AULD LANG SYNE

Third Day of Yule, Last Day of the Year 1421 S.R.

By Erin

It was snowing.  It was bloody well snowing, and Anardil tried to remember the last time he had been caught in the snow.  Not since he had come from the North, that was certain.  On comic impulse he leaned back in his saddle and opened his mouth wide, trying to catch the fat white flakes that kissed his face with feather touches.  All he got was snowflakes splatting in his eyes, and he chuckled at his own foolishness.  However, snow was better than the snow-rain sogginess that had greeted him at Henneth Annun this morning.  Now he rode in a world of muffled silence, the road a wandering ribbon of virgin white that muted his horse's hooves, while the wild things of the wood sought shelter beneath boughs sagging ever-heavier with snow.  Only man and horse traveled onward, the tracks of their passage slowly swallowed behind them.

Yet the dramatic arrival of winter was of little concern to the traveler, for he was long accustomed to the Wilds and knew that warmth and haven awaited him.  Before

nightfall he would lay eyes on the inn of the Burping Troll, now home to the people he held most dear.  His thoughts wandered now through the sifting fall of snow towards those he rode to greet.

Foremost in his mind of late was Sevilodorf, the willful Rohirrim woman who had somehow crept into his heart.  No, she had not crept - in a back alley of Pelargir she had stridden forward with fire in her eyes and a blade in her hand, and he had never seen a more magnificently mad thing in his life.  Originally he was bound to her only by his promise to aid her in seeking information about her brother, gone missing during the War of the Ring.  Anardil lived nowadays in a world of shadowy places, seeking intelligence and doing deeds that met only the ear of his King, and by such hidden roads news of lost kindred might be found.  However, matters of the heart had somehow found their way by the same path as duty, and since then ... ah, since then not a day passed that Sevi was not framed in his thoughts, a woman whose fierce Rohirrim spirit matched him wit for wit and temper for temper.

But there were others who had held his affections longer, though the scars of war and passing of time had graven chasms between them that shamed him to recognize.  Halbarad, Elros, Bob and Hal's sister Anoriath had been his brother Rangers, and more, they had been his friends.  For many years Bob's home in the North had been home to all Rangers who came into their country, and his parents and sister Deby - now called Elanna - were the family weary warriors often left too far behind.  When at last open war came, Anardil had marched with his brethren and side by side they had withstood all that Shadow could throw against them.  From the black-winged horror of the Pelannor Field to the near-ending of the world before the Black Gates, they had stood together - and many had fallen.  Anardil himself was one of those struck down in the black tide of the foe, and he came back to himself only in Minas Tirith's Houses of Healing - to discover that of his shattered left arm there remained only a stump that ended six inches below the shoulder.  In the anguish and rage at losing not only a part of himself, but also his place as a Ranger, he had driven these friends away.  When Halbarad his captain had come to see that he yet lived, Anardil forbade their presence and turned his face away, rather than face their pity at finding him less than a whole man.

"A fool you are, Anardil," he whispered to that wounded self across a span of two empty years.

Strange fate it was that had thrown them together once again, when a new shadow fell upon the lands of Nurn in ancient Mordor.  Three months ago they had ridden to battle against Parcus, leader of a brutal band of human predators, and for that brief time they had again been brothers-in-arms, and clasped hands as old friends.  And yet ... he rode to them now without dire need, neither war nor peril to re-cement the bonds of old, and he found himself oddly uneasy.  Here he would find them wholly at peace, at home within their affection for each other and shared experiences and the common lives they led.  Anardil came to them now as almost a stranger, a familiar face but no part of their world.  However, he knew also that he had lost more than an arm to war - he had lost the last remaining true friends he had, and that by his own doing.  They had forgiven him when once more battle called them.  He could only hope that forgiveness would also take root in peace.

And he prayed that the token of remembrance he brought would be as welcome as he.

Heavier and heavier the snow fell, fat flakes falling ever more thickly until the road ahead was merely blank whiteness framed in the hazed shadow of trees.  Trees which, he noted, bent their boughs ever more deeply beneath mantles of thickening white.  Though he knew it not, he was himself a bizarre figure, horse and man now wedded as one, blanketed white above and dark below, with only two sets of eyes blinking from beneath hood and forelock to separate the two.  The chill began to seep through the layers of clothing beneath his cloak, and Anardil nudged his horse into a thumping trot.  Soon, he hoped, soon they would reach shelter.

***

The Burping Troll was found at last.  Snow whirled past the glowing windows in a ceaseless curtain of white, and smoke from the great chimneys was lost down the cold wind.  The stranger who stood at the bottom of the steps, cloaked as much in snow as wool, found himself staring at the long, snow-swept porch in trepidation.  He could smell the sweet tang of wood smoke and a richer scent of something succulent baking.  All he had to do was walk up and open the door, but he found his stomach unaccountably drawing up in a nervous knot.  This was their world, not his.  Their home, not his.  He was not invited nor was he expected.  Even promises made between him and Sev had little more substance than dreams.  What if this was a mistake?

His trepidations were interrupted when his horse standing behind him abruptly shook itself in a hearty flapping of leather and dislodged snow.

"All right, lad," he said softly.  "I'll see where they want to put us."

Leaving the horse's rein's lightly looped around the railing he trod quietly up the steps and laid a hand to the iron latch.  A moment to take one last deep breath, and he pushed the door open.

The residents of the Burping Troll huddled close to their firesides this day, most of the elves warmly ensconced in their new home-place hidden in the snowy wood, and the more mortal folk close to kitchen stove and great hearth of the inn itself.  Thus when the door burst open to a frigid gust, voices instantly rose in chorus, "Close the door!"

Then realizing it was not one of their own folk, curious heads turned to stare at the one traveler mad enough to brave the roads in such weather.  The cloaked and hooded figure shook himself like a dog, sending sodden bits of ice everywhere, and then he pushed the hood back to reveal rumpled collar-length black hair and a familiar lean face.

"Anardil?"

Surprise gave way to a joyous whoop, and Bob was out of his seat and bounding down the room.  Anardil barely had time to register more than a long room, sturdy tables, and a crackling fire in the great hearth before he was hugged completely off his feet, wet cloak, sword and all, and then dropped back to earth with a thump.

"Anardil!" Bob shouted, completely ignoring the fact that the man stood only ten inches away.  "You're here!  You're really here!"

"I certainly hope so," Anardil replied with a crooked grin.  "Or some poor sod is getting a beating in my name."

With a laugh, Bob pounded Anardil's good shoulder then turned to announce, just in case anyone within half a mile had not noticed, "Hey, look, everybody, Anardil is here!"

Elros then appeared before him, a white-toothed grin spreading the brackets of a thin black moustache and short-trimmed beard, and he spoke no word beyond the firm clasp of hand on hand.

When released, Anardil could only laugh and lightly cuff Elros' jaw.  "Looking rather dashing there, lad - trying to catch a lady's eye?"

Elros sputtered and laughed, and it was Halbarad's turn.  Halbarad simply shook his head, chuckling, then took Anardil by both shoulders and gave him a good shake.

"Anardil, there's a thing called a pen.  You dip it in ink and apply it to paper."

"But I did write!  I wrote to Sevi almost every week!"

"Aye, and she hoarded every letter as if they were dragon gold."  Halbarad gave a wry smile as he dropped his hands.  "But at least we knew you were still among the living."

Then Anardil found himself awash in a sea of brightly grinning hobbits, Erin at the fore bouncing gaily and shouting names at him faster than he could apply them to their owners.  Camellia, Meri, Milo - Milo at least he could be sure of as the only lad among them.

"And we've got ham and roast in the oven and three pies baking and loaves of garlic cheese bread," Erin said.  "But that's supper, and you must be famished now -."

"- And cold." Added another - was it Meri?

"- And Big Folk need more food anyhow," said the third lass with a wise nod.

"So we'll get you a big bowl of soup and the bread from this morning - but it's still good - and there's cold chicken if you like, and stewed apples and roast corn and some leftover pork ribs rubbed in honey-mustard, oh, and cookies and carrot cake, and do you like tea or ale?  Though I think mulled wine would be better in this weather, or hot spiced cider."

Silence.  Everyone stared at him expectantly.  Then it dawned on him that the hobbits awaited his answer.

"Er ... yes," said Anardil.

"Splendid!" Meri cried - or was it Camellia? - and all the hobbits were away with a rush, the kitchen doorway swallowing them in a gulp.  Their gaily-chatting voices, however, continued to bubble forth.

Anardil blinked himself from the daze of that whirlwind encounter to find another smile, but this one was as quiet and serene as the person wearing it.

An elvish eyebrow arched, Celebsul said, "May I take your cloak, sir - before the ravening hordes tear it from your person?"

Then Anardil did laugh, heartily and joyously, and shrugged out of the sodden wool.  "If this is the welcome you give all your guests, this place should be the talk of all Gondor."

Capturing the cloak to complete his self-appointed duties as valet, Celebsul said, "And Arnor, and possibly some places in Harad.  Say, have you ever tried Cherry B?"

"No, I don't think so.  What is it?"

Celebsul ignored the chorus of knowing hoots from Elros and Bob, and said, "It's rather like Frewulf's plum wine.  Only more so."

"Ah!  Lead on, Master elf."

Yet Anardil had not made half the length of the room before his feet bolted themselves to the floor in an unbidden stop.

"Sevi?"

Indeed it was Sevilodorf who appeared from a stairway, but not exactly the leather-and-steel Rohirrim woman of other roads.  Suddenly he was looking at very much a lady of Rohan, quietly elegant in a long wool velvet tunic the color of dark red wine with gold-and-green embroidery thick upon bodice and hems.  Her dark hair was swept back from her face by silver combs but fell down her back in long soft waves, and he found himself suddenly grinning like a total idiot.

The tilted eyebrow Sevi gave him certainly indicated she had noticed.  "Well, look what the storm blew in."

There seemed little dancing lights in her blue eyes, or perhaps it was just a trick of lantern light.  Whatever the case, Anardil instantly forgot there was anyone else in the room.

"Hello, Sevi."  He took her hand and raised it to his lips, lightly brushing her knuckles.  Then seeing a smile glimmering in her eyes he turned her hand and pressed a lingering kiss to its palm.

With a snort she pulled her fingers away, but she was still smiling.  "What brings you all the way out here?  This is not on the way from Pelargir to anywhere I can think of."

"Why, I came to see you, my lady."  At a snicker from behind him, he cocked his head and added, "Oh, and those ill-bred cretins, as well.  Plus your hobbits have promised me a meal fit for a king, and then we'll have supper."

Sev laughed, and the sound made his heart turn over.  "They probably think you haven't eaten in a week - which might not be far from the truth, if I know you Ranger types.  And trust me, you don't want to offend a hobbit by refusing a meal."  She wrinkled her nose and added, "But first, you did bring a change of clothes with you, I presume."

Blinking at the change in topic, Anardil said, "Yes, everything's still out on my horse."

"In the snow?"  Sev frowned.  "Poor horse.  Tend to him at once.  Meanwhile I'll go see that a bath is ready for you.  The bathing rooms will be just down the hall, to your right.  Soap and towels will be waiting."

With that Sev turned and swept away.  As she disappeared, the stifled snickers became wheezing snorts and Halbarad made vaguely strangled noises.

Elros leaned in to say in a stage whisper, "Dil, I think she just said you stink!"

"Aye, she did," said Bob, and suppressed laughter shook his voice.  "Are you going to let a woman talk to you like that?"

Anardil frowned thoughtfully at the floor, while they tittered like boys.  Then he looked at the three grinning Rangers and smiled.

"Yes, gentlemen, I am," he said.  "When it's that woman talking, I most certainly am."

Elros grinned ear to ear and clapped Anardil's shoulder.  "I'll take care of your horse, you get fed and warm."

As Elros went out into the storm, Anardil bethought himself of two missing faces.  "Say, where are Deby - that is, Elanna and Anoriath?"

"Anoriath is upstairs napping," Halbarad replied.  "And Elanna went to visit the elves after lunch."

"In this snow?"  Anardil squinted at Halbarad.

The Ranger laughed.  "They live not five minutes away - our elvish folk built a haven in the wood out back."  Halbarad read the concern in Anardil's expression, and smiled.  "She's doing well, Dil.  You'll see.  Why, she's taken over doing most of my paperwork and reports now, saying an orc could write with a neater hand."

That thought made Anardil chuckle.  The Deby they had rescued from Nurn was a battered shadow of a once-spirited girl, her anguish so great that she refused her girlhood name, responding only to Elanna, the Elven name her mother had long ago bestowed.  Sev's infrequent letters let him know that though the body healed with the vigor of youth, healing of the heart came more slowly.  Yet healing did progress, Halbarad's comments reinforced that, and Anardil wished only to see proof of it with his own eyes.  However, for the moment Anardil turned his attentions to other things.

"Celebsul said something about Cherry B - does it have warming properties?"

"Positively flammable," Celebsul assured him.  "Rather like our bartender."

Anardil noticed several things about the far end of the common room.  One, the delightfully blazing hearth was festively adorned with scented candles, sprigs of holly and fragrant boughs of evergreen.  Two, along the left-hand wall stood a handsomely-crafted bar, behind which stood bottles, kegs and casks awaiting a thirsty man's tastes.  And third, SOMEthing was moving from the dark hallway to the bathing rooms - something enormous and black and dimly simmering an odd sort of sullen black and red, as if the fireplace had turned itself inside out and shaped all its blackest coals upon two massive legs.  Then it turned its head - or at least he presumed it was a head - and the eyes glowed flame.

Anardil did not even know he was moving until he collided backwards with Halbarad, ricocheted into a table, found his sword inexplicably twisted between his legs and thence took a bench in the back of the knees.  It was a sturdy Dwarven-crafted bench and Anardil got the worst of that encounter, as he realized when he found himself staring up at the heavy beams of the ceiling.

Halbarad's upside-down face peered down at him.  "Are you all right?"

"Th - th - th -."  Embarrassing, but his mind and his tongue seemed to be on two distinctly separate paths.

"Oh!"  Halbarad glanced to one side as Celebsul's also-upside-down face appeared, eyebrows curiously arched.  "That's just the Balrog."

Of course it was a balrog, any fool could see that, but Halbarad's next words made it clear that Anardil had departed from the land of sanity.  "He's our bartender.  Didn't we mention him before?  Rather handy, really - he can heat mulled wine just by sticking his finger in it for a minute."

Anardil craned his neck, and saw that indeed the creature had stumped its way behind the bar.  There it began setting out glasses - which amazed him by not melting at its touch - and then reached for a dark bottle.

In a bass voice like stone rumbling underground, it said, "Cherry B, right?"

Anardil let his head drop back to the floor with a thud.  "Would you mind if I just took my drinks right here?  I think that might be safer for everyone."

"Bath first," spoke Sev's voice, and she appeared at his feet.  The look she gave him made Anardil feel as if he were ten years old with mud on his face.  "The water is hot."

"Already?"  Anardil instantly wondered, since mulled wine was achieved here by the balrog dipping in his finger, if hot bath water was gotten by dipping rather more of the balrog.  Then he decided he did not want to know.

***

The bath was, much to his relief, heated water piped to the bathing room by Dwarven ingenuity from the curiously steaming pool he had noted outside.  Having laid back in a large copper tub and soaked in hot water up to his chin until his fingers pruned, Anardil decided he had found the personification of physical bliss.  The only uneasiness lay in his concern for the awkward silences he feared.  What would he and the others say to each other, once traveler's tales were done?  What bridge between lives grown so far apart?

Though suppertime was still two or three hours away, its preparation was evident by the veritable fog of savory aromas from the kitchen.  As promised, however, the hobbits supplied newly-scrubbed Anardil with a late lunch.  Lunch enough, he decided, for two or three Anardils, but he was certainly not complaining.

"Tell us where you've been," Halbarad said.

"Places much warmer than this," Anardil replied with a wry smile, pleased to have a comfortable topic of conversation so quickly at hand.

"Harad?" Sevi asked, leaning her chin on her hand next to him.

Cocking an eyebrow, Anardil asked, "And why would you think Harad?"

"Really, Anardil, anyone who keeps tapestries of Oliphaunts on his wall and has pillows made of Haradrim silk shouldn't ask questions like that."

Elros, Bob and Halbarad managed, by some Herculean effort, to look utterly uninterested in the question of how Sev knew what sort of pillows Anardil kept, but her face nonetheless abruptly flushed a remarkable shade of pink.  Ever quick to aid a damsel in distress, Anardil spoke on.

"As a matter of fact, it was Harad - lower Harad, this time."  He paused to swat Elros' hand away from his half-eaten bread.  "Sand and more sand.  But they do have the most wonderful dates.  I brought some back for you all to taste."  He nodded towards his saddlebags and bedroll still heaped by the door.

"Dates?"  Bob filched a chicken wing off Anardil's plate.  "Dates are things on calendars.  How do you eat one?"

"No, dates are an excellent fruit, very sweet and chewy, almost like candy.  They grow on palm trees."  Anardil ignored Bob's blank look and how the Ranger then looked at the palm of his own hand.  "And, Sevi, I saw an Oliphaunt."

"So your letter said.  Was he really that big?"

"He was, with great, curved tusks longer than a tall man.  But he had to be mighty to carry the thunderously huge chieftain who rode him about.  I tell you, this man would make thrice any of us."

And so Anardil spun tales for a time, of Far Harad and strange customs and faraway people, of Oliphaunts and date palms and rivers that ran only to sink away into dry and thirsty sands.  They were quietly joined by Milo the hobbit and Celebsul's young elvish apprentices, Aerio and Gambesul, who seated themselves across from Sev and unconsciously mimicked her rapt listening pose.  Three sets of eyebrows rose in unison when Anardil spoke of sultry dancers in silken veils who whirled to the beat of wild, alien music, and Bob forgot entirely that he held a slice of cheese half way to his mouth.

"There is one risk, though," said a sudden female voice.  "If you try to touch one, the men will cut your hands off."

Anardil twisted to look up as hands settled on his shoulders from behind.  "Anoriath!"  

Then his eyes refocused as he turned in his seat, finding himself eye-ball-to-eyeball with her new most noticeable attribute.  "Ani, you are most pregnant now! OW!"

He turtled his neck into his shoulders as her grasp tightened painfully.  "Really?" she replied through clenched teeth. "I hadn't noticed."

They both laughed as she let him go, however, and he stood free of his bench with a broad smile.  Though the babe's father was father in a physical sense only and long passed from this world, Anardil looked in her eyes and saw only serenity.

"Anoriath, you look wonderful," he said.

"No, I don't.  Pretty soon I won't be able to see my feet - will you STOP that!"  She slapped at the hand he laid on her rounded belly.  "Everyone wants to do that!  I feel like a pet cow!"

"Well you don't look like one," said Anardil.  "It looks beautiful.  And so do you."

The scowl she tried to hold failed as he chuckled at her quietly and she let him draw her into his embrace.  Her round tummy pressed against him warmly and he laughed delightedly into her shoulder.  Fierce warrior, gentle mother, she was both in one skin.

"Mm, I have a plan," he said.  "I'm going to come and visit just to spoil him rotten."

"Him?"  Anoriath looked at him archly as they drew apart.  "How do you know it's not a girl?"

Anardil studied her face for an instant, his gaze oddly penetrating but gentle.  "It's a boy," he said softly.  Then his lopsided grin returned.  "But whatever it is, I'm still going to be its doting Uncle Anardil."

"The poor child," said Sev dryly, and everyone roared.

As Anoriath took a seat on the other side of Sev, it seemed at last the time had come.  Anardil sat a moment longer as friendly talk rippled around him, then got up and went to his saddlebags.  Kneeling he fumbled inside the damp leather for the item he wanted until his hand touched the crackle of parchment.  As he stood, he held in his hand a small, soft parcel wrapped in dirty paper, and his stomach clenched to a hard fist.

"I, ah ..." He looked at their puzzled faces as conversation fell away.  "This is something I've been carrying around for two years.  I think you should have it.  It's rightly yours, anyhow."

Curiosity widened all eyes Anardil walked to the table and dropped the parcel with a soft, crackling thud between Halbarad and Bob.  Then he strode back to his seat and sat down.  Giving him one last baffled look, Halbarad began working the knot in the string that bound it.

Anardil's throat felt dry as he said, "I haven't opened it ... since then.  The healers wrapped it up for me - afterwards."

Halbarad paused to look at Anardil soberly, then slipped the last of the knot.  Paper crackled as he laid it open - and the breath went from him in a sudden gust.

"Sweet Eru," Anoriath breathed.

To Sev and Celebsul and his apprentices, there lay naught but several tattered folds of dirty, heavy crimson cloth that had obviously seen ill-use.  Yet as Halbarad lifted the ragged material and shook it to hang loose, Bob clamped his hand over his mouth and Elros stared as if seeing a ghost.  And a ghost perhaps it was, bringing with it the faces of other beloved ghosts.

"Our banner," Halbarad whispered, and his eyes glittered with unshed tears.  "Anardil, how - I thought it was lost?"

Anardil felt himself growing light-headed under the deluge of memories that tattered thing invoked, and could only shake his head mutely.  Shadow and blood, an enemy that thundered upon them like a black sea, and every nightmare ever conceived come to life upon a battlefield whereon the ending of the world loomed at hand.  They could not win, they knew that.  There was no hope to be had against the might of Mordor, but they fought on, Gondor and Rohan, Dol Amroth and the Dúnedain of the North together, until the ground was slick with the blood of men and orcs.  But amid the chaos the Rangers watched two banners of defiance - the black standard of Isildur's heir and this flag.  So long as they flew, hope seemed possible.

"My step-mother, Elanna's elvish mother made this for us," Bob said softly, his solemn gaze touching on those who did not know this tale.  "Years ago.  The Rangers had no banners, our battles were unnamed and unknown to any but us, but she wanted us to have this.  It was larger, originally - this is less than half its length.  We could not carry it in the fights we fought, but it was ours, nonetheless.  And when at last open war was begun, we took the banner south in memory of her and our father."

"We thought -."  Halbarad cleared his throat and began again.  "We thought Lord Aragorn might object.  We asked his consent, and told him the story of its making, and how Elena and Mateon were slain battling orcs at our home station.  This was our remembrance of our long fight in the North."

Anoriath reached to run her hand beneath the heavy fabric as she took up the tale.  "And when he had heard, he took the banner up and held the staff in his own hands.  He said, 'Bear it into battle proudly, even before the face of the Dark Lord himself.'  And we did."

Anardil sat with his face hidden behind his hand now, no longer seeing this place at all.  Beside him Sev looked at him in grave compassion, but listened as others continued to speak.

"I last saw Eren bearing it," Elros said.  "Then he fell, as did many of us."  He shook his head in sad wonder, and gently lifted the fabric from Halbarad's hands.  "We never knew what became of it then, for it was not with Eren's body when we got there."

"Orcs had it," came Anardil's muffled voice.  His adam's apple slid up his throat then down, ere he spoke once more.  "I saw them with it, tearing it from its staff, rending it, disgracing it - we had so little left."  He let his hand slowly fall away, and he stared hollow-eyed at the spill of thick crimson in Bob's hands.  "I suppose I was a little mad.  We all were, by then.  The shadow of the Nazgul never left us.  I just wanted our flag back.  I don't know whose blood is on it, ours, theirs - but I wanted our banner back.  So I got what I could.  And then fate set that orc in my path."

None had to ask what orc he meant, when their gaze touched upon the empty sleeve at Anardil's left side.  He took his eyes from the tattered banner and his voice bled away to a dry whisper; "I'm sorry I couldn't get it all back."

Speech failed him then and he felt Sev's hand upon his cheek.  Taking a long, unsteady breath he turned his face into the warmth of that living touch.

"Fool," someone breathed.

Then a heavier body settled on the bench on his other side, and Halbarad pulled him into a rough embrace.  He flinched instinctively, for it was his bad side, but then Sev's softness wrapped itself around him from the other.  Anardil could not have named the tears he silently wept, but he let them come, for they were as poison lanced from a wound left too long untended.  Other hands touched him, other voices spoke, and their presence washed over him like the cleansing caress of clear water.  Healers' skills could mend the hurts of the body, but the intangible must mend the hurts of the soul.

***

The evening light dimmed fast as winter drew its grey cloak closer, but none within the Burping Troll gave the weather any heed.  Lanterns and candles blazed with cheer as tables in the common room were pushed together and adorned with linen and good dishes, as well as many tall candles in nests of evergreen.  Then doors began to bang and cheerful voices rang, and the hobbits cried merry greetings as more folk than Anardil had ever imagined began to fill the common room.  Meri and Erin became, if it were possible, even more animated when the elves Dimereg and Esgallyg appeared from the back door shaking snow from their cloaks.  Behind them came more elves, until the rafters fairly rang with joyful elvish voices and there seemed little need of candles at all.  From his seat on the couch near the fire, Anardil counted no less than sixteen of the Eldar folk, plus four hobbits, six humans and of course the balrog bartender.

Anardil leaned into Sev's shoulder and asked, "Have all Prince Legolas' Ithilien folk taken up residence in your wood?"

Chuckling, Sev replied, "Not all, but we do have quite the elvish colony back there in the wood.  But wait until you meet Gubbitch and his lads tomorrow."

Then a hand fell on his shoulder and he turned to see Halbarad's smiling face.

"Dil, somebody wants to see you."

Anardil found himself looking up into blue eyes in a lovely elfin face and a smile that would have melted half the Forodwaith.  Deby, his mind whispered but as he scrambled to his feet his lips fumbled to frame that other name she now used.  His mind grappled with memory and reality, the battered, silent girl he had last seen and the vibrant young woman now before him, eyes dancing with a light he had feared to never see again.

"Dilly, you goose!" she laughed.  "Say something!"

"Elanna -."  He found himself laughing helplessly as she wrapped both arms around him tightly as barrel hoops.  His throat seized as he closed his eyes and held her close.

"Baby sister," he whispered.  "I am so glad to see you."

When he let her go, he saw the proud smile on Halbarad's face and the proprietary hand Halbarad rested in the small of Elanna's back, and felt a sigh breathe through him like the wind that lifts a bitter smoke.  The past, it seemed, was losing its grip.

Moments later the hobbits - and several elvish helpers - began bringing platters and bowls of food to the tables   The earlier shock of a domestic balrog may have been why Anardil was not completely traumatized when he watched a warg - he had seen and shot at enough wargs to know one when he saw one - come out of the kitchen carrying a large cloth-covered basket in its jaws.  The enormous animal sauntered to the table, lightly lifted its front paws to a chair and reached easily to place the basket on the table.  The cloth slid to one side, revealing several round loaves of bread, and the animal very daintily nipped the end of the cloth and drew it back in place.  The warg dropped back to all fours, and turned back towards the kitchen, then it stopped.  Very bright, intelligent golden eyes fixed directly on Anardil.

"Oh, hello there, handsome," it said.  The animal's tongue lolled as it cocked its head in frank appraisal.  "Nice.  Heh heh heh."

It made a chuffing sound very like laughter before it trotted back into the kitchen.  There were, Anardil decided, some things best not remarked upon.  Then everyone began taking their places at the long table, and Anardil was quietly shepherded to a seat amongst his Ranger friends.  He found Sev's hand and drew her to a chair beside him - and directly she switched sides and took the seat at his left.  For an instant he felt his jaw tighten; he did not need someone to coddle him against social blunders nor serve him like a clumsy child.  But then he met her quiet gaze and remembered a promise she had given in Nurn, when prospects far more dire than a Yule feast awaited them. "I will instead ride at your left, where you may have need of either shield or blade."  It would seem her determination to stand beside him on her own terms included defense against bread that was too hard to reach, as well as enemy swords.

He laughed softly, and as he noted Elros taking the seat at her other side, he judged that her chances for escape were temporarily blocked.  Leaning close he softly kissed Sev's cheek.

"Have I mentioned," he whispered.  "How absolutely lovely you look tonight?"

There were, he decided as he sat back with a satisfied chuckle, few things on earth prettier than Sev blushing by candlelight.

The board before them fairly groaned with the delights of the holiday season.  Roasts and ham, pheasant and baked squash, rich sauces and thick gravies, steamed vegetables and potatoes fixed three different ways, and that did not include the many dainties alongside.  Yet before they would partake, Halbarad stood from his seat at the head of the table, and the room murmured to listening hush.

"Friends," he said quietly.  "Tonight marks the midpoint of the Yuletide season, the last night of the old year, the waning of the dark of winter.  It is a time of looking forward, and also of looking back."

Heads quietly turned as the room began to grow dark, and they noticed the balrog and Aerio quietly blowing out lamps and pinching candles.  Now only the candles on the table remained, softly lighting the faces gathered there.

"I will ask you now to join me in looking back, ere we welcome the New Year that comes.  If you will take up the candles before you, please?"

Chairs and benches scraped the wooden floor as people stood and the candles were taken in hand, faces now haloed in their amber glow.  Halbarad waited until all were ready, then he glanced once around the long table, and blew his candle out.  In a soft rush of sound the other candles were snuffed to darkness, until only one candle remained flickering on the table before the Ranger captain.

Amid the honeyed scent of warm wax in the dark, he said, "Let us remember now the old year, things lost and things put aside.  Let us lend our thoughts to that which has passed beyond us, and those we shall not greet again."

In the silence that followed was heard only a faint hush of breathing, a whisper of cloth.  Anardil felt a chill touch him and wondered if so many lights had actually kept the room warmer.  It seemed he could feel the snow outside pressing in like the cold fingers of a bitter fog, and a flash of temper stung him that Sev stood where he could not touch her.

Then Halbarad moved, and suddenly there were two small flames as he touched his candle to the one remaining.  He straightened and turned with his candle to Elanna beside him, and in that faint light he smiled.

"And now comes the light of the New Year, and all the hope and promise it brings."  His voice strengthened as he looked into the shadowed dark.  "I say to you friends, let us have light!  Let us banish the long dark of winter and welcome the new Sun!"

With that he touched his candle to Elanna's, and with his other hand brushed her cheek and the shy smile blossoming there.  Then she turned to Bob beside her and lent her candle flame, and he to Gambesul, and around the table the light swiftly grew, until the golden wash of it flooded the table and illuminated smiling faces.  Anardil accepted the flame from Celebsul's candle and turned to watch the tiny flame mirror itself in Sev's eyes.  Elros was next and Anoriath's candle was last to take light.  Thence Halbarad smiled once more and in that golden light every face was beautiful.

"Good Yule, my friends!" he cried, and his grin widened.  "Now let's eat!"

And so they did.

***

Later, much later, Anardil was but one of many who happily dissolved into a state of complete satiation.  There was a great deal to be said, he decided, for having hobbit cooks.  He sprawled once more on a couch near the fire, Sev beside him and a glass of mulled wine in his hand.  Anoriath stretched her long legs from a comfortable chair nearby, where Elros had gently tucked her with a pillow behind her back, her fingers laced across her round belly apparently on the edge of sleep.  Bob and Elros occupied the other, larger couch, having earlier engaged in a shoving match over who got to put his feet up.  At the moment, Elros currently had his boots propped across Bob's knees, blissfully ignoring the other's random scowls.  That victory proved short-lived, however, when Halbarad walked over and slapped Elros' feet onto the floor.

"Scoot over."

Muttered grumblings included uncomplimentary comments about Ranger captains as a species, but they scooted, nonetheless, and he sat.  Lacing his fingers across his own amply-filled belly, Halbarad smiled.

"Well, Dil, what do you think?  Are we worth a repeat visit?"

Grinning in return, Anardil countered, "Do you eat like this every night?"

Halbarad laughed and said, "Not quite, but one certainly never goes hungry."

"Yes, bless hobbit cooks."  Anardil chuckled then frowned lightly and studied the ruddy shimmer of firelight through the wine in his glass.  "Actually, that's something I've been considering."

"Hobbit cooks?" asked Anoriath without opening her eyes.  "Or repeat visits?"

"Both, in a way.  The king has suggested a change of duty for me."

Five sets of eyes blinked alert, and Anardil felt Sev stiffen and ease away from him.

"He fears I have worn out my welcome in Harad," Anardil went on.  "Certain chieftains are not terribly fond of me, since I whispered a few of their best secrets.  Elessar therefore has asked me to consider affairs to the East, towards Rhun.  You know the Dwarves are reopening mining in the Ash Mountains, do you not?"  At their confirming nods, he said, "There is some concern, however, that the Easterlings do not respect Gondor's borders, of subtle incursions into lands that are not theirs.  He would like an extra set of eyes and ears to listen for news from the region."

Anardil looked up with a wry smile.  "And that means farewell to Pelargir, as I would need a more easterly base of operations.  He tells me the village of Henneth Annun would be much to my liking."

Anoriath gave him a wary look and asked, "You did accept the assignment, didn't you?"

"Not yet, no.  I wanted to make sure that - Hey!"

Anardil barely swung his wine out of the path of a cushion hurled at his head, which was instantly followed by a soggy glove, two wet socks, and Halbarad was reaching towards the hearth for someone's sodden shoe.

"All right, all RIGHT!"  Anardil laughed helplessly, noting that Sev had promptly deserted him - apparently her loyalty had certain limits.  "I'll tell him yes."

The lads' whoop of approval brought Elanna from helping the hobbits clean up the kitchen, and created a new shuffling of who sat where, before all were comfortable again.  As Sev gingerly plucked wet articles of clothing off the couch and re-deposited them near the fire, Anardil watched her with a thoroughly contented grin.  His eyes never left her as she came back to sit beside him, and she gave his scrutiny a narrow look.  Wrapping his arm around her shoulders he drew her gently against him and smiled.

"Would you mind having me for a neighbor?" he said softly.

"It depends," she replied with an arch smile.

"On what?"

Mischief twinkled in her eyes as she looked up at him.  "Did you bring me any presents?"

"Oh, taxation already and I'm not even a citizen.  As a matter of fact, though, yes, I did bring presents."

"Dates!" exclaimed Bob, and they laughed.

And dates there were, among the several parcels Anardil retrieved from his gear by the door.  Voices exclaimed over the sweetness of the brownish, wrinkled fruits, and several hands got slapped for over-eagerness.  Nor was this all.  A small bag of dark Haradrim kaffe beans went to Anoriath, which she held in both hands and simply inhaled the rich fragrance.  The bag itself was richly-embossed leather fringed with small silver and lapis beads, which could be used for other purposes when emptied.  For Elanna there was a silver necklace bearing a locket inlaid with deep blue lapis.  Bob got a belt finely carved with great cats and other strange beasts chasing each other's tails, its clasp a snarling silver lion.  Elros received a dagger with a hilt of ornately molded silver.  Halbarad found himself proud owner of a Haradrim saddle blanket, black wool heavily embroidered in gold and crimson.  But the last Anardil saved for Sev, and he felt his heart thump in his throat as he laid two wrapped parcels in her lap, one small and one oddly pliable.

Laughing in some embarrassment, Sev asked, "Which do I open first?"

"Either, I suppose."  Anardil scratched his chin with a nervous hand. "The bigger one is - well, I thought you might like it, plus I thought you might find it useful."

"Useful?  Now I'm worried," said Sev wryly.

Anardil hovered over her like an anxious boy as she untied the cloth wrapping.  To her surprise her efforts unveiled a tangle of rich russet leather, which in her hands became an ornate bridle and snaffle bit.  The cheek pieces and brow-band were heavily carved in abstract geometric patterns, and the leather was oil-rubbed to a soft shine.  The bars of the bit were wrapped in hammered copper wire and the rings were inlayed with thin bands of bronze.

"Look at the brow-band," he said.

She turned it to see where the leather formed a small medallion - and caught her breath.  Centered in the brow band was a small, near-perfect rendering of her family crest.

In wonder she looked at him.  "Who made this?"

Grinning like a fool once more, Anardil shrugged.  "A saddle maker I know in Harad.  Since you're on the road so often with your trading - and other adventures - I thought a good bridle would not be amiss.  I drew the crest from memory as best I could, and he made a pattern.  I hope it's not too poor a rendering."

Staring again at the finely-carved leather, Sev said, "You remembered this and drew it?"

"Well, yes.  The crest was on your leather brigandine in Nurn, and it stuck in my mind."  Then his expression abruptly became worried.  "Did I get it completely wrong?"

"Wrong?  Nmad loof -."

Sev covered her discomfiture by laying the bridle across her lap and turning her attention to the smaller package.  A moment, and then a palm-sized metal band fell into her hand.  She recognized instantly the craftsmanship of Rohan, yet she never would have purchased for herself so princely a thing.  It was a bracelet of beaten silver nearly an inch wide, around which in delicate jeweler's bronze sparkled inlaid images of highly-stylized horses running one after the other.  Only at the center was the imagery broken - by a coin-sized medallion of golden bronze engraved as was the bridle, with a miniature of her family crest.

For a moment she simply held the shining thing in her hands, until she heard Anardil's anxious low query, "Is it all right?"

With an unsteady hand she clasped the cool silver about her left wrist, and then said again, "Nmad loof."

Then she simply turned her face into his shoulder and he gathered her close, laughing softly.  "I suppose this means you like it?"

"Yes," came her muffled reply.

Then it dawned on Anardil, as he watched the others showing off their gifts; he had his family around him.  "I love you," he whispered into the fragrant shadows of Sev's hair.  "I love you," his heart silently said, to the beloved faces and voices around him.  Tonight the old year passed away, and with it so many shadows.  In darkness gleamed light.  In night was born hope.  In this room he found the resting-place of his heart.  He was two long years in getting here, but Anardil son of Cirion had finally come home.

~ FINIS ~
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