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By Sevilodorf and Erin

Slowly the conversation died away, as the comfortable lethargy of full stomachs and warm companions took its toll. At the hobbits' table even their merry chatter faded as they leaned contented chins on hands and smiled sleepily at the simple rightness of it all. When Elros discovered that Anoriath had indeed fallen asleep in her chair, he roused her and, ignoring her protests that she was quite capable of putting herself to bed, escorted her firmly to the stairway. Soft chuckles covered the fading sounds of their voices, then swelled into laughter as Milo sat up and announced, “I’m hungry. Anyone for a bedtime snack?”

In a sudden bustle of motion the hobbits, followed by the Warg and Bob, trooped into the kitchen discussing the merits of cake versus pie as a late night snack, while Celebsul and his apprentices excused themselves to their rooms. Elanna also stood and stretched, then with a hug for Anardil and a whispered, “I’m glad you’ve come back to us,” she excused herself as well. Halbarad accompanied her to the stairway; but returned to stretch out upon the couch. 

For a time, Hal lay contentedly watching the candlelight flickering on the ceiling overhead; a warm room and the company of friends and the woman he loved was an evening worth lingering over. But then catching a meaningful look from Anardil, he realized that his presence was becoming decidedly unwanted by either of the individuals seated upon the other couch.

With a wide smile, he opened his mouth, but stopped as Sev glared at him and said in a dangerously low voice, “Don’t say a word.” 

Holding up his hands in surrender, Hal stood and backed toward the bar. “All I was going to say was ‘good night.’”

Sev snorted in disbelief as Anardil laughed a good night.

“Would you like me to douse the rest of the lights?” Hal asked innocently. 

“No, nor are you needed to lock the doors or to check the windows and shutters,” Sev said slowly. Catching sight of Anardil’s pack lying against the wall, she added, “Though you could carry Anardil’s pack up to room eleven.”

“Room eleven?” Hal said in a puzzled tone. “Why, I thought he would be bunking in with Elros and me?”

Sev blew out an exasperated breath. She had known Halbarad was going to make things difficult. A little talk with Anoriath tomorrow should straighten things out, but for tonight perhaps a more direct approach was called for. Sev started to rise from the couch only to stop as Anardil tightened his grasp on her waist.

“Room eleven, Hal,” Anardil said in a quiet voice.

Realizing that he had perhaps gone a trifle too far, Halbarad nodded and offering a contrite smile, he hoisted the pack and headed for the hallway. As his footfalls traveled up the stairway, Sev muttered something about juvenile behavior, but settled once again to her seat beside Anardil. 

A slow time passed as they sat watching the fire. Sev gave a sigh of contentment and snuggled closer, resting her head on his shoulder. Idly Anardil stroked the dark fall of her hair. Finally the sound of a door opening and closing broke the stillness and Sev pushed herself free.

Quietly she said, “I’ll be back in a moment.”

Anardil watched as she moved silently around the room dousing lights and checking the wooden shutters across the great windows of the common room. After pulling the bar across the front door, she passed away into the kitchen. A brief burst of voices proved someone was still there. How they could be hungry again he had no idea.

Closing his eyes Anardil sank back against the cushions of the couch.

*******

Entering the kitchen, Sev found Camellia and Milo stacking dishes in the sink in preparation for washing on the morrow. Bob sat at the table forking the last bite of a slice of apple pie into his mouth while Elros stood leaning against a counter with a cup of hot tea. For an instant Sev was afraid one of them was going to say something that would embarrass her greatly; but Bob only smiled and Elros said, “Warg went out to do a perimeter check. I’ll get the back doors if you’ll do the front and the shutters.’

“Already done,” Sev replied. “And Hal will have your head if he finds you let Warg do the check on her own. You know how he feels about that.”

With a slightly pained expression, Elros said, “Only too well, which is why I’m on my way to join her as soon as Milo and Camellia finish here. Erin and Meri have already retired.” Keeping his face carefully blank, he added, “They peeked in a moment ago, but seemed to feel you did not want to be disturbed.”

Sev went still and glanced quickly to where the hobbits stood watching her with wide smiles. Camellia rushed over to give her a tight hug. “He’s very nice, Sevi.”

Camellia then grabbed Milo’s hand and pulled him from the kitchen saying, “Good night. And Bob don’t you dare mess up the kitchen again.”

“Now why does everyone tell me that?” Bob muttered carrying his plate and fork to the sink. 

Sev said dryly, “Possibly because every time you are in here alone the place becomes a disaster area.”

Bob grinned. “That’s true. But I do have other uses, besides kitchen help.”

“True,” Sev said. “You make a half way decent stable boy.”

Elros laughed loudly as Bob picked up a towel from the counter and threw it at Sevilodorf.

As the towel fell to the floor at her feet, Sev shook her head. “See, making a mess already.”

Bob grinned, then heading for the door to the back hallway said, “I’ll bar the back doors, Elros. Good night, Sev.”

“Good night, Bob.” Sev watched as Elros wrapped his cloak around him in preparation for going out. 

Drawing his hood over his head, Elros said, “Sev…”

She set the towel she had picked up and folded on the table. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?” Sev raised her eyebrows in confusion.

“For bringing him back to us.” Elros looked out solemnly from the depths of his hood. “I don’t know that he would ever have come back if it had not been for you.”

Sev returned Elros’s gaze and gave a small smile. “You’re very welcome.” Then added, “Don’t take too long out there, it’s cold.” Elros nodded as she disappeared through the door to the common room.

************

The soft glow of the two candles left on the mantelpiece dimly illuminated Anardil’s sleeping form and Sev thought how much it revealed for him to do that. A man who spent his life in the shadows must always be on his guard, yet here he felt safe enough to sleep deeply. As she drew near she could see the strong planes of his face were smooth and relaxed, and felt a warm twinge in her heart. At a soft touch to his shoulder, Anardil came instantly awake.

Holding out her hand, she said softly, “You must be tired, that’s not the most comfortable couch to sleep on. Come, I’ll show you to your room.”

Answering the pull of her hand, he rose to his feet. The dying embers of the fire had been banked and cast ruddy highlights in Sev’s hair as she blew out the candles on the mantelpiece. Taking his hand again she led him toward the stairway beyond the bar. In the doorway, he pulled her to a stop and whispered, “Look up, Sevi.”

Tilting her head she saw the mistletoe bough that Milo and the Balrog had hung the day before. “And how do you know this custom?”

“Ahh, it’s my business to know things,” he said, leaning down to kiss her lips softly. Then his hand went to her waist and pulled her closer. 

With a soft sigh, Sev murmured, “So it is.” 

For a time, he simply held her, enjoying the feel of her softness against his body and the scent of her hair. Here stood the woman he loved, her warmth filling him body and soul, and he let himself sink utterly into the moment. With gentle fingers he tilted her face up. Her eyes shone in the firelight and she gave a slow smile that caused his heart to race. Her arms slipped about his neck and pulled him down to meet lips as hungry as his own.

Stepping back, she ran her hand along the whiskered roughness of his jaw and said, “Come.”

Her fingers twined with his as she led him up the stairs. “I’m afraid we don’t have Haradrim silk,” she said quietly opening one of the many doors lining the corridor.

Anardil smiled broadly and whispered in her ear, “I think I know something softer to rest my head on.” 

Sev felt the heat rise to her cheeks as she turned to face him. “You do that on purpose.”

“What?” Anardil said with feigned innocence as he shut the door quietly behind them.

“Say things that you know will make me blush.” Sev tried to frown at him, but found herself smiling instead as he pulled her against him and kissed her deeply.

Raising his head, he said, “I fear it’s true, I do it on purpose. For I like your blushes, almost as much as your kisses.”

Sev shook her head, and moved to draw the curtains, then whispered, “Come look.”

Anardil crossed the room to stand behind her. As she leaned back against him, he wrapped his arm around her. The fire she had awakened was only banked, not quenched, and he savored her closeness. Outside the storm had lulled and a break in the clouds allowed moonlight to slip through. From between the trees he could make out pale lights.

“Elven lights,” Sev said as if knowing his thoughts. “They capture the light of the stars, you know.”

“I know something else that does as well,” he said turning her gently to face him. As she gazed up at him with puzzlement, he whispered, “Your eyes, Sevi, hold the light of stars for me.”

“Nmad loof,” Sevilodorf said, and kissed him fiercely. 

*******************


Anardil woke in the pale light before dawn to find the space beside him warm but empty. 'Where has she gone at this time of morning?' He sighed fondly at remembrance of shared warmth in the night and rather wished she had lingered. Hearing the sound of a door closing below, he grimaced as he slid from the warm covers and into the morning chill. Wincing at cold wood beneath his feet he went to the window and saw Sevilodorf below with the russet leather bridle slung over her shoulder, trudging through the snow in the direction he guessed the barn must be. Shaking his head, he pulled his pack onto the bed and began rummaging for a change of clothing.

As he stepped out into the snow, Anardil thought longingly of the sun drenched heat of lower Harad. The yet-unseen sun filled the sky with a brilliant wash of light above snow-laden trees, but here below was a world of frigid blue and white. Pulling his woolen cloak about him more tightly, he followed Sev's footprints.

As testament to the care taken of the barn, the doors did not creak when Anardil pulled on them, but swung silently open. Slipping inside, he stood savoring the warmth created by the animals. He could not see Sevilodorf, but he heard someone singing softly. Or rather he heard someone singing badly.

The explosive snort of a horse interrupted the singer, who said sternly with the rolling accent of the Rohirrim, "Don't be such a critic. Behave yourself, Dream, or I won't show you our present."

Grinning widely Anardil made his way as noiselessly as only a Ranger can to the final stall where the russet bridle hung from a hook beside the door. There he found Sev, hair returned to its severe braid and wearing a disreputable woolen sweater, brushing a brown mare and once again singing softly.

Anardil leaned over the stall door and said, "Sing it again, Sev. I couldn't quite catch the words."

In one swift move, she whirled and threw the brush toward his head. Laughing, he ducked to one side and the brush thumped against the stall opposite. "Your pardon, my lady. I suppose I must consider myself lucky that wasn't one of your knives."

"Yes! You should. And also that I did not truly intend to hit you. What do you mean sneaking up on a person like that?" Sev glared at him using anger to hide her embarrassment at being caught unawares and singing. The other residents had made it plain that they much preferred her to do her singing far from their delicate ears; thus, she restricted herself to the barn and the solitude of the road during her trading. 

Tilting his head, he said, "Sneaking is what I do best." Retrieving the brush, he placed it into her outstretched hand. "Now, I believe a forfeit is in order for that little display of temper."

Sev folded her arms and frowned. "What sort of forfeit?"

His customary wry smile appeared as he stepped close enough for her to feel the heat of his body. Sev studied him with narrowed eyes and repeated, "What forfeit?"

"I will give you a choice of payments," he said, the crooked smile never leaving his face.

Sev rolled her eyes at such nonsense and tapped her fingers on her arms. "Go on."

"You may choose to sing the song for me again."

Sev shook her head firmly. "Not likely. Though some would believe that would be more of a punishment for you than for me."

Anardil laughed while Sev continued to glare at him. "Then you must answer one question of my choosing." Sev's eyes widened with indignation as he added, "And I would insist, my lady, that you answer truthfully."

"If I choose to respond, I will do so truthfully," Sev exclaimed. In a more cautious tone, she said, "But I would hear the question first."

"Very well then…" He paused and his voice dropped to a whisper filled with concern. "Who do you weep for in the night?"

All expression drained from Sev's face as she replied, "I don't."

"Yes, my lady, you do." He reached out to brush her cheek but she stepped back out of reach. "You did so last night."

"I didn't," she said turning away as he reached out again. "I don't remember."

A thin line of frustration furrowed his forehead. "You said you would answer truthfully, Sevi."

"I am," she said harshly, refusing to face him. "I don't remember."

"Do not or will not, Sev?" 

"Do not." She then turned to face him and his jaw clenched as she said, "However, sir, if I did so and thereby disturbed your rest, I offer my most sincere apologies." 

A small flame of anger flared within him as she tried to brush past him and he grabbed her wrist. "Don't do this again, Sev."

"Do what?" she said, attempting to jerk free.

"Retreat from me behind a wall of anger and silence." His words hit their mark for she froze and closing her eyes tightly bowed her head.

In a low voice, she said, "You're right. I am hiding."

This time when he reached for her, she did not move away but wrapped her arms about him as a child does seeking comfort. He pressed a kiss in hair as he held her, and said softly, "Sevi, I do not ask that you tear down your walls, for they are what have made you strong. I ask only that you allow me within them."



"I'll try," she said into the hardness of his chest. Drawing a deep breath she went on, "My memories of last night are not of tears, Anardil; so I do not know why I woke you with my weeping. I do not remember doing so." Her voice faded for a moment and Anardil sighed as she pressed her face more tightly into his chest. 



In a stronger voice, she said, "As Halbarad said, this is a time for looking back as well as forward. I have avoided memories of the past for a long time now. Refusing to recognize that there was happiness as well as pain to be found in them."



"I tried to leave behind my old life and build a new one, but the old one refuses to let go. I am seeking to make peace with the past, but….." Her voice faded away again as she said, "sometimes it still hurts."

Anardil shifted his embrace slightly, gently hugging her head against him, fingers sliding into the softness of her bound hair. This was one of those times when he wished fleetingly that he was a whole man, so he could embrace her as she deserved, as his aching heart yearned to.

"There is something I'm learning," he said quietly. "And that is that the past never lets us go. It is part of us, the good and the bad. Perhaps our part then is just to do our best with the present, until there is enough road between us and the past that its claws are dulled."

He pulled away just enough to look down into her solemn face.

"Whatever comes, Sevi," Anardil said, and lightly brushed his thumb along the faint scar upon her cheek. "Neither of us needs to face it alone. That is my promise to you, meleth nín. And who knows, there may be days when I'll need your strength to wrestle my own ghosts." Then his smile reappeared with its usual sardonic slant. "I expect you are quite formidable enough to vanquish them."

“Formidable am I?” He was delighted to find a sparkle of amusement in her deep blue eyes. “And just what would you do with some milkwater miss who said naught but ‘yes, sir’ and ‘no, sir’?”

“Become exceptionally bored, I suspect.” Chuckling, Anardil stepped away and cocked his head in exaggerated curiosity. "Now tell me, just what on earth had you planned to do at this frozen hour of the day?"

"It's a peaceful hour of the day," Sev replied, and quiet anticipation was mirrored in her eyes as she patted her horse's round brown rump. "Dream and I are going for a ride."

Anardil arched an eyebrow. "Before the sun is even up? That's hardly sensible."

"The sun is up - that's called daylight out there." Sev shouldered him aside with a smile as she pushed past to fetch her saddle.

"Barely! The birds are flying high as they can just to get closer to the sun."

"That's all right," Sev replied serenely. "I know your time in southern lands has probably stolen your tolerance for winter. I'm sure by now the hobbits will have some tea and a nice sensible fire for you to warm by."

Anardil sputtered as he stepped out of Sev's way once more. As she set the saddle down and began adjusting the saddle blanket on Dream's back, he frowned at the braid swinging between Sev's shoulder blades, certain he had seen more than a little mischief in her face.

"Stolen my tolerance - hmph!"

With that he strode to the side-door of the barn and flung it wide. A marvelous churned mix of snow and frozen mud greeted his gaze as he looked out into the paddock beyond. On the far side of the pen his own horse looked at him with ears pricked in mild curiosity.

Anardil sighed as he eyed the beast. "You're not going to make me wade out there, are you?"

Several minutes later Anardil readied his own horse for saddling, while Sev waited patiently. For a minute or two she busied herself making final adjustments to the reins on her new bridle. Even more patiently she twirled the rein-ends. Next she inspected the rafters. Then she began humming to herself. Badly.

"Sevi?"

"Yes, Anardil?"

"You are a most vexing woman."

"Thank you. I try hard."

"I'd say you need a good kissing."

"Only if you can catch me!"

When he turned, Sev was already in her saddle, a quick smile flashing as she urged Dream to the front doors. At a touch of her heel the mare turned sideways, and Sev leaned from the saddle to lift the latch and shove the near door open. Sidestepping deftly, mare and woman pushed the door wide and then were gone in a thudding explosion of snow-gobs.

"Why, that -!" Anardil laughed aloud and gave his girth one last tug. He looked at his horse. "I think she's the one feeling her oats this morning, don't you?"

Then he swung himself into the saddle in his odd right-sided way, and trotted thump-thump out into the cold blue morning. A long narrow line of churned snow marked her departure, across the yard and out onto the road amidst the snow-laden forest beyond. Chuckling still, he clapped heels to his horse's ribs and neatly matched its sudden surging bound to speed. Icy wind pinched his face as he galloped in a thudding of hooves into a silent wilderness of blue-white shadow and fantastic snow-shapes, led on by the flying tracks before him.

In moments he spotted her, waiting as Dream danced and snorted steam beneath her, and her laughter rang among the snowy trees.

"You're awfully slow for a Ranger!" she called as he approached.

Grinning he kicked his mount to a hard run, and then picked up the reins for a sliding stop amidst a cloud of powdered white. Then he curbed his horse to huffing stillness beside her.

"And you're awfully pretty for a Rider of Rohan."

Sev snorted almost as loudly as her horse, but he just gave her a one-sided grin and admired the roses blooming in her cheeks, not all of which could be attributed to the brisk air.

"Show me a bit of your realm, my lady," he said, his breath puffing briefly white. "Show me while it's just us and the rest of the world yet sleeps."

"The sensible world?" She smiled.

Laughing again, for it seemed suddenly the unmarked white road before them held endless possibilities, he said, "I'll abandon sensibility if it pleases you, my lady! Now, where shall we go?"

"Forward, I should think," she replied.

Forward was after all the only sensible way one could move, with the past behind and the future ever just out of reach. Yet in moving forward one might find both freedom and the silken bonds of the heart, which made even the coldest road easier to bear. Side-by-side their tracks wandered into the growing blaze of dawn, amidst a great, silent land thickly-smothered in white and swept in wide bars of blue shadow and new golden sun. Together they rode where the deer left tracks like driven broomsticks and rabbits left upside-down exclamation marks, and the fox's trotting signature rambled from bower to snowy bower. Together they rode forward, as around them a new day was born, and all the world shone in soundless, glistening glory.

***
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