as Curumo, particularly when it was born of an attack upon his pride.
As the Maia turned from the colonnade into the halls, his mind was racing with indignant fury.
If Lord Aulë refused to do anything, then it seemed that it was up to him to take matters into his own hands.


   
 
