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A Note about Burping Troll Adventures 

Like many Tolkien fans, we wanted to move to Middle-Earth. And like many others we created a Role Playing Group to do so. The Inn of the Burping Troll opened February of 2002 on the Netscape LOTR Message Board and was soon populated by an exotic assortment of elves, men, hobbits and orcs, along with a bartending balrog and a lyrical warg. As the months passed, the personae we adopted took on their own lives. The characters brought in friends and relatives, and a mysterious stranger arrived to turn the place on its ear. 

The second phase of The Burping Troll began with the creation of burpingtroll.com to archive the adventures the characters insisted we tell. New, more canonical, guidelines were established concerning our use of Tolkien’s landscapes; however the warg, the balrog and the rehabilitated orcs refused to leave. Thus, our stories are set in the Fourth Age of a Middle-Earth where orcs play cribbage with elves, a balrog serves Rangers steaming cups of mulled wine and hobbit lasses scold the warg for tracking mud on the common room floor.
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Prologue
Late April 1422 SR 

Deeping Vale, Rohan

Though far from eyes that might see or ears that might hear, there are still some things best done in the dark of a moonless night. This thing was one such. 

Getting away had not been difficult, the rest of the family‘s rooms were at the opposite end of the house. The other buildings, those that housed people or animals, were of concern; even the barking of a dog could bring a bleary-eyed, sleepy owner to the window. Stealth and caution became the close friends that enabled this hour-long journey over hill and meadow to remain secret to all but the creatures that roamed the night. 

The grey-green cloak blended well with the rolling hills studded with rocky outcroppings that made up this part of the Deeping Vale sandwiched between broad, grassy plain and the shadow of the White Mountains. The wearer of said garment approached the rude hut cautiously, making as little sound as possible. From the wavering glow of the fire, fingers of dim light crept through the cracks in the bracken walls onto the ground. Booted feet trod with care and still an unseen twig snapped underfoot, faintly, but loud enough. As a silhouetted hand pushed aside the rough cloth that served as a door to allow admittance, an indistinct voice muttered from beneath the cloak in self-disgust something about “so much for a quiet entrance.” 

The hut’s owner waited for a few moments, quietly appraising his guest. The cloaked figure stood reasonably tall and could have been a man or a woman; alas, the stranger pulled the hood so far down, he could not tell. Not that it made a difference one way or the other to Helm, not as long as he was paid in coin of the realm, either realm. He noticed that anonymity seemed important to this person as not a hand moved to reveal the occupant of the cloak during the period of waiting. No matter, time to get down to business.

“Ye have my payment?”

“Helm?” a deliberately roughened voice asked.

The voice was a trifle high if it was masculine in nature, though on the other side, he did know a few feminine tones that were that low. Regardless, it was not the first time someone questioned his choice of alias.

“It amuses me,” he tossed the twig he had been chewing into the fire and gave a crooked grin, “and since my real name is my own to know, why not?”

A gloved hand held out a small leather pouch, the covering masking the last feature that might have given away gender.

“There is more than enough there for all I require.” 

Helm’s rough, grubby fingers grabbed at the bag that pulled back out of reach. Angry eyes glared at the hidden face under the hood.

“Ye already said ye wanted all,” he protested.

“Yes, but there is one exception. A man. He may be wounded, but not seriously or to his death.”

Helm snatched the bag as it lowered to him once again. Busy with the business of counting the shiny gold pieces with the face of Éomer stamped on them, he almost forgot to ask. No one ever paid him so well for services rendered, at least, not since the time of Saruman. The sound of a throat clearing brought him out of his greedy perusal of the golden bounty.

He focused on his assignment. “This man, how will I know him?”

Helm listened intently to the description given to him: it sounded simple enough. He had never done a slipshod job before and did not intend to start now. The war over or not, peacetime or not, a good assassin could always find work and this one done right, could bring him more lucrative propositions. 

“It will be done as ye wish.”

No hands were shaken to seal the bargain; Helm’s word and his reputation were all the guarantee that was needed. A firm nod and the visitor slipped out the entrance and back into the night. Helm tied the strings of the pouch to his belt, the safest place for it as far as he was concerned. ‘There is still plenty of dark left,’ he thought as he hunkered down by the fire. He’d let the wood burn down a little more before he doused the flames. Smiling, his mind on the pleasant ways he would spend his bounty, he pulled out a finely carved pipe and stuffed the bowl with a poor quality pipe-weed.

“Long-bottom leaf,” he said softly after his first pull on the stem.

~~~

Chapter One
May 27, 1422 SR

The Burping Troll, Ithilien

From a low branch of a pine tree, a jay called raucously as the wide front door of The Burping Troll Inn closed. Hobbit good-byes still echoed, a final round of Ranger advice was given, and an elvish song of farewell graced the moment. As the sun moved steadily upward from the tumbled peaks of the Ephel Dúath, only two remained on the wide porch seeking a final moment together. Suddenly the jay departed with a flip of his tail and a laughing scolding for the black and white cat that eased its way through the low grass. 

“He needs to take some lessons from Warg,” murmured Sevilodorf as the cat, pretending not to have been interested in the jay, stalked away.

Chuckling softly, the man replied, "Or join Firnelin on his next hunting expedition."

Reaching out a callused hand, he traced the edge of her jaw and looked down to meet her solemn blue eyes. 

“How much grief will I cause myself if I wish you a safe trip?”

Sev smiled warmly up at Anardil. “Not as much as you would have had you asked me to be careful.”

Anardil’s grey eyes twinkled. “Then I wish you safe journey and may you resolve all of your family business without bloodshed.”

“I should have known you were being sweet for a reason,” Sev shook his hand from her face. “Whose blood do you fear will be shed?”

“My trust is in Eru that it will not be yours, though I am not as certain your foe will emerge unscathed.”

“I am perfectly capable of handling matters without resorting to violence,” Sev said dryly. 

Again, Anardil wished that he did not have to leave on King’s business so that he might accompany Sev as they previously planned. But it was just not possible. During his recent expedition with King Aragorn to the Eastern borders, it became increasingly evident that it would be to the benefit of Gondor if a trained observer made his way to Rhûn within the next few weeks. Thus, he had returned to The Burping Troll only long enough to make the necessary arrangements for an extended trip into the East. 

The ex-ranger reflected on the fortuitous timing of the request from Esiwmas of the Deeping Stream that Sev arrive in Rohan well before the wedding that had been their initial purpose for traveling to Rohan. Without his desperate petition, Anardil was certain that his lady would have begun a campaign for permission to travel to the Sea of Rhûn. Though they had made two trips to the Eastern borders and the Sube encampments there, this would be a different type of mission; one with far too much risk to contemplate Sev’s inclusion. It was far better, not to mention safer, for Sev to journey north to the Deeping Vale. Yet, even that choice was not without its difficulties. 

Conrath, a former herder, then soldier and now a trail master for Esiwmas, had recently petitioned for the landhold once belonging to Eswidan, Sev’s late husband. The man’s claim was that the land remained “vacant” and the bloodline had ended without formal arrangements for the transfer of rights. After all, it was common knowledge that Sev had left Rohan and renounced her ties to the family holdings and herds. In a letter requesting her to hasten to Rohan, Esiwmas reminded her that since he never accepted her leaving Rohan as a departure from the family, her rights and claims to any and all property of Eswidan’s were still in force. However, due to Conrath’s petition, Sev was now required to make an appearance before Lord Erkenbrand to settle the matter and ensure the landhold remained within the family.

The request caused Sev to retreat, and it had taken until they retired for the night for Anardil to persuade her to lower her shields enough to give him a glimpse into the convoluted family connections and issues at the heart of her cousin-by-marriage’s plea.

~~~

“What is it that you aren’t telling me?”

With her head on Anardil’s chest, Sev listened to the steady rhythm of his heart without answering, her mind churning in time with her stomach at the memories that plagued her. What and how much should she tell him? Their trust had come too far to leave his question unanswered.

“Sev?”

A sigh left her lips and blew across his chest.

“Going back will mean facing the very things that caused me to leave in the first place.”

“All that you’ve told me?”

“Yes, but to tell you of past hurts is one thing, to go back and relive them is another.”

Anardil thought about protesting but knew it would only infuriate her. He also knew that it would be a lie. He had returned to the ruins of the Black Gate and stood upon the same ground where he met the orc that took his arm. The strength he drew from Sev’s love helped him to do the one thing he had been unable to do on his own. 

Anardil stroked her hair as he said softly, “I know, but the healing that comes when ghosts are laid to rest is worth the pain.” He pressed his lips to her head. “You are not the same woman who left, you are stronger now.”

She had to agree. The trials she had endured in the past year would have sent the old Sev fleeing for the hills . . . or another inn. 

“For most of it, yes, I think I am strong enough now,” she paused. “When it comes to Halene, I’m not as sure. She is capable of making me tongue-tied and furious quicker than Halbarad.”

Anardil laughed. “I didn’t realize she was that formidable.”

~~~

He had teased her then but he knew how deeply the hurt she suffered ran. Halene’s malicious interference had proven the straw that broke the mumak’s back and caused Sev to cut her ties with the only family she had left. Or so she had thought. Esiwmas refused to consider them severed; hence, the request for her to return to Rohan and answer Lord Erkenbrand’s summons.

“When will you leave?” Anardil asked.

Sev responded with exaggerated patience, giving him the same reply she had twice already. “I leave for Henneth Annûn on the morrow. There will be a pack train leaving for Minas Tirith the day after which I plan to travel with all the way to Rohan. And I swear to remain in such company until I return to Henneth Annûn.” As he frowned down at her and began to speak, she rolled her eyes and added, “And of course, I will have an escort on the road between The Troll and Henneth Annûn.” She paused and chewed her lip thoughtfully, “I wonder if the Balrog would like to visit Henneth Annûn?”

“Warg would be a better choice. The villagers have already resigned themselves to her presence,” Anardil replied soberly.

“I was joking, you overprotective loof,” Sev exclaimed indignantly; though she would forgive his mothering today, she had no intentions of riding to Rohan or back by herself, she was not that foolish.

“Furthermore,” she nodded toward the courtyard where a King’s Guard and one of Esiwmas’ younger traders stood waiting with two mules laden with goods destined for the mines of the Ash Mountains and the encampment of the Sube tribe. The two men would continue the trading relations initiated on Sev and Anardil’s first trip to the Eastern border while Anardil would travel on to the Sea of Rhûn in the company of one of the Sube tribesmen. “I will arrive on time, something you won’t do unless you haul yourself into that saddle and get going.”

“Ah, dear lady, if the King should ask about my tardiness …” his lop-sided grin appeared. ”I will simply tell him we were saying good-bye.”

Anardil kissed her quickly and stepped back to avoid the hand aimed at his midsection. With a final grin, he swung up to his saddle and signaled his companions to follow him out the north gate.

Sev stood on The Troll’s porch, watching him grow smaller and smaller until he disappeared.

“Saying good-bye, my foot!” she muttered as she turned to go inside, already adding to her mental list of things she would need for the journey.

~~~

Northern Ithilien

Mid Morning

As glossy black wings soaked up the heat of the almost summer sun, the grackle cast its golden eyes on the tiny stream glinting through the leaves below. The bird swung a wide circle around the small, grassy glade near the road, peering at the sleeping form that lay there. Another inconsiderate two-leg, the last one had been the same. Not a single crumb left behind, and the two-legs often left delectable scraps, but not this time. The bird swooped over the trees and landed in the cool water at the edge of the glade.

Dipping and ruffling its feathers in the clear streamlet, the grackle bathed and cooled itself. A few sips and it was up and off again with one last check for any leftover that it might have missed the first time. Still nothing. There was that group further north. There were many more of the two-legs, improving the bird’s odds of finding tidbits. Without a further glance, the grackle sailed above the trees.

The bird was wrong about one thing: Elanna no longer slept. Blessing her mother for the gift of elven hearing, the girl roused abruptly from slumber with plenty of time to spare. She managed to awaken without moving a muscle and moved not even one, still. Instead, she focused her whole being on the distant noise that had disturbed her.

A quick peek at her side told the girl that her knives were still close at hand. Would she need them both? Patiently she waited, listening to the sound until it was right … about … there! Elanna congratulated herself, her guess of five horses had been correct. Now the question was, were there five riders to go with the animals?

Elanna divided her attention between deciphering the mystery of the footsteps and keeping her breathing slow and even. Dusul cooperated by not stamping or snorting at the intrusion, which was a clue itself. If he had, she would have been unable to keep up the charade. As she listened, they dismounted carefully and quickly, just beyond the trees that obscured her sight. One, two, only three in total. Were there two yet mounted? But there was no time for further thought, for one of the men was moving stealthily in her direction. Moments later, she recognized him by his step: a slightly different tread than other men, to compensate for a lost limb.

Through the low grass, the man crept towards the still girl. He was good, very good, scarcely making a sound that any but elven ears would hear. She waited, silent as sunlight, as that ghost-like movement drew closer. For an instant, she heard nothing and her heart skipped. Had she misjudged his nearness? Then the barest whisper of an indrawn breath touched her ears.

Elanna was up in a flash, using that breath to pinpoint the stalker's location. One moment he was standing, quiet as can be, and the next, he was the captive of a small blur with a long dark mane. The touch of sharp, cold steel against his skin kept him frozen in place, as blue eyes locked on grey.

A smile quirked the hunter's lips then, and Anardil said, “That was good, but you held yourself almost too still for natural sleep, even if it was supposed to be deep, and your breathing should have been a bit more on the shallow side.” He cocked his head at the sound of footsteps clumping towards them, and in louder tones said, "Stand fast, gentlemen. All is well.”

At the edge of the clearing two young men jerked to a halt, one in the blazoned jerkin of the King's service, the other golden-haired and wearing the plain garb of a Rohirrim commoner. The King's man's eyes widened at the lethal-seeming tableau before him, and his hand swept to the sword at his side.

“Valtir, I said, ‘stand fast,’” Anardil growled, and only then lifted his hand to gently push Elanna's blade away. “Do you not recognize a Ranger’s uniform when you see one?”

Without taking his eyes off the young woman, Valtir said, “Yes, I do, but that does not mean it is hers or that she took the oath to get it.”

Anardil sighed, but as he opened his mouth to ask the King’s Man just where in Middle-earth he thought she would find a uniform that small, Elanna spoke first.

Putting up her knife with a wickedly mischievous grin, she said, “He has a point, Dilly. I am rather one of a kind.”

Leaving her childhood friend with his amusement, she walked past the befuddled King's man, patting his shoulder as she did. The young Rohirrim meanwhile simply stared at her, as if trying to reconcile this lovely woman with the vision of just seconds ago, a harridan with a knife to Anardil's throat. However, the dreamy look that came into his eyes suggested that visions of another sort were swiftly taking the place of his first impression.

A cough and a poke from Valtir jarred the younger man from his open-mouthed reverie. Judging by the amusement visible in his grey eyes, the one-armed Ranger noticed the reaction as well.

“Let them keep what dignity is left to them,” Elanna said with a wink at the blushing trader.

Ignoring her comment, Anardil asked the question that had been on his mind since he first spied her, “What has you sleeping when it is not yet even mid-day? Aren’t you supposed to be on wide patrol?”

“Would you like a quick cup of tea? It wouldn’t take but a few minutes.” Elanna replied as if she had not heard him. “Oh, and I still have some Beorning honey cakes left that would go nicely.”

While Anardil wondered what guilty mischief she was up to, the interest of the other two men awoke. Beorning honey cakes enjoyed an excellent reputation far and wide, fueled further by the scarcity of the item. They had plenty of time to make their rendezvous with the King and his Guard. That Anardil would be able to indulge his sweet tooth hurt not at all either.

To the relief and pleasure of his companions, Anardil agreed. “We’ll join you, but we can’t linger too long. Which means you will still have to answer my question. Oh, this is Kasweld of Rohan, a trader, and our zealous servant of the crown is called Valtir.” 

Following his lead, Valtir and Kesweld filled their water bottles at the tiny rivulet running between the narrow line of trees signaling the northern edge of the Ithilien forest. While there, they allowed their saddle horses and two packhorses to drink as well. There would be no more water until they passed a league beyond the ruins of the Black Gate. 

When they joined Elanna at her campsite, she thanked Eru for the task of the tea and cakes; she was able to avert her face away from her friend’s discerning gaze and thus keep her embarrassment to a minimum. But as the men settled in the grass across from the small fire ring, she knew that the time had come to confess her dereliction of duty.

After dividing the last of the honey cakes between the four of them while the tea steeped, she handed each his portion and began the explanation Anardil was waiting for.

“I set out at dawn and was making good time until I came to the borders of Russ the Beorning’s land. Nik was waiting for me. It seems that he had broken one of the honey pots I made for Russ at Yule.” 
The giant Beorning had built his homestead on the edge of the Wetwang almost a year ago, and proved a kindly if reclusive friend to the Burping Troll. He also was a formidable ally to many creatures, not the least being Nik, an undersized Uruk-hai, whom he took into his household. Anardil knew, as many others did, that the local animals kept watch over the area and would have notified Nik when they saw Elanna. Knowing the Uruk's sensitive nature, Anardil was certain of the little orc's motivations for catching the girl.

“He wanted you to make another to replace it because he felt badly about it?”

“Aye.”

Anardil’s lop sided grin quickly appeared. He recognized the tone and her avoidance of eye contact. Memories of this same lass as a younger, smaller black-haired sprite filled his mind. He took a quick drink of his tea; the best was yet to come.

“Out with it.”

Kasweld grinned as the Ranger-maid all but squirmed under the older man's stern eye.

“Nik insisted on paying for the new pot, and I could not make him back down on that,” Elanna wrinkled her nose and swirled her tea in her mug. “It seemed very important to him.”

“Let me guess, he brought his payment with him in the way of honey cakes and,” Anardil’s eyes narrowed shrewdly, “some of Russ’s famous, or should I say, infamous mead. A brew which you made the mistake of sampling as you rode.”

Elanna blushed to the roots of her hair and hung her head as Anardil burst out laughing. 

“Let that be a lesson to you, gentlemen. Beorning mead combined with a fine morning and the sun on your shoulders is a recipe for sleep.”

Elanna lifted her head when a hand gently clasped her shoulder. Her embarrassment faded at the sight of the humorous twinkle in the grey eyes. If she were fair about the matter, this was not the first time she had been caught by Anardil in some, mostly minor, misbehavior. True indignity and mortification would be Anardil, her husband and her brother, Rangers all, comparing notes on her various transgressions over the years. What she could do is redeem what pride she still possessed by acknowledging the truth. 
“I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” said Elanna grinning sheepishly. “I didn’t drink much but it was enough. I could barely keep my eyes open. It’s such a nice day and this little clearing is so pretty. I only meant to take a short nap.” 

Kasweld's eyes roamed the immediate area as if in search of a telltale jug or wineskin. The furrow in his brow suggested that he was pondering the question, just what did one keep Beorning mead in anyway?

Elanna followed the young trader’s gaze. If it weren’t for the fact that she knew exactly what Anardil would say, she would have offered the man some. But whereas she was on her way home, their journey was just starting. Somehow, she didn’t think Anardil or the King’s man, Valtir, would take to kindly to Kasweld nodding off in the middle of their trip. 

'He’ll just have to settle for honey cakes.' She grinned as she took another bite.
“Besides,” she said around a mouthful of cake. “It could just be the fact that this patrol, and every other patrol or perimeter run lately, has been so bloody dull.”

The two men stared at her blankly while Anardil asked the obvious question.

“Why do you say that, and what does it have to do with what we were just talking about?”

‘One thing that has not changed in any way,’ Anardil thought to himself, ‘is her ability to jump across the stream of her thoughts and leave the person she is speaking to standing on the other bank scratching their heads.’

“Well, with the King on his expedition to the Eastern Borders, there have been more of the King’s men around than usual.” Elanna glanced pointedly at Valtir. “Not to mention the increase in traders.” A second look she aimed toward Kasweld. “Why, a body is fair tripping over all of them. I swear you can’t kick over an ant hill between Henneth Annûn and the Ash Mountains without half the King’s guard knowing and a trader showing up to make an offer for its contents.” Giving a dramatic wave of her hand, Elanna added, “And that’s not even counting the Rangers who come running!”

She threw herself back flat on the ground with a sigh of disgust.

“What is the point of this recitation?” Anardil frowned slightly. “If you find your present duties tedious, I’m sure Lord Faramir could arrange another post for you. Say something with a little more excitement . . . like Nurn.”

The young woman promptly pulled a sour face and stuck out her tongue, which only caused the one armed man to softly chuckle.

“I would have thought that you had enough excitement there, and that you would treasure a little peace and quiet.”

Elanna sat up. “Oh, you mean like your idea of peace and quiet since the Black Gate,” she said sweetly while grabbing playfully at his empty sleeve.

Anardil noted the dumbstruck looks on his companions' faces, guessing their thoughts. They had not expected Elanna to point out of his disability, and were probably undecided as to whether she was just rude and insensitive, or downright cruel. Though they no doubt thought he would lose his temper with her, Anardil listened mildly as she continued.

“Hmmmm,” Elanna pondered, ticking off her options one by one on her fingers. “Abduction, torture, near death from an orc with a sharp blade, how is one to choose?”

“I’ll have you know that since the War, I have kept my ’excitement’ down to almost nothing.” Anardil wiped away the last crumbs of the Beorning’s honey cakes. 

Now Elanna burst out laughing. This did not match at all the stories she had heard from her brother and her husband, Anardil’s best friends. 

“Of course, " she chuckled merrily. "Your duty in Harad was a picnic, the Ash Mountains a tea party and Rhûn will be a stroll by the river.”

“Behave yourself, or I’ll see to it that you join me on my next assignment,” Anardil warned, wagging his finger at her. “It would serve you right.”

With joint sighs of relief, Kasweld and Valtir relaxed. They now realized they were privy to the jesting of two friends who had both suffered sore trials and lived to tell the tale.

Anardil rose to his feet and brushed away the last traces of his snack.

Motioning for the others to stand, he said, “We need to be on our way. And so," he continued, turning with mild sternness to the Ranger-maid, "do you.”

The one-armed ranger turned away from her and took a couple of steps. Stopping as if he just remembered something, he twisted until he could see her face again and winked at her.

 “I believe your captain is anxiously awaiting your arrival and looking forward to your … report.”

Knowing who Captain Halbarad was but unaware of his relationship with the girl, Anardil’s companions wore baffled looks. Clearly, they could not guess what the former Ranger had said that would cause her to blush again.

“Come, gentlemen.” With the efficiency of movement honed from a lifetime of traveling, Anardil waved a sketchy salute and herded his charges back onto the road.

"Remember, Starling," he called, the pet name itself a gentle goad. "Mead and sunlight taken together are not a Ranger's friend."

Elanna watched them go with only a faint sigh before she mounted Dusul and headed off to complete the last, praise Eru, tedious miles of her patrol. 

~~~

Chapter Two

May 27th
The Burping Troll

Elanna gave Dusul a last pat before she turned him loose in the pasture behind The Burping Troll’s barn. Later she would return him to his stall and a generous helping of the oats he loved, but for now, she would allow the black gelding to enjoy the playtime he had earned. And if her husband were not too busy, she would indulge in the playtime she always looked forward to after her absences. She dusted her hands off on her tunic only to raise more dust. Hmm, maybe a lovely, warm bath first, some hobbit cooking shared with her beloved and then . . . that sounded better. 

The young woman followed the well-worn path from the stable to the back entrance of the inn, wondering what was on today’s menu. Not that it made a large difference. Anything cooked by their hobbits was bound to be good. Indeed, word of the board set by the inn had spread from the Ash Mountains to Emyn Arnen. It was suspected by all that Prince Faramir had something to with that. Regardless, as the King made treaties and order was established, traffic on the road increased, so did the business at The Troll.

As if they heard her thoughts, the two halflings responsible for the lion’s share of the kitchen’s reputation bustled out the back door with a rather large basket between them.

“Don’t tell me lunch has been cancelled?” Elanna asked in mock horror, blocking their path.

“It would serve you right Miss Elfy Britches,” Meri retorted with a wide grin. “As it happens, lunch is almost ready to serve so Erin and I are going to treat ourselves to a picnic. Milo and Camellia are capable of handling everything, besides, Aerio and Gambesul owe us some kitchen duty and this is how we are using it.”

While wondering what the two mischievous elves had done to deserve that particular penance, Elanna eyed the over-stuffed basket. Near as much food bulged over the rim as would be found in the depths below.

“Are you sure you aren’t meeting Gubbitch and the lads or something?” She reached for the cloth that kept the contents in the basket hidden. “It seems like an awful lot of food for just the two of you, perhaps I could help--“

The young woman leaped back to avoid the small hand vigorously swatting her fingers away. 

“Now, none of that! There is barely enough in here to keep us going until teatime,” sniffed Erin. She ran a critical eye up and down the girl. “By the looks of it, you’ve let yourself start wasting away again. Why you don’t come back from these patrol things half-dead I will never understand.”

Elanna stifled her laughter. Not an elf, man or dwarf alive ate enough by Shire standards. The Troll’s hobbits made it their personal mission to keep the locals from wasting away, considering them on death’s door if they did not eat six meals a day. She had to admit that their mothering warmed her. The only trick was eating enough to keep the diminutive food generals happy and yet still fit into her uniform, a problem shared by all.

“You aren’t going alone, are you?” Elanna asked, sobering at the thought.

“Of course not,” Meri exclaimed indignantly. “We have far too much sense to go wandering about alone.”

“Anyway, we told you,” Erin added, “Aerio and Gambesul are coming along.”

When the half-elven Ranger looked bewildered, Erin explained gently, “Hunger must be affecting your hearing. You just hurry in and let Camellia dish you up a hearty lunch.” 

“As soon as I have my bath, I will restore myself with a meal that I’m sure will be fit for a king.”

“You just be sure you do,” Meri admonished. “And make sure Halbarad eats something too, he’s been working on those report things all morning without even taking time for elevensies.”

Again, the girl had to bite her tongue. Poor Halbarad. She couldn’t help but wonder how many times he had been interrupted by a caring, concerned voice asking him if he needed something to drink or to eat. He should use the elf, Celebsul’s, trick of taking what the hobbits offered and then feeding it to the warg when no one was looking. 

“Check with Camellia, she’ll know if he’s been down,” Erin suggested. “And you better take a plate to him if he hasn’t. The poor man will probably be near fainting.”

Giving the hobbit a quick salute, Elanna pivoted and entered before her giggles could escape. She could not help it; it was a hobbit’s idea of a tragedy. They just could not understand why a person did not keel over and die after missing a meal, any meal. When she lay ill after her ordeal as a prisoner of the cruel raiders in Nurn, Erin refused to consider her out of danger until she had at least eaten some clear broth. Well, she knew that Halbarad was in no danger of expiring any time soon, missed meal or not, so the bathing room would be her first stop. No, make that her second, clean clothes would be better than running around the inn in a towel.

~~~

‘Ahh, this is much better,’ Elanna thought. Clean clothes, clean body and now for the important things. Lunchtime was still in full swing; if she hurried, she would still have a variety from which to choose. 

Trying to ignore her growling stomach, Elanna pushed open the kitchen door. For a moment, she stood there with closed eyes just sniffing. 

“Elanna, could you please move before I spill this on you?” a piping voice pleaded.

“I’m sorry, Cam. I miss this smell when I’m on patrol.”

The golden-haired hobbit giggled, “In that case, you’re forgiven, but you still have to move. And if you‘re getting something to eat, make sure you take some to Halbarad. He hasn‘t been down yet, and I don‘t know if the man even ate breakfast.”

So much for needing to ask. Elanna stepped to one side and held the door to allow the hobbit lass to exit with her tray full of bowls intact. Humming to herself, the girl found a tray that she could use and began filling it for herself and Halbarad. As she ladled out soup and added bread and cheese, she wondered what he thought about all the mothering. She added couple of thick slices of roast venison and managed to snatch two jam-filled tarts, fresh from the oven, before Milo could take them into the common room. Hmmm, though ale might be appreciated, tea would more likely help Halbarad finish whatever reports he was working on. 

It was only after she finished compiling her feast that she noticed the contents of the corner table. Various trade goods along with what looked like personal items were spread about in different groups. Sev’s Hangover Remedy was easily identifiable by its distinctive bottle, as were a number of herbal medicines. Elanna reached out an inquisitive finger to poke at a rather lumpy cloth wrapped bundle.

“You do know that poking at things is a good way to get into trouble, don’t you?” prompted a muffled voice from behind the half-closed pantry door.

“I thought you were going to Rohan on family business, not a trading expedition.” Elanna spoke with amusement when the plump figure of the Rohirrim trader emerged, packets of spices filling both hands.

With a brief smile of greeting and a rueful glance at the items cluttering the table, Sevilodorf answered, “I am, but it would be foolish of me not to take a few things that I know they don’t have and would want, if they knew they could get them.”

Elanna suppressed a grin and suggested soberly, “You know, if you take some of Russ’s mead, you could easily sell twice as much Remedy.”

Sev snorted and carried her spices to the table. “If I wanted to do that, I would get the recipe for Hulda’s punch and serve it every night,” 

Elanna burst out laughing; there was not a soul at the inn that had not heard of the infamous punch night at The Slippery Fish in Pelargir. The hobbit, Erin, turned green every time she heard it mentioned. Leaving Sevilodorf moving items from one pile to another with a furrow of frustration creasing her brow, Elanna decided to get a tankard of ale for Halbarad anyway. If he had spent the whole morning on reports, the man could probably use it. 

Whenever she was present, she usually helped him with the various amounts of paperwork their duties demanded. This practice began before Yule, when the aftereffects of her Nurn ordeal prevented her doing anything else in an official capacity. She became quite good at it. Her brother, Bob, and their newest Ranger, Morling, proved help, the one first better at swordplay than the written word and the other having a penchant for inserting dismal predictions regarding their fate into even the most benign of reports. 

Entering the common room, she found her brother engaged in another display of his two fisted drinking ability, a talent almost equally well practiced as his swordplay, before a small group of dwarves wearing the insignia of the Iron Hills. She gave Bob a nod of greeting, then rolled her eyes upward to indicate she was on her way to the Rangers’ meeting room upstairs. As her brother grinned and returned to his conversation, Elanna smiled a greeting toward the hearth. There two elves looked up briefly from consulted a map of Northern Ithilien. Stepping carefully over the furry tail sticking out from beneath a table, she proceeded to the end of the bar where the bartender was holding a wineglass up to the light. 

“Hullo, Pippin. Are you tending the bar for the Balrog today?” Elanna slid the laden tray onto the bar. 

The exotic red-haired elf halted her polishing of glasses. “Yes, the spicy pepper plants that Sev imported from Harad have given fruit.” 

With a smile, Pippin continued, “Anardil recommended that those not being pickled should be roasted to remove the skins, chopped and dried to store.”

“I see, and the Balrog volunteered for the roasting?”

“Exactly,” Pippin confirmed. “As he accurately pointed out, he is much more capable of controlling the amount of heat needed. Not to mention the oils don’t bother him in the slightest.”

“The oils?”

“Oh yes, you weren’t here.” The elf smirked. “It seems that Aerio and Gambesul helped peel and chop the first batch of peppers a few days ago. They were, shall we say, a trifle vigorous in their handling of the plants, which resulted in some burns. Anardil said it was the oils from the seeds, and that you can’t let them sit on your skin too long or they will begin to burn.”

The young woman could just imagine the ruckus the two young elves created when their fair hands began to turn red and felt as if they were on fire. 

“Luckily it was them and not the hobbits. Sev’s salve worked quickly, but it would have taken longer on the others. Being an elf does have its advantages at times.” Pippin winked, and held up a tankard. “Ale for Hal, I know. Anything for you?”

Remembering the effects of Russ’ mead, Elanna began to decline when a commotion at the door drew her attention. Four men, Rohirrim by the look of them, had just entered through the front door. One of them now sat on his backside on the floor. Obviously, he was not used to having to avoid a warg’s tail, nor accustomed to having said beast voice her objections in perfectly understandable, if growling, Westron.

The other three newcomers were of little help; two stood transfixed by the rare sight of elves being served steaming bowls of soup, by what appeared to be a curly haired woman-child. The third, a large man with rather a hard look about him, searched the room as if seeking someone specific. Though she did not know him, Elanna gained the distinct impression that she would rather trust a wounded fell beast than this man. 

Pippin and Elanna exchanged an amused wink as Camellia abandoned the elves and rushed over to intervene. 

“As interesting as this whole mess looks, I’m famished and want to get this upstairs before Hal takes it into his head to come down.” Elanna reclaimed her tray from the counter.

“Go on then.” Pippin placed the foaming tankard in an empty, yet safe spot on the girl’s full tray. “I will be sure to tell you the whole tale later.”

‘I wonder if Sev knows these people,’ Elanna thought in passing, then rounded the corner into the back hallway and mounted the stairs. Making a mental note to ask Sevilodorf later, she hurried upstairs to join her husband.

~~~

Absentmindedly sidestepping Milo, as the hobbit carried a tray loaded with small jam filled tarts to serve in the common room, Sev again rearranged the items on the table. As Elanna had said, this trip was a family matter, not a trading venture. There must be no giving the impression that she planned on becoming more deeply entangled in the family’s business. Three years ago, she cast aside the bonds of the family and departed the Deeping Stream; seeking not life, but death. 

Whether by fate or her own willfulness, she somehow managed to survive; and due to Esiwmas’ own brand of stubbornness, the ties to her husband’s family remained un-severed. No longer teetering on the edge of an abyss of despair, she realized she did not wish them cut. However, her heart now belonged to Anardil son of Cirion, and wherever he went in service to his King was where she would make her home, be it the streets of Pelargir or the plains of the Eastern borders. There would be no going back.

But habits are hard to break, and every item spread before her begged to be tucked into the already bulging saddlebags. Upending the bags for the third time, Sev once more thanked the gods that Erin and Meri had gone off picnicking and could not see the mess she was making of their kitchen during the noon hour. Beginning again, she focused this time on those items she would be taking as gifts. Skeins of soft Sube yarn would please Irosa, Esiwmas’ wife; as Aerio’s carvings of an entire menagerie of Ithilien's creatures would delight the younger members of the family. For the older boys, she commissioned knives from the knifesmith in Henneth Annûn, and two of The Troll’s elves fitted them with handles carved with the images of racing horses. Esiwmas’ sisters would be delighted with the glittering scarves woven by Azaelia of fine elven thread. Though in all truth, Leneswyn would have been equally content with one of the blades. Tracing the black emperor butterfly delicately etched by Gambesul onto an obsidian cameo, Sevilodorf nodded with satisfaction at the workmanship, for this was to be her wedding gift to Kathwyn. 

Unbidden, memories of a freckle faced pig-tailed girl whispering into the ear of a boy with pale brown hair and deep blue eyes overwhelmed her. Closing her eyes against the sudden pain in her heart, she could almost hear their voices as they raced across a meadow. Clutching the cameo tightly, she pushed herself to find some happiness in the memories of her son, who now rested in a barrow before the gates of Helm’s Deep, and the girl, Kathwyn, who had been as a daughter to her for many years. Slowly, the needle sharp claws of the past retracted, and she could smile at the remembrance of Essel dangling upside down from the branches of the massive oak growing near the horse pond while Kathwyn pelted him with acorns. It had been a long struggle; but she was now capable of calling forth the happiness of the past, instead of only the sorrow. Or so she hoped.

Wrapping the cameo carefully, Sev pushed it to the bottom of the saddlebag and turned again to the remaining objects with a shake of her head. There was just no way it was going to fit onto one horse. Especially not on Biscuit. The gelding held decided opinions on what and how much he would carry. Unless she wished to spend the entire journey in a battle of wills that she was doomed to lose, she must something behind, or she would need to borrow a pack animal from Henneth Annûn.

“Excuse me, Sevi.” Camellia pushed open the door from the common room just enough to poke her head into the kitchen. “There’s someone out here who wants to speak to you.”

“To me?” Sev set several bundles of herbs into the pile of things to remain at The Troll. “Who is it?”

Sparing a glance over her shoulder for whoever stood in the common room, Camellia stepped completely into the kitchen and closed the door. In a whisper she said, “He wouldn’t give his name, but he’s Rohirrim. And three of them are wearing your family’s badge.” 

The hobbit lass reached out a small finger to tap the emblem of a horse’s head centered between a crescent moon and the three slashes that stood for truth, knowledge and justice embossed on the saddlebag.

“Really, now?” 

“There’s four of them. But only one is doing the talking. The rest are just standing there gaping at the elves.” Camellia smothered a small giggle behind her hands. “Except for the one who almost stepped on Warg’s tail. He’s still sitting on the floor.”

“How original,” Sev remarked dryly, then gave an exasperated sigh. “I suppose Esiwmas sent them as an escort. I told him I would make my own arrangements.” She gave an exasperated sigh. “As they are here, I best speak to them.”

Following the hobbit from the kitchen, Sev came to an abrupt halt upon recognizing the barrel-chested man who impatiently slapped leather riding gloves against one thigh as he growled, “Get up, Treddan,” to the young man kneeling eye to eye with what was most assuredly one of a Rider’s worst nightmares.

“Warg, do let the man up,” said Sevilodorf in a carefully pleasant tone that drew a confused look from Camellia. “He’ll be more careful in the future. Won’t you, Treddan?”

Not trusting his voice, the youth rolled wide eyes in her direction and nodded. 

“Oh, for goodness sake,” exclaimed Camellia stepping between the warg and the fallen Rohirrim. “Let me introduce the two of you. Warg, this is … your name is Treddan, right?” As the man swallowed nervously, Camellia realized he was not much more than a lad and smiled sympathetically. “She’s not as dangerous as she looks.”

Warg chuffed softly with laughter and grinned toothily. A behavior that strangely enough did nothing to reassure the young man as he climbed unsteadily to his feet. Both eyes fixed glassily on the sight of a wee halfling lass scolding the enormous animal with a shake of her finger. 

“Warg,” Sev said with a hint of warning.

“Oh, all right. But you never let me have any fun.” Rising with a shake of her massive shoulders, Warg slunk between the common room tables to throw herself with a loud “Hmmph” onto the hearth and feign sleep.

Responding to small signals from Sev, Camellia helped Treddan to his feet and led the young man and his fellows to a large table by the front windows. Milo soon deposited a tray of jam tarts and three large tankards of ale courtesy of the elven bartender, and the two hobbits began to beguile the visitors with tales of the Warg’s helpfulness. 

“I see you have lost none of your manipulative ways, Sevilodorf,” the leader of the Rohirrim group said as Sev gestured to a smaller table near the kitchen door. 

Allowing herself an icy smile as she took a seat, Sevilodorf inclined her head and replied, “Nor any of my bluntness, Conrath. Shall we get straight to the point? What are you doing here?”

Eyes narrowing slightly, Conrath shrugged. “I am here at the request of the Lady Halene.”

Saved from expressing her astonishment at such a reply by the sudden appearance of Firnelin with a steaming pot of tea for her and a tall tankard for Conrath, Sev thanked the elf and gave a slight shake of her head in response to the question in his eyes. She was in no danger from Conrath who, though Halene’s man in more than one way, knew quite well that Esiwmas would brook no poor treatment of her. 

“Yes, a tray of sandwiches would be wonderful,” she replied aloud in response to the reminder that she had not yet eaten. “I did get sidetracked with my packing. Conrath, will you join me?”

“If it pleases you. I am at your command, by order of my lady.” 

Incapable of a polite response to this patently absurd statement, Sev gave the waiting elf a wide smile and said, “Two lunches, please, Firnelin. And if you could grab two or three of those tarts before Milo and Camellia eat all of them, I’d be much obliged.” 

As the dark haired elf disappeared into the kitchen, Conrath remarked, “That’s not the one who was your ‘companion’ on your trip to Pelargir last autumn.”

Choosing to ignore the implication behind the Rohirrim trail master’s stress on the word, Sev replied softly, “No, that was Aerio.” 

Looking over Conrath’s shoulder, Sev watched as another of The Burping Troll’s elves aimed an inquiring eyebrow at her from behind the bar. Giving the flame-haired bartender a wink, the Rohirrim woman smothered the grin that threatened to break out at the thought of the predicament in which Conrath would find himself if she gave even the slightest indication of distress, and concentrated on sipping her mug of tea. 

“If you are planning on staying for a while, I could introduce you to the Elves who live in the woods a way to the west. I believe there are close to two dozen now.”

Conrath’s eyebrows rose and he twisted to watch when the elven bartender left her station, to move from table to table in response to the requirements of the noontime diners. Then his eyes fastened on the lean form of a man wearing the uniform of an Ithilien Ranger who sat at the table nearest the bar and spoke earnestly to a party of dwarves. 

“Is that the Ranger we’ve heard so much about from Esiwmas?” 

“Depends on what you’ve heard,” Sev said.

She turned her mug slowly in her hands and thought darkly that, if Esiwmas had mentioned Anardil’s service to the King to Conrath, the former Ranger’s concern about the possibility of bloodshed occurring during this trip might well prove to be true. Being the inquisitive busybody he was, her cousin had discovered the truth; and been strongly cautioned not to speak of it. 

“That this Anrelid, or something of the sort, was teaming up with you and establishing a trade route to the Ash Mountains.” 

“Anardil,” corrected Sev and lifted her arms to make room for the plate that a suddenly appearing Firnelin set before her with a flourish. 

“Hannon le, Firnelin.” Then, as the elf settled an identical plate before her table companion, she said, “Allow me to introduce one of my cousin Esiwmas’ trail masters. Firnelin of the Woodland Realm. Conrath son of Conlith of the Deeping Stream.” 

While the man only nodded stiffly, the elf bowed gravely and murmured a soft, “Mae govannen, sir. Any friend of Sevilodorf is most welcome at The Burping Troll.” 

Firnelin’s subtle emphasis on the word ‘friend’ earned him a slight shake of Sev’s head and an impassive stare from the trail master. With a solemn nod, the elf backed away and began a needless inspection of the saltcellars on the nearby tables. 

“I suppose you and your men will be needing rooms for the night,” Sev said thoughtfully. “How long are you planning on being here, Conrath?” 

“That will depend upon you. We -,” the trail master indicated his companions, who were now listening with wide grins to Milo and Camellia’s retelling of their latest trip to Henneth Annûn, “are here to escort you to Rohan.”

Gripping her table knife a trifle more tightly than was necessary, Sev sliced the layers of venison, cheese and bread before her into thirds before saying, “Why ever would you be doing that?”

Conrath gave a small shrug and bit into his own sandwich before responding, “Lady Halene gave the order. I merely do her will.”

Setting aside her knife before she gave in to the impulse to throw it, Sev narrowed her eyes. “Forgive my bluntness, Conrath, but did you not file a claim on the landhold to which I have the rights? It would be to your benefit if I did not appear before Lord Erkenbrand; so I am confused as to why you would undertake such a task. Even at Halene’s request.”

The man ran a thick hand through his blond hair and swallowed before saying with a hint of defiance, “Aye, I did petition for the land, and see no reason why my claim should not be honored. By all accounts you have chosen to make a life outside the Mark.”

As Conrath motioned toward the Ranger at the nearby table, Firnelin and Sev exchanged looks; but neither corrected the man’s misidentification. In fact, Sev enjoyed the last bit of humor that she expected to find during this conversation, at the thought of Bob’s reaction at being confused with ‘Anrelid.’ 

“Thus leaving the land without the supervision necessary to make it flourish. I am prepared to state as much before Lord Erkenbrand.”

“That still does not explain why you are here.” 

For the third time, Conrath exclaimed doggedly, “The Lady Halene sent me.” 

Sev took a small bite off one slice of her sandwich and chewed thoroughly before replying, “Then you have come a long distance for nothing. I have already made my own arrangements and will stick to them.”

Glancing uncomfortably at the hovering Firnelin, Conrath said, “If you would, please reconsider. My lady sent me to accompany you in an attempt at reconciliation. Your departure created a rift between my lady and her son that she desires to heal.”

Seeing Sev’s face harden, the trail master quickly added, “She asks that you accept her apology for remarks made out of grief and wishes you to accept this token of her sincerity.” 

Reaching into a small pouch at his belt, Conrath drew out a man’s ring and placed it in the center of the table.

Staring at the silver band with its dark red stone, Sevilodorf blanched. “And how did Halene come by this? I was told it was lost.”

“I know not. I am merely my lady’s messenger. I assumed that she was given it for safekeeping and she now sends it to you as a reminder of your family obligations. Is it not your husband’s ring?”

At Firnelin’s touch upon her shoulder, Sev realized the need to control her distress. 

“Yes, it is,” she said tonelessly, no longer hungry and unable to stand the man’s presence any longer. Drawing a deep breath, she picked up the ring and rose shakily. “I fear my appetite has departed me. Conrath, I will consider your offer and let you know shortly.” Forcing a thin smile, she added, “Of course, you and your men will be my guests during your stay. Firnelin will arrange for rooms. If you will both excuse me.”

Before either elf or man could respond, she vanished into the kitchen.

Firnelin stood still for a moment as he watched the kitchen door close behind the Rohirrim woman. Then with quick footsteps, he reached the bar where Pippin was sopping up the last of the ale left behind by an over-filled tankard. Firnelin cleared his throat quietly, and the other elf looked up from her work. 

“Do me a favor, Pippin. I must see to rooms for those fellows over there.” He pointed to where Conrath sat eating with a faintly pleased look, then to the window table where the hobbits continued to entertain the remaining members of the group, though Milo cast an anxious look toward the elves across the room. Tilting his head toward the kitchen, he added, “You know what Halbarad has said that none should wander alone. Would you follow and keep an eye on her?”

Setting down the rag she had been using to wipe the polished surface, Pippin agreed with a swift nod of her head and a narrow-eyed look at the trail master. As she watched, he reached across the table to lift the abandoned pieces of Sev’s lunch onto his own plate.

~~~

Once outside by way of the back kitchen door and down the steps, Pippin quickly spotted Sev's footprints leading past Celebsul’s workshop, towards the wooded area beyond. It took the elf only moments to catch up to her, and only seconds to determine that Sev was indeed steaming. While the meaning of the Rohirric phrases the healer muttered to herself as she walked was unknown, the tone of voice was obvious. By the time Sev reached the eastern edge of the meadow beyond the kitchen gardens and showed no signs of stopping, Pippin decided something must be said lest the woman march angrily all the way to Rohan without so much as telling Halbarad. A thought she decided to keep to herself, lest she seem meddlesome.

“Sev?” Pippin called out. At first, the Rohirrim woman did not turn around, but as the elf took another step towards her, Sev whirled, eyes blazing and fist clenched.

“Yes?” she asked.

Pippin leaned back against a nearby tree, attempting not to give the appearance that she was worried. “At the risk of stating the obvious, Halbarad has said we shouldn’t wander off alone, you know.”

Sevilodorf made a sound in her throat that could best be described as an annoyed grunt and difficult to interpret, but she did not specifically tell the elf to go away. 

“Is something wrong?” Pippin asked after several moments of profound silence.

Nodding her head towards the inn, Sev said, “You saw what happened in there as well as Firnelin, who, no doubt, sent you after me.” 

Pippin folded her arms across her chest. “Yes, I saw what happened, and yes, Firnelin sent me.” 

Sev snorted slightly and shook her head. “Now that you’ve reassured yourself that I’m not on the verge of walking to Henneth Annûn or even farther, I suppose, though you would never ask, that you would like some explanation?”

A small smile twitched the corners of the Pippin’s mouth and she let her arms drop as she replied, “If you wish to explain, I will gladly listen. If you want to return to the inn and challenge the man, I will gladly stand at your side.”

Sev exclaimed, “How I wish!” Then her expression turned thoughtful. “Amazingly enough, Aerio made almost the same offer when he met Conrath for the first time.”

“Did he, now?” 

“Yes. And I’ll give you the same warning, the man fights like a weasel. Besides,” Sev continued with a frown of regret and a sigh of disappointment, “Esiwmas wouldn’t like it if we damaged him too severely.” 

Seeing that the woman’s temper had abated, Pippin dared to ask, “So what are you going to do about him?”

“You mean besides run away?” 

Pippin’s blue-green eyes glittered as she waved a hand toward the surrounding greenery. “To take your worries into the forest is not running away. It is the best place to make decisions that require thought and careful consideration.”

“Oh yes,” said Sev scornfully, throwing her hands in the air. “Qualities for which I am well known.”

A delicately arched eyebrow was Pippin’s only response and Sev controlled the urge to ask if she was taking lessons from Celebsul, the enigmatic Eldar who served as mentor to all who resided at The Troll. When the elf settled at the base of the tree she had been leaning against and tipped her head back with eyes closed, the woman let out a quick huff of resignation and sank down alongside her. There was no escaping the concern of an elf when said immortal decided its presence was needed. Thus, she might as well give in gracefully.

How long they sat absorbing the woodland calm, Sev did not know; but gradually the distant murmur of one of Ithilien’s many streams and the low hum of bees in the meadow worked their magic and her thoughts ceased to whirl madly. Muscles held tense by both anger and panic loosened and she gave a long sigh.

Her fist clutched tightly in her lap and her eyes lost in the variegated green canopy above her rather than directed at the elf maiden beside her, Sev stated quietly, “She told me it was lost. I took it from my son’s hand in the Cavern of Aglarond and gave it to the head of the family. After he died, I asked about the ring, but was told it could not be found. Now I discover she had it all the time.”

As way of explanation, Sevilodorf opened her hand. Pippin glanced down at the woman’s palm where a deep red garnet set in a plain silver band glowed in the May sunshine and hesitated for a moment before asking, “She?”

“Halene. The one Conrath claims sent him because she seeks reconciliation. But I cannot believe that. I do not know what to do now.” 

A short silence ensued while Pippin watched the dancing flight of a butterfly and the emotions flickering across Sev’s face. Gently, the elf asked, “You meant to return to Rohan before. How does this change things?” 

Sev closed her eyes, tightened her fingers about the ring, and then lifted her fist to her lips. For a long moment, she remained head bowed in thought.

Finally, she replied, “True, I meant to go. I still mean to go. The only difference would be my companions. And therein lies one of the problems.” With a wry twist of her lips, Sev said, “While I have no qualms about traveling with one of Esiwmas' trading groups, a journey all the way to the Mark with Conrath would most certainly result in the bloodshed Anardil predicted.”

Pippin nodded her understanding. “Is it not possible to avoid Conrath’s company?”

Sevilodorf considered carefully then shook her head. “Not now. Whether I accept his offer of escort or stick to my previous arrangements, I fear I will be forced to accept his presence on the long road to the north.”

“If you must travel with an undesirable companion, it would be best to make the journey a short one.”

“I see no way to shorten the road from here to the Deeping Stream. I suppose that if I chose to accept Conrath’s escort we would at least be able to travel more quickly than a pack train.” Sev chewed her lower lip. “But doing that would mean traveling alone with him and his men, and that would never do.”

“I do not see how it is any different than you traveling with the pack train, unless you believe he means you harm?” said Pippin with a look of confusion.

Sev smiled. “No, I suppose it doesn’t seem too different, but believe me it is. The rumors and gossip would multiply faster than hobbits at a free picnic. Especially since…” Stopping abruptly, Sevilodorf held up a hand. “Trust me, it would be misconstrued in the worst possible manner.”

After a moment when the two watched a flight of starlings spin skyward in a gyrating dance, Pippin offered, “What you must do is include your own choice of companions.”

Sev considered the possibilities this suggestion created, then nodded slowly. “That just might work. Hmmm, I suppose I should also do what I promised Anardil I would do if problems arose.”

“What is that?”

“Consult Halbarad.” As the elf laughed, Sev mused wryly, “Perhaps I should take wagers on whether or not the worthy captain passes out in amazement?”

“Considering your history I don’t think there is anyone here who would bet against the situation.” Pippin grinned.

Sev stood and brushed the grass from her tunic.

With the look of someone on the way to an execution, Sev muttered, “I might as well get it over with before I lose my nerve.”

Pippin’s tinkling laughter followed her back to the inn.

Chapter Three

May 27th
The Burping Troll

Halbarad, captain of the Rangers based at The Inn of the Burping Troll, took a well-earned break from the mountains of reports and official messages that required his attention. To be fair, he had finished the last of these and was sealing the packet with wax when Elanna walked in unannounced, earning her a grateful smile in greeting. A hearty meal in his wife’s company, a mug of ale, after proving to her that he had indeed finished everything, and yes, he decided, life was good.

Elanna’s verbal report took very little time even including her encounter with Anardil. As she had said before, all was quiet. Not that it would last forever. Sooner or later, the King would return to Minas Tirith, along with the King’s guard. The extra Rangers would go back to their regular duties and life would return to normal. Which, in their part of Ithilien, meant this peace was an impermanent state of being. Conflict over whether or not to extend rights to the small band of docile orcs that had settled in Ithilien flared oft and again, catching the inhabitants of The Troll and their friends in its flames at times. But, for now, their duties were light and easy.

So, then why did Elanna have that pensive look on her face? He had seen it more often of late and wondered as to its cause. 

“Is something bothering you, my love?” he prompted gently.

“What?” Elanna startled, taking a moment to comprehend as if he were speaking an unfamiliar language.

He held her eyes, sensing the longing to speak in her gaze. 

“Wrong? Nothing,” she said, pausing for a split second before continuing lightly, “except for extreme boredom.”

Halbarad hid his disappointment. To know something lay heavy on her mind and yet she was unable to speak of it made his heart ache for her. She had shared some of the worst moments of her capture and subsequent torture, so he knew it was not due to a lack of trust. More likely, she did not understand her own mind. As her captain, he could order her to speak, if he thought it impaired the performance of her duties; but then she would never willingly share her confidence with him again. It was one of those times where he questioned the wisdom of being both her commanding officer and husband.

He could easily imagine what his sister, Anoriath, would have said about the situation, it would be the advice she had a habit of reminding him at every opportunity. Advice he had needed to repeat to himself more than once as the captain warred with the husband in his heart and mind. His sister may have left The Burping Troll, but her words remained behind to needle him. ‘As you wish, Ani! I will be what she needs, not what I want.’ 

That settled for the time being, Halbarad let a warm smile lift the corners of his mouth as he watched Elanna stand and gather the dishes from their meal onto a tray. 

“Boredom? As opposed to what, excitement?” the captain asked with a laugh. “I’m afraid I agree with Anardil on that point, my love,” he said. “I thought you would have had enough excitement to last you a lifetime, even one as long as yours.”

This comment earned him a snort: disgust, disagreement or disapproval, he wasn’t sure if it was one or all three. He saw the flash of unhappiness for as long as it took to blink his eyes and, again, the moment passed. He sighed in resignation.

“Well then, at least for a year or so for my peace of mind if nothing else.”

His amendment earned him a kiss on the cheek but no opening to what was in the back of her mind. Ah well, maybe another time then.

“You could always take a trip to Henneth Annûn and if that doesn’t sound appealing, take Sev with you.” He winked at her. “A companion that will guarantee an, um, interesting time.”

Halbarad laughed as he dodged the balled-up napkin that the young woman launched at him from across the table.

“I wouldn’t let Sev hear you say that, my good captain,” Elanna warned, taking the napkin back from him and depositing it on the tray. “I haven’t heard a cross word between the two of you in weeks, but that comment would mean the end of a pleasant truce.” 

“What comment?”

Elanna recognized the voice behind her and gave Halbarad a pointed look of wicked glee. She was uncomfortable lying to him, not that it was truly lying. Her troubled thoughts of late had not jelled into something that she could coherently explain to him, no matter how much she longed to. She was so used to being able to tell him all that distressed her, that to find herself unable to articulate her concerns was maddening. Contrarily, it only annoyed her when he was understanding and did not press her, though she could see the temptation to do so in his expression. She hoped a little verbal sparring between him and Sev would take the focus off of herself.

The Ranger Captain rose to his feet and motioned the Rohirrim woman to join them at the table. “It seems that my underling here,” Halbarad ignored the glare his beloved shot him, “finds her duties a bit dull and unfulfilling as of late.”

“You expect me to provide her with company and excitement, I gather.” Sev remained standing half in and half out of the doorway.

“Though most assuredly not always of your making, excitement has a way of following you wherever you go.” Halbarad smiled. “And it seems to prefer Henneth Annûn to anywhere else.” 

There was little to rebut his statements; whether she liked it or not, every word was true.

“Unfortunately,” she agreed. “Though it irks me no end to say so, you have a point.” Sev opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it. 

No word passed between the Rangers, and only the shortest of glances, but the faint frown on one face and the lift of an eyebrow on the other confirmed their agreement. Something was on the woman’s mind, something that made her ill at ease in their company, an unusual circumstance. Elanna glanced towards Sev, then the door and back to Halbarad. The captain shook his head slightly. He did not want her to leave until he knew the nature of the healer woman’s trouble. 

“The furor over the orc’s right will settle,” Halbarad said more gently than Sevilodorf expected. “Eventually, you will no longer have to watch your back quite so closely when you’re gone from The Troll.” 

“I suppose,” the trader replied distractedly, dividing her glance between the man and the young woman.

Now doubly conscious of her friend’s discomfort and heavy heart, Elanna stood and offered, “Would you like me to go so that you might speak to Halbarad privately?”

Sevilodorf looked at the diminutive half-elf as if she had just suggested calling in a pack of rabid wargs.

“No, no, it’s fine, you’re fine.” Sevilodorf screwed up her courage and looked Halbarad right in the eye. “May I,” she paused. “Could - I need to talk to you, if you don’t mind or aren’t busy or something?”

“Of course, come, sit.”

Halbarad stood and pulled out a chair for the woman who looked down the hall before crossing the threshold and shutting the door firmly. Only then did she take the offered seat. Still she did not speak, but Halbarad waited patiently; there were no pressing matters to attend so time was not important. Elanna returned to her former place.

At last, Sevilodorf frowned, her eyes now on the table and asked quietly, “I need your advice.”

If a jest came to mind about Sevilodorf’s request, the Ranger captain had the wisdom and compassion to keep it to himself. 

Elanna’s heart welled with concern for her friend. She fought the urge to place an encouraging hand on Sevilodorf’s; it would not make speaking any easier.

The continued silence caused Sevilodorf to turn a sharp look at the man sitting across from her. To her surprise, no sarcasm or humor came her way. This should have pleased her; but, for some perverse reason, it made the asking all that more difficult. 

After linking her fingers tightly and placing them solidly on the table before her, she asked, “You know that I am to leave for Rohan?”

“Aye, family business, if I remember correctly.”

She nodded, and proceeded deliberately. 

“I recently received word from Esiwmas that a challenge to the family’s rights to my late husband’s holdings is to be brought before Lord Erkenbrand. I must appear in person to refute those that are trying to claim what is not theirs.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“Yes.” Sev’s eyes glittered, and then returned her attention to her tightly clasped hands. 

Having had that very same look directed his way once or twice before, Halbarad felt sorry for person who was to be the recipient. The fool did not know what he was up against. 

“When it became certain that Anardil must go to Rhûn at this time, I arranged to travel with a group of traders. I am well aware of the fact that travelling that distance alone would be foolish.” Sevilodorf paused, grateful that the Ranger captain acknowledged this confession with nothing more than a grave nod of his head. “However, it seems that someone in Rohan thinks I need an escort of their choosing, conveniently ignoring the fact that I did not ask for one, nor did Esiwmas, as far as I know.”

“Then who sent the ‘escort’?” Halbarad asked, for if the head of Sev’s Rohirrim family had not ordered an escort, who else would dare to suggest one. 

A grimace crossed Sev’s face before she could stop it. “Halene, Esiwmas’ mother.”

The Rangers again exchanged glances for they both knew Esiwmas, having met him last summer. Both liked the large trader immensely, and it seemed that a great fondness existed between the man and their friend. If there was any kind of loathing there, it was for his mother, not for the man himself.

“Halene,” unlike Conrath, Sevilodorf refused to give the woman a title she had done nothing to deserve, “sent Trail Master Conrath and three others.” The rolling tones of her accent thickened as the woman struggled to control her voice. “Supposedly as a gesture of goodwill. She claims to wish reconciliation between us.” Sev’s loud snort of derision was quickly followed by a pained expression she could not suppress. “To this end, she sent my son’s ring, as a token.”

A small feminine hand was laid upon Sevilodorf’s, causing her to look up at blue eyes that held sympathy and, more importantly, understanding. 

Gruffly, Sevilodorf continued, “I don’t trust the woman and her motives as far as I can throw them. Especially when she sends the very man who has laid claim to what is mine, or at least the family’s. That, however, is nothing new. Conrath has always taken what has belonged to others.” Sev gave a disapproving sniff. “It is what he is best at.”

There were many ways to interpret Sevilodorf’s comment, and Halbarad believed the most obvious was the correct one. Vague stirrings of disquiet disturbed Halbarad’s thoughts and he tried to sort them out by giving them voice.

“Those two want something more from you,” Halbarad said.

Elanna had followed the conversation intently. While she agreed with Halbarad, she also drew her own conclusions about the whole affair and saw a possible resolution that would serve everyone’s purpose, even her own. Trying to contain her excitement at the possibilities, she asked the next logical question.

“Do you think she sent this Conrath man to do you harm in some way so that you would be unable to appear in time to save your claim?”

Her captain’s smile of approval told Elanna that she had come to the same conclusion as he. But what did Sev think? 

The healer considered the matter for several moments then replied slowly, “No. Neither one is that vengeful or stupid. Besides, there are three others with Conrath, and I can’t see all of them conspiring against me. I don’t know the others well, but they have been connected to the family for years. In spite of Conrath’s loyalty to Halene, Esiwmas heads the family now. He has made his thoughts on my position in the family clear.”

Sevilodorf’s hand drifted up and unconsciously played with the silver pendant and chain around her neck.

Frowning, Halbarad asked, “Then what is it that disturbs you so?”

“Lord Erkenbrand is a valiant and just man, but he also has a reputation as a conventional one. My departure from the Deeping Vale did not exactly follow the rules of propriety. Nor has my life since that time. I’m certain that tales of my trip to Pelargir, with an Elvish companion featuring prominently, have been distorted and spread across the Westfold to any who would listen. Not to mention the hearing on orcs’ rights.” Then Sev hesitated, for of all the tales that attempted to besmirch her so-called reputation there was only one she truly worried about. 

“For goodness sakes, it was only Aerio. Anyone who knows you, and the evil elf, would know that - oh” Elanna halted in mid-sentence, her cheeks tinged with pink.

“Exactly. And …furthermore…” Sev swallowed, looking up to meet Halbarad’s gaze with an intensity that told him here was the true heart of her difficulties. “I’m sure Conrath has taken just as much pleasure in his speculations and rumor-mongering about my relationship with Anardil.” 

Elanna seemed about to blurt out another scathing comment in defense, Sev supposed, of Anardil’s honor, but subsided as her husband nodded slowly. Thanks to his mother’s sensibilities on such matters, he recognized Sevilodorf’s problem without any further explanation on her part.

“You do not fear harm to your person, but harm from the further gossip your escort might cause.” 

It was a statement as opposed to a question, and, therefore, needed no answer that Sevilodorf could see.

“A lady,” Halbarad could not resist tossing a quick wink and a sly grin at Sev, “would never travel alone with men who were not her relatives, even if she is an older widow. If she did, she would be subject to a certain amount of censure and prejudice.”

“Exactly. Though I care not at all for such niceties, there are family members who would. Halene tries to set a certain tone to my arrival, one that will show me in as poor as light as possible.”

Understanding each other, the captain and the Rohirrim nodded in unison. Elanna’s eyes brightened and a smile beamed upon her face. She must speak or burst.

“I have a solution,” the girl exclaimed. “I could go with Sev as her companion. That way no one could infer anything in the way of improper conduct.” Catching the twitch of Halbarad’s lips, she defended herself. “I do have some idea of what is or isn’t proper, despite what some people may think. Even when some of those ideas are antiquated and prejudicial.”

“I agree with you on the stupidity of such attitudes; and I would like nothing more than to show up with Anardil on one arm and Aerio on the other.” Sevilodorf sighed, rubbing her temples. Though months passed since she had experienced one of her headaches, she could already feel the pressure building behind her right eye. “But I also understand, all too well, how that would hurt my standing; and therefore, my claim.”

Halbarad eased back in his chair, slouching as he considered the matter. “Speaking of Anardil, I don’t think he would care for the turn of events any more than I do.” The captain ran his fingers through his hair. “We also have to consider that it has been deemed unwise for most of our people to venture out alone.”

“Unless you’re a Ranger or an elf,” Sevilodorf muttered under her breath.

“I know it is confining,” Halbarad reminded gently. “But as was said by more than one of us in Nurn, ‘We care for our own.’ I’ve come to think of it as The Troll’s motto.” 

‘Nmad nam’, Sevilodorf thought. Like his good friend, Anardil, he knew how to make even the most annoying things sound reasonable. Odd, she was going back to Rohan to settle family claims and yet, if anyone were to ask her, her true family was here at The Burping Troll.

“As a friend I would see to your protection anyway, but I also have my orders as a Ranger.” An easy grin spread over Halbarad’s face. “It would do little for my career to allow you to come to harm.”

Sev frowned when Hal continued,” After all, besides being needed for a certain trial to be held this fall, one Sevilodorf of Rohan is rumored to be a close friend of the Prince.”

“I am no such thing!” she exclaimed indignantly.

“Not according to my information.”

“I have heard the same said,” Elanna couldn’t resist adding.

“And just what information is that?” Though, with a sinking heart, Sevilodorf thought she already knew.

“He has never forgotten the woman who thought him to be the stable boy.”

A pink flush of embarrassment stained Sev’s cheeks at the memory of her discovery that the man she ordered to tend their horses was none other than Faramir, Lord of Ithilien. “Am I ever going to live that one down?”

“Probably not,” Halbarad admitted. “But to be fair, I also know that he has a great admiration for you, based what you are accomplishing trading with the orcs. He is a man of high principle and could only admire the same in others.”

Hal’s grin widened as Sevilodorf lifted her chin and quickly brushed aside his praise with an impatient tapping of her fingers on the table.

“So what are you trying to tell me in your roundabout, flowery way?”

“That as Captain, it is within my authority to assign you a Ranger as escort. In this case, it should be as Elanna suggested.” Halbarad paused to stuff his fingers in his ears to protect them from the delighted squeal his words had elicited from the same. “The only condition I will lay upon you is that she travels without her uniform. Why arouse any extra suspicions or jeopardize your case any more than necessary?”

Sevilodorf studied the Ranger captain thoughtfully. “That is much like what Pippin advised; that I should take companions of my own choosing.”

“She did?” Halbarad asked. “Hmmm.”

“What are you thinking?” Elanna demanded anxiously, afraid that her captain would change his mind now that she was excited by the prospect of accompanying Sev. 

“Would you have any objection to having an elf with you also?” Halbarad asked Sevilodorf.

“Do you mean besides Elanna?”

Halbarad replied with a straight face, “You’re right, I forget that to others she appears as one of the Fair Folk, until they get to know her that is.”

“Halbarad, son of Arahad, that is a terrible thing to say.” Though she knew he was teasing, Elanna still thought she had the right at least to act as if she were outraged. “I have half a mind to make you pay for that comment later.”

“That, my love, is what I was hoping.” His eyes glowed and a slow easy smile laden with promises spread across his face. For a moment, their eyes met all pretense of outrage quickly forgotten.

“Excuse me,” Sev interrupted sharply, “but if you would care to finish your advice giving, then perhaps I can leave you two alone to take this bit of conversation to your room where it belongs.”

Elanna wished she could take a quick plunge into the cool waters of the river, while Halbarad went on as if nothing had happened.

“If being in the company of elves would not hurt, then I would like to send Pippin with you, as well as Elanna, if she would be willing to go.”

At that, Sevilodorf bit her tongue. Once, the captain would have simply ordered the companions without a thought. She would have just as quickly declined and the battle would have begun.

Instead, she nodded solemnly at the man. “I believe she would be agreeable. I will ask her and check back with you.” 

Halbarad and Elanna, both, keenly noticed the unaccustomed give and take between them.

“Only if these arrangements are acceptable to you,” the captain offered.

“I think it is the sensible thing to do,” Sevilodorf allowed wryly and gave a small sigh of relief as she rose from the table. “I must admit, it will be nice to have people I can trust completely with me.”

“Thank you for coming to me, Sev.” The Ranger captain’s gratitude was truthful and heartfelt.

Sevilodorf paused at the open door, her eyes bright. “No, Halbarad, thank you.”

~~~

Pippin sat on the edge of the bed in her airy room, rifling through what she had packed thus far in the worn leather saddlebag that lay beside her. Sev had given only the barest of details concerning the nature of the trip, so the elf was left to draw her own conclusions as to what would be most suitable to bring. There were the obvious articles, of course, and with that thought she slipped her whetstone into a narrow pocket with a mental note to herself to remember where it was should she need it before the group departed.

Spring lingered still in Northern Ithilien. Erynlond, where dwelled the community of Burping Troll elves, was no exception. Though sadly absent during the cold seasons, bird now chided each other and twittered in the twiggy branches of the trees around which the elves built their rooms. From not too far away the sound of wooden chimes danced in the afternoon breeze; probably, she mused, from Azaelia and Brillamen’s home. The soft flow of one of many streams murmured in the background, signaling the elven woodland refuge was as peaceful as ever.

Light footsteps caused Pippin to turn. She smiled when Carcharien entered the room to perch on a tall stool. The fair-haired elf indicated her half-full pack with a tilt of his head.

“You are going somewhere?”

Pippin nodded and placed a small knife that would be useful for picking stray pebbles from hooves in the bag. “Yes, Sevilodorf has asked me to travel with her and Elanna to Rohan.”

Carcharien’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I thought our lady of Rohan’s plans already set.”

“A group has appeared unannounced to escort her. An arrangement with which she is none too pleased, is and suspicious of, to the point that she has consulted Halbarad and agreed without a word of complaint to companions.”

“Indeed, then it must be a matter that weighs most gravely in her thoughts,” Carcharien replied with a small frown, “If she has gone so far as to discuss the matter with our Ranger Captain and acquiesce so easily.” His tone changed to a more serious note. “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning.” 

Continuing her packing, Pippin took up the tale of the events from the midday meal, adding her surprise at the level of Elanna’s excitement about the trip.

“One would think she would be a little more hesitant to embark on the venture. After all, she and Halbarad are yet newlyweds.” Pippin winked at her friend. “They prove it whenever they are in the same room with each other.”

Carcharien smiled his agreement. His own thought was that after all they had been through, the captain and his bride deserved to play the young lovers for a long time to come. 

A pensive thought dampened his smile. Would he ever feel the free interplay of a loving passion with Pippin? Aye, a special bond connected them, but the defenses long and sturdily erected that protected their awful secrets behind walls of the past also served to consign their hearts to a lonely vigil within that same tower. He had been gifted the grace of loving friends who had dismantled the stones of his silence one by one; as of yet Pippin had not. She stood, as it were, behind a great barrier through which he could see her and yearn, but not yet touch. Silent, he watched the younger elf turn in a circle until she spied what she sought and headed toward a chair in the corner of the room to gather the tunic hanging over the back.

“Why did you accept Sevilodorf’s offer?” he asked abruptly.

“What do you mean?” Pippin’s brows pulled together, wondering what Carcharian intended by the question. “She asked, she has need and I accepted.”

“That is not what I mean.”

“Then what do you mean?”

“Sevilodorf’s reasons for going to Rohan are easy enough to see and understand, though she does not speak of all of them.”

Pippin dropped the tunic on the bed, crossed her arms and arched one eyebrow in amusement. “Have you suddenly developed foresight and neglected to tell me?”

“No, but I recognize sadness and hurt when I see it, though its cause may elude me.”

She was about to argue the point until she recalled the look on Sev’s face when Conrath brought out the ring. Though hidden quickly and well, the pain in the healer woman’s eyes had been unmistakable.

“You are right,” the maid conceded.

“So, you begin to understand?”

“No,” she said, perplexed and slightly irritated at the elf. Was he being deliberately obtuse or had he yet more to say but lacked the courage or wit to put it into a comprehensible form? “But I’m sure I will sooner or later.”

“You’ve wondered about Elanna and for good reason,” Carcharien began. He hoped an indirect approach could ease Pippin into unburdening herself. He had a healthy respect for the fortitude of her inner walls and the alacrity with which she defended the refuge of silence in which she had confined herself. He continued, “If it were not for the questions she has asked lately, I too would wonder about her eagerness to leave her hard won love.”

Since he brought it up, Pippin was not too averse to letting her curiosity show. 

“So what has she been asking you about?” Then fearing she might have overstepped her bounds, she quickly added. “That is, if you don’t mind, or Elanna wouldn’t mind you telling me.”

“I don’t think either of us would mind.” Carcharien held her eyes. “She has wanted to hear how I was able to make peace with myself over the deaths of my lord, the young brother of my heart, and my people."

Pippin’s jaw dropped and she stopped all pretense of packing. She searched Carcharien’s eyes, but the shame and pain she was accustomed to seeing at the mention of the past was missing. Yes, she found a profound sadness in the deep wells of his eyes, but without the self-loathing to which it had too often been mated. 

Few knew the tale of the fury let loose on the elven brothers' home in the south of Thranduil's realm. Released from the bowels of Dol Guldur, Carcharien had returned to hearth and kin, only to betray those he loved most dear. Who can tell how much the heart and body will endure, until they are overthrown and the mind becomes thrall? He came to his senses only after the foul deed had been done. The horror of the dreadful acts he committed while under Sauron‘s sway proved almost more than he could bear. Though the few who remained, the brothers who had lost as much as he, had taken him in and given both love and shelter, he spent centuries in bondage to his overwhelming fear that he was beyond redemption.

Carcharien and Elanna would talk for hours about their past in a way they could not do with others, of this Pippin was aware. Carcharien said very little to her about these times and she did not ask, wanting to respect the privacy of the two. In exchange for sharing him with her friend, Pippin was gifted with the joy of watching him blossom. Yet, as much as she loved to see the new serenity and gaiety in this elf for whom she cared so deeply, it only made her heart ache all the more. Try as she might, she could not bring herself to share her own secret. She could only watch with wistful envy as her friends moved out of the darkness and into the light. And here he had done it again, one step further from the sheltering shadow of barriers against the past, one step further from her.

Pushing these thoughts aside before they caused her to weep, Pippin asked, “What do Elanna’s questions have to do with her reason for going with Sev?”

Carcharien could not fail to notice Pippin’s distress. He longed to share with her the freedom that comes with letting past deeds go and setting the dead to rest. But like Elanna before her, Pippin let the moment pass. And with the patience of the elves and the compassion of the Ranger captain, Carcharien did as well, saying only; “She has been able to set aside her feelings of guilt and betrayal of Halbarad that Parcus had fostered in her.” 

Pippin nodded in understanding. Who could forget the dark days last fall, when Elanna lingered lost in shadow after her rescue from the brutal chieftain of the raiders then terrorizing Nurn? Though the young Ranger's body healed, everyone wondered whether she would survive the wounds done to her heart and soul.

Carcharien continued, “She has not said, but I believe she is beginning to wonder about the others, her friends in Nurn who died at the hands of those brigands. Deaths that maybe she could have prevented if she had only done one thing, or many things, differently.”

Pippin suddenly found it necessary to inspect the arrows in her quiver and turned away from the elf to spill them out upon her bed with a clatter. Picking up each one to check the shafts and fletchings, she hoped that she could hide how close he was to the truth about her. 

Without turning to face him, she asked, “And this relates how to her going with Sev?”

“Redemption,” he stated simply.

Pippin slammed the last arrow back into its place with almost enough force to pierce the bottom of the quiver.

Her thoughts in turmoil, she turned to question Carcharien, her voice strained. “What do you mean?”

“If she sees Sevilodorf safely to Rohan and back, then, in her mind, she has made good on a death she feels she should have prevented. She then begins to redeem herself in her own eyes.”

Carcharien gripped the bottom of his seat beneath his thighs. He longed to throw his arms around Pippin and beg her to speak to him, to let him help; but as he knew all too well, she must take that step herself. She was likely to repel his attack forcefully should he attempt to scale that fortress without her consent. No, only she could unlock that great gate to allow entry. 

The red-headed elf in question, in the meantime, was reflecting on how important it had been for Carcharien to learn that he was not like Parcus, the twisted elf who captained the Nurn raiders. He had fought as fiercely as she had ever seen him to save the captive Elanna, who faced a peril so similar to his own.

Pippin’s gaze dropped to the floor, and she asked softly, “Is that such a bad thing to want?”

How those simple words tore at his heart. He had yearned for the same thing for over two thousand years. Dropping lightly from his seat, Carcharien tucked an errant lock of silken flame behind her ear and shook his head slightly.

“No, not as long as you understand it will never completely take away the pain you feel from having failed before.” He cupped and lifted Pippin’s chin until her eyes met his. “And that the forgiveness of the living and the dead will not ease your heart, until, meleth nín, you can forgive yourself.” 

Carcharien gently brushed away the single tear that Pippin could not keep from escaping. 

“For whatever reason you’ve chosen to go, do one thing for me?”

She blinked rapidly, determined not to let another tear fall. Her voice was thick as she responded. “Yes?”

“Be careful. Come back to me, and I pray, by all the Valar, that you find what you seek.” He gently pressed his lips to her brow.

For an agonizing second that seemed to never end, Pippin felt crushed between two choices. Barriers that she had erected and strengthened over the years loomed large in her mind, keeping her secret safe. Yet, her heart beat against these very walls, begging for the release that only came with the compassion of someone who understood its sorrow intimately. Blood pounded in her veins; her lungs turned to stone. But, just when she thought she would surely die if she could not take a breath, the pressure lifted; and she knew she could not speak, not yet.

Carcharien saw the decision in her eyes. It was not to be, at least not now. If she could not unburden herself to him, then perhaps, on this venture, she would find someone else she could tell. Maybe this trip was just what she needed. But now, there was naught else for him to do other than try to restore the easy banter that was characteristic of their friendship, reassure her that all was still well between them. Backing away and reseating himself, Carcharien let her return to packing and searched for a way to return to a simpler, less stressful point in their conversation.

“You know why I asked you to be careful, don’t you?”

Pippin had not realized how tense she had become until relief loosened every muscle. “Not really.”

Carcharien smiled slightly at the tension ebbing from her tone.

“Surely you are aware of the reputation simple trips with our favorite woman from Rohan, and the half-elven Ranger as well, have come to gain. I do not think I am out of line to ask that you be careful while you are anywhere near those two. They are bound to attract trouble.”

Grateful that things had returned to normal, Pippin folded the forgotten tunic and added it to her pack. “You are not, and I will.” She stopped, pawed through her pack for a moment. Stopping, her brow crinkled in all too familiar bafflement. “Have you seen the brooch to my cloak?”

Patiently and with a slight smile, Carcharien replied, “It is on the floor, directly under the peg where you are supposed to hang it.” 

Pippin nodded again. “Oh, no wonder I couldn‘t find it. Thank you. Now, where was I?”

“You were promising me that you would be careful.”

“I will be,” Pippin affirmed as she picked up the small silver brooch and set it on top of the cloak laid nearby. After a moment’s hesitation, she plucked it back up and put it in her pack instead. Wiping at his lips, Carcharien tried to smother the smile that played at the corner of his mouth.

“What will you do without me to keep track of where you’ve put everything, I wonder?”

Pippin laughed and sat down beside him again. “I will spend a good deal of my time searching for everything I’ve misplaced,” she answered lightly with a wave of her hand at the slightly disorganized room. 

Late spring sunshine filtered in through the lace of intricately carved walls and winding branches that had grown into the room, throwing dappled shadows across the faces of both elves.

Not sure if he was doing the right thing but unable to deny the impulse, Carcharien offered softly, “I am ever at your side to help you find what you’ve lost, all you need do is ask, nod, bribe-”

“Supply you with toffeed nuts?” Pippin teased, but allowed herself one sober, heartfelt moment to speak her heart. “I will remember.” She then moved briskly on, “You will take over at the bar for me, won’t you? You know how Meri and Erin and Camellia get when their kitchen help goes ‘traipsing off on a whim.’ ”

She spoke her last words in imitation of the higher vocal tones of the hobbits. Then to Carcharien’s amusement, she leaned over and checked to make sure her bedroll was in plain sight so that she would not forget it. Her forgetfulness was not the most elf-like behavior but it only endeared her to him all the more.

“I’ll consider it,” Carcharien replied thoughtfully, rubbing his chin as if deep in decision-making. Determined to maintain a level of more lighthearted cheerfulness, Pippin moved closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder then cast her eyes up to look at him beseechingly.

“Please?”

With a chuckle and a gentle kiss, Carcharien obligingly replied that he would see that her duties did not go unfulfilled.

“Now,” Pippin said briskly, rising to again to survey everything she had packed. “I think I’ve finished. If I come back and this place has burnt down or been attacked or only Eru can fathom what else, then I will be quite cross.” Looking down at the floor, she nudged a stray flower petal with the tip of her boot.

She gave a wry smile when Carcharien noted, “You are taking on the attitudes of the hobbits who oversee you in the kitchen.”

“I know, but it cannot be helped,” Pippin replied with an exaggerated sigh. “If you cannot best them, join them,” she added.

“Does that mean you shall be speaking Rohirric when you return?” Carcharien asked with a typical elvish raise of one eyebrow, before he stood and absentmindedly straightened the scattered objects that lay on the dresser-top. “I know Aerio learned enough to cause Sevilodorf more headaches than she deserves.”

Pippin’s bright laughter was musical as she shook her head, causing several strands of red hair to fall across her face. Reaching to brush them aside, she chuckled.

“I doubt Sev will permit any more Rohirric drinking songs if she can help it. Besides, our company does not seem the merry type. If I hear Conrath sing a tune, one about drinking or no, I think I will be quite surprised. No,” her tone lowered to one of more thoughtful nature, “I think this is more serious than any sort of trip Aerio’s songs would fit.”

Walking across the room, Pippin touched the elf's wrist and gently stilled his hands. Setting aside her joking manner, she said earnestly, “I promise I shall be careful. And you had best promise the same while you stay here. You know how The Troll can be at times.”

“Of course,” Carcharien replied, smiling at her gently. “But we have our Rangers, as well as my brothers and I, and Warg. And do not forget our courageous kitchen staff.” 

“All the same,” the redhead insisted. “Well, I’ve said it already, but-”

“Be careful,” Carcharien repeated as he finished Pippin’s sentence with her. With teasing sparks of age-old stars in his eyes, he chided, “You worry too much.”

“Hardly, and I am not the only one,” she snorted, breaking the serious tone of the conversation once again. Then with a wry air, she mused, “Besides with this place I often wonder if I worry too little.”

Carcharien paid the comment no heed and asked, “Shall we go explain to the small kitchen mistresses the particulars of your replacement?” 

Taking her hand, he led her towards the doorway that faced the inn standing beyond the trees and greenery that were slowly taking root. This once-barren land had suffered greatly under the reign of Sauron, but gradually the wounds of the blighted earth were healing. Though he longed to accomplish more, Carcharien felt that enough had been said and he would let her go with only a twinge or two of worry. Hopefully, her own heart and mind were a little clearer so that she did not rush to do something foolishly brave. True, this journey had no reason to be anything but uneventful, but neither had any of Sevilodorf’s more memorable trips to Henneth Annûn. 

“What did you say?” Pippin asked.

Carcharien had not realized that he was muttering under his breath.

“I was just wondering if we should wager on how quiet this trip will be.”

“It is a wager I will take because I know you will lose,” Pippin smiled. “We are going to Rohan, not Nurn or Mordor, or somewhere dangerous.”

“Since when did that make a difference?” Carcharien pushed aside his foreboding to muse lightly, “Now what is it I would like most from you when you lose?”

Pippin took immediate offense to his words and playfully punched his arm. The woods rang with elven laughter and raised voices as the two argued the terms of their wager all the way to the inn.

Chapter Four
May 30th 

Approaching Minas Tirith

Splashing a handful of water upon her flushed face, Sev shifted uncomfortably. A trickle of moisture dripped down her spine; a trickle made even more irritating by the fact that she had not the least hope of doing anything about it. Sweat must be expected when one wore a leather brigandine as outerwear and a firmly laced corset beneath. 

Replacing the plug in her water bottle, the Rohirrim woman cast envious eyes at the lithe figures of her companions. Elanna had left behind the uniform of an Ithilien Ranger and dressed in a leather tunic dyed dark green atop a blue shirt, along with matching leggings. Pippin, as was her habit when riding, wore the hunting garb of the elves of Mirkwood. Both looked a good deal more comfortable than she felt.

Blowing a strand of dark hair from her face, Sev recalled how scandalized Conrath had been the morning of their departure when all three of them appeared clad in leathers with swords securely fastened to their sides. Amazingly, the man managed to keep any opinions to himself. The cords of restraint that kept his mouth bound shut appeared strained almost to the limit when Pippin added her bow and quiver before mounting. When he realized that not only did Elanna match the elf maid in the addition of bow and arrows, but added the twin knives that her brother, Bob, had given her, the man turned beet red and appeared to be in the throes of apoplexy.

This was not the first time Sev had seen him thus; and she had waited for the verbal barrage that always followed when Conrath quit sputtering and squawking and found his voice. However, the man turned his back to the group and did not turn around until he had regained control. This was an event on the level of the destruction of the One Ring as far as Sev was concerned; she had not known him capable of such restraint. Whether his reticence was due to Halbarad's obvious approval of their attire and weaponry, complimenting each woman on something, or to a sincere desire to avoid conflict, she could not determine; but whichever it was, the trail master's behavior thus far had been downright agreeable. At least, based on what he had proven himself capable of.

While her elvish companion seemed able to divorce herself from the situation to the point of ignoring Conrath's very existence, Elanna was not so blessed. With the gates of the White City now in view, Sevilodorf felt certain the uneasy peace would not be lasting much longer. Conrath's airing of his views on the proper place and attire of women had not endeared him to the lady Ranger. And if she were totally honest, Sev would have to admit that, after years of wandering the roads freely, coming face to face once again with such beliefs left her tempted to tie the man up and leave him by the side of the road. Giving the bulky form of the trail master an irritated glare, she recalled their first rest stop.

~~~

The small spring, almost midway to Henneth Annûn, was a regular stopping place and they refilled water bags and allowed the horses to drink while walking out the kinks from their time in the saddle. Baldor, a balding and rake-thin older man, began asking Elanna about the sheath made for her knives. She could attach it to her quiver, or wear it separately on her back. He had never seen such a design before and admitted to admiring it, in his slow, careful Westron. Treddan, in the throes of youthful infatuation, followed Pippin to the spring and made rather nonsensical remarks concerning horses and the weather. 

Meanwhile the third man and Sevilodorf tended silently to the two packhorses she had borrowed from The Troll's herd, and subsequently loaded with every item she had thought to leave behind. Included was, at the insistence of the hobbits, additional food and supplies. If she were forced to accept the escort of four men, she might as well put them to work. 

Apparently oblivious to Treddan's behavior, Conrath listened to the conversation between Baldor and Elanna with growing dissatisfaction. After a few minutes, he interrupted. 

"You are wedded to the Ranger Captain, are you not?" he asked bluntly.

"Aye." Elanna answered.

She hoped that if she kept her answers short he would leave her alone. Halbarad had cautioned her to follow Sevilodorf's lead in dealing with the man, and thus far, Sev's method appeared to be maintaining as great a distance as possible from the trail master. At least Baldor spoke to her as if she possessed something resembling intelligence. It was too bad the other, Rypan, seemed to be cut from the same cloth as Conrath.

"Isn't it unusual, a man to join with an elf?" He drew his brows together in contemplation. "Though it would explain why you and the other one," Conrath nodded his head in the direction of Pippin, stoically suffering under the attentions of the smitten Treddan, "would choose a man's form of attire."

Elanna gaped at him in disbelief. "Excuse me?"

Adopting a patronizing tone that immediately raised the hackles of the half-elf, Conrath explained, "It is common knowledge that elves are, shall we say, different. No respectable woman would dress as a man," a quick sidelong glance at Sev's loose fitting trousers, "nor would she outfit herself with weapons she had little chance of wielding with any degree of skill or accuracy."

It was on the tip of Elanna's tongue to remind him that the Lady Èowyn not only disguised herself as a man, but also killed the Witch King. A sharp glance from Sevilodorf caused her to clamp down on the urge and let it pass; though she felt bewildered by the woman's response. Never before had she known Sev to back down in the face of such a remark.

Fighting to keep a polite, neutral tone, Elanna said, "Then I must be truly different for I am not an elf. My mother was; but my father was a Ranger from one of the original bloodlines of Numenor. As to my skill with weapons, I have practiced studiously with my husband as one of my teachers."

'There,' Elanna thought smugly, conveniently forgetting that she was supposed to conduct herself as a Ranger's wife, not a Ranger, 'let him chew on that awhile and if he wants to see skill, I just hope I get the opportunity to show him.' 

As the trail master muttered a disdainful rejoinder in Rohirric to Rypan, the Ranger could not resist giving a final stir to the pot. "Did I mention that elves tend to judge people by their words and deeds?" the young woman added innocently. "They also allow their people to develop whatever gifts and talents Eru has bestowed upon them, regardless of whether the possessor is male or female. Isn't that right, Pip?"

Grateful for a polite way out of her rather stilted conversation with Treddan, Pippin replied, "Yes, and a wise custom it is. Immortal life is too long to spend trying to be something you are not."

Sev watched the storm clouds gathering in Conrath's eyes and made a mental note to have another little chat with Elanna and Pippin as soon as possible. Until then all she could do was try to calm the troubled waters, an old habit from Rohan that had not atrophied with disuse.

"I think we can safely say that all the races have different customs and each should be respected." Sev looked pointedly at Elanna and Pippin. "This is how King Elessar is working to make peace with the different tribes of the Eastern Borders."

Pippin nodded and shrugged her shoulders as if wondering what all the fuss was about anyway. Elanna met the older woman's eyes with her lips clamped shut, trying to ignore the unspoken plea. Only her knowledge that she was here to add respectability to Sev's trip home and that she wanted to help her friend, not hurt her, gave the girl the ability to apologize stiffly.

"I cry your pardon, it was not my intention to cast dispersions on the customs and beliefs of Rohan," she declared. "I am quite sure that Pippin meant no such disrespect either."

Elanna's self-control strained to its utmost when Conrath grunted what could have been his acceptance of her apology, or one of his own. She still did not understand why Sevilodorf did nothing to refute this man's misguided notions, something she intended to remedy as soon as possible. Until then, because it was what Sev wished, she would curb her tongue. 

'But not forever,' she promised herself.

~~~

Sevilodorf sighed. The request that peace be kept at all costs had not set well with either of her friends, though Pippin consented easily enough. For her it would not be difficult, she would just ignore the man. Elanna on the other hand said she would agree only if Sev could give her a good reason. 

It seemed a simple enough request, but one that caused Sev a hard few moments of thought. How was she supposed to explain that for years she had spent her life being someone who responded to even the most outrageous abuse with a meek 'yes, sir' and that she was finding herself slipping more and more into her old habits. Long ago, she learned that you cannot change water into a rock, but you can be like the rock and allow the words and deeds of others to flow over and past you. Anardil might understand though he would encourage her to stand her ground, but he was not here; and she found it difficult to fight the undercurrents of family expectations and insinuations created by Conrath.

Unable to find the words to explain, she finally asked Elanna to just please do as she asked in the name of friendship. Whether it was the incipient sorrow in the woman's eyes or the quiet, yet wild, desperation in her voice, Elanna agreed to keep the peace without further persuasion. While the girl would try, Sev knew that it was not in her nature to suffer fools gladly, and Conrath was nothing if not a fool.

Shrugging her shoulders in another vain attempt to ease the constriction of her clothing, Sevilodorf listened with half an ear to the man's unnecessary blustering about making the last leg to Minas Tirith as short as possible. Seeing Elanna roll her eyes at this overbearing behavior, Sev ducked her head to avoid the girl's gaze and thanked the gods for elven patience and fortitude. Pippin took every new chauvinistic assumption by Conrath with aplomb, though a certain tightening was beginning to appear around her eyes whenever Treddan approached. At least the trip would not be a boring one. 

~~~

As soon as they had climbed close enough to make out the carvings on the gate to the first circle, Elanna forgot her frustration with Sevilodorf and her ever-growing antipathy towards Conrath. The last time she had stood before these gates was when Bob brought her to the city for the coronation. The gates had been but splintered ruins then, now they were magnificent enough to steal her breath. 

It seemed that the dwarf friend of the King, Gimli, son of Gloin, proved as good as his word. The finest craftsmen from the Lonely Mountain had fashioned a masterpiece in wood, gems and precious metals. They swung from bands and hinges of an extraordinary strong alloy of the dwarves' own creation. It had taken months but the finished product was well worth the wait.

Elanna urged Dusul closer to the open gates as they rode through and stopped. With a mix of reverence and awe, she reached out a hand to brush one of the bas-relief images carved in the likeness of a man. Rich, yet subtle color stained his garments, his mithril shone from the inlay in his chain mail, copper and gold gleamed along his shield, and he lifted a horn of iridescent mother-of-pearl in his strong grip. His face seemed familiar. Elanna felt as if she should know him somehow.

"It was done by the King's orders," a deep voice explained kindly.

Elanna looked down into the smiling face of a sergeant of the guard. She had not even heard him approach.

"The gate you mean?" she asked, her voice filled with an emotion she could not put name to.

"Aye," the guard answered pleasantly. "It was he who insisted that the carvings depict the line of Stewards who had held the city in trust until the return of the King." 

"All of them?"

"Aye, all twenty-six of them, plus two extras," he related with pride shining in his voice and eyes, backing up to scan the gate. "Thirteen on this half and thirteen on the other," He said, nodding across the open archway.

"But that's only twenty-six, what of the other two?" 

"There is one on each."

"Which one?"

Elanna felt a trembling in her stomach as if she knew what the guard's answer would be.

His voice was as gentle as his answer. "The one you weep for my lady."

The girl touched her fingertips to her cheeks and was surprised at the wetness she found there.

"He seems so noble, yet sad somehow. Who is he?"

She studied the image's features once more and traced them with the tip of her hand as if they were living flesh rather than wood, only to freeze when she heard the answer to her question.

"That is Boromir, son of Denethor. His brother, Faramir, is on the other gate." The guard looked at the figure now, the tone of his voice an indication of his firm belief in the rightness of the two being included. "Though Boromir did not live to take up the White Rod, nor see the King's return, Lord Elessar deemed him worthy. His valiant effort to save Master Pippin of the Guard and his kinsman, amongst other things, were instrumental in defining the moments that slowly but surely turned the tide against the Unnamed.”

For a moment, Elanna thought she would burst out weeping. She and Halbarad had but recently journeyed to Emyn Arnen, the ancestral seat of the Stewards. There, she had found the opportunity to ask about the Lord Faramir’s brother, for the Prince had used Boromir’s name to comfort her, when she lay wracked with survivor's guilt in Nurn. 'Even men of high birth fall,' he said and shared with her his brother's story as told by others' lips. Without ever having met, she felt a deep kinship with the fallen man. 

Yes, now that she knew who he was, she could see his resemblance to Faramir.

"I do know you," she whispered to the silent form.

"If you're done gawking, the rest of us would like to stable the horses."

The sergeant's face fell blank and impersonal at the rudeness in Conrath's words. Reacting to the obvious frustration the man’s blunt words created, he bowed slightly and motioned them through the gate. 

"Might I have the honor of escorting your party, my lady?" the guard asked formally. 

Before Elanna could open her mouth to respond, Conrath interrupted, preemptively asserting his rights.

"That will not be necessary, some of us have been here before, and are quite capable of finding our way without assistance."

Suddenly, for Sevilodorf, who had been watching silently, enough was enough. It was one thing to be rude to her, but quite another to be disrespectful to the Guards. Esiwmas would not be pleased to return to Minas Tirith and find every shipment from his trading company being searched assiduously each time it passed through the gate, or that strangers attempting to locate his stable yard were being directed elsewhere by those manning the gates. Conrath had allowed his dislike of her to interfere with good business practices, and that she could not tolerate. The fact that Sevilodorf was tired and hungry likely did not help matters.

"Conrath." Struggling to control her temper before she said something irrevocable, she spoke slowly and carefully. "If the good sergeant is kind enough to offer his services as a guide to Esiwmas' stables, I would not dream of being so rude as to decline. We are guests in this city." 

Glinting anger simmered in the trail master's eyes, but when Sev offered nothing beyond this mild reproach, he apologized stiffly, his jaw tight, "Forgive me, I am thirsty and weary and only wish to attend to the horses that we may avail ourselves of the famous hospitality of Minas Tirith. I meant no offense." 

The solemn guard simply nodded his acceptance of the apology and, with a sweeping gesture, motioned them to enter the city. His only acknowledgement of the hilarity of the situation was the mischievous wink he gave Sev, hidden from the trail master behind his shoulder. As he led the way through the corridors of stone toward the narrow alley wending to the stable yard of Esiwmas of Rohan, he expanded his role of guide to include pointing out several of the park-like areas created by the Mirkwood elves to Elanna and Pippin. Both women's eyes brightened as they noted the surprising amount of greenery in a place they thought would be void of it. Small thrush whose nests were hidden in the rocky crevices in the walls chirped as they flitted about the streets, their calls bouncing and echoing against the stone walls to mingle with the clip-clops of horses' hooves. Despite the presence of Conrath, Elanna could not help but smile.

After curtly ordering Baldor and Rypan to tend to their business, Conrath lapsed into sullen silence. The trail master listened to the overly solicitous sergeant with a sneer of distaste that he expanded to include Sevilodorf. Conrath's very demeanor bespoke his belief that she clearly needed a reminder of her place in the scheme of things. His eyes narrowed as his gaze swept over Elanna's diminutive form, his perusal painting her as a wench far worse than Sevilodorf, when it came to defiance and improper behavior. While simply looking at her, his shoulders twisted as if something dug under his skin like a burrowing insect. For the true elf, he spared little attention other than a scowl, which plainly indicated his judgment that Treddan was making a fool of himself. 

Sev could have wept with relief when the company approached the narrow alley leading to the stable yard. At least for the evening, she would be shed of Conrath and his cohorts. Perhaps she could garner some respite for herself in a room with a large tub filled with steaming, relaxing water, preferably before she must face more questions from Elanna. Just a little bit longer, she need only hold herself together for a little bit longer. If her nerves and will were this frayed after only three days, how would she survive the rest of the trip? 

Grimly, Sev set her jaw as she watched Conrath prepare to reassert his authority, and wished for the hundredth time that she could have made this trip the way she first planned it, alone with Anardil. But then, plans had a way of coming unraveled. Casting her eyes away from Conrath and towards the other members of the party, she noted with amusement that Treddan yet again maneuvered his mount to be as close to Pippin's as possible. The young trader acted as a second guide by attempting to point out various things he thought she might find of interest. In spite of nodding slightly every so often when the young man stopped speaking, it was obvious, at least to those who knew her, that Pippin was far from pleased with the attention. 

With a low bow, the sergeant bid them farewell and added that should they need anything this visit or in the future, they only need ask for Isengrim of the Guards, and he would be honored to attend to them. After waiting only long enough for the guard to move beyond earshot, Conrath brusquely ordered the group down the final stone passageway. 

Above the main door of the well-appointed stables, the family's insignia glowed in the afternoon sun. Several inquisitive equine noses poked over wooden stall doors shielded from the shimmering heat reflecting off the stones by multi colored canvas awnings. Every window in the long row of rooms Sev knew to be kitchen and dining area stood open to catch whatever breeze might chance to appear. However, their arrival aroused no sign of human curiosity. 

"Martham," Conrath barked as he dismounted quickly. "Ho, Martham."

The horses stamped and shifted on their feet while the human contingent slid gratefully from their saddles and strained to understand the indistinct words that issued from the open doors of the stable. Conrath looked ready to yell again, when a typically fair-haired man of Rohan emerged from the dim interior. A pungent yellow muck dripped from his hands and decorated the leather apron he wore.

"I was in the middle of a poultice or I’d been here sooner," he apologized in thickly accented Westron then eyed the assembled group inquiringly. "I thought that was you, Conrath, though you weren't expected. Thought you had business back in the Vale to attend to." Not waiting for a reply, the horse master directed his gaze at the trader woman. "You, on the other hand, I was expecting the day after tomorrow in the company of Alfgard's pack train."

Giving a small shrug, Sevilodorf loosened Biscuit's cinch strap and said, "There was a slight change of plans."

Martham glanced from Conrath's irritated face to Sev's blank one and gave a shrug of his own. His job was to manage the horses for Esiwmas, not to get involved in matters that were none of his affair. "Be that as it may, I’ve a message for you from Esiwmas."

"Of course," Sev muttered. She should have known there would be a message from Es. She twisted Biscuit's reins in her hand and said more loudly, "And what does my cousin have to say?" 

Scrubbing his fingers clean on his apron, the stable master removed the reins from her fingers with a slight frown for her mistreatment of good equipment. Then he replied, "Esiwmas said you, and any escort you bring," he gestured toward Elanna and Pippin, "are to stay in that house he's been keeping, seeing that he won't be there to bother you. Said he'd made some changes in the place since you were last here, and he wanted your opinion."

Too tired for guessing games and suspicious of the slight grin peeking from behind Martham's stubbly beard, Sev asked, "And what changes would those be?"

"He didn't say," the stable master responded, rubbing at his face to remove the grin. "I guess you'll just have to see." Turning back to Conrath, he ordered, "Tie up to the rail for a bit or go ahead and take them in. Stalls down on the end are ready. Make sure you take your bags with you. There's room for you and your men in the second barracks. There's no pack trains expected until day after tomorrow, so we've got plenty of space for unexpected visitors."

Sevilodorf expected Conrath to react unfavorably to a dismissal to the stables, while she and her friends were shown to family quarters. But again, the man shocked her with his restraint. Perhaps he had finally decided that silence was his wisest course.

"What all of that will you ladies need this evening?" Martham went on, cocking a thumb toward the two packhorses Rypan led to the rail. "I'll have some of the lads haul whatever you need up before dinner. Let the bunch of them go off to see some sort of wrestling match. Thought I'd have the whole afternoon to myself." The horse master grimaced then wiped his hands along his leather apron again.

"We'll take the saddlebags with us, Martham," Sev said. "I don't think we'll be needing anything else this evening. We will be leaving in the morning unless Conrath has other plans."

The trail master looked up from where he was inspecting the hooves of a pack animal and said easily, "As you decide, Sevilodorf, I am at your command by the orders of Lady Halene."

Elanna's head snapped around to comment on this, and Sev placed a hand on the younger woman's arm in a silent plea. Swallowing her words, the Ranger acquiesced, but vowed that before the evening was out she would have some explanation from her friend.

"Then we leave tomorrow. The sooner we arrive in the Mark the better," Sev declared, pulling her saddlebag from Biscuit's back. 

Watching the muddy grey horse shake himself, Martham said, "I see you've got the old boy with you again. He's a good one for the trail. Sewulf will be right glad to see an old friend too."

"Sewulf?"

Sev cursed silently at the news that her foster son was in the city, instead of safely at his trading post in Nurn. As if she did not have enough to contend with, keeping Conrath and Elanna from blows, now she would have to find a way to stop  Sewulf from egging the girl on.

"Aye. Right fortunate it is that you're early. You'd have missed him if you'd stuck with the pack train."

"Yes," Sev replied weakly. "My luck is simply amazing."

Martham waved an arm toward the upper circles of the city. "Him and Beregrid been here a week now. You'll probably find them up at Es'. Too bad, Sewulf's so stiff necked and all. I mean, his own sister getting married and he won't go. Sent her a real nice gift, I know. But it's just not the same. And Beregrid, well, he won't go if Sewulf won't. Kathwyn will be disappointed. I know she's over the moon that you're coming home, but still."

"I expect Kathwyn will understand Sewulf's reasons well enough," Sev interrupted the garrulous man. She knew that it was already too late, as Elanna's eyes brightened at the mention of Sewulf and Beregrid, then widened at the mention of Sewulf's connection to the bride to be. 

Nodding his head, Martham said, "Well, I'll let you surprise him. If you'll excuse me, I've got to be getting back to my poulticing."

Pippin had barely loosened the first buckle of her saddlebag when Treddan appeared at her side.

"I-I can take care of him for you," the young man stammered, patting Maegloth on the neck.

"Thank you, but I think I can manage," the elf replied, counting the seconds until she would be relieved of his attentions.

"Oh." Treddan's face drooped briefly, but brightened as another idea occurred to him. "May I carry your saddlebags and anything else you need up to Esiwmas' house? I don't mind the walk."

Hoping he didn't see and aiming a glare over her horse at Elanna who looked to be suffering from some kind of paroxysmal spell Pippin was sure the twitching, shaking and coughing were all caused by the half-elf's efforts to contain laughter at her predicament. But Elanna's amusement was the least of Pippin's problems. She hated to crush the infatuated young man as it could make the rest of the journey to Rohan rather awkward. But then again, she did not want to encourage his attentions; which of his requests should she grant?

Seeing Sev releasing Biscuit into Martham's care, Pippin said. "If it isn't too much trouble, would you please give Maegloth a good brushing before you bed him down for the night?"

Pippin’s accompanied her appeal with her second-most winning smile, which left Treddan unable to answer with anything more than an incessant bobbing of his head, an action that continued even after the red-haired elf turned away from him.

"I wouldn't smile at him like that if I were you," Elanna grinned, speaking in Sindarin while leading her own horse toward the stable door. "The poor lad might misunderstand and believe there is hope where none exists."

"I will worry about that tomorrow," Pippin replied in the same language. "For tonight, I buy myself some peace."

"You talk of him, he know." Sev joined in haltingly with her limited but growing expertise of the elven tongue.

Not for the first time, she congratulated herself on asking Firnelin for lessons. Originally, she wanted to learn the language so she could understand Anardil when he spoke to their elves or even the other Rangers. It maddened her to know she was the subject of conversation, yet not be able to understand a word. Now, it came to her that, judging by the annoyed look on Conrath's face, a language understood only by the three of them could very well come in handy. 

"Since when did you know how to use elf talk?" Conrath demanded, tossing his own reins to Rypan.

"Since it became necessary for my business with the elves."

"Well, at least it's a real language, unlike that hand nonsense Beregrid came home doing after the war. How could anyone understand that?"

Sevilodorf could have cheerfully throttled Conrath the moment the words left his mouth. She had managed to stave off Elanna's anger up to this point, but she knew the disparaging commentary on the girl's close friend would push her over the edge. To make matters worse, the fool did not appear to be done yet. 

"I must admit," Conrath continued, blithely unaware of the danger he was in. "Beregrid still looks human, even if he is mute. Sewulf …" He shook his head. "Those wounds to his face and hand ruined him. I'm amazed he has been able to do any kind of trading business looking like that."

Elanna, stunned, could not believe her ears. Why were people always afraid or disapproving of others who were different from themselves? If Sevilodorf did not wish to defend herself against this man or allow others to do so, then that was her prerogative. But Elanna was not about to stand there and listen to Conrath belittle her friends behind their back. Tossing her reins to Martham as he walked by with Biscuit, the angry girl spun on her heel and marched, stiff-backed and hands balled into fists, until she stood directly in front of Conrath.

"And why are you so certain that a man with no voice cannot make himself understood?" Elanna asked icily. Her hands, no longer clenched, moved swiftly in the once familiar patterns of Beregrid's hand language. "You are an ignorant fool who knows nothing. Those two men have lived through more in the last few years than you have in your entire life. They know love and respect that you have never felt nor will. If there is any who deserve pity for their follies, it is not Sewulf or Beregrid, but you."

While Treddan and Baldor watched Elanna with confused interest, Rypan and Conrath responded with disparaging shrugs over what was to them meaningless gestures. Sevilodorf and Pippin were properly thankful that Conrath did not understand for, from the sharpness of her gestures and their knowledge of her opinion of the trail master, it was doubtful that any of it was complimentary. However, two figures who had emerged from the narrow alley leading to the stable just as Elanna had begun, and now stood watching silently, knew exactly what was being said in the silent language. 

"Too bad she's not saying it out loud to him," Sewulf commented softly to his much taller partner. "What I don't understand is why she's using your old way of speaking?"

Beregrid suggested, "Let me ask her, but in that manner." 

Giving his friend an indulgent nod, Sewulf stepped into the stable yard and called out, "Sevilodorf! What are you doing here ahead of schedule and in such company?"

The moment Elanna caught sight of them she gladly left off her tirade to run and leap first onto Sewulf, then Beregrid, in turn. The vigor of her embrace confirmed the extent of the fury they had seen in her words.

"Sweet Eru, just how bad can my luck become," Sev thought and gave Sewulf a tight nod while positioning her saddlebag as if a shield. 

The unmarred side of Sewulf's face lifted in a momentary smile. Then, as Elanna began gesticulating rapidly to Beregrid, he turned to the bulky figure of the trail master. "Since the cat seems to have Sev's tongue at the moment, what are you doing here, Conrath? Martham said you had returned to the Mark."

Grateful that Elanna was too distracted to react to the revulsion Conrath could not entirely conceal, Sev watched Sewulf set the man in his place. It appeared that the trail master retained his respect for the hierarchy of the family. 

"My lady sent me to escort Sevilodorf to Rohan."

"Your lady? You mean Halene?" The scarred man snorted as the trail master nodded stiffly. Sewulf directed his next question to Elanna. "I see, and what about you and the fair Pippin?" Not allowing her time to do more than draw breath, he continued with a courtly bow to Pippin. "Mae govannen, lady. It is a pleasure to see you again." 

Pippin returned the gesture as Elanna explained, not realizing the cutting blow she dealt Conrath with her words, "We came so that Sev would not have to travel alone without family."

Stifling the urge to ask more, Sewulf digested the girl's words and noted that Sevilodorf still held herself stiffly and refused to meet his eyes. What in the name of Helm was going on here?

"What do you want?" He turned impatiently to the silent blonde man who was tapping his shoulder. "And why are you-"

He snapped his jaws shut, cutting of the rest of his question because the moment Beregrid had his attention he began speaking with his hands. The taunt lines of Sewulf's face relaxed and he fought the urge to burst out laughing. He could only assume that Elanna was relaying the same message to the red-headed elf in her rapid Sindarin. Now if Sev would keep silent then the secret would be safe. 'Not,' he thought sourly, 'that my cousin-by-marriage appears to be running over at the mouth.' Something was amiss and before the night was over, he would find out.

"I see. Well, why don't we all go up to the house? I'm sure our worthy trail master can handle things here. Can't you, Conrath?"

The man answered stiltedly, "Of course."

"Come then," Taking Sev's saddlebags from unresisting fingers, he slung it over one shoulder, and then reached for Pippin's bags. Sketching a salute to Martham in the barn's doorway, and giving Conrath a final nod, Sewulf said, "Beregrid, you get Elanna's things."

~~~

Elanna did not spend the walk up to the fourth circle admiring the changes in the city. Too many questions needed asking and too many things needed to be said without alerting the object of their conversation. To this end, she and the two Rohirrim traders continued their conference in the silence afforded by speaking with their hands. It was possible they were being over-cautious, as it appeared that Sevilodorf had retreated into a world of her own while Pippin hovered solicitously at her side. But the trader woman was sharp and it did not pay to underestimate her.

"Sewulf, something is wrong with Sev and I don't know what it is," Elanna signed, her hands moving rapidly as her booted feet thudded softly on the stone paved street

"So I noticed, was she like this before today?" Sewulf signed awkwardly, the two saddlebags impeding his movements.

As her thoughts followed the same path, Elanna was able to interpret the slightly off kilter words correctly.

"Aye, since this man showed up at The Troll. One moment, she is fine; the next, silent and refusing to speak."

"Have you asked her about it?"

"I tried once, when we were delayed overnight near Osgiliath."

Beregrid tapped Elanna's shoulder to gain her attention. "Why were you delayed?" he inquired with genuine concern, adjusting the saddlebag so it would rest more comfortably against his back when the movement of his hands caused it to shift again. "Was something wrong?"

Elanna placed a reassuring hand on the blonde man's shoulder before she withdrew it to continue. "Oh no, it wasn't anything like that. Biscuit threw a shoe and made a big show of limping. We stopped to replace the shoe."

Watching her reply, Sewulf snorted and made a gesture of disgust. "Huh. The obnoxious nag probably did it on purpose just to try and get out of the journey."

"The very thing Conrath said."

"The man does know his horses," Sewulf admitted, his hands slowing in reluctance. "That aside, did Sevilodorf answer your question?"

Elanna sighed. "Not really." The girl slowed her pace, dropping her hands and chewing on her lower lip. She lifted her hands again and signed slowly, "In the end, she asked me to say nothing and keep the peace, in the name of friendship." 

She absentmindedly tried to run her hands through her hair, a habit she had copied from her husband, forgetting that it was in its braid. Her fingers rescued a few strands from their prison, but it did little to ease her frustration.

"I'm going to ask her again later." Elanna responded to the lifted brows of her friends, insisting, "I have to. If I'm expected to hold my tongue around that fool and put up with his boorish behavior as if he were the King of Rohan, then I need some kind of reason."

"You. Hold your tongue. I didn't think that was possible." Sewulf grinned lopsidedly with his hands spread wide to emphasize his surprise.

Elanna stuck her tongue out at him, a gesture that left her hands unimpeded to continue her side of the conversation.

"I've only managed to do it this long because of Sev. She's my friend, and I'll do what she asks to the best of my ability but I don't know how much longer I can stay quiet. The man is an idiot and a braggart."

Now that they were not discussing Sevilodorf, Beregrid saw no reason to hide what they were saying. So far, they had been lucky. Their odd movements had not attracted much undue attention from the city dwellers and merchants they had passed. Thanks to the elves of Mirkwood and their efforts in restoring flora and fauna to Minas Tirith, even Elanna's appearance was of little concern. The blonde man grinned to himself, how much attention could his hand language attract after the events of this past April. The hearing before both the King and the Prince of Ithilien granting orcs their rights was still being thoroughly discussed in the local taverns, and rightly so. Orc walked with Elf, Haradrim walked with Rohirrim and the Halfling walked with all of them as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Times were changing.

"Which brings me to my question," Beregrid prompted aloud. "Why did you use your hands when you know I can speak?"

"Because even though I know you can," Elanna smirked, savoring the moment as she took her time in completing her thought, "Conrath doesn't."

Beregrid shook his head in confusion, while a smile crept across Sewulf's scarred features. Knowing the girl, he was surprised his cousin had not figured out the mischief she was up to.

"And why do you wish to spring the truth on Conrath tomorrow, if I'm guessing correctly?" Sewulf asked. "Aside from the obvious, what has he done to earn your vengeance?"

Elanna's eyes burned and her smile collapsed into a grim white line. Her anger flared anew as she recalled the derogatory remarks made by the trail master, not that she would ever hurt her friends by repeating them. She stopped walking and crossed her arms in front of her. 

"He said terrible things about each of you, and if I'm not allowed to revise his views with my words, then the least I can do is show him." 

Her explanation ended in an ungainly sprawl that spread her out on the ground. Several pairs of hands helped her to her feet. They belonged to a group of boisterous men ending their workday with a tankard or three or more of ale. The collision was not completely their fault; lost in her fury, Elanna failed to notice that she had stopped right in the tavern's doorway.

The tallest man, though shorter than Beregrid by several inches, became the instant spokesman for the group, drawing himself up to unsteady attention.

"Forgive us, lady, we are knaves to have done such grievous harm to an elven woman whose beauty rivals that of Queen Arwen." He fell to bended knee and with a bright, boozy smile grasped Elanna's hand. "Can you find it in your generous heart to grant us clemency from our transgressions, and allow us to offer you some humble form of recompense?" A foolishly hopeful gleam appeared in his eye. "Perhaps my lady would be so kind as to allow us to purchase her a cup of the finest wine this establishment has to offer?

Elanna couldn't help but find the flowery if besotted speech amusing, so like in manner to her husband's way with words. Conrath's irritating ways had so occupied her attention that her annoyance kept her from missing her husband. Now the kneeling man's dark hair and grey eyes, common to the men who could claim Numenorean blood, reminded her sharply that this trip would be the first time they had been absent from one another since Nurn.

"Stand up, my good man." Elanna smiled as she raised his hands so he would do as she asked. "You have done me no lasting harm. Indeed, you have given me a gentle reminder to pay better attention to my surroundings."

"Then you and your companions -," the tipsy man seemed to have just noticed Sewulf and Beregrid who were watching the incident unfold with undisguised interest, "will agree to join us?" He swayed slightly to the left before righting himself.

Elanna laughed softly, "Nay, kind sir, I fear we must decline. Already we have fallen far behind our companions. But if it pleases you, you may make a toast in my name when you meet here again."

"Gentlemen," he called, raising a booming voice to his friends, who stood only steps behind him, "the lady is as wise and kind as she is beautiful. What say you?" He peered at the others, who undoubtedly remained silent in part due to the amount of ale they had already consumed. "Shall we re-enter and fulfill my lady's request?"

There could be no other answer to such a summons than "Aye." To a man, they faced Elanna and gave their best effort at a courtly bow. Only one man fell, but his friends helped him to his feet before they re-entered the tavern. A fading voice drifted out the doorway. "Wine, for a toast to … what was her name?"

"That was, um, interesting," Elanna giggled. "Only now I can't remember what I was saying."

"You were about to tell us how you plan to obtain your revenge on Conrath for what he said about me and Beregrid while not breaking your word to Sevilodorf to keep the peace with Conrath," Sewulf reminded her.

"Aye, I was at that." Elanna rubbed her brow; suddenly tired from the tension and the gamut her emotions seemed to have been running this trip. "I know that it seems like I'm breaking my word to Sev, but I'm not really. After all we've been through, I refuse to let him talk that way about you, not if there's a way I can stop him."

Sewulf sobered at the weariness settling into the lines of her face and touched the two remaining fingers of his left hand to her cheek. "Don't upset yourself, little one." 

Elanna bit her lip to still the tears that had started to form. Sewulf rarely used that term of affection with her. 
Beregrid's voice was gentle. "Sewulf is right, Elanna. What Conrath said is no different from what others in the Vale have said or thought. He only hurts himself by saying such things."

Elanna looked back and forth between the men, but could not find any sign of bitterness or anger.

Sewulf took up the explanation. "What our families think or say about us has not bothered Beregrid for a long time." His cousin nodded his assent. "And with the help of certain people, I can now say the same." Sewulf tapped her gently on the forehead. "It is no accident that we have made Nurn our home."

"You still miss her."

For a moment, Sewulf didn't answer. His time with Melin, the potter woman of Nurn who had befriended Elanna and any others who came within her reach, had been short, but precious. In that small space of time she had done for him what a host of healers and his family in Rohan had been unable to do. She loved him out of choice, free of any obligation, and refused to let him hide behind the excuse of his scarred appearance. In the settlement of ex-slaves of the Eye, all bore scars both seen and unseen.

Shadows filled his eyes as he replied, "I do, and I know you do, too."

Elanna nodded. How could she not miss the warmth that had been Melin? The newly freed slave lands of Nurn had been Elanna's first assignment after taking the Ranger oath. Sent to uncover a brutal ring of bandits terrorizing those humble folk, she had never felt so alone. But then the potter, solid and square of face, hand and frame, had barged into their circle and taken her on as the family she had lost. Good humor and an earthy practicality had flowed from the ex-slave's generous heart, rising above her life's tragedies to help others despite the risk it cost. Yet, for all the broadly lived life and love that had been Melin, lately, when Elanna thought of her friend, she could not picture her happily behind the potting wheel. Instead, the instant of the woman's brutal murder flashed before her helpless eyes once again. Why?

Melancholy joined the fatigue on the girl's face, Beregrid and Sewulf watched it settle there like a dark cloud. They understood the reason, even if she did not.

"If Sewulf and I go along with your game, then Sev can't be too angry," Beregrid said. Hoping to dispel the girl's mood, he gave her a quick hug. "I will say anything to Conrath that needs to be said so you will not be breaking your word."

It took Elanna a moment to attend to what Beregrid was saying and, as his words sank in, a smile spread across her face and a gleam appeared in her eyes. 

"I think it best if we walk all of you back to the stables tomorrow." Beregrid waved his hand to include Sevilodorf and Pippin who were now quite a ways ahead. "And that we are to be talking, laughing and even singing all the way there or, at least, as soon as we're close enough for Conrath to hear."

Elanna's grinned widened and that gleam became decidedly wicked.

Sewulf frowned. "You two are like a couple of children plotting to get back at the village bully." 

"Does this mean you'll play along?" Elanna asked sweetly, trying her best to look innocent and failing miserably.

The trader just shook his head. It had been years since he allowed himself a playful side. He knew what Melin would have advised; she loved a good jest as much as the next person did, especially when played upon someone who desperately deserved it.

"I know I shouldn't be enjoying this so much, but I can't help it.” Elanna sighed. “Conrath needs to be taught a lesson in tolerance and compassion."

"I think we all agree on that," Sewulf said. "But for now, we need to find Sev and Pippin. I'm not certain that Pippin knows where to go. Sev does, but can't find her way without a guide, even when she is paying attention to her surroundings."

Laughing, the three jogged up the narrow street, hoping that it wouldn't take them too long to catch up to their companions, or to find them if they had gotten lost.

 Chapter Five

Evening May 30th
Minas Tirith

Dinner went reasonably well. To the ladies’ surprise, the two traders did the cooking and acquitted themselves nicely: a little on the spicy side, in Sev’s opinion, but quite tasty. Oil coated the mutton and kept the spices on the meat as it roasted over the fire. Soup, two different vegetable dishes, and one that was unidentifiable, were as spiced as the mutton, though flavored differently. Thank goodness, they served the bread pudding unadulterated. She briefly thought to ask about the dish she couldn’t put a name to, but changed her mind after she remembered Anardil’s advice from his Harad days. “If you don’t know what it is, but it tastes good, then don’t ask.”

With Beregrid and Elanna dominating the conversation at dinner, Sevilodorf felt quite content to sit quietly and allow the talk and laughter concerning the news of Nurn and The Troll to flow around her. Free of Conrath’s presence, she was relieved of the need to be on constant guard against his sly remarks or the possibility of open warfare with Elanna. And while Sewulf eyed Sev's quiet demeanor suspiciously, he left her alone.

Pippin, too, remained subdued during the meal and afterwards when they retired to a cozy parlor. Guiltily, Sev supposed that was her fault. On the walk through the city earlier, Pippin’s hovering finally became too much. Tartly Sev informed the elf that, though more than a century younger, she was by human standards of an age to take care of herself. She regretted the sharpness of her words almost instantly, but they served their purpose, for Pippin allowed her to move on ahead without treading on her heels.

Now, stretched out on the narrow bed in a room bearing all the signs of occupation by Es’ three older sons, Sev congratulated herself on avoiding any questions or requests for explanation from either her companions, or her meddlesome relatives. Then there was a light tap on the door. Sev stiffened; it didn’t matter who it was, she knew it could only mean one thing. Questions she did not want to answer. Briefly, she wondered if whoever it was would go away if she didn’t answer. 

When the tapping repeated a bit more insistently, she made a hasty wager with herself and called out, “Yes?”

Her luck continued its ill-fortuned run, for it was Elanna’s concern-filled voice, which replied, “May I come in, Sev?”

Should she plead illness? Claim the onset of one of her bad headaches? The faint throbbing at the base of her skull meant it would not be a total untruth, but it would only serve to postpone the inevitable. Elanna was a unique mixture of elf and human traits. She possessed the tenacity of the elves and the curiosity of men, and if Sev did not soon provide some reason for her strange behavior, the younger woman would take it upon herself to unearth one. Time had dulled the pain of some memories, and the strength she drew from Anardil’s regard had allowed her to settle many of the ghosts from her past. However, she did not intend to spread all of her dirty laundry before her friends. Yet, if she must find an explanation, it would be best to do so when no unfriendly ears were around. 

Sitting up, Sev asked, “Is anyone else with you?” 

On her side of the door, Elanna’s confusion and curiosity only grew with the question.

“No one; the others are downstairs, except for Pip. She went walking outside somewhere.”

Only Elanna then, the one who would be the most determined. This would not be easy. 

Counting slowly to ten to compose herself, Sev rose and tucked a stray strand of hair back into her braid. “Come in.” 

Slipping in quietly, Elanna shut the door firmly behind her. She stood without saying a word. The two women held each other’s eyes as the silence stretched out between them with nerve-wracking tightness. Neither wanted to be the first to speak; finally, one of them could stand it no longer.

“If Halbarad treated you the way this toidi does, I would have been a widow before I had the chance to be wed,” Elanna blurted.

A faint smile tugged at the corners of the older woman’s mouth upon hearing the Rohirric word in the girl’s statement, a statement whose truth she could not, in all good conscience, deny.

“The good Captain does not possess the stupidity required to make observations on the same level as Conrath. Not even Bob is capable of reaching such depths.”

Elanna blinked in surprise. She had hoped that Sevilodorf would not be evasive tonight, but she had not expected blunt honesty from the beginning. Although she should have, as it was the Rohirrim woman's way. 

Careful to keep pent up frustration and impatience out of her voice, Elanna asked softly, “Then why do you allow him to do so without comment?” She moved to Sev’s bed, sat on the edge and ran a hand through her unbound hair. “I don’t understand.”

Sev looked at the girl helplessly. How could she hope to make her friend understand without revealing the very things she was most ashamed of telling?

When the woman lowered her eyes and clasped her hands tightly, Elanna interpreted her silence as further evasion; an edge of impatience colored her next statement. “You asked us to bide our time, hold our tongues and swallow the words that would defend us, you, all in the name of friendship and without further explanation. We have done so.”

“Elanna...“ Sev began helplessly. 

The half-elf frowned. “When he’s not being rude or obnoxious, he’s saying things that hurt you.” Elanna held up her hand when Sev started to protest. “Don’t tell me it doesn’t. I see it, though you try to hide it. I can’t bear it. I’m sorry, but if you expect to keep my hands tied and my mouth shut, I need a reason … something.”

Choosing her words with care, Sevilodorf spoke slowly. “Long ago, I learned that to swallow anger was preferable to the consequences that followed if you set it free. It was not an easy lesson for me to learn, or to live with. I promised myself when I left the Mark that I would never live like that again.”

“Then why are you doing so now?” Frustration tinged the girl’s bewilderment.

Sev twisted her hands together as she began to pace the short distance between the bed and the tall narrow windows.

“Because, for one, old habits die hard. Conrath succeeded in throwing me off balance and has done his best to keep it that way.” The throbbing in her head increased and her accent thickened as she found herself once again treading the path of avoidance. “This situation is only temporary. We will be in the Vale soon enough. The time will pass more quickly and easily if I…we simply ignore him as much as possible.”

The older woman’s words felt flat, as if she tried to persuade herself, and they did nothing in the way of convincing Elanna.

“So you will allow yourself to be treated with less courtesy than is shown the lowest stable boy in the realm.” 

“Now you’re exaggerating,” Sev retorted sharply. 

“Well, maybe,” Elanna admitted. “But Sev, you’re not making any sense. How can you keep your promise to yourself and let him thrust the knife into you whenever the whim takes him? He means for his words to wound.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Sev snapped and turned away, overwhelmed. 

She could not do this. Why had she thought she could? Anardil was wrong to believe her formidable. Oh, why had she not remained at The Troll? But nmad, that would only have been another form of avoidance. Pressing fingers against her throbbing temples, she took a shuddering breath and forced herself into a semblance of control. 

“I am sorry. I should not have bitten your head off like that,” Sev apologized and, with a sigh, returned to sit on the bed. “Please, Elanna, try to understand. I return to the Deeping Stream to settle matters that have been left unresolved for far too long.”

“But-”

Stopping the girl with a solemn look, Sev continued, “The Rohirrim have quite a bit in common with the hobbits. Family and ties of blood and obligation are of utmost importance to us; after that comes the land and our herds. I ran away from all of these three years ago. I thought the ties that bound me to the people, the land and the herds severed forever. But they were not. Esiwmas, as head of the family, has declared that I am entitled to claim all my rights as widow of his cousin, Eswidan. But Rohan is no longer home. My home -” though affectionate gestures were not her inclination, Sev took Elanna’s hands in hers, “and the family closest to my heart are at The Troll, along with a certain stubborn man.”

Elanna couldn’t help but smile. Stubborn was a word Anardil used to describe his lady as well. The girl’s tender heart was touched by her inclusion in Sev’s definition of family, for her own definition mirrored her friend’s. She sensed that there still were many things that were being held back, but she knew from her own experiences that to press too hard for answers the older woman was not ready to give would cause more harm than good.

“Oh, Sev . . .”

The woman dropped the girl’s hands and pressed on briskly, “Yet, I owe it to those who remain in the Vale to see that the land remains in the family. Thus I am returning to settle the claims Conrath has brought against the hold and make arrangements for the transfer of my rights. If ignoring the man’s atrocious behavior and allowing him to think of himself as a Lord of the Mark is the price I must pay to keep the peace for these few weeks, then I will pay it.”

Sevilodorf wished she felt as confident as her words sounded. The truth was she had changed so much that sooner or later her temper would get the best of her and her words would burst forth in a torrential flood that had as much chance of being stopped as the sun had from shining. But she also knew that she had no wish to involve Elanna and Pippin in old scandals or hatreds, it would not be fair, especially since the two would defend her to the death if they thought it necessary. 

“I know how difficult it is for you; but if you could hold the peace until we reach the Vale, I would appreciate it. Spend more time talking to Baldor about weapons, he seemed interested, or chaperone Pippin and Treddan.” Sev smiled faintly. “Once we are there, we will not be forced to endure Conrath’s company. And you can be denmad sure he won’t be escorting us home. That I promise.”

Elanna hesitated. She did not want to give her word when she wasn’t sure if she could keep it, but she also understood that she had been offered as much of an explanation as Sev was willing to give. 

“I will do my best to keep a civil tongue in my head, and I will try my hardest not to deliberately aggravate the man any further.” She gave Sev a wry grin. “Though that may be easier said than done, since he seems to object to everything about me.”

“Conrath lives in a world with lines drawn around his ideals. Anything or anyone who doesn’t fit neatly inside of those lines is something to be distrusted because he can’t understand it.”

“So I’ve noticed.” With a wan smile, Elanna stood up. “I won’t promise that I will keep my peace the whole way, even I have limits, but I will do so for as long as I can, for you, my friend.”

“I will not ask more than that.” The compassion in the girl’s voice suddenly became more than Sev could bear, and she flung herself to her feet. “Thank you. If you will excuse me.”

Brushing past Elanna, she hurried from the room. 

Elanna was tempted to run after Sev and watch over her, from a distance if nothing else, but stayed where she was. Footsteps clattered down the stairs; a door creaked open and slammed shut. That would be the front door. The older woman was in more turmoil than she had thought and the young Ranger understood the need for solitude and privacy in times such as those. Lost in her thoughts, she almost jumped out of her skin when she heard the voice from the doorway.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Elanna spun around to find Beregrid standing uncertainly in the doorway. “As a matter of fact there is. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

The blonde man took in her tear-spangled eyes and agitation, and took a step towards her. “Sevilodorf isn’t the only one with heavy thoughts on her mind, is she?”

For a split second, Elanna was tempted to try to sort out her mixed thoughts and emotions with the patient man from Rohan, a temptation she quickly quelled. Instead, she smiled with a brightness she did not feel. 

“Not at all, I guess I’m just a little tired.”

Beregrid said nothing, just stood there and stared. Elanna became uncomfortable and reached behind her to tug on a lock of hair. She feared that her friend had seen through her subterfuge, but when a smile appeared on his face and a twinkle in his eye, she knew he would not press her.

Beregrid deliberately ignored her nervous gesture and asked, “If you’re not too tired, would you like to come with me?”

“Where?”

“I want to show you something.”

Elanna hesitated, for the gleam in his eye made her wonder just what it was he wanted to show her and if she truly wanted to see it. She had just told him she was tired, yet she knew it would be a night guaranteed to be full of restless tossing and turning if she were to lay down now. Maybe a short walk would help her mind find some respite that would allow her to sleep later. 

Taking his hand she asked, “Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise, just follow me and be patient,” Beregrid urged. He led her up the steep staircase at the end of the hall and up to the roof of the house.

Esiwmas’ home, while three stories high, was not in a location that favored a view over the encircling wall. Nevertheless, to the trader’s business-like mind it was infinitely more valuable in its present spot. Situated on the northern portion of the Fourth Circle, the back of the building butted up against Mount Mindolluin with a small courtyard that hemmed it in by the front. One would leave the roof by way of a path that followed, as much as possible, a natural trail across the uneven surface of the mountain. Where necessary, men had cut rough steps into solid stone, or built them of wood over crevices. The path ended where it joined the old stairs that led to the parapet of the circle wall. Yet this was not the reason Esiwmas chose the home. 

One of the larger fissures that ran down the craggy face of the Mindolluin held something that the trader knew from his travels to The Burping Troll would greatly increase the value of his home. Mere yards above the third story steamed a natural hot spring, not unlike to the one at The Burping Troll. Es followed his cousin’s lead and hired dwarves to construct a simple aqueduct system, completely separate from the pipes and wells used by the city, which piped the water directly to his home. 

The trader then took what was once one large room on the top floor and converted it into three rooms. Two were guest rooms for the use of those family members traveling to and through Minas Tirith. The third was the change that Martham had teased Sevilodorf about: a small bathing room patterned after the larger ones at The Troll. A pipe and valve system brought the water for use downstairs for cooking and cleaning.

While they climbed, Elanna noted with interest the piping that had made her earlier bath possible and listened to Beregrid’s enthusiastic explanation of the process and how it served, to Esiwmas' delight, to increase the value of the house threefold. As they followed the steps to the circle wall, she wondered if it were possible for any member of the family to look at something without seeing possibilities for profit. Remembering the wide assortment of goods that Sev had finally packed, she doubted it.

Though the more recently cut path to the circle was safe, Elanna still felt grateful when they reached the well-lit stairs that took them to the top of the wall. Beregrid led her about a quarter of the way around the stone arc that surrounded, supported and protected this level of the city.

From her personal aerie, Elanna noted the landmarks she with which she was familiar. The main gates with the beautiful carvings had touched her so. Those buildings on the first circle looked to be the stables. To acknowledge the stables meant to acknowledge the presence of the people staying there and there was at least one of those she would rather not think about any more tonight. 

Determined to find a distraction, she closed her eyes and listened. The night noises of the city were so different from those at home. Voices rose from doorways everywhere, speaking, shouting, singing and laughing. Underneath this, the opening or closing of the occasional door and footsteps broke the hum of humanity here and there. From somewhere above she could make out the delicate liquid notes of a fountain. One by one she blocked out the other sounds until all she could hear was the water’s song.

Beregrid watched her expression change after she had closed her eyes, and wondered what it was she heard. He could discern nothing in the city’s nighttime chatter that would bring such a smile of contentment to her face. If she could hear things he couldn’t, he wondered what she would be able to see.

He tapped her gently on the shoulder and waited until he had her attention. It took a few moments.

“Ah, that was lovely,” she sighed after opening her eyes. “What is it?”

Pointing to the northeast, over the wall, he said, “Look and tell me what you see.”

From this height, the walls of Rammas Echor formed a thin grey line that separated the fertile fields of the Pelennor from the land gathered in soft folds all the way to the shimmering ribbon that was the Anduin. On either side of the river, Elanna could make out the clusters of lights that marked the original capital of Gondor. Enchanted by her bird’s eye view, she wondered what she could have seen from the point on the First Circle that jutted out above the city. Better yet, what sights might one see by looking out from the highest window in the Tower of Ecthelion?

“I can see Osgiliath and the river,” Elanna said, leaning against the stone. “If I concentrate, I can just make out the bridges.” 

“You can see that?” Beregrid asked in surprise and leaned in imitation of the girl as if that would make all the difference.

“Aye, but only because I know where to look for them and what pattern the lights take.” She turned and grinned at her friend. “Now if it was Firnelin the elf you were asking, he could probably count the number of people walking across.” 

Elanna pulled Beregrid back from the wall so she could stand in front of him, raised her arm and pointed.

“Lower yourself until you can look down my arm,” she instructed and the man complied. “There, use the tip of my finger to sight with, the way you would with the arrow head on a drawn bow.”

“But I’ve never used a bow.”

“That is not the point, it’s only an example.”

“How am I supposed to make sense of this example if I don’t have the experience you are asking me to draw on?”

Their friendly bickering drew a smile from a guard passing by in his lonely circling of the city.

“For goodness sakes, Beregrid, just pretend and do what I said. Are you looking the way I told you?” She waited until he answered affirmatively. “Good. Now just follow my finger. I’m pointing at the north footbridge. The lights look like they are right next to each other from here and make a slight arc over the river. Do you see?”

Beregrid focused as Elanna told him and concentrated. His vision had always been excellent but this task pushed his abilities to their limits. At first, all the lights appeared to be random, with no set pattern or order. Gradually, he was able to discern the line of pinprick-sized lamps arranged as she had described.

Pleased with himself, he announced, “I do see. Show me the next one.”

Smiling at the deserved smugness in his voice, she complied.

“That one is the main bridge. See how there are more lights and on both sides? It’s wider to accommodate carts and wagons, which you should know.” She moved her arm again. “And that one is the south bridge, like the north it’s only for foot traffic.”

Beregrid barely had a chance to mark the position of the bridge before Elanna’s arm dropped. 

Assuming the lesson was over, albeit somewhat abruptly, he stood and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Where did you learn all that about the bridges?”

Beregrid felt, rather than saw the change in the girl.

“From Lord Faramir, he described them for me.” Her voice grew softer and strained. 

“At The Troll?”

“Nay, we were in Emyn Arnen.”

Me? We? Elanna had lost him.

“Who was in Emyn Arnen and why?”

“It was this spring. Halbarad and I went to Emyn Arnen to visit his sister, Anoriath and her baby.” At mention of her Ranger friends who had left The Troll, she looked up at Beregrid with a smile and he gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze. 

“And this is when you spoke to the Prince,” Beregrid stated, now confident of the place and the players.

“Aye. While we were delayed yesterday in Osgiliath, I felt...“ She paused. “I felt that I had to see the place.”

“See what?” he asked, confused all over again. ”The bridges?”

“In a way. I stood in a spot below the south bridge.” Her gaze became captivated by the place of which she spoke. “I stood where Faramir might have, that dark and silent night. Though they had long lost that city to the Enemy they still kept watch and, for him, this watch was rewarded.” Elanna shivered, yet seemed not to notice Beregrid’s hands when they rubbed her arms to warm her. The chill she felt was not from the night. “He said a boat came floating down the Anduin and he felt compelled to wade out to it, yet feared to touch it or the body it bore.”

“His brother?” Beregrid guessed, for all knew of brave Boromir's death.

“Aye. His brother whose face was graced with a peace he had never known in life.” 

“Why did Faramir tell you this?” he asked, though he was beginning to guess the answer on his own. Well he knew the bitter tale of her experiences in Nurn, a tale of death, betrayal, and regrets.

She didn’t answer at first and, for a few moments, the only sound was that of the night wind as it slipped over the mountain peak and whispered past them. Locks of her hair lifted on the breeze, and stars shimmered in between so that the combination resembled the banners that flew from the tops of the towers. Only the white tree and the crown were needed to complete the illusion.

“In Nurn, he told me that even men of high birth can fall.” Elanna frowned as she tried to put her reasons into words. “He faced an evil that made mine look like The Burping Troll when compared to Minas Tirith. Parcus was but a pale shadow of the cruelty and malice that was his old master. Even so, I succumbed to the vile influence of evil just as Boromir did.” With the tip of her finger, she absently traced unseen designs in the stone before her. “At least he was given the chance to redeem himself.”

Beregrid shook his head at the bitterness in the last words. He twisted her by her shoulders until she faced him.

“But Elanna, it was not your fault, no one could have resisted Parcus forever.”

So everyone who might know had said. Not a slave in Nurn remained untouched by this disciple of the Unnamed. Parcus' cruelty had broken many a strong man, and sometimes his own elven kin. Beregrid sighed, regretting his young friend's despair. That she had survived being Parcus' hostage for as long as she did was a testament to her strength. She became as a daughter to a child-less people and, at her capture, they had risen up to throw off the yoke of their tyrant. However, Beregrid realized, clearly she could not see that she had contributed to Parcus' fall as much as if she had marched into his camp with her kin and friends. 

He gently squeezed Elanna’s arm to encourage an answer, and repeated, "It was not your fault."

“I know, and with Anoriath's and my elf friend, Carcharien’s, help, I’ve come to understand that. I must let go of that guilt,” she said to the stone beneath her feet; yet she would not look at him.

“Good,” he acknowledged and continued to narrow down the possibilities for her upset. If only she would let him see her face. “As for redemption, if I remember correctly there were two women responsible for Parcus’ death and I’m standing next to one of them.”

That did the trick. None denied the courage of the lady Ranger, Anoriath, nor could this young Ranger refute her part in ending Parcus' brutal career. Elanna looked up at Beregrid, her expression troubled. 

“I know and it’s not that. It‘s just-.” It was every bit as hard to say as she had thought it would be. The girl’s guilt doubled when she remembered her impatience with Sev and her voice thickened with unshed tears. “If I had not allowed Melin to be killed and myself captured, then the settlers wouldn’t have had to die trying to rescue me.”

Understanding came to Beregrid in a flash; she suffered not a reappearance of the old demons she vanquished last winter, but new shadows that haunted her thoughts. Or rather, they were the secondary hurts that she had not seen in the beginning, when the hurt Parcus had done to her mind and body occupied every moment, crowding out all other joy and pain.

“Oh, Elanna -.” Beregrid tried to embrace her but she pushed him away, resisting his comfort. Determined to help her somehow, he insisted, “The people of Nurn thought themselves unable to fight for their own freedom. Your capture was the spark that gave them something to live for, to fight for.”

“And die for.”


The recrimination in her voice frustrated him. His words had the opposite effect of what he hoped to achieve. How could he make her understand? The dead ruffian left behind when Elanna's captors bore her away from the potter's home was clear proof of the fight she put up, both for her own life and for Melin's. Elanna was a loving woman who would pay any price to save those she for whom she cared. The living always owed a debt to those who paid that price. 

“Do you remember asking me how I regained my voice?”

It took her a moment to answer, for the question caught her off guard. “What? Oh, your voice. I think so, but at the moment I don’t remember what you said.”

“That’s because I never told you.”

Elanna shook her head, puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

“I begged and pleaded for a vow of silence from everyone who knew, in hopes that it would never reach your ears. And I never expected to tell you . . . until this moment.”

Beregrid was gratified that his words had succeeded in catching her attention. Before he spoke again, he led her gently to a stone bench and bade her to sit while he slowly paced back and forth. Now he focused on memories that still had the power to shame him.

“The blind elf, Aglaran, came to the trading stand that morning, agitated for your safety." The Rohirrim's words conjured an instant image of the sad, beautiful figure that numbered among Nurn's former slaves. "He asked for you and was dismayed that you weren’t there. He could not be specific, all he could say is that something was dreadfully wrong and it centered around you.”

Elanna sat rapt and silent. It suddenly occurred to her that she had never heard the full story of how her friends discovered her abduction, and she shivered in dread anticipation.

“I went with Aglaran to look for you. At the time, it did not seem to be worrisome that he couldn’t see my hand-speak.”

Elanna couldn’t help but smile at the image of the mute man trying to “speak” to the blind elf. 

“When I noticed that no smoke came from Melin's chimney, we knew something was wrong before we ever stepped foot inside the door.” Beregrid stopped his pacing. Remembered pain and sorrow poured over him like a sudden summer storm. “My first thought when I saw Melin lying on the floor was how I would tell Sewulf. But then Aglaran insisted I take him to what had distressed me.”

Elanna sucked in a large breath and was unable release it. A vision she thought successfully banned from her mind rose unbidden against the backdrop of her closed eyes: the arcing gleam of the blade and the rain of blood that followed; the shock and immense sorrow in Melin’s eyes as she crumpled to the ground. Again, she heard the sound of the body hitting the floor and the scream of rage that came from her own lips as she dove towards the killer.

Elanna’s eyes popped open as the world seemed to totter around her, but it was only Beregrid. He shook her by her shoulders in his effort to gain her attention.

“Nmad, breathe, Elanna!”

Her lungs felt about to explode and spots danced in front of her as her vision faded in and out. Then, finally, the imprisoned air burst forth and she began to breathe again in great tearing gasps. Beregrid’s arms cradled her shaking body as the tall man knelt in front of her.

“Forgive me; let me take you back to the house.” He cursed himself for a fool to think it would work. “I never should have started this. I’m sorry, so sorry.” 

Elanna pulled out of his grasp. “No! Please, I’m all right now. I need to hear. Please Beregrid, don’t stop now, not now!” she pleaded.

Beregrid hesitated and watched her eyes as he tried to gauge how much more she could bear.

“Very well." He stood once more and continued cautiously. “As soon as I knew you had been taken, I needed his help. But how could I make Aglaran understand? At that point, he was so lost in his grief for Melin that no amount of shaking could rouse him from it. I feared for every minute that was lost that you would be further from recall. I don’t think I’ve ever pushed myself so hard and I thought my throat would burst from the effort.”

The young woman could only imagine what it must have been like for him. “Yet you did, you spoke.”

“If you want to call it that,” he confirmed with a grimace. “Only two words and I was surprised he understood either of them. It had been so long that my voice had all the charm of a rusty hinge. But at least I could tell him you were gone and break him from the spell of his grief.”

His distressed expression said that something still weighed heavily on his mind. She wondered what else it could be.

“Elanna, I am so grateful to be able to speak as I once did, but it grieves me that my gift came from your misfortune.” He sat down heavily beside her, his head bowed and his voice soft. “I owe you a debt that I can’t even begin to repay.”

His gift! His voice was not a gift but a right he was born with, that the horrors of war and the Black Breath had taken from him. The reluctant tears streamed down her cheeks. She stood and threw her arms around her tall friend and held him tightly. 

“Beregrid, no, please, you owe me nothing.” She pulled back and cradled his face as best she could in her hands. “Is this why you never wanted me to know?” He nodded gently in her grasp. “If the only good that came from that time is that you regained your voice, then it was worth every moment.” 

Elanna let her words sink in a moment and then arched a single brow as she continued dryly, “Not that I would want to repeat the experience.”

The gentle man’s heart swelled at the sincerity that rang in every word. The league-wide streak of compassion and empathy that ran through her heart was one of the reasons he had started to fall in love with her during that summer. Now he must persuade her to share that generosity of spirit with herself.

“Then, tell me," he asked, "why do I keep wishing I had gone to Melin’s sooner?”

“But, surely you don’t blame yourself?” She stared, genuinely aghast. “There was not a single thing you could have done. In fact, if you walked in on it all, you would surely have been killed.”

“You don’t know that for certain,” he insisted.

“I know all too well the people who captured me. Listen to me, you are no more responsible for my capture than I am for that man killing Me-.”

Elanna fell to the bench; her trembling legs no longer able to support her as her indignation fled. All the pieces of doubt and uncertainty joined and revealed what everyone else had already seen.

Beregrid’s voice was soft and yet compelling. “We’ve both gained from another’s loss, and it is indeed a heavy burden.” He cupped her chin with his hand in gentle triumph. “You cannot give back the lives that were lost in your name. All you can do is live your life in a manner that honors their memory and sacrifice.”

“How?” Elanna’s voice trembled.

“I think you know that.”

She shook her head. “How did you do it?”

“I did what you said I would. I found a good woman who loves me as I love her.” He kissed her gently on her forehead. “And because of you, I treasure every time I am able to say 'I love you' out loud to her.”

Thoughts and emotions, some she could name and some she could not, spun in her heart and mind with haphazard confusion that rendered her speechless. The harder she tried to make her voice obey her will, the worse it became. A small part of her consciousness observed that this muteness of tongue and lips had been what Beregrid had lived with for over two years.

Beregrid placed his fingers over her lips. “Shh, it’s all right, I understand.” He stood and pulled her up from the bench. “Come. Let’s get you to the house while you can still walk.”

As they silently and swiftly completed the trip back, Elanna wondered what he meant by that statement. By the time they reached the room she shared with Pippin, she knew. The evening’s revelations had sapped her strength and she felt utterly exhausted.

“Rest easy. Rest well,” Beregrid whispered. “Don’t be too hard on yourself any more than you have already.”

Elanna’s hand touched the latch but she did not raise it.

Still facing the door, she said, “Faramir told me something else. He said that there are always deaths that we feel we should have prevented and, as Rangers, we feel it even more keenly. It is our duty to protect life.” She turned her face to his. “We all have burdens in life we must carry; they are heavy enough. We should not try to carry the weight of the dead as well.”

Elanna lifted the latch and slipped quickly through the doorway, shutting the door firmly behind her.

~~~

Starlight winked off the small silver band resting in her palm. 

For the first time since Conrath had placed it on the table three days ago, Sevilodorf really looked at the ring. Slowly she slipped it onto her finger. Far too large for her hand, it felt heavy and awkward. In daylight, the garnet would gleam a rich red, but now the dark stone sat like a shadow against the paleness of her hand, as the memories it called forth darkened her thoughts.

From the archway to the narrow courtyard, a familiar voice spoke softly in the rolling tones of her native tongue, “So this is where you disappeared. Your friends are worried.”

“I know.” Sevilodorf twisted at the ring on her finger. “I fear it was a mistake to bring them along.”

“Nonsense,” Sewulf said firmly and moved to crouch down on the gravel path before her bench. “It is always best to travel with friends, especially when facing a difficult road.”

“And when has my road been anything but difficult?” she replied with a sigh. Seeing his face harden in an all too familiar expression, Sev reached out and touched his shoulder gently. “Please, don’t you start. I cannot bear one more person meddling in my business tonight. For good or ill, I have chosen my path, and I will not be deterred.”

Rising to his feet, Sewulf thumped a fist against his thigh. “Must you always be so stubborn?”

“If that isn’t a case of the pot calling the kettle black, I don’t know what is,” Sev retorted. “You were the most stubborn child it has ever been my misfortune to meet and have grown into an equally stubborn man.” As he continued to glare down at her, she reached out and clasped his hand to tug him to the seat beside her. “Oh, do stop towering over me and sit down.”

Retaining her grasp on his hand, she studied him intently. The long puckered scar left by a Southern blade twisted the left side of his face into a permanent scowl. An expression, she feared, mirrored all too often by the unblemished side. Once he had been a laughing rapscallion the likes of which few in the Deeping Vale had ever seen, but always he cared for those in his charge. While a stern, taciturn man had replaced the scoundrel, he had never lost his sense of responsibility. 

From somewhere in the greenery planted tightly against the walls of Esiwmas’ small house, a cricket began to chirp noisily. A faint smile skated across her face as she asked, “Do you remember that cricket you caught and kept in a cage in your room?”

The tightness of his jaw eased and he gave a snort of laughter. “I remember the broomstick you broke over my head because of it.”

“Don’t exaggerate. It was only a switch, and you deserved it. You know you did. Putting that horrid creature in my clothes chest and the flour bin. Not to mention, dangling it on a string to frighten your sister half out of her mind.”

“I did no such thing,” protested Sewulf. “She wasn’t frightened, but furious. She wanted to put it down Leosil’s shirt, and I wouldn’t let her.” 

“And you did not tell, even though you received a whipping for it.” She patted the hand missing three fingers. “You looked out for them all. As you are trying to look out for me, now.”

“As I would, if you would cease being so stubborn. Only a few months ago, you swore you had no desire to return to the Vale. What has changed?”

Choosing her words carefully, Sevilodorf explained how Esiwmas had first inveigled her promise to attend Kathwyn’s midsummer wedding; then how Conrath’s petition to Lord Erkenbrand now made her presence a requirement. 

“He’s always been an ambitious man, but your claims will hold,” Sewulf said when she finished. “I can see you must go. But you should not stand alone. Why is Anardil not with you? You are pledged to one another, and this affects him as well.”

“His first duty is to his king. You know that as well as I do. Besides…” Sev broke off suddenly and lowered her head to avoid his gaze.

“Besides what?” As she twisted her hands together, Sewulf shook his head and said accusingly, “You’ve never explained to him about the landhold? Or the herds? And just why not?”

“Because,” Sev responded heatedly, “I do not want to be wanted because of the land. Furthermore, I have no intention of claiming it. I always meant to see that the landhold was given to Es’ sons or nephews, unless you want it.”

Sewulf froze and stared at her. “Me?”

“Why not you? You are blood kin. Furthermore, for several years, you were raised as a son of the hold and are more than capable of tending the land as it should be cared for.” 

Standing abruptly, Sewulf paced the confines of the narrow courtyard while Sev waited for his reply. Finally, with a slashing motion of his hand, he said, “No. Once, perhaps, I would have accepted. But I have made another life. I will not return.”

“So be it. But it is time for me to return. There are obligations and responsibilities that I must attend to,” Sev explained earnestly. In response to his stern look, she admitted softly, “I just did not think it would be quite so difficult."

Scowling fiercely, Sewulf admonished, “You make it harder by giving in at every turn. Conrath is the least of the evils you will face.”

Her shoulders slumped, and she groaned, “Don’t remind me. Halene is yet to come.”

“Do not forget my unbeloved stepmother, Mordara,” he added with a sour look.

“Aye.”

Sev shuddered at the thought of the woman’s venomous tongue. One reason Sewulf refused to return to the Mark was his father’s favoritism toward his stepbrother, Leosil. Favoritism initiated and fostered by Mordara’s subtle murmuring. 

“Yet, you will not give up the idea?” 

She held out her hand to display the ring upon her finger. “I am ready to make my peace with both the living and the dead.”

“And will you do so by crawling upon your belly like a worm? Cousin, you must put the man in his place.” 

The harsh words echoed in the small courtyard and brought a heated flush to Sev’s face. Though she wanted to deny them, honesty demanded otherwise. However, she could no more find the words to explain to this man, whom she had once treated as a son, why she was behaving as she did, than she was able to tell Elanna and Pippin.

In a quieter voice, Sewulf said, “You cannot make peace by denying yourself. The woman I saw this afternoon is not you.”

Seeing a way to begin the explanation she knew was long overdue, Sevilodorf replied, “Oh, but it is. Or rather it was.” 

Sewulf shook his head in bewilderment. “Are you being deliberately obtuse?”

“No,” she sighed. Sewulf was not going to make this easy on her. “It is what I was for many years, and old habits are proving harder to break than I thought.”

“What years? By Helm’s Hammer, woman! I lived in your house for over five years and was in and out nearly every day for another five and not once did I see any evidence of the meek mouse I witnessed today.”

Sev counted back on her fingers and nodded. “The years you name are among the finest, but do you remember what happened the summer you were eighteen?”

Sewulf lowered his head in thought then asked slowly, “Eswidan broke his leg?”

“Aye, that was the start. It was a bad break, and he never fully recovered from it. But…”

She could not bring herself to say the words. Surely, he had heard the rumors. After all, by that time, he was living in the Rider’s barracks; and if there was anything she knew, it was that men loved nothing more than to gossip.

As Sev lowered her head and ceased speaking, Sewulf’s face twisted with distaste. “You can’t be talking about those idiotic rumors about you and Bardan. Why, no one who mattered believed them.”

‘But everyone repeated them,’ Sev thought with resignation. Then speaking to the hands she held tightly clasped together in her lap, she said, “But they proved a subtle poison, and there are those who came to believe.” 

“Who? You can’t mean Conrath? Why would you care about that idiot?”

“I am certain Conrath enjoys believing every foul word ever spoken about me; it was not him that I meant.” 

“Then who?” shouted Sewulf, his words once more bouncing off the stone walls surrounding them. The glimmer of the ring upon her hand caught his eyes and he drew in his breath in one long hiss. “Eswidan believed.”

“Yes.” Sev’s whisper barely reached his ears.

“The fool,” Sewulf exclaimed. 

It was true that his foster father, after the fall that left him limping and in constant pain, had grown even more stern and unflinching in his expectation of perfection from every member of the far-flung family. Yet, Sewulf had never believed him to be such a poor judge of character. As he had told her, few gave much credence to the tales told about Sevilodorf and her assigned escort, especially after it was discovered that the source for the stories was Halene, who had always held Sev in dislike. Even those who delighted in the rumors were wise enough to refrain from voicing their opinions after Eswidan made it more than plain he would tolerate no slurs upon the family honor. Yet, there was no reason to doubt Sev’s declaration. 

Deciding to discuss the matter in detail with Esiwmas at the first opportunity, Sewulf rubbed his jaw in frustration. He and Beregrid were scheduled to leave for Nurn tomorrow morning, and as they had already been delayed once, another postponement would not please his partner at all. Studying the woman sitting before him with hunched shoulders and white knuckled hands, Sewulf knew that even if he offered, she would not accept his company on the road north to the Mark. Much as he disliked the situation, he would have to trust that Sev’s own indomitable spirit would resurface and that her friends would provide her enough support to weather the storms she was calling down upon her head. 

One thing he could and would do was to send word to Esiwmas by the swiftest messengers available, for he doubted that the head of the family was aware of Conrath’s actions. Another was to attempt to unleash the anger that Sev held in check, so that she might use it. But how? 

Lowering himself onto the bench beside her, he launched the only weapons he had available.

“And what did he do? Spend the rest of his life making you pay for something that anyone with half a brain knows you would never do?”

Sev closed her eyes and gave a jerky nod. She was unsure if Sewulf guessed exactly how her husband had extracted his payments, and she did not intend to tell him.

Struggling to find a voice, she said, “I had a young son who loved his father very much. So I closed my mouth, followed orders and life went on.” 

“And you say you are ready to make peace with the dead?” Sewulf demanded, disbelief shading his words. 

“Yes, for he paid as well. Or at least that is what I must believe.” Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she raised her head and met his gaze directly. “He is dead, and I live. In part because of his death,” she lifted her chin determinedly, “I have a chance for the happiness that Eswidan will never have.”

Sewulf nodded. He had watched Sevilodorf and her Ranger carefully during their final days of their expedition in Nurn. Thus he had been convinced that the two were well matched, both in their affection for each other and in their stubbornness. The latter a quality he firmly believed any man daring to court a woman of the Mark must possess in quantity. 

“Then, cousin, if you will take my advice, you will keep that chin raised high, your tongue sharpened, and,” he lightly tapped the sheaths she wore hidden beneath her sleeves, “your knives ready, for you will need all three.”

Giving him a small smile as he stood up, Sev said, “I’ll try.”

Reaching down, the tall trader pulled her to her feet easily and said, “There is little doubt of your success, for I know only too well your motto: do what must be done.”

Grateful for his confidence in her, for it did much to restore her own, Sev pulled him close to whisper, “Thank you.”

“No need for thanks, cousin. I will be amply repaid for my efforts by the look of utter astonishment on Conrath’s weaselish face when on the morrow you take command.” 

While he escorted her back into the house, Sewulf sorted through the information he had gleaned. He wanted to be sure of the few facts he would be able to pass on to Elanna, without risking Sevilodorf descending on him in a fury at a later date.

 Chapter Six

Early morning, June 1st
Minas Tirith

The soft snick of a latch falling back into place reached the ears of the motionless figure on the roof. Seated cross-legged with her cloak wrapped around her to keep out the night chill, Elanna tore her gaze from the diamond strewn black velvet above to the gray and charcoal shadowed stone street below.

A mortal eye would be hard pressed to separate the ebony shadowed figure from the moonlit etched walls and doorways. An elven eye could have named the person’s hair and eye color, as well as whether the clothing had been stitched with matching or contrasting thread. Somewhere in between the two extremes was Elanna. She could tell by the size and shape of the person in the dark brown trousers, deep blue shirt and worn leathers that it was her Rohirrim friend. The long thick braid that lay down the center of her back proved the giveaway to her feminine gender.

The half-elf had fallen into bed and slept heavily until the early hours before dawn. Then after spending the past two hours tossing and turning, she quietly crept to the rooftop. There, wide-eyed and frustrated, it did not take elven hearing to recognize the creaking on the other side of the wall as someone else who vainly sought sleep. She wondered then and now if the other woman wrestled with a similar barrage of memories that kept her mind from rest.

For a brief moment, she thought to join Sev in her dawn pilgrimage, but decided to let her friend sort out her thoughts in private just as she needed to do. In the sleepless hours before dawn, her conversation with Beregrid came back to haunt her. No, not so much the words as the images the words provoked. The seeds of guilt had been sown early in her life with the death of her parents, particularly her mother who was slain while protecting her daughter. Elanna remembered the helplessness she had felt at being unable to defend her mother, Elena, or herself. If Halbarad had not intervened when he had, the fate she could have suffered at the hands of the orcs would have made the Nurn raider, Parcus’, depredations seem a kindness.

Returning to her search of the dome of scattered lights above her, she joined the stars together with imaginary lines, making pictures in the sky. Elanna had grown up wanting to emulate her father and brother, but her desire to be a Ranger crystallized after the orc attack that had taken her parents' lives. As the stars winked out in the light of coming dawn, she recalled a forgotten promise she had made to herself at their graves. She had sworn that someday she would be a Ranger and the people in her care would never suffer as Mateon and Elena had.

It was a foolish promise. One made with all the naïve belief of a child in the ability to keep it, an impossible standard to have set and even harder to meet. As an adult, she understood this, or thought she did, but in her heart she still felt as though she had failed those she cared about. Melin. Since even before Beregrid had spoken of her death, Elanna had been haunted by the brutal manner of the woman's death. She knew the potter had considered her to be the daughter she never had, would never have. So in a sense, Elanna had lost two mothers, both before their time.

Beregrid had spoken of debt, his to her and the one she owed to those who had died in Nurn. She could add her parents and every Ranger at their station who had given their life for their oath. Faramir had spoken truly, when he told of the weight of the dead. She could feel the lives of each and every one settling on her and crushing her. How to free herself from the guilt? That was her problem.

Simple, Sev was in her care, her assignment if you will. With the stars above as silent witness, Elanna vowed to herself right then and there that no harm would come to her friend. Did she imagine it or was the suffocating weight of the shades of family and friends lifting as wisps of cloud into the brightening heavens? 

“Elanna?”

The girl rose slowly and gracefully to her feet. “I’m over here, Beregrid.”

“Is anything wrong?”

“Nay.” Then she remembered how he had last seen her and added, “At least, not now. I thought about what you said and I agree that I owe a debt that I’m going to start repaying right now.”

“How?”

“By making sure Sev gets safely to Rohan and back home again.” She crossed her arms in front of her. “I won’t fail this time.”

The peace in her eyes was slightly at odds with the shadows beneath that spoke of a sleepless night. Beregrid hated to take the hard won calm she had found from her, but knew that she was setting herself up for the very failure she strived to avoid. Perhaps it would not be Sevilodorf she failed. It was the unexpected accidents or deaths that ate at you, the ones you never saw coming and were impossible to avoid. But this truth she must learn for herself; his telling would not make it real for her.

“What is it, Beregrid?”

He hesitated. How should he answer? 

His arms found their way behind his back, hands clasping wrists. “I hope everything goes well on your journey.”

“Beregrid,” she warned.

 “I don’t want to shake you from your purpose, not now that you’ve found it.” He paused again. “Just be wary of the unexpected.”

Elanna eyed him, wondering if she should press further. He was still keeping something from her. But then again, did she really want to know? He was right. She did not want anything to come between her and her “purpose”, as he called it. Deciding discretion to be the answer of the moment she threw her hands up in the air and snorted.

“You know you sound just like Celebsul when you say things like that, don’t you?”

Beregrid laughed and shook his finger at her. “It’s a good thing I am acquainted with that wise elf, or I should have to take offense at your words, young lady.”

Elanna poked her friend in the stomach. “And just who are you calling young, you are not so much older yourself, you know.”

“If I had more time I would teach you a thing or two about manners,” he said with his hands on his hips, trying to sound stern but the grin on his face ruined the effect. “But fortunately for you, we need to leave now, if you wish to have time to eat breakfast and pick up that item you ordered last night.”

“More time, my foot,” she said with a toss of her head, no more able to adopt an air of indignation that he had. “I’ll have you know that my saddlebags are packed and ready.”

“Good, then let’s head down. Sewulf wanted to talk to you on the way.”

Elanna wondered if Sewulf had found out anything from Sev that would explain her behavior. Eager to hear what the older trader had to say, she nodded and hurried down the stairs leaving Beregrid to bring up the rear.

~~~

One copper coin bought Sev a loaf of bread still warm from the oven and a second served as payment to the baker’s boy for guiding her to the correct alleyway. Shivering in the chill, she tore a chunk off the loaf and tipped her head back to look at the narrow strip of star-studded sky hemmed in by the high stone walls on either side. How did people live seeing only slivers of the sky? The sooner she was away from here, the better she would feel. 

At a soft woof, Sev lowered her eyes to the path before her. Barring her way was the shadowy form of a large dog. Speaking softly in Rohirric, she held out a hand for the beast to sniff. Thankfully, for she really did not wish to arouse the entire stable yard before dawn, he allowed her to proceed without interference. Continuing to speak softly to the animal, which, while willing to acknowledge her right to the premises, was sufficiently curious to follow closely at her heels, she made her way into the barn. 

Fumbling for the lantern she knew would be located close to the door, Sev felt a moment of panic concerning the plans she had made during the long hours of a mostly sleepless night. Perhaps she should wait for morning and the company of Elanna and Pippin. No, that was one point she wanted to make very plain to everyone. She was capable of making her own decisions and quite able to enforce them if necessary, without depending upon her friends. Since leaving The Troll, she had allowed memories of humiliation and grief to leave her tongue tied and fearful. But no more. 

During one of her more strenuous ‘discussions’ with Anardil, she had sworn that she would not cower from life or from duty and that she would live unbound by the rules of those who would not accept her as she was. Yet, for the past few days, she had been doing just that, falling into the habits of old. Habits of avoidance and acceptance of what she once had so little choice about accepting. But there was no one now who required her shielding, and she was determined to live up to the vow to no longer be false to herself. Beginning with establishing just who was in charge of this expedition.

~~~

The sun sailed higher than when Sev first ventured out, but the streets of the city remained quiet. Wisps of grey smoke drifted from various chimneys, announcing that the homes' occupants stirred sleepily within the residential circle. More activity was apparent on the streets before the merchants' shops and carts. There, the occasional shopkeeper swept stoops and opened shutters and whatnot. The small movements of commerce awakening to the day occupied their hands, but not so busily that they failed to notice the elf that graced their domain, nor the smaller, dark haired version of the first that walked with a trading man of Rohan of their acquaintance. More than one made a mental note to invite him in later and satisfy their curiosity.

“Are you sure she doesn’t mind?”

Sewulf jerked his head towards the pair who walked on ahead of them. Though he’d had more dealings with elves in the last year than ever in his previous life, he still found them difficult to read. He needed to speak to Elanna in private, but did not wish to offend Pippin.

“Nay, she doesn’t mind,” Elanna answered. “She knows that I will share whatever is appropriate from what you tell me.”

“Good, it’s just that you can never tell with them,” he muttered and scratched uneasily at his chin.

“Don’t worry, if she is perturbed about anything, it is that she must spend some time with Treddan without our presence to buffer her from his infatuation,” she explained, giggling.

Sewulf shot her one of his biggest lop-sided smiles. “I did notice that he made calf-eyes at the poor girl. Amazing that the lad doesn't trip over his own tongue, when he is next to her.”

“Sewulf! You are as bad as Beregrid.” Elanna playfully slapped his arm. “She’s very beautiful and exotic, he can’t help himself.”

He pretended affront, wincing and grabbing the site of injury. “Why is it you only beat me when there is no one else around to make you behave?” 

“Hah, as if I could hurt a mountain of a man such as yourself,” Elanna said with a toss of her head that set her braid bouncing on her back.

Sewulf puffed up his chest. “You only say that because I am not standing next to Es.”

Eyes twinkling, she responded with a sly grin, “Well, he is slightly larger than you.”

To say that Esiwmas of Rohan was only slightly larger than Sewulf was like saying a dwarf was only slightly smaller than an elf. Not only was the head of the family a tall man, but he was broad shouldered, barrel-chested with thick, beefy limbs and every bit of it muscle. Precious few cared to tangle with the man when he was angry.

“Speaking of family,” Sewulf dropped the playful tone and became serious, “I talked to Sevilodorf last night.”

Elanna’s demeanor quickly matched his. “When?”

“I thought she had gone to bed, but she went running out the door as if the Dead of Dunharrow were after her.”

“Oh, that was my fault,” the girl apologized contritely. “I tried to talk to her last night. I received little in the way of answers and only managed to upset her.”

“So I gathered.” Sewulf sifted once more through what he had learned the night before, identifying the bits and pieces he could share with Elanna while keeping his cousin’s privacy as intact as possible. “There is much I would like to tell you because I know your heart. You will give her all the support she deserves and needs.”

‘We all have ghosts that haunt us, don’t we Sevi?’ Elanna thought. 

“When you arrive in the Vale, you will hear rumors.” He raised his hand to forestall the questions he could see gathering. “It doesn’t matter what they are, you will know them when you hear them.” Sewulf stopped and held Elanna by her shoulders, impaling her with his sober gaze. “You will also know that they are untrue. Still, because some believed, Sev learned to behave in the manner you have witnessed for the past few days, for her own protection and that of another.”

“Sewulf, that doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know, but I dare not explain it any better." He dropped his hands though not the Ranger's eyes. "Though she has strength aplenty, she should not face this alone. As they are pledged, Anardil should be at her side.” Sewulf ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “But duty prevents this, so she will need you and Pippin before all is said and done, or so I believe.”

They continued walking as he let Elanna mull over what he had and had not told her. Her next comment rewarded his trust in her loving nature.

“I still don’t understand everything, but I do know one thing, the power of a rumor.” She grinned wryly at him. “I’ve learned that the hard way.”

Sewulf felt a tug of sympathy for he knew of what she spoke. In his visits through Emyn Arnen, he had heard reports of the poor girl's torment when taken captive by the terrible leader of the raiders in Nurn. Although the truth was gruesome enough in its own right, the rumor mill of the idle ground out tales of total absurdity. Surely, any right-thinking man would dismiss their foolishness. Which, to be fair, most did. But there were always those who delighted in the misfortunes of others and kept alive the most damaging of the tales, just to prove to themselves that they were better than that. It angered him that Elanna must have heard some of these when she and Halbarad last visited the city. 

“Some people have no more brains than an orc and are just as ignorant,” he muttered heatedly.

“Sewulf, please, my friends and family know the truth,” she said and hugged him. “I care not for what others think.”

“I’m glad Sevilodorf brought you with her, you share the same kind of strength.” The trader returned her embrace with bone-crushing emotion. “Be there for her when she needs you; until then follow her lead and trust her.”

“I already planned on that. I don’t want to upset her when it’s obvious how much she’s been hurt already.” 

“But?” the trader prompted, wise to the girl's ways.

“But I hate to see her accept Conrath’s outrageous behavior without fighting back.” Elanna studied Sewulf’s face; even the scarring that kept his expression grim could not hide the light in his eyes. “All right you, out with it. I know you’re hiding something.”

The right side of his face quirked in a sly smile. “Let’s just say you might be in for a pleasant surprise this morning.”

“And just what does that mean?” she demanded.

“What does what mean?”

“Sewulf, you are the meanest person I know.” Elanna turned from him and flounced ahead. “The most terrible, most despicable, the most rotten, unkind-”

Her list of his faults turned into a squeal as he ran up behind her, picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” she yelled pounding on his back.

He roared with laughter. “And ruin your notions of my good qualities?” 

“You cannot carry me all the way to the stables like this.”

Thinking of the reaction of those waiting for them, he thought it was a fine idea.

“Watch me.”

~~~

From her seat at the high table, Sev watched Conrath stalk across the half filled dining hall. By the tightness of his jaw, one might assume that he did not approve of the arrangements she had been making. The question was whether he intended to continue the façade of being her escort, or openly declare himself her enemy. 

“Let us consult with Conrath on the matter, Martham,” she said in a clear voice to the man at her side then smiled pleasantly up at the glowering trail master. “Good morning, Conrath. Tea?” 

Not waiting for his response, Sevilodorf set aside her own mug and signaled one of the serving maids to bring a fresh pot. As another hurried up with a steaming kettle of porridge, Sev exclaimed, “Esiwmas certainly lays a fine table, doesn’t he? Porridge?” 

Again, she did not wait for an answer, but simply took a bowl from the center of the table and handed it to the girl. Asking Martham to pass her one of the plates, she proceeded to fill it from the platters before her with a heaping assortment of sausage, bacon, biscuits, and eggs. All the while chattering on to the two men about the exotically spiced dishes that Sewulf and Beregrid had set before her the previous evening. Sliding the well-filled plate, a large mug of steaming tea, and the bowl of porridge, now topped with a generous dollop of honey, toward the empty place across from her, she indicated Conrath should sit, and then dismissed the serving girls with a quiet smile.

Awarding the man points for self-control when he lowered himself onto the bench without a word, Sev carefully spread jam on her last biscuit before saying, “I hate to interfere with your breakfast, but I would appreciate your advice. You are much more familiar with the trails from here to the Vale than Martham. And since I have never traveled this route…”

“Never?” interrupted Conrath brusquely. Receiving a brief frown of censure for his tone from Martham, he asked more politely, “How did you come south then?”

Satisfied that he was at least willing to pretend an observation of the social niceties, she gave a dismissive laugh and said, “By the most roundabout way imaginable. Suffice to say, my path was nowhere near the Great West Road. Thus it is essential that I have the advice of one of Esiwmas’ best trail masters.”

Firmly pushing aside the thought that lightning should descend from the sky and strike her dead for such blatant flattery, Sev waited for his response and sent silent pleas to the gods that her strategies would succeed.

After spending several of her sleepless hours cudgeling her brain to remember every remark her husband had ever made concerning the man, she reached the conclusion that Conrath was indeed well suited to be a trail master. There was little he did not know about horses, after being a herder for the family for nigh on three decades. Furthermore, Martham informed her that no train led by Conrath had even been late. That he was also an opinionated, overbearing man was, in the stable master’s unvarnished opinion, the reason why Conrath would never gain the title of trader. 

Shortly after dawn, when a conscientious stable boy told him of Sev’s presence in the barn, Martham had responded bluntly to her questions. “Give him a stack of goods to move from here to there, he’ll do it with nary a problem and in better time than anyone. But expecting him to sweet talk someone into a profitable trade is like thinking that Biscuit’s ever gonna forgive Esiwmas for having him gelded.”

Personally, she had determined that another reason Conrath had not risen higher was his decision to achieve his ambitions through an alliance with Halene, a move that would not necessarily endear him to that woman's son. With hindsight, Sev was convinced the alliance had been in place even before the death of Esiwmas’ father, Esrob, which made Halene and Conrath guilty of the very actions of which Sev stood so falsely accused. Unfortunately, she had too many scruples about hurting Esiwmas to pursue that particular facet of the situation. 

Sevilodorf kept her smile carefully fixed so not to display her satisfaction when Conrath merely accepted her words as his due, and replied, “So you’ve come to your senses have you? Recognizing the need for some proper advice.”

Conrath speared several pieces of sausage and held them up to eat. 

“Yes. I’ve already discussed my plan with Martham, and he thought it sound; but after all, you do know the roads better.”

“Would this have anything to do with those extra horses you ordered the lads to prepare?” Conrath scooped eggs atop a biscuit and took a large bite.

“Why, yes, yes, it does,” Sev said, trying to sound as his discovery flustered her.

Chewing thoroughly, the stable master did not reply immediately. “Just what would we need with all those animals? And besides, Esiwmas won’t be too happy if the best of his stable turns up in the Vale.”

“But you are mistaken.” All suggestion of flattery vanished from her smile. Squaring her shoulders and leaning forward across the table, she said, “They are not the best of his stable.”

Conrath set his fork down with a clatter and narrowed his eyes. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s horseflesh and those animals are the best in that barn.”

“Thank you for confirming my opinion for I agree with you on both points. Horseflesh is the one thing you know and they are the best in the barn. And if you choose to remain as my escort those animals will be your only area of concern.” 

“Choose? There is no choice to make. I have been ordered to escort you to Rohan and I will.” 

The word came out in a growl and Martham shifted in his seat. When Sevilodorf continued to meet the other man’s visibly growing anger with icy calm, the stable master relaxed and sat back to enjoy the show. 

“I have been assigned this duty by Lady Halene,” stated Conrath, as if settling the matter for once and for all.

“Perhaps. But Lady Halene is not here. I am the one traveling to Rohan. The choice before you, sir, is to go with me under my orders or to go on your own.”

Conrath spluttered. “Your orders? And why would I be following your orders?”

“Because…” she paused and settled back in her chair. “If you do not, you will be walking to the Mark.”

“Walking?”

“I noticed during our trip from The Burping Troll that you and your men were riding some unusually fine animals, animals that just happen to belong to the same herd.”

“Except for the one Treddan was riding. That’s one of Es’ for certain,” interjected Martham.

“Of course it’s Esiwmas’,” snarled Conrath. “They all are. Every one of the beasts belongs to the family herds.”

“There is where you are mistaken,” Sev said patiently. “You know the horses, Conrath. And fine animals they are. But you don’t understand the family’s practices about the herds.”

“I’ve been with the Esthomas family longer that you have, woman.”

“True. But there are many concerns that are kept private. For family only.” Sev reached up and fingered the silver chain she wore about her neck. A betrothal gift that proclaimed her position in the family hierarchy; she had tossed it at Halene’s feet when she left Rohan. That she once more possessed it was Esiwmas’ confirmation that she was indeed entitled to the loyalty and support of the family. “For instance, the separation of the herds.”

The trail master sneered, “Esiwmas and his cousins continue in the manner established by your own husband. All the animals bear the same brand.”

“Of course they do. But not all belong to the same person.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“I’ve heard that said more than once. But that is the way Eswidan planned it, and Martham confirms that Esiwmas continues to follow the same practices. The horses run as a common herd, and are used as needed where they are best suited. But careful records are kept of which horses belong to each member of the family and how much compensation is to be credited for the use of their animals.” 

“It just so happens that the horses you, Baldor, and Rypan were riding, along with the six I picked out this morning to take with us, belong to the same person…. me.” Sev allowed herself a small smile of pride as Martham drew out a worn leather accounting book and held it out for the trail master. “You are more than welcome to check the records if you wish.” As Conrath recoiled from the ledger with distaste, she said sadly, “Oh, how silly of me, I forgot, you don’t read.”

With a screech of wood against the stone floor, almost purple with sudden rage, Conrath shoved back his bench and stood. For an instant, Sev was afraid that she had pushed the man too far and he would strike her. 

Martham must have feared the same for he rose as well to say quietly, “Consider where you are, man.”

A quick glance proved that they had become the focus of every eye in the room. Sev released a pent up breath as Conrath once again exercised monumental self-control and sat back down. When the low murmur of conversation indicated that the other diners had returned to their own concerns, she leaned forward once more.

“Three days ago you said that I had lost none of my manipulative ways. Remember that, and we will get along quite well. My companions and I are more than capable of finding our way north on our own; however, your expertise would make the journey much easier. Therefore I am willing to concede to the company of you and your men on the following condition: this trip is to be made as quickly as possible.”

Sev took a steadying breath and added, “To that purpose, I have arranged with Martham for the use of extra mounts. He assures me that he can spare the horses I have selected.”

Martham scowled. “It’ll be close, what with Sewulf and Beregrid leaving today and a group from Henneth Annûn due tomorrow. I’ve got to keep enough horses on hand to replace any of theirs that go lame.”

Sev nodded at the stable master then turned back to Conrath. “Thus leaving none available for you. Unless, of course, you join the train leaving for Rohan in two days. I’m sure they would be glad of your assistance.”

“You wouldn’t dare interfere with business,” said Conrath.

“I do not journey for business, but for pleasure. Repeatedly you have insisted that you are here only to serve as my escort, therefore you are not on business either. Nothing that I have done or said will hinder Esiwmas’ business in any way, unlike your own conduct at the gate yesterday.”

The man’s jaw clenched at this reminder of yesterday’s humiliation. Nostrils flaring and face suffused with anger, Conrath said, “It seems that you hold the reins, for now. Be warned however that there are those in the Vale who are not so forgiving as Esiwmas.”

“Few people are,” Sev replied coldly. “Certainly, I am not. Nor am I capable of forgetting. But we digress. Do you accept my terms? You will guide me to Deeping Vale by the swiftest route possible. My companions and I will accept your lead concerning travel times and roads to take; but in all other matters, it is I who make the decisions.”

“You leave me no choices. I will not be foresworn to my lady. It is my duty to provide you escort to Rohan, thus I must accept any conditions you place on me, reasonable or not.”

“I will take that as a yes.” Sev rose slowly to hide the shakiness of her legs and said, “So, my good trail master, when do we leave?” 

“Two hours,” he replied gruffly. “If that meets your approval.”

“Very well, two hours.” Sev turned to the stable master. “May I borrow a boy to carry a message up to the fourth circle to inform my companions of our departure time?”

“Of course, Sevilodorf. Send anyone you want.” Martham pointed to the table nearest the kitchen door where sat the youngest boys still busily engaged in eating. 

“Thank you for all your help, Martham. I will now leave you two gentlemen to finish your breakfasts.” Giving the stable master a wide smile and nodding regally to Conrath, Sev walked away.

From the corner of her eye, Sev noted that Conrath watched tight-jawed as she stopped at the table filled with stable boys and soon had them laughing and vying to do her bidding. Picking up his fork, he stabbed viciously into a now cold sausage.

The faint rumble of the trail master’s voice reached her ear and she angled her head to watch the exchange more closely. 

“There’ll be changes around here soon, and I won’t forget which side you took here, Martham.”

Martham shrugged and winked at Sev. 

She smiled and turned away. It seemed the stable master made his decision about where he stood when he found her in the center aisle of his barn this morning. There she had led him from stall to stall, identifying horse after horse as being the get of her mares. Pale-faced, but determined, she demanded that they be released to her. Though Martham would never give any further indication that it had been his pleasure to set the overbearing oaf of a trail master up for a fall, Sev was certain that the memory of Conrath’s comeuppance would warm his heart for months to come. 

~~~

A second conversation with a tight-lipped Conrath resulted in Sev graciously agreeing to replace the pack horses borrowed from The Troll with two bearing the family brand. She even allowed him to convince her that it was unnecessary to include a full string of additional mounts. 

Standing before her chair, having refused her offer of a seat, the man said stiffly, “You have said that you desire to travel at the greatest possible speed. If replacement pack animals or even saddle horses are needed, they can be easily obtained at one of the villages, madam.” 

Sev wondered briefly if he would choke on the word before she grew tired of it. “While speed is indeed my main objective, I will not travel in such a fashion as to overwork any of the horses.” When the man drew himself up indignantly, she raised a quelling eyebrow and said, “However, I do trust your expertise in such matters, so we will leave the extra mounts behind. Besides we don’t want to leave Martham without enough replacements, it would be bad for business.”

Deciding that she should not push her luck, Sev then disappeared into Esiwmas’ private quarters until she saw Pippin led into the yard by the anxiously eager young Treddan. 

‘Perhaps someone should mention the difference in their ages,” Sev thought hurrying out to greet the elf.

Thanking Treddan for carrying down her saddlebags and directing him to report to Conrath, Sev drew Pippin to one side of the busy yard and said, “I apologize for my sharp words yesterday. I took my anger out upon the wrong people. Please forgive me.”

“Of course,” replied Pippin.

“Often I throw my darts at the most convenient target rather than taking time to aim.” Conrath’s loud haranguing of a stable boy caught their attention. As Sev stepped forward with a frown, the trail master cut off his words and stormed away into the barn. 

Pippin raised one delicate eyebrow and smiled. “I would say that you have found more appropriate targets this morning.”

Suppressing the urge to grin, Sev said, “Yes, I believe that you could say that.”

“I trust this will make our journey from this point on more enjoyable.”

“Considerably, I would think. Though there is one difficulty I have no idea how to handle.” Sev’s grin burst free as she said, “I may possess a remedy for hangovers, but I know of no cure for lovesickness.”

Pippin sighed dryly. “Ah me, ‘tis a curse to be beautiful.”

The pair dissolved into giggles, drawing a disdainful sneer from Conrath who had just emerged from the barn. Sobering immediately, they moved toward the rail where Treddan saddled Maegloth, and Baldor readied Biscuit.

The assembled group of men, women and horses heard the arrival of Sewulf and Elanna before they saw them. Squeals of laughter, repeated protestations of “stop” and “don’t tickle me” preceded the spectacle of the Rohirrim trader with a small figure thrown over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Sevilodorf and Pippin traded grins. Sev felt especially happy; the teasing, laughing voice of Sewulf was one that she missed the most. It belonged to the boy behind the cricket incident of which she had reminded him the night before.

Sev stole a sidelong glance at the trail master, who stood near his assigned mount. It wasn’t difficult to see what he thought, though to be fair, his view of things undoubtedly soured further from what he would consider her usurping his proper place in the grand scheme of things. 

“If you’re done torturing the girl, Sewulf, we do need to leave sometime this morning,” Sev said dryly, though with a decided twinkle in her eye.

Sewulf plopped Elanna down on her feet, saddlebags and all.

“Me! I’m not torturing this ragamuffin. I am only attempting to live up to the reputation she assigned me,” he protested with a grin.

“That is not true, Sev,” Elanna interjected. “You know how he is.”

“The problem is I know how both of you are.” Crossing her arms and frowning, Sev asked. “Is it safe to assume there were no crickets or some such involved?”

Sewulf held her eyes for a moment longer than was necessary and smiled. “No, nothing like that. In fact, I think it is safe to say that everything is back to normal, wouldn‘t you?”

“Near enough,” Sevilodorf agreed and laughed as he stooped down to kiss her cheek.

Conrath watched the exchange, teeth gritted, and tugged on his mount's girth with unnecessary sharpness. 

“If everyone is ready, I suggest that we get started,” he announced loudly. He mounted his horse, and to Sevilodorf said, “If that meets with your approval, madam?”

“I’m ready if everyone else is,” Sev said pleasantly, and allowed Sewulf to give her a leg up into her saddle.

One by one, the rest of the company followed suit, all except Elanna who continued to stand next to her black gelding.

“I’m not ready. I mean, it will be just a minute longer,” Elanna called as she finished buckling on her saddlebags. “Beregrid stopped to pick something up for me, and I don’t want to leave before he has a chance to get here.”

Sev looked at the girl, wondering what further mischief she might be up to now. “How much longer do you think he’ll be?”

As Elanna opened her mouth to answer, they heard a voice just outside the stable courtyard.

“Hold on, don’t leave yet,” Beregrid yelled breathlessly, almost skidding to a stop in front of the half-elf. “Here it is, Elanna,” he said handing her a leather wrapped package. “I’m sorry it took so long, but I wanted to be sure it was to your exact specifications.”

“Oh, thank you, Beregrid.” Elanna smiled at the panting man and stowed the bundle in her saddlebag. “I didn’t want to leave without this or having the chance to say good-bye.”

“As if I would give you that chance,” the young trader grinned and pulled her close in farewell. “Now you be careful and try to stay out of trouble this time.”

Elanna returned his embrace. “I will do my best and,” she whispered in his ear, “I will remember your words, thank you.”

Beregrid set her back gently on her feet. “I am ever your friend in need.”

“Yes, you are and I hope I can be the same to you.”

He rubbed his knuckles on her cheek. “You already have been.”

“I’m ready now, Sev,” Elanna said a trifle thickly.

“Good, then if you will kindly mount up like the rest of us,” Sev said, and the girl complied. “I believe we’re ready to go. Conrath, if you would please take the lead.”

Conrath appeared not to have heard her; his gaze fixed on the young trader, his jaw slackened by shock.

“When did you regain the ability to speak like a normal person?” he demanded.

Sev counted to ten, waiting for Elanna to come to Beregrid’s rescue and listened with surprise when she didn’t. Either the girl was living up to her promise of the previous night, or this whole escapade was a plot hatched between Elanna and Beregrid. Make that Elanna, Beregrid and Sewulf, for the other trader wore a wicked grin akin to the kind he had once, when he did everything in his power to earn the title of the worst rapscallion in the Vale.

Beregrid patiently ignored the tone and the man’s choice of words. “It’s been about nine months now. Hasn’t it, Sewulf?”

“About that. I’m surprised that you didn’t know, Conrath. You’ve always kept well abreast of all the gossip.” Then Sewulf remarked thoughtfully, “Perhaps Esiwmas thought it was a private matter for just the family.”

That the trail master had been the butt of a childish joke was clear to all present, though none did more than smile. 

Conrath growled, “Then why all that hand waving yesterday?”

“I’ve taught the language to others who can’t speak,” Beregrid responded with an easy smile, “and I make Elanna and Sewulf keep up their skill in it, whenever I can.”

Conrath eyed the man suspiciously, but could find nothing in his expression except bland pleasantness. The explanation was reasonable enough. He turned to Sevilodorf.

“If we’re finally ready, we do need to be going if we’re going to stay on schedule.”

Resisting the urge to kick the man, Sev simply nodded. “If you wouldn’t mind taking the lead, I think we’re ready.”

Chapter Seven

June 5th

Mering Stream

Border of Rohan and Gondor

Their fifth day of travel drew to a close as the party rode into a small border village on the Rohan side of the Mering Stream. Conrath pompously declared a half-day of rest on the morrow to reward them for reaching the border in good time. Though the man’s tone made her feel like a child being patted upon the head, Sev responded with sincerity that their progress was a testament to his abilities as a trail master. 

The man did have an uncanny knack with horses. Through careful pacing during the long daylight hours and judicious supplements of grain, he had guided them nearly fifteen leagues a day. Just north of the Druadan Forest, his weather sense had saved them from a drenching, and their nightly camps were in well-protected locations with good water and pasture. It was simply too bad that his personality failed to be as endearing as his knowledge of the trail.

For the past four days, he had spoken only to issue curt orders to his men or to seek Sevilodorf’s approval on some matter or the other. That he did so in a tone that pulsated with resentment had set her teeth on edge more than once, but she chose now to emulate Eswidan, who had always handled belligerence of this type with chilling politeness, and required her to do the same. 

Almost, she had slipped back into the behaviors of a holder’s lady as reflexively as she reclaimed the bowed head and strangled voice of a beaten woman. But she was no longer either of those women, and just as she had found the mantle of subservience impossible to wear, the calm demeanor demanded of a lady was proving equally confining. It was not, and never had been, in her nature to suffer fools gladly, nor to swallow her anger. In her teens, her uncle and aunt had taught her to hide her anger with a carefully lowered head. Before his death, Eswidan had furthered her education in the art of suppressing her emotions to the point where she had sometimes felt as if the true Sevilodorf must have vanished

Sewulf had served to remind her that once she knew how to successfully balance the two: the holder’s wife and her own outspoken self. The years of fostering Sewulf, Kathwyn and their brothers, when her own son was young, before Eswidan’s fall, before the rumors that turned him against her, had been filled with laughter and simple joys. True, there were moments when her husband voiced his frustration at what he called her butterfly mind, but never in those early years had he tried to destroy her very spirit. In fact, though he had demanded that she do so in a manner befitting her position in the family, he had continually encouraged her to speak her mind and hold her head up to face the world. Why had things gone so wrong?

Ah, this would prove the hardest ghost to dispel, for there would be no way of ever knowing the truth of the matter. Eswidan took his reasons for believing her capable of such disloyalty to his barrow. 

A strident voice broke through her reverie causing her to jerk in her saddle. Reacting to his rider’s surprise, Biscuit turned his head to snap at Conrath’s knee. Snatching at her reins, Sev spoke sharply to the horse as the trail master sidestepped agilely and repeated irritably, “I said, ‘Do those arrangements meet with your approval?’” 

‘Oh for the freedom to just blast the man with a string of dwarvish curses.’ Sev thought. Aloud, she replied, “Forgive me, what arrangements?”

Rolling his eyes slightly, and using the patient tone of one speaking to a very young child, Conrath repeated, “I can arrange for the use of a farmer’s pasture for the evening. If you have no objections, that is what I will do for this evening as the inn here is not to the standards to which you are accustomed.”

Biting back the question of why, if this village had a substandard inn, was it the one he had chosen for a half-day’s rest, Sev signaled her agreement. Conrath gave a stiff nod and moved ahead to bark a series of orders at his men. 

Drawing up beside Sevilodorf, Elanna observed in quiet Elvish, “The master’s voice sounds across the land once more.”

“Aye,” Sev replied quietly in the common tongue. “He seems to be almost over his pique.”

“Too bad that it can’t last all the way to the Deeping Vale,” Elanna muttered. "It’s been such a peaceful interlude.”

“True,” sighed Sev.

When Pippin came up on the other side, Sev explained the decision to make a late start the next day.

Elanna’s eyes brightened. “Is there a chance for a real bath and a meal we did not cook ourselves?”

“Tired of my cooking are you?” Sev asked dryly. Conrath, of course, had brooked no objections to her assumption of that camp chore, though Elanna and Pippin had approached their first meal with trepidation.

“Not at all,” Elanna denied hastily. “Though no one will believe me when I tell them what you are capable of doing with dried beef and cram.”

“Aye,” replied Pippin with gleaming eyes. “I do believe I actually saw Conrath taking a second helping last night.”

“It’s a wonder he didn’t choke on it,” Sev declared. “I thank you for the compliments though it is mostly a matter of using the correct spices, and nowhere near as good as hobbit cookery. Unfortunately, Conrath informs me that the quality of the village inn is such that he prefers to camp outside of town.”

Elanna tilted a questioning eyebrow. “Then why a late start tomorrow? Surely it would make more sense to linger in a town with better accommodations.”

“My thoughts exactly, though I will not voice them.” Sev grimaced slightly. “If you please, I prefer to battle the man only over the more important aspects of this journey. I have told him the travel times and the routes we travel are of his choosing. The minor inconveniences he inflicts through those choices I am prepared to ignore.”

Elanna hurried to assure Sevilodorf that she had no objections to camping outside of the village. “Indeed, one would think that the border of Rohan and Gondor would rate more than this.”

The young Ranger waved a dismissive hand toward the main street of the village lying dusty and unused in the late afternoon sun. Smaller than Henneth Annûn, the only fame the town could reasonably claim was that here the trail leading up to the beacon of Halfirien met the Great West Road. 

The Rohirrim woman shrugged. “I fear I can tell you little of the Eastfold. I spent my own youth in the mountain pastures high above Westfold village; two days ride from Edoras. After my marriage, I remained in the Deeping Vale and traveled no farther than Helm’s Deep or to the town of DunLostir. Later, my journeying,” Sev raised a hand and pointed north, “took me to the plains far north of the River Entwash. I have never traveled this road.”

Before Elanna could ask what business had taken Sev to the North Marches of Rohan, Pippin said, "All the more reason to be careful. I doubt Conrath would be in any hurry to inform us of danger." 

Elanna, noting from the corner of her eye the relieved look on Sev's face, took the opportunity to rib Pippin by slyly pointing to the young Rohirrim lingering nearby. "I'm sure Treddan would fight off any danger single-handedly if it would gain the attention of a certain red-headed elf."

Pippin rolled her eyes. "I feel so honored." 

Before she could say another word, Elanna lowered her voice to match Treddan’s infatuated tones. “May I unsaddle your horse, Miss Pippin? May I get you another drink, Miss Pippin? I think this spot is free of rocks, and it would be the most comfortable for you, Miss Pippin. Could you teach me to speak elvish, Miss Pippin? May I-”

“Oh please, would you just stop?” Pippin asked crossly. “Just because you take off by yourself every night as soon as you decently can doesn’t give you the right to harass those of us who are stuck with the company we had no choice in.”

“All you have to do is leave with me. I’ve asked you to spar with me to get you away from him.”

Sevilodorf, seemingly eager to change the subject from her travels, offered a wink. "Think of it this way. It could be worse."

Pippin turned a wry look on Sev. "How, exactly? - Wait, no, I don't think I want to know."

“I admit that you have shown much more patience than I would have.” Elanna grinned. “Then again, you are MUCH older than I am.”

“If you two are finished needling each other,” Sev stated dryly. “It seems that Baldor is dropping back, and I’m guessing he doesn’t want to talk to me or Pippin.” 

Elanna blushed, though for the life of her she couldn’t understand why. She had done as Sev suggested and taken to conversing with the older man when the occasion presented itself. The foundation of friendship thus being laid could in no way be confused with Treddan’s undying infatuation with Pippin, but still she blushed.

Baldor’s next question did not help her composure.

After nodding pleasantly to Sevilodorf and Pippin, he said, “Good day, ladies, would you mind if I had a word with your friend here?”

Pippin winked at Sev when the woman smiled graciously at Baldor. “No, we wouldn’t mind in the slightest, would we, Pip?”

“No, not all.” The elven maid gave Elanna a smirk that was visible only to the smaller woman and said something in rapid Sindarin. 

 Baldor waited until Sevilodorf and Pippin moved ahead, then asked, “Do you mind if I ask what she said?”

“She was just teasing me about sending her to Treddan again when she had just managed to escape him,” Elanna replied, hoping that Baldor would not be able to tell she was dissembling, because she did not intend to tell him what the elf had really said. It was true that Pippin had been teasing when she said that at least she drew the attractive younger men, whereas Elanna seemed to attract older ones. The girl knew she was referring to her husband, Halbarad, as well as Baldor. “He seems to have taken a strong liking to our lovely elf.”

“A strong liking is putting it mildly, if you ask me.” Baldor snorted. “Young Treddan puts the calf-eyes on his moon-face and adds his heart on his sleeve for good measure.”

“I don’t know if I would have quite put it that way, but what you say is true.” Elanna giggled at the older man’s exaggeration. “You said you wanted a word with me?”

“That I did,” Baldor acknowledged. “Would my lady do me the honor of granting a favor?”

Elanna rolled her eyes and shook her head. Ever since she had related the story of how her Ranger father and elf mother had met, the balding Rohirrim had taken to call her “my lady”. No matter how many times she asked him to stop.

“You know it is mere speculation on your part, for there is not a shred of evidence in my ancestry that I merit any such title.”

“And as I have repeatedly told you, my lady,” Baldor winked, “since you don’t know who your mother’s people are, then the good woman could have been anything from an elf-king’s scullery maid to his wife.”

“Aye, the possibilities are many,” the girl conceded.

Elanna smiled with Baldor. The man had found the tale of Mateon and Elena touching and had no problem telling her so. Who would have guessed that the heart of a romantic beat loud and strong in his breast? How like Halbarad he seemed, right down to the trinkets he purchased to give to his wife throughout the coming months when she least expected it. He had shown Elanna the items. Neither expensive nor extravagant, yet she approved of the simple packet of brightly colored ribbons, the shell comb from Belfalas and the pewter pin in the shape of a crescent moon. If his wife reacted the way she would under the same circumstances, her face would glow as if he had given her precious gems from dwarven mines or fine Harad silks.

Baldor was candid when he spoke of his wife, saying that his beloved was not considered a beauty by anyone’s standards. Hard work and war had aged her, yet she was the most precious thing in his life, with his son running a close second. At her story, he correctly assumed that Elanna’s parents had shared the same kind of all-encompassing love, and forced her to admit that she and her captain husband were cut from the same cloth. She hadn’t realized that their enthusiastic good-byes at the inn had betrayed the couple to Baldor’s approval. As a result, he enjoyed his straight-faced jesting that nudged her daydreams into the realm of the fanciful.

“For all you know, your mother could have been a long lost princess,” he guessed. “That might explain why her family cut off all contact when she married a mortal, not proper elf behavior or something like that. As for seeking you out, they probably don’t even know that you exist.”

Elanna had never thought of it quite from that point of view before. “It does make sense, doesn’t it?” 

She let her imagination run free with the ideas planted by Baldor: Elena, an elven princess? Would that make her one, too? She thought of what she had seen of Faramir and Èowyn’s lives together in Emyn Arnen and tried to picture herself and Halbarad in their place. Halbarad. If she would indeed be considered a princess, then would he be a prince by virtue of his marriage to her or more like an official consort?

“What did I say that was so funny?” Baldor asked when Elanna burst out laughing.

“I was just trying to imagine my husband as a prince, or whatever you would call a man married to the daughter of a princess.”

Neither of them had noticed Sevilodorf slowing Biscuit until she was beside them, listening to their conversation with a small smile on her face.

“I would call him lucky,” Sev said before she scolded Baldor. “And you, stop filling her head with such foolishness. Her mind is quite capable of dreaming up hundreds of such fancies without any help from you. Keep it up and there will be no living with her the rest of the way to the Vale.”

Elanna was left to make her denial to Sev’s back as the woman rode ahead once more.

“You do understand that Sev is only teasing and there is not a grain of truth in what she said?”

“Of course, I don’t believe a single word,” Baldor replied blandly.

“You are as bad as she is,” Elanna huffed when the twinkle in his eye gave him away. “Now what was that favor you were going to ask so I can deny you like you deserve?”

“I’m not sure if it is a wise thing to ask under the present circumstances,” Baldor mused. “It might cause more harm than good, to me that is.”

Elanna laughed. “I promise to do you no bodily harm, how can I when you have awakened my curiosity?”

“I’ve watched you practice with your knives, and I would be grateful if you would agree to teach me the technique.”

Her jaw dropped of itself in surprise. She hadn’t realized anyone watched her. The last four evenings she spent practicing as a means of staying away from Conrath, as well as releasing some of her frustration at the man’s behavior. It had occurred to her long ago to ask Baldor to join her, since he seemed interested, but she was not sure if it would be awkward. Obviously he was more interested than she first thought." 

“Forgive me, I did not mean to embarrass you.”

“Oh no, no, please, I just hadn’t realized anyone was watching,” Elanna hastened to reassure the man. “Are you sure? I mean, I’m not his,” she inclined her head in Conrath’s direction, “favorite person, and I wouldn’t want to get you into any trouble.”

Baldor’s face went blank and he said in careful tones, “Unlike Rypan, I am not, nor will I ever be, Conrath’s man. I am here because I am paid to do so.” He noticed her expression and added, “It is my hope to someday leave my son a holding of his own. To this end, my wife and I take on every opportunity to earn a little extra. I have two mares already and with this trip will be able to put them to a stud.”

To leave his children with more than he had and a chance at better life, such is the dream of any parent who is neither landowner, merchant nor soldier. Something Elanna had never any reason to question. She followed in the footsteps of her father and her future was secure or as secure as any soldier’s life could be. But she still had one question.

“Then why do you wish to learn the knives? You wear no sword, no bow, so I assume, possibly wrongly, that you are not, nor have ever been a soldier.”

A shadow settled on his face that almost made Elanna regret her question.

“No, I am no soldier, though I have seen battle.”

“You were at Helm’s Deep,” Elanna whispered. She had heard the tale of how, in desperation, King Theoden ordered the arming of every able man and lad to help defend the Keep. Many Rohirrim, rider, farmer, and stable boys had died before Gandalf returned with Erkenbrand.

“Yes, fortunately my son was too young.” A ghost of a smile crossed his face. “The swords were nearly longer than he was tall. Many good men and lads died that day.” He fell silent for a moment, remembering, and Elanna waited patiently. Such tales must be told at the teller’s own pace. 

“I also had family in the Westfold. Not all landholders armed their landsmen as the family of Esthomas did.” Baldor touched the badge he wore on his left shoulder, the same badge as displayed on Sev’s leather brigandine and the tunics of the other men. Baldor sighed, “Had they known how to defend themselves, would they have survived the attacks of orcs and Dunlendings? It is a question that will never be answered now.”

In Osgiliath and Minas Tirith, not all the signs of war had been erased from the landscape or the minds of men. It would seem that Rohan’s memories were equally as vivid and near the surface. How many years would it take to wipe the slate clean of sorrow, hatred and distrust? Elanna smiled as she remembered the results of the hearing in Minas Tirith. It had given the orcs of Gondor and Arnor the chance to change and live as men. If one added that to the peace King Elessar had negotiated with the Sube tribe, Harad, and the ongoing negotiations with the men of Umbar and the rest of the tribes of Rhûn, then maybe that slate could be cleaned in the lifetimes of the men who fought in the Great War. 

All that aside, it was still a good thing for a man to know how to defend himself and his family. Evil did not sleep in peacetime. It just hid itself better in the black hearts of those who preferred its embrace.

“I would be honored to share my limited knowledge with you, Baldor. When we make camp, we can look for some wood that you can use for practice. I’m afraid my practice knives are at home,” she said regretfully though with a smile. “I didn’t think that I would need them on this journey.”

Baldor answered her smile with one of his own, which, in turn, helped to dispel the shadow of the past from his eyes. “Thank you, my lady. I will be forever in your debt.”

“Not if you keep calling me ‘my lady’ you won’t,” she said severely and kicked her mount in the ribs to race ahead of the man.

Baldor laughed and urged his own mount to join her.

~~~

When the company gathered that evening, the fire danced and sparks flew upward towards the blackened sky while Elanna and Pippin took turns singing softly, a custom that had become almost habit by this point in the journey. As the day darkened and they settled across from each other on the plains, anticipation grew among the company, all; it seemed, except the trail master who usually made himself scarce each evening. Leaving Pippin to decipher a rather long-winded compliment that Treddan offered in his muddled Westron, Sevilodorf rose abruptly and walked towards the picket line set up near the edge of a small copse of trees. Elanna nudged Pippin with her elbow and indicated the dark form of Sev standing in the twilight. The elf cocked her head in curiosity.

With a smile that sent what few wits Treddan still possessed flying from his brain, Pippin broke off her conversation and whispered to Elanna in Elvish, “Where is she going?”

Elanna shook her head slightly. “I don’t know. Watch and see, she’s probably just checking on Biscuit.”

“She’s behind the horses, I can’t see,” Pippin answered and stood up. “I’ll be back.”

“I wouldn’t follow her like that,” Elanna warned in the Common Tongue. “She’s bound to be annoyed.”

Pippin did not reply and instead hastened toward where the Rohirrim woman had disappeared. Slipping into the darker shadows beneath the trees, she saw her friend standing, head bowed. Continuing to move slowly, Pippin made her way unnoticed toward Sev until a horse nickered in response to the elf’s presence.

Eyes glaring intently, the woman whirled around to face the elf. In spite of the darkness, Pippin’s sharp eyes could distinguish the lines of tension that creased Sev’s brow and the tightening of her jaw.

“Why have you followed me?” Sev kept her voice to a low, harsh whisper so as not to attract the attention of the others near the fire. “Am I not allowed a moment’s peace?”

Casting her eyes over the red head’s shoulder, and after an exasperated sigh deep in her throat, Sev motioned for the elf to follow her a little further away from where they might be seen. Pippin glanced back to where Elanna sat, and knew that the Ranger was watching, though it did not show on her face.

Without a sound, Pippin followed closely behind Sevilodorf. Once they were in the shadows and away from the flickering light of the fire, she offered an apology. “I did not mean to disturb you. All I wish to do is make sure you do not come to harm.”

Sev lifted her chin at the comment and stated sternly, “I do not need looking after, Pippin. I thought we took care of this in Minas Tirith.”

Pippin blinked her eyes slowly and protested, “I am not looking after you; I am protecting you.” At the vexed look that flashed across Sev’s face, the elf controlled the urge to take a step backwards. She knew the woman deeply resented the need to keep a protective escort close to hand, but that did not change the fact that one was necessary.

 “And you are going to convince me that there is a difference?” Sev demanded.

“Ye-es,” Pippin replied slowly, the faint luminescence of the elves marking her features as the twilight deepened.

“What is it?”

Determined, the elf replied flatly, “Well, I’m watching as a friend.”

“Friendship should not be used as an excuse to confine a person.” Sev straightened her shoulders. “I am capable of caring for myself.” The words were short and clipped, startling the elf with the simmering anger beneath. “Have I not proven that by now?”

“I came for the purpose of protecting you, and that is all that I’m trying to do. The least you could do would be to allow me that!” Pippin blurted, failing to bite her tongue in time. 

Startled by the outburst, Sev stood thoughtful for a moment, and then shook her head, decided. Taking a deep breath, she tried to speak calmly, “I have lived with these people and know their ways. Though I appreciate your efforts, your constant hovering is a hindrance to my goals.”

“But-.” Pippin started to say, but stopped when she saw the warning response in the woman’s eyes. She had seen that look before, and she knew the woman was treading a thin line between stubborn anger, and a full explosion. ‘Perhaps it would have been better,’ the elf reminded herself ruefully, ‘to have followed Elanna’s advice.’

Sev continued, “None here would be so foolish as to harm me, not while I am under the grace of Esiwmas.”

Furrowing her brow in stubborn frustration, Pippin asked, “Then why did you ask that Elanna and I accompany you?”

Sevilodorf’s expression abruptly changed from one of anger to one of tired exasperation. Once again, Pippin let her eyes wander to the campfire where Elanna waited, head tilted to one side as if watching the shadows where the pair debated. Redirecting her attention to Sev, she listened and hoped that the tone of the conversation would take a turn for the better now.

“Pippin, I am not going to start trying to explain the complexities of human rules of propriety, nor will I argue over what your duty is on this trip. I have no qualms about you making sure we are safe, but you need not follow me around as if I was a small child. You are older, yes, but do not assume you are wiser.”

“I am not treating you like a child!” the elf protested in spite of herself.

“Then why follow me even to the picket line?”

“I do not want to see you hurt. I trust Conrath far less than you do," Pippin said, shaking her head slowly in warning. "Esiwmas' regard may yet prove but a thin shield against the malice behind his sullen façade.”

“I would suggest that I am a more competent judge of Conrath’s motives than you, having had the greater sum of experience with the man. I do not need your concern, Pippin. Take it elsewhere!

The words caught Pippin by surprise and this time she did take a small step backwards. Then she stopped and held the healer’s gaze. This had been going on long enough. Sev’s new attitude was something so foreign that it stunned her. 

In an angry whisper, the elf hissed, “That is not how Sevilodorf of The Burping Troll thinks. That she has no need for her companions or their concern for her well-being. Sev, you are not acting like yourself. We are worried, both Elanna and I. What is wrong?”

“This is how Sevilodorf, Rohan Landholder speaks,” the Rohirrim woman said sternly. “But,” she added, “do not think that I do not understand what you are both doing.” She nodded her head towards where Elanna still waited. “I need you both, just not your intrusive watching.”

“Will you not tell me what else I might do to aid you?” Pippin asked, her voice dropping.

Shaking her head once again, Sev insisted, “No, I would not have you become more entangled in these matters than necessary. I appreciate what you do, but please, for my sake, stop hounding my every step.”

“If,” the elf said slowly, thinking as she spoke, “there are no other duties I may perform, why will you not allow me to do the one thing I can do?”

The tired look crept back into Sev’s eyes. “You elves are insufferable. Must I restate all that I have said?”

“I’m not insufferable,” Pippin contested, more out of spite than anything else, but stopped as she saw the warning in Sev’s face. Better to leave the subject be.

“Yes, at times you are, and I am leaving this matter as it stands before it leads us in circles again. We are obviously in disagreement over this, and the entire company including myself is in an ill-tempered mood. I think it would be best if we agree to a compromise.”

“What sort of compromise?”

“What I’ve already said - you may watch, but from a distance unless I specifically ask you to do otherwise. Do not follow me as if I’m a stray kitten in need of protection from savage wargs.”

“How is this a compromise?”

“I am not asking you to spend all of your time listening to your dear Treddan instead of watching me,” Sev stated with a slight lift of the corner of her mouth.

Pippin shook her head, in displeasure. “Very well," she conceded. "But Sev, could you not tell me what has been troubling you? I don’t understand half of what the others are saying, as I don’t fully understand the language of Rohan, but every time Conrath speaks, you grimace. For the sake of Eru, what is the matter? I only know what you have told me, which has been very little to date.”

Sev sighed, for she had hoped she was concealing her reaction to the man more carefully. She looked to the campfire while motioning for Pippin to follow her back. “Suffice it to say that the true quarrel is not between Conrath and me, so you and Elanna are working yourselves into a tizzy over nothing. I am in no danger from the man. He is an irritant. Nothing more. I am quite capable of dealing with him, though my methods are not yours or Elanna’s.”

Pippin frowned. “In the past there were times that you thought you were safe which proved to be very dangerous indeed.”

Sev flushed and the last rein on her anger snapped. 

“Am I never to be allowed to forget my errors in judgment? Surely, Mistress Elf, in your long life you have made an error or two. Are they thrown in your face at every turn?” 

Muttering a curse in Rohirric, she stepped forward and hissed between clenched teeth, “I am in charge of this expedition and do not need a dog to guard my every move. If you can not accept that, you are quite free to return to The Burping Troll or wherever in Middle-earth you choose.” 

Pushing past the suddenly silent elf, Sevilodorf disappeared into the darkness of the trees. 

Pippin stood still, her thoughts reeling from the healer’s final words. She tilted her head back against the closest tree and closed her eyes; no one would notice if she took a few minutes more away from camp, or the others would think she was with Sev. ‘Eru help me if anything happens to her now,’ her mind whispered, but the flood of warring thoughts that ensued drowned it out. 

Aye, she had, as Sev put it so bluntly, made many mistakes, all of which churned like a brewing storm. But they were far beyond the ken of her Rohirrim friend - they were worse, her conscience reminded her. Sev’s mistakes, at least those of which she knew, had never caused the death of anyone. 

‘I didn’t mean for anything to happen!’ 

The words echoed in her head as they had so many times before, her cry for absolution. But the knowledge that perhaps many accidents could have, should have, been prevented was weight enough on her shoulders to cause her to sink to the base of the tree.

“For what to happen?”

Pippin snapped her head to one side, uncharacteristically startled. She hadn’t realized that she had spoken aloud, nor had she realized that anyone was within hearing distance. When she recognized the voice as a familiar one, she was only briefly relieved. Had she been away longer than she thought, long enough to compel him to search for her? 

“Treddan, please,” she whispered quietly, looking away from him to focus on the speckled sky that peeked out from above the tree branches overhead. “Leave me be.”

Instead of going, however, Treddan settled himself at the base of the same tree with an expectant nod towards her as if he were waiting for an explanation. 

“You look-” he searched for a moment in his mind for the proper word in the Common Tongue, “troubled. What happened to Sevilodorf?”

Pippin closed her eyes and tightened her knuckles. “She went for a walk,” she replied bluntly.

“Oh?” he asked, still waiting for more.

This was not what she needed - why did Treddan keep persisting? She chewed on her lower lip while she tried to remember the forest as a place of peace and not of the whirling chaos that threatened to burst her lungs. Only chirping crickets echoed through the woods, but after a few seconds, they were drowned out as well. With eyes still closed, flashes of memories crashed down, one after the other with each fading into the same blackness that was nothing at all. In between everything came the simultaneous guilt for reminding Sev of her own mistakes and anger that the woman had rebuked her. 

‘I just want to protect her!’ she thought to herself. 

It wasn’t fair of Sev to disallow her that. Why was she here at all, if she could not have the redemption that Carcharien had spoken of? Redemption that was so close to her grasp. Everyone else had found theirs, or at least moved out of the darkness. Why could she not find her own way out? It wasn’t fair!

“Pippin?” a voice asked - Treddan, she remembered.

He still sat beside her, but as she realized this, she also noted that he had moved closer and was now mere inches away. One tentative hand lingered close to her chin as he stared at her in both wonder and confusion.

Pippin gently caught his hand by the wrist and moved it away from her. 

“Treddan,” she said, her tone softening slightly with the dead weight of guilt and weariness. “I am not what you seek.”

She could tell the man was about to protest, so she shook her head.

“Why would anyone not seek you?” he asked before she could say anything more to make him understand. “I am mortal but it is not unheard of - King Elessar and the Queen Arwen Evenstar are mortal and elf-kind.” 

Pippin shook her head again. Stars whirled in her vision, and somewhere in the back of her mind she heard his question. “Is something wrong?”

‘Something wrong? Was there anything that was not wrong?’ she asked herself bitterly before everything crashed in upon her at once; her brother’s death, empty places in her memory where everything was dark and murky, accusations, guilt, envy for Carcharien’s healing, Elanna’s new-found joy, the void in her heart that screamed for redemption of some sort - any sort - Sev's words... 

Her eyes snapped towards the sky and her features were stark in the grey moonlight that spilled through the branches. Locking her long arms around her knees, she became silent. Treddan moved several inches away, but did not desert her. Suddenly, it was too much to bear alone, and she spoke in a quiet, reined-in voice.

“Sev stormed off,” she heard herself say dully. “She said she doesn’t want me hovering around her, when all I want is a little peace from things I could have prevented.” Her voice rose to a sharp hiss. “Is that too much to want?” 

“I’ve caused death when it was not deserved. I’ve hidden. I’ve run away, I’ve even lied. Everyone else I know who has suffered or kept secrets is beginning to heal - they’re smiling again, laughing in ways they did not before and more often, and I want to love him but - he is moving out of the darkness and I am still there.” She fell silent again, swallowing the night air. Finally, she finished, “I want what they’ve found, and Sev is not allowing me to claim it. If I can protect her for a whole trip, if I can be sure that no one gets hurt because of my actions, because of anything that I do or don’t do, and then maybe…maybe I will find what they have.”

“Who is ‘he’?” Treddan asked resignedly.

The red-headed elf gave a slight smile that barely warmed the air, but said nothing. She knew the knowledge of her involvement with someone else was dissolving the dream the young man had drifted in for the past week. 

Disappointment marred his face; but with an understanding beyond his years, he asked gently, “Your friend who sits by the fire and your elven love back at your inn have something you do not?” 

Pippin stared again at the stars, but as always, they held no answers. Slowly, the sharpness of her features relaxed. 

“Yes,” she replied in a barely audible voice.

“A lack of darkness?” Confusion was evident in his voice. “But my lady, pardon my boldness, you shine with the light of the elves.”

Treddan’s mortal eyes could not see her dim smile, but he heard her soft laughter upon finding a sprig of amusement in the midst of the darkness. 

“It is because I am an elf,” she replied. “No.” She sobered. “I only mean that to see them in their joy when I do not understand it is...”

“Tluciffid?” Treddan supplied without at first noticing his choice of language.

“What?”

“Oh,” he said. “Difficult?”

“Yes, it is.” She did not say anything more for another moment, but then abruptly snapped her head towards the direction of the camp. With shorter, more clipped words, she stated, “I, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you listen to my rambling like that. The others must be wondering where we are.”

Treddan shook his head and insisted firmly, “Speak your thoughts.”

‘My thoughts?’ Pippin wondered. Before she could stop the words from coming, she said, “I want what they have. I’m tired of hiding.” 

The young trail hand looked startled. Pippin frowned impatiently. Never, it seemed, had he considered that elves might have troubles. Then she turned her anger on herself. How could this child possibly understand? 

Mastering his confusion, Treddan asked slowly, “From what I have seen, your friends trust you - why would you need to hide from them?”

“It is not just the hiding, though!” She gathered herself to rise, but something in the boy’s earnest face compelled her to remain. “It is the knowledge that I could have prevented what happened, and that the others who have felt the same way are still coming out of their darkness. Why can’t I have what they have?”

Treddan offered no answer. 

Pippin looked back to the camp again then remarked almost to herself, “Now Sev doesn’t want me watching her, which means I cannot do what I set out to do on this journey.” Turning her face to Treddan, she added grimly, “She has probably decided to walk to Rohan without Elanna or me or any of this company, and is at this moment arriving at the Deeping Stream.”

Waving a hand in denial, Treddan said, “While Mistress Sevilodorf is well known for going her own way, I doubt that she would do as much.”

“You obviously have not seen enough,” a hollow laugh accompanied the statement, “and if she gets hurt along the way, it will be my fault for driving her mad. It might prove better if I follow her suggestion to go home.”

“What would that gain?” Treddan challenged much to her dismay. “You would run away again? This time from that which you seek?”

When Pippin did not respond, Treddan continued, “If she does not want you following her, then do not follow her. There are enough here to safeguard her. You still may find your redemption, and in the meantime I would enjoy your company.” When he saw her raised eyebrow, he added with a slight bow, “As a friend, if you will allow?”

Pippin remained silent for a few moments longer. How strange to think of this youngster as a friend. But Treddan already knew more than most of her comrades at the inn. Sadly enough, that included Carcharien. Would it be easier to tell her tale to a stranger she would more than likely never see again, someone whose judgments of her actions she could easily shrug off. if they bothered her? Would saying the words out loud now make it easier to say them a second time, to the one she most wanted to hear them? It was something to consider. She needn’t decide right this second.

“Yes, I will allow it.” Pippin smiled a true and honest smile. “If I keep irritating Sev I may need all the friends I can get.” 

Treddan pushed on the ground to stand, brushing off bits of leaf and grass that clung to him. 

“Shall we return to the camp and make sure that Mistress Sevilodorf has not started out on her own as you fear?” Treddan asked, holding his hand out.

Pippin looked at the proffered hand. Though the man it belonged to was relatively young, even by mortal standards, it showed the owner’s strength of character in the calluses that came from a life of hard work. When she took it, the firm grip confirmed her thoughts. Treddan would be a good man to be able to call “friend”.

“That is probably a good idea,” she said as he pulled her to her feet.

They traversed the short distance is silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Pippin grasped Treddan by the arm and pulled him to a stop, just yards short of the camp. From here, they could see that Sevilodorf had indeed returned. 

“Treddan?”

“Yes,” he answered.

Pippin’s eyes shone in the moonlight, captivating the young man. 

“Thank you,” she said softly and with a light touch of her fingers to his cheek, she was gone.

Treddan watched her as she walked straight to Sevilodorf, presumably to try to make amends. His dreams may have disappeared like a fog burned off by the sun; but then again, to be able to call one of the Fair Folk friend would be enough. Smiling, he followed in Pippin’s footsteps. 

 Chapter Eight

June 8th
Great West Road

Though taverns and inns existed, the Mark was a land of small villages and wide spread landholdings. Conrath, with Sevilodorf’s support, chose to avoid the centers of population and elected instead to establish camps alongside the many streams that broke the rolling plains and gentle foothills of the East Mark into uneven segments. Three days had passed since their half-day rest at the border and another such camp was being prepared. By now, the routine was second nature, with each knowing their appointed task. Elanna and Baldor saw to the women’s horses, while Conrath and Rypan tended to the rest of the animals. Pippin would have preferred horse duty, but changed her mind after Biscuit managed to give her a good nip. The cantankerous gelding remained unimpressed by the elven talent of managing all good beasts, and presented teeth and hooves whenever Pippin drew near. Elanna, well accustomed to the similar temperament of Mithraug, Halbarad’s stallion, had tried her hand. Though she could not win the finicky horse completely won over, she could at least tend to the animal without being bitten or trampled.

At first, Pippin had ruefully settled for helping to unload those items needed each evening then scouring the area with Treddan for whatever would burn for the fire. However, the young man proved as good as his word; and while he continued to dog the elf’s steps, the tenor of his conversation had changed. Responding to his genuine interest in what he termed the outside world, Pippin soon found herself enjoying the young man’s company in a way she had not before and did not mind when they were paired for chores. It helped matters a great deal when Treddan inadvertently stumbled across a way to keep their conversations going at a better, less stilted pace by asking her to please teach him a little Elvish. Pippin agreed only on the condition he would teach her some basic Rohirric, since, as she put it, the only words she knew were the impolite ones. Before long, each could be heard trying the other’s language, although it soon became clear that Treddan was by far the more eager pupil.

Sevilodorf felt satisfied enough with the freedom she had gained, and the elf was noticeably happier as well. Whether Pippin was glad for Treddan’s curbing of his affections, or the dying down of Elanna’s teasing her about it or something else entirely, the healer did not know, nor did she spend time thinking on the matter. Instead, Sev continued in her position of chief cook and pan washer, tasks that she was happy to complete for they gave her the chance to be alone while everyone else went about their duties. The small moments of solitude had become more and more vital to her as they ventured deeper into Rohan. Passing through the villages and hearing the language of her people daily stirred up memories. The time spent preparing a stew or scrubbing out kettles she used to allow occasional old memories to come to the surface, where she could examine and then banish it once she had vanquished its power to hurt. She was not the same woman who had fled the Vale three years ago, and she would meet Halene on her own terms without the specters of the past aligned against her.

After dinner was cooked, eaten and cleared away, the long summer days left each a little time to spend on something pleasant. Pippin and Treddan would discuss the various histories of words, which inevitably led to each sharing the stories, myths and legends of their people. Ignoring Conrath’s glowering and muttering Elanna worked every evening with Baldor for as long as the light lasted. The man had wielded a sword at Helm’s Deep; and by the grace of Eru or just plain dumb luck, managed to live the night. Watching him pick up the basic skills quite easily, Elanna formed the opinion that he had survived for neither of the aforementioned reasons; Baldor was one of the few who had a feel for the weapon that could not be taught; one that a person had to be born with. She wondered why no one had ever noticed it before and why he was not recruited to join the Riders. As their practice session ended for that evening, she asked him.

“You have an inborn talent for this." She pointed to her knives in his hands. “That’s why you’re using those instead of the practice ones.”

“I wondered why you allowed me,” Baldor replied, smiling and gesturing with one of the knives, "though you have taken the precaution of wrapping the blades.”

“As I said, you have talent and you are gaining skill, but mistakes can still happen even with the elite of King Elessar’s Royal Guard.”

“Ah, now you flatter me, my lady, comparing me with ones such as those.” Baldor bowed and held out the hilts of her blades.

Elanna snorted. “I’m only letting you get away with that because I don’t want my knives damaged.” She took one and unwrapped the leather she had wound there earlier. “But you could have been trained to rival them. Why is it you never put yourself forth to become one of the Riders of the Mark?”

Baldor remained silent for a few moments as he imitated her actions with the knife he held in his hands. When he finished, he gave her the blade and his answer.

“I played with the other boys as a child, when time allowed, using sticks for swords. I could beat all my age and many who were older and taller,” he said. “But I come from a poor family in a poor village. My kin never bound themselves to any landholder, nor was it a place where the King or his Marshals looked for Riders. I could have gone to Lord Erkenbrand or presented myself to the King at Edoras, hoping that I would be given the chance to prove myself worthy.” Again, he paused. Elanna followed his gaze to the not-so-distant Edoras sprawled over the craggy hilltop. The setting sun drew gleaming red sparks from the roof of the Golden Hall. “It was not to be. My father died and as the oldest, I became responsible for my mother and my brothers and sisters; my hard won skills faded along with the desire.”

“And this is why you and your wife work so hard to make a better life for your son?” Elanna asked softly.

Baldor turned to look at her. “Yes. With his own land and horses, Eadric can choose what he wishes to do and not let fate decide for him.” A proud father smiled at Elanna as he said, “He is a good, strong lad with dreams. I believe that he also has this inborn talent you mentioned. When he is a grown man, he will have the opportunity and the funds to make the choice that I never had. He will do well with his own holding or as a Rider.”

“You love your son very much.”

“I believe I have said so before.”

“You have,” Elanna agreed, sliding the last knife home in its sheath. “But there are not many parents who would, if they could, go to the lengths you have to secure the future of his choice.”

“True enough, there are some who believe my wife and I are fools for hoping to raise the boy above his station in life,” Baldor explained, scratching at his jaw under his beard. “But this is the dawn of a new age, an age of peace and prosperity where all things are possible.”

Tears pricked Elanna’s eyes, for she believed as he did. Having been close to death, she also knew that life was precious, meant to be lived to its fullest, not trudged through as an unwanted chore. How closely might the son resemble the father, she wondered.

“When we get to the Vale, I would very much like to meet your son. If you would permit?” 

“I’m glad you asked because if you hadn’t, I would have, you see.” Again, he glanced towards Rohan’s capital and took a few steps towards the city and his dream. “I want him to meet people of other races, to learn from them and not to fear them. I want him to see that there is good and beautiful beyond our borders as well as within them.”

“I would be honored to help you in that task in any way I can, but for now, I think we should get back to camp, Conrath must be getting very impatient.” Elanna laughed. “I don’t want to get you in trouble by keeping you up past your bedtime.”

Baldor gave her a pained look. “As if I were a wayward child. I will be extremely happy when I can be free from his overbearing ways. An excellent trail master he may be, but he treats people as if they were horses trained to do his bidding without a will of their own. Master Esiwmas is not like him at all.”

“Aye, I count the days until we reach our destination.”

Baldor held his arm out to her. “Then we had best get to camp and in our bedrolls, so that this day may end and bring us that much closer.”

~~~

June 9th 

Mid-morning

On the far side of the River Snowbourne’s ford, Sevilodorf requested a brief halt. Due to an hour-long delay caused by the necessity of repairing a broken breast collar, Conrath gave his consent reluctantly, and to keep the peace the party remained mounted. As none of the women had ever seen Edoras, they ignored his grumbling and stared intently up at the walled city. Baldor and Treddan gazed upon the enclosure with pride swelling within their breasts, enjoying the awe on the women’s faces. And awed they should be, for this was the capital city of Rohan. While it might not possess the grandeur of Minas Tirith, it was imposing in its own fashion. There gleamed the golden roof of Meduseld's great hall, wherein generations of kings ruled. Éomer himself might even now be within.

Elanna could not help herself from staring in approval at the foresight of the city's builders. The strong wooden enclosure that surrounded the hilltop and everything on it appeared sturdily built. Anyone approaching the city would be easily seen. Shadows marked the barrows below, placed far enough away from the wall that no foe could use their height to gain access.

The barrows. Their shrouds of tiny simbelmynë winked white blossoms in the tall blowing grass. Baldor had explained to her that the covered mounds marked the line of father to son among the Kings of Rohan. Upon his death, King Éomer Eadig would start yet a third line of mounds, being Theoden’s nephew. She wondered which barrow held the remains of Théoden King and if his son's was nearby. How sad it must be to have one’s children die before you. 

Seeing the shadow in her eyes, Baldor asked quietly, “What is it?” 

“Nothing,” Elanna replied. “I was wondering where the King’s son was buried? You didn’t mention him as being in the barrows.”

“By tradition he should have been buried with his father.” The man pointed out the correct barrow to her. “But with his last breath he requested a different resting place.”

“And where is that?”

“If you were to follow the Great West Road, this road, a day’s ride past Helm’s Deep, you would come to the Fords of the Isen,” Baldor explained. “In the midst of the river lies an eyot.” 

“A what?” Elanna twisted in her saddle to face him; she was unfamiliar with the term.
“An eyot. A small island in the middle of a lake or, in this case, a river, the river Isen.” He paused to make sure she understood. “Theodred and his lieutenant, Grimbold, retreated to that place during the first battle at the Fords. It is there that Theodred fell. Thanks to the timely arrival of Elfhelm, Rohan won the battle, but at a terrible price.”

“The King’s son and heir,” she said quietly and with complete understanding.

“Yes. Elfhem found Grimbold fighting to protect Theodred’s body. There were two axe men, and they each slew one.” Emotion brought Baldor's recital to a pause once more. Every man in Rohan had heard of that battle and its outcome. Sadness and pride overwhelmed all who told the tale. “Theodred was alive, barely and not for long. With his dying breath he told them -.”

Elanna stared at him breathlessly. These were the kind of stories on which she had been raised, Rangers who had given their lives to save those they had sworn to protect. When Baldor continued, she knew it was with Theodred’s words; and she shivered in spite of herself.

“Let me lie here - to keep the Fords till Éomer comes.”

“He’s buried there, on that island, isn’t he?”

But it was not Baldor who answered her. 

“Aye, ever to guard the Fords for the people of Rohan. And with him lie the men who fell with him, both that day and in the days that followed.” Sev’s voice held both pride and grief. “We of the Deeping Vale owe our lives to Grimbold as well as Theodred.”

“How so?” Elanna asked.

“He and the men that were left held the Fords for seven days before losing them to Saruman’s army.” Sev’s voice thickened but her face remained stern. “Seven days that gave Lord Erkenbrand enough time to gather our people to the safety of Helm’s Deep.”

For a time the only voice heard was that of the river, murmuring songs of victory and loss, joy and despair, heroism and self-sacrifice. The golden roof of Meduseld shone brightly in the light of the day. Elanna could make out the large dais that lay before the doors of the Golden Hall and the steps that led down from it. 

“For the love of their people, Father and Son are sundered,” Elanna whispered.

A desire suddenly woke in her heart to visit the resting place of Theodred, King’s son. She wondered if time and circumstances would allow that short journey, it would be something to ask Sevilodorf once they arrived in the Vale. 

“Only in body; they stand side by side in the halls of their forefathers,” said Baldor when Sevilodorf did not answer.

Baldor’s remark poked at Elanna’s curiosity and sent her thoughts veering in a different direction, namely, the beliefs of Rohan. Did they believe in the Halls of Mandos? Did the spirits of the men of the Mark mix with those of Gondor and Ithilien? Or were they separated in the same fashion as Men and Elves? 

“And what of those who lost their lives at the Fords and Helm’s Deep?”

Sev stiffened, then with a sharp word to Biscuit moved forward. Elanna reached out a hand, only to drop it and sigh. 

Baldor lifted his reins to follow the older woman, but delayed long enough to answer Elanna with a sad smile, “All will meet in the Great Halls, down to the last woman and child who were slain in the Westfold.”

The jingle of reins attached to a metal bit and the splashing of hooves in the water of the ford broke the mood. Sevilodorf had started to cross, and it only took a few surprised seconds before Conrath followed her. One by one, the others crossed with Baldor and Elanna bringing up the rear. 

“I hope Sev isn’t angry or upset,” Elanna said, judiciously guiding Dusul through the shallows. “I’m such a fool, I didn’t even think about the fact that her son died at Helm’s Deep.”

“Don’t blame yourself. Mistress Sevilodorf is not the only one whose memories of that time still bring pain,” Baldor replied. “Avoiding the subject will not make the hurt go away.”

Remembering her own hurts that took months before she could speak of them, Elanna said, “No, it will not. But until she speaks of it or makes peace with herself about it, it will stay a wound that will bleed at the slightest touch.”

“Sevilodorf is a woman of great inner strength.” He smiled wryly. “Maybe her return to the Vale will give her that opportunity.”

“She deserves that, and I, too, hope she finds it,” she commented as she played with her horse’s pitch-black mane, brushing away glittering drops of water.

“If anyone can, she can.” 

Elanna glanced over her shoulder for a final look at the gleaming roof of the Golden Hall, and then asked, “You knew Sev when she lived here before?”

“Aye.”

“And you never said anything!”

Baldor shrugged as if it were of no significance. “You never asked.”

“If I did, would you tell me about some of those times?”

He laughed and slapped his thigh. “Only the ones that allow me to keep my head attached to my shoulders.”

“If that is your desire, then I would caution you to remember that I am not deaf.” The sharpness of the voice caused Elanna to wince and Baldor to smile apologetically at the woman blocking their path. 

Sev frowned and held up a hand to prevent Elanna from beginning a stream of apologies. “If you want to know, you should ask. As Baldor said, avoiding the subject does not make the hurt go away.”

Baldor bowed his head and in the rolling tongue of Rohan apologized, “Forgive me, mistress, I didn’t mean…” 

“What is to forgive? You only spoke the truth,” Sev interrupted brusquely with a grimace. “But I am here, on this road, thus I am no longer avoiding everything. If you wish to know something, Elanna, all you must do is ask.”

Given the chance to ask questions of this very private woman, Elanna found herself fumbling for a sensible question. 

Sev laughed and shook her head. “Your one opportunity and you waste it. Ah, well, I offered.” Lifting her reins and pulling Biscuit’s head around, she made as if to rejoin the others.

“No, no, wait. How do you know Baldor?” Elanna snatched at the first thought in her head that made sense.

“Baldor?” Sev studied the man solemnly for a moment. “Hmm, what has it been? Ten years? You somehow impaled yourself with a haytine.”

“Yes, mistress. Right through the foot.” 

“Mind you, as a typical man, he was back in the field the next day,” Sev said to Elanna before urging Biscuit into a gentle walk and signaling them to follow. 

Baldor lifted his chin and stated evenly, “I was hired to do a job, not sit around whining about a pinprick.”

“A pinprick, he says. Have you ever seen a hayfork, Elanna? Tines are as wide as my finger.” 

“Truth be. ‘Twas not the hayfork that scared a man so much as the poultices she used. Burned like fire or stank like … like, well, I don’t know what.” The man pinched his nose between his fingers and rolled his eyes as if he was about to faint.

“Of all the ungrateful...” Sev began, and then, twisting back to see him, laughed at Baldor's infectious grin. Smiling, she said, “I have heard you speaking of your son to Elanna. He must now be … fifteen?”

“Fifteen the end of this summer,” Baldor answered proudly and kicked at his mount briefly to catch up to the women so that Sevilodorf would not have to crane about in her seat.

“I would very much like to see him and your wife. I spoke to her in the caverns at Helm’s Deep before….” Sev’s voice broke, but she drew a deep breath and continued, “I do not recall seeing her after the battle.”

“My wife and son assisted the healers of the outer courts and in the caverns, fetching food, drink, and blankets for those who could not do so for themselves,” Baldor said, a faint shadow of memory darkening his eyes. “You were much at the Hornburg tending the wounded until your family received permission to move back to their holds.”

“Yes, we were among the first to leave the caverns.” Sev’s face remained devoid of emotion, but Biscuit pranced restlessly in response to his rider’s hidden distress. “After Esrob died of the lung fever, Halene petitioned Lord Erkenbrand to be allowed to return to the hold. You did not ride south to Gondor?”

“No, missus, I no longer possessed the skill of my youth and only the best were sent.” Baldor paused, “I was sorry to hear of young Sewold’s death and Beregorn’s. They were fine men.”

“Yes, they were.” Sev’s face hardened slightly and her hands tightened on her reins; but she nodded her acceptance of Baldor’s sympathy. “But then so many fine young men died, did they not?” 

“Aye, that they did.”

Aware of Elanna’s puzzlement, Sev explained, “The brothers of Sewulf and Beregrid. They died on the Pelennor Field.”

Content to listen quietly, the young woman had not added to the conversation. It was a rare opportunity for her to glimpse Sevilodorf’s former life, and she intended to make the most of it. But with the announcement of the brothers who died, she could no longer sit passively.

“Their brothers?” Elanna nodded slowly. ”So that is what it was.” 

Sev looked at her sharply. “What do you mean?”

“What caused Beregrid’s muteness. He told me, when we were in Nurn, that it happened on the Pelennor, but not why.” She paused. “I asked him again when he and Sewulf came for the wedding.”

“And he gave you an answer?” Baldor twisted about to view her.

Beregrid had explained to Elanna that difficult time when he and Sewulf returned home after the war. Many had asked the same question but Beregrid could or would not answer. The mute man had been lost in a surreal daze. At times he tried to scream for everyone to let him be but his soundless cries only convinced some people that his mind had been affected as well, hence Conrath's comment in Minas Tirith which had enflamed Elanna. Sewulf knew the answer but refused to tell anyone, insisting it was Beregrid's choice to tell or not to tell. The two battle-scarred men left the Vale not many months after that. Esiwmas brought them into the trading business where they eventually prospered and neither had ever found a reason to return.

"Aye, and one that he would have me share." Elanna closed her eyes, remembering the pain and horror in her gentle friend's face when he recalled the incident. The half-elf took a deep breath before continuing. 

"They were surrounded by a sea of Southrons and orcs. In the midst of the battle, Beregorn slew one of the enemy coming at Beregrid from behind. He saved his brother's life, but they were given no time to exchange thanks, the fighting was too fierce." The young woman took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her voice shook but a little. "Moments later they were swept apart. From across the waves of the enemy, Beregrid could just make out his brother, only to see a Southron charging Beregorn, screaming like a madman. He watched this man hack his brother to pieces." 

Her hands clenched the reins, tightening her hold until Dusul obeyed the unintended command and stopped. Halting beside her, Baldor and Sevilodorf were loathe to meet her eye but equally unable to shirk the tale.

Oblivious to her mount, Elanna continued, her voice thick with the tears she could not stop. “Beregrid said it reminded him of a cat playing with a mouse. The Southron took off Beregorn's shield arm then waited for him to rise, watching him struggle before he struck again and again. Beregrid fought like a man possessed, but he could not gain those last few yards. He described it as if he, Beregorn and the Southron were the only ones on the battlefield and yet his brother died just beyond his reach.”

Baldor reached over to pry Elanna’s fingers from her reins. Once accomplished, he held her cold hands in his. Tears splashed, one by one, on the back of his wrists.

“What happened after that?” he asked gently.

Elanna opened her eyes. “The Witch King came, and the Black Breath fell upon him. He remembers nothing after that until he awoke in the Houses of Healing and found that he could no longer speak.”

“It would take Beregrid a long time to forgive himself for living when his brother did not.” Sevilodorf released a long held breath. “Their love for each other was strong.” 

“He thought he had made his peace with his brother’s death but it was only after he regained his voice that he realized the burden of guilt he still carried. He said that watching my struggle made him understand the harm he had been doing to himself.” 

“Guilt is a terrible thing to live with and, for some stupid reason, a difficult thing to let go,” Sevilodorf said and sighed at the melancholy that had settled over them like a shroud. Turning, she called back to Elanna, “I think we had better catch up with the others before Conrath complains that we’re causing another delay.” She gave Biscuit a gentle kick in the ribs. 

Baldor picked up his reins and took his horse from a walk to gallop in the shortest time possible. Elanna pushed Dusul to match Baldor’s pace. 

Conrath did indeed look on the brink of an explosion, and, consciously unclenching her jaw, Sev rode forward once again to attempt to defuse the situation. As Elanna and Baldor settled to a walk beside the two pack animals, Pippin slowed her mount to fall in beside them.

“Not to interfere, but I do not think any more prolonged conversations that cause you all to disappear from the sight of Sir Sneer…” Pippin paused at a poorly disguised laugh from Baldor before continuing. “He does not look pleased at all, and Treddan says that, from overhearing his comments to our pleasant Rypan, it would be best to remain an intact company.”

Elanna looked past the other members of the group to Conrath, and sure enough, his face had turned a shade of red that she was quite certain could not be completely heat-induced. However, Sev, glancing back and catching Elanna’s eye, signaled firmly that she had everything under control. 

“Your suggestions have been well noted, m’lady,” Baldor said with a dip of his head and an accompanying smile. Elanna agreed as well; it would be best not to cause any more disputes if it was possible to avoid them. 

Chapter Nine

June 10th
On the Great West Road 

In the Westfold, Rohan

Perched on the sill of the room’s small window, Pippin gently fingered the crimson petals of roses clinging to the trellis nailed about the frame. The corners of her mouth lifted in a delicate smile as the elf decided that it would not be long before Sev reached the point where irritation would overcome reticence. The narrow confines of their private dining hall simply did not provide enough space to work out the woman’s frustration.

“Blast the nmad man!” Sev exclaimed after another three circuits of the room.

“I’m certain Conrath is not deliberately delaying, Sev,” Elanna replied from her seat beside the empty hearth. To hide her surprise at finding herself defending the trail master, the girl turned back to her study of the intricately carved mantel.

“Treddan reported the smith is attending his wife’s cousin’s wedding in another village, and there was some difficulty locating the man’s apprentice.” Pippin plucked a small spotted beetle off her sleeve and allowed it to fly away before looking up to meet Sev’s narrowed eyes.

“I heard what he said, but I still can not believe it is taking this long. It’s only a shoe, for Eru’s sake. A matter of a quarter of an hour, not two,” snapped Sev, forcing herself to sit again before her half eaten lunch. 

“After all the pushing he’s done to get us this far in a hurry, he can’t be any happier about the delay than you; and our situation could be worse.” Elanna gestured to the room with an arc with her hand. “The accommodations are clean and vermin free, the meal much better than expected.” She stared pointedly at the only plate with food remaining. “Our humble innkeeper has kept his good humor in spite of his guests’ ill humor.”

Elanna’s efforts to put forward the brighter side of their situation earned her naught but a snort from the agitated woman. At least Pippin offered a nod of agreement accompanied by an encouraging grin.

“Fine, then think of the poor apprentice trying to shoe Biscuit with an impatient Conrath breathing down his neck.”

“Now, there’s someone whose situation could have been worse,” Sev muttered.

“How?” 

“I could have been standing behind him, too,” answered Sev with a mirthless laugh. “Can you imagine, Conrath on one side, me on the other and Biscuit in the middle?”

Elanna shuddered and then asked, “I know you want to get to the Deeping Vale in the best possible time, but why are you so upset by this delay?”

Sev looked at the girl in surprise. She laughed again when Elanna shrugged. “You told me all I need do was ask.”

“Caught in my own trap, am I?” Sev said, lacing her fingers together tightly and placing them carefully in her lap. Looking up at the rafters, she appeared to be counting. 

“If one follows the road up into the foothills from here, you come to a rather large village. ‘Tis commonly called the Lower Westfold. Twenty-four years ago, I lived in that village. My brother and I stayed with my father’s eldest brother for several years after our parents died.”

Knowing the importance of kin to the Rohirrim, Elanna and Pippin waited for her to offer further explanation for this avoidance of what would be close family; but it seemed that Sev had divulged all that she felt necessary to answer the question. 

Exchanging glances with Elanna, Pippin probed gently, “You do not wish to see them?”

Sev grimaced. Once, the thought of confronting her uncle and demanding that he make amends for past wrongs had been a dearly held dream; but no longer. After she shared the story of her departure from the Westfold village with Anardil, Sev came to the realization that she possessed no desire for revenge. With a shrug of her shoulders, she said, “The feeling is certain to be quite mutual. It would be exceedingly awkward for either side if we happened to meet, so I prefer not to linger. My aunt’s family is from this village, and in the past my uncle did business with them quite often.”

As Elanna leaned forward then sat back, Sev gave a small snort. “It’s killing you, isn’t it? Walking that line between politeness and the overwhelming desire to interrogate me.”

Elanna stuck her tongue out at her friend. “Blame it on my upbringing, and you should be thankful I am not as devious as Anardil.”

“Oh, I am. Almost hourly,” Sev answered with a quick smile. “He has pried far more secrets out of me than I have managed to get out of him.” 

The corners of the Elanna’s mouth lifted and her eyes danced with a mischievous light. 

“No, thank you.” The older woman waved away the unspoken suggestion, “He should be the one to divulge his secrets, not you.”

“As you wish,” Elanna replied with an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders and a false air of indifference. “I only make this offer as your friend and as Anardil’s.”

Finally, with a smile and a sound that might have been a muffled laugh, Sev said, “An offer I would only accept if I were a fool or desperate. I am neither, though there are those who might arguably disagree on the first.”

While obvious that Sev was trying to steer the conversation into less troublesome waters, Pippin felt compelled to inquire further, hoping that Sev had been able to share her troubles with someone.

“Does Anardil know the reason that you are so reluctant to meet with your relatives?” 

“Yes, he knows. And though you, Friend Elf, are surely too polite to ask directly,” Sev gave Elanna a stern glance then turned back to Pippin, “with his help, I have settled that company of ghosts to my satisfaction. But, I do not intend to provoke what would certainly be an unpleasant scene, thus, I am anxious to be away from here. Which brings us back to the question of why is it taking so long?”

“In hopes of keeping you from wearing a hole in the floor, I will go and find out,” said Elanna. Gesturing toward the door, she asked, “Pippin, are you coming?”

With a small shake of her head, Pippin abandoned her seat at the window and moved to sit opposite Sev. “Thank you, but no. I’ll stay and keep Sev company.” 

“Translation, she plans to practice some devious elvish interrogation techniques and doesn’t want any witnesses.” Sev stood and began forcefully stacking the dishes littering the table. “And send that serving maid in here to clear the table. I can’t imagine why she hasn’t been in already.”

“Probably frightened by the elf,” teased Elanna, slipping from the room before Pippin could frame a reply. 

Emerging from the dimness of the inn, Elanna paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the brightness of the June sunshine. Blessed thus far with fair weather, she hoped, for the sake of both Sev’s and Conrath’s tempers, that it would remain so. She noted the sun had indeed begun its descent toward the towering peaks of the White Mountains and followed the dance of a flock of swallows. Stepping around the corner of the building, she studied the road into the foothills that Sev had mentioned. No sign of the village of Lower Westfold could they see, but faint traces of tracks leading higher into the mountains were visible amongst the stands of evergreens draped along the mountains. Were there settlements in the heights or did the paths lead only to mountain meadows and stands of timber? Perhaps Sev would be willing to answer those questions and inadvertently divulge further information concerning her past. 

An uncle and aunt Sev did not wish to see? Well, that might be understandable without a tragedy of some sort attached to it. Elanna, herself, held little desire to meet any of her mother’s relatives, if any existed, and they had done nothing to her; but they had done something to her mother, else the question of knowing them would be moot. Elanna chewed on her bottom lip. What did her friend’s family do that was so terrible?

During the short trek to the blacksmith’s bits and pieces of various conversations with Sev floated through her mind. Each resided in a specific spot in memory, like paint on a canvas, but not complete enough for her to see the full picture. She kicked a stone out of the way in aggravation, not at the stone for having the audacity to be near her foot, but for the nagging sense that she knew. 

Elanna’s steps remained slow, and she thought that Sev worried unduly about the possibility of a confrontation with her relatives as the village appeared all but deserted. Perhaps the smith’s cousin’s wedding provided the reason; but no, the air of neglect, which only a vacant building acquires, clung to several of the smaller cottages. Years would pass before the Mark recovered from the loss of so many of her men on the battlefields of Middle-Earth. 

So much loss of life in general, such is the way of war. Elanna found herself in front of a wooden door that sagged on its hinges. Months, maybe years had passed since the door closed properly. Unable to contain her curiosity, she stepped inside the abandoned home.

With elven care, she barely disturbed the fine dust on the hard packed floor. Lines of dirt from the path and the road swirled across the room, deeper near the open doorway. The cottage was comprised of two rooms. The largest, in which she now stood, had one window on the front wall facing the road. Animal skin scraped paper-thin then oiled and stretched over a wooden frame hung affixed over the opening in the wall. The frame smashed to splinters long ago, the skin now hung in shreds. Opposite the window, a large open fireplace stood along the wall with hooks nearby. Places meant for cooking utensils? 

She stared at grooves in the dirt floor told where a table had once rested when it struck her. The room lay stripped bare. The signs were all there to see, where humble furniture once rested, where shelves had been nailed into the walls. Odd. She walked through an opening cut into the wall that split the home in unequal halves. 

The window in the smaller room was in the same condition as its larger companion. And everything that could have told of its former occupants was again missing. Destroyed, burned, stolen or borrowed? 

'Almost everything,' the girl corrected herself, stopping abruptly. 

There against the back wall, bathed in a shaft of golden afternoon sun, stood a small cot. An equally small quilt covered it. She was not sure if the colors were faded from exposure or muted by the layer of dust. Yet it was not the bed's size that brought her to her knees. Any fool would have known it belonged to a young child, probably one that was just learning to walk. It was the shoe, a single, incredibly tiny shoe. 

Elanna picked it up gently, for the leather had long since gone brittle. The empty place on the quilt revealed that the elements and the dust were responsible for the condition of the covering. Deep in the seam where four squares met, she could see the original brightness of the blue and green and red. Stitched with love by the child’s mother or a gift from a beloved aunt or grandmother?

For a moment, the girl wondered where the drumbeat was coming from before she realized it was her heart in the tomb-like silence. That is what this simple house was; a tomb and this little cot a shrine to those who once lived here, but would never return. And with that connection, Elanna understood.

During the exodus to Helm’s Deep and other mountain safeholds, not all were able to stay ahead of the marauding orcs and Dunlenders. This family fled in haste, losing the child’s shoe in the process. To a family of simple means, a lost shoe was a reason to come back and fetch it, if nothing else. But no one came back, not the family, not a kind-hearted neighbor, no one. And those who did return to the village stripped the cottage of all that was usable; taking in need what the dead no longer needed. 

Elanna carefully placed the shoe as she found it. Someone had returned who knew the family, knew the unnamed child. In this person’s grief, to honor all the little ones who lost their lives in a war they were not old enough to understand, this someone had made up the little bed and carefully set the shoe upon it.

How much time passed while she knelt there, Elanna did not know. The approaching sound of clopping hooves and the stiffness of her knees told her it had been longer than it should have been. Led by an impulse the half-elf scuttled over to the wall and stood with as little noise as possible. She peeked out the window, and then quickly slid back to her place against the wall. 

Her heart pounded louder than before and, though she knew the rider could not hear it as he passed by the window, she still pressed a hand to her chest as if to muffle the sound. When she was certain the rider would not see her, she stepped to the dividing wall and peered through the opening into the other room. From there she could see the road through what remained of the front window.

Just as she thought. Rypan. But what was he doing here, when he was supposed to be at the smithy with Biscuit, unless he received the chore of trying to find the apprentice? But then why was he coming from the hills? Could they not find the apprentice, and so they went to fetch the blacksmith? But Treddan said the wedding was off to the east. Why then was Rypan coming from the western hills?

Giving up her original errand, Elanna eased to the back of the cottage and stared into the hills as she had done earlier but with entirely different thoughts coursing through her mind. Seeing the man everyone knew was in Conrath’s pocket unsettled her more than it should, and she was uncertain as to why. Something felt off kilter, but she could not put her finger on it. Earlier Sev mentioned Anardil’s ability to wheedle personal information from her. Leaning back against the wall, Elanna would have given anything to have his ability or, better yet, have the one-armed Ranger here to chat with Rypan and Conrath. She was positive Conrath knew that Rypan had been off by himself, if not actually sent on some unnamed errand by the trail master.

Once more clopping hooves interrupted the train of her thoughts, only this time she could hear booted feet and a muttered, “Nmad.” A grin appeared on her face. Conrath was on his way back to the inn with Biscuit, and the horse was doing what he did best, making the lives of those he disliked miserable. 

She debated about joining the cursing man with the story of a walk taken to alleviate boredom, when a gruff comment eliminated any desire to do so. Waiting silently until the pair disappeared from view, Elanna slipped from the cottage. If she hurried, there might be just enough time to catch the apprentice at the smithy and return to the inn before she caused another significant delay.

~~~

Counting backwards from twenty, Sevilodorf tugged Biscuit’s forelock from beneath the russet red browband, then gave the horse a stern look as he again tried to twist free of her grasp. The murderous gleam in his dark eyes equaled that in the eyes of the Rohirrim trail master who stood arms folded only a short distance away.

“That animal should have been culled years ago.”

Jerking sharply on the headstall as her mount’s large boxy head stretched toward the man, Sev glowered. “Perhaps, but that is not your decision to make. Your job is to get us to the Deeping Vale in as short as time as possible. Why, by Helm’s hammer, did it take so long to replace a single shoe?”

“Believe me,” the man snarled, “’twas not by choice. But the matter is done, and as soon as Baldor and Treddan arrive with the other horses, we can leave. That is, if you are ready?”

Sev considered releasing Biscuit and seeing exactly what damage the horse could do; but catching the amused gleam in Pippin’s eye, she tightened her grip and snapped, “Of course.”

“And are your companions ready?” Conrath jerked his head in the elf maid’s direction. “Where is the other one?”

“Pippin and Elanna,” Sev emphasized the names, “will be ready whenever you are.” Turning to the elf and using her slow Elvish, Sev asked, “Where she go?”

Careful to remain out of reach of the gelding’s hooves, Pippin stepped up beside the Rohirrim woman and replied, “Do not worry, she is not far.” 

Sev surveyed the village, then in her truncated Sindarin muttered. “Hope not find trouble.”

Attempting to search out Elanna’s presence in the midst of so many mortals and their thoughts was nigh to impossible, yet Pippin could indeed sense the girl remained near and in no discernable danger. Repeating her reassurances, the elf maid pointed toward the approaching cavalcade of riders. 

“At last,” Sev said then frowned. “But Elanna’s not with them. Where did she go?”

Accepting Maegloth’s reins from Treddan, Pippin raised an inquiring eyebrow at the young man’s tight face. Flicking a finger in the trail master’s direction, Treddan shook his head and moved to take the lead ropes for the pack animals from Rypan. Conrath’s bay surged forward with snapping teeth to put himself between Biscuit and the trail master, almost dragging Baldor from his saddle and rocking Sev back on her feet as she turned an enraged Biscuit in a tight circle. 

Jerking his mount’s reins from Baldor’s fingers, Conrath snapped terse orders to his men to move out of the village. “I will wait for the women and catch up with you shortly. Give me those.” He reached up to grab a nervously prancing Dusul’s reins from Baldor, but found himself staring into Pippin’s impassive face. 

“I have him,” said the elf taking possession of the reins.

Her face remained smooth as stone even when the trail master shrugged and said disdainfully, “If you think you can handle him.”

“I believe I’ll manage,” replied Pippin, laying a soothing hand upon Dusul’s muzzle. 

Instantly the horse settled and stood with ears forward as Maegloth whickered and nudged him on the shoulder. Baldor allowed himself a satisfied smile at that exhibition; then with a brief salute to Sev and a sharp nod to Pippin, he kicked his horse into a trot and followed the other men.

Cursing steadily, Sev shouldered Biscuit back several paces. Through clenched teeth she said, “Can you control your own, Conrath?” 

“He knows his business.” Conrath answered, stroking the bay’s nose. Both riders and their horses glared fiercely at the other, and Pippin wondered if this would be the end of Sev’s attempt at diplomacy. 

Sevilodorf’s face hardened. Seeming to reach some decision, she muttered harshly to the grey before saying calmly, “True, he is doing only what he has been taught. As does Biscuit.”

Conrath met Sev’s ice blue eyes steadily then gave a fractional nod. “Aye, both were well trained. But there are none here that will harm you. Lady Halene has charged me with returning you to the Vale, and this I will do.”

Sev lifted her chin. “So you have said. Yet, speaking plainly, I cannot understand it. You must know that I will not simply relinquish my claim to the landhold, but plan to request a transfer to one of Eswidan’s kinsmen. Lord Erkenbrand will have little reason to deny me this privilege.”

“Aye, you have made your position clear.” 

Conrath’s voice was void of any emotion, yet his eyes told the story of a man in the midst of turmoil. In a brief burst of sympathy, Sev wondered how long he had worked toward this goal only to see it slipping from his fingers.

“There is other land unclaimed. We have passed numerous abandoned cottages and word has spread that under Éomer King’s blessing men have moved beyond the Gap into the lands along the river Adorn.” 

With a sneer, Conrath rejected her attempt at conciliation, “My efforts to claim land are no concern of yours. I agreed to accompany you as a favor to my lady.” 

“Tell me, Conrath, why is Halene suddenly taking such an interest in me? She was happy enough to see the last of me three years ago; why now this desire to have me back? Would it not be better for the both of you if I failed to return? With Halene’s support, your claim might have been strong enough to overcome Esiwmas’ objections.” 

“Esiwmas has unfairly laid the blame for your departure from the Vale at my lady’s feet.” 

Sev bit the inside of her cheek to keep from asking how such an accusation was unfair.

Conrath’s eyes glittered with some emotion Sev could not read as he continued, “She has been sorely distressed by this and seeks to heal the breach within her family. It is for her sake that I brought you back.” 

Suddenly it all seemed clear to Sev. Halene wanted to have her cake and eat it, too. The woman refused to support Conrath’s claim unless he brought Sev back to the Vale, thus hoping to repair her relationship with her son. But since there seemed little doubt that Conrath at least believed the woman was on his side, Halene must have plans to discredit Sev so that Lord Erkenbrand would be willing to accept Conrath’s petition for the landhold.

But how? Had sending four unrelated escorts been the first attempt? If so, that ploy had failed. What accusations would the woman fire at her next? What rumors were already circling the Vale? 

A slow flame of fury began to burn deep inside. In the past, forced by the need to shield her son, she had dampened her spirit, but no longer. She returned to the Mark in an effort to rebuild bridges to those she left behind, but never again would she stand silently while, by word or deed, someone maligned her. The only person whose opinion mattered already knew the worst of her past and he did not care. 

Eyes agleam with determination, Sev said, “Remember Conrath that it is not for her sake or by her request that I return. You would be wise to warn your lady that if she chooses to attack me, I will fight back.”

“You would not dare harm Halene. Esiwmas would not stand for it. In spite of your claims to your husband’s lands and herds, you still need Esiwmas’ support.”

Sev laughed. The man still did not understand. “Conrath, you have missed the point, again. I don’t need the land or the herds. I have everything I want without them.”

His disbelief was evident. No one would cast aside such wealth. 

“Mellon nín,” Elanna’s voice chided softly. “Le heria maeth pen nin.” 

Sev snorted and looked over Biscuit’s shoulder to see Elanna leaning against the wall of the inn with a smug grin upon her face. 

“No,” Sev denied in firm Westron. “I am finishing it.”

Elanna pushed herself off the wall and sauntered over to take Dusul’s reins from Pippin. “While you’re finishing it, may I make a suggestion?”

Sev sighed and pushed a strand of hair from her face. “Could I stop you if I tried?”

“No.” Turning to give Conrath the benefit of her most pleasant smile, Elanna continued, “You might want to point out to our worthy trail master that you do not stand alone and any attack on you is an attack on us all. As your friends, we will defend you with whatever means are necessary.”

Sev closed her eyes and shook her head as Conrath drew himself up to his full height and stepped forward to tower over the girl. 

“Playing with knives hardly makes you a warrior.”

Sev winced and opened one eye to see that Elanna’s smile had changed to resemble one Warg wore while stalking her prey.

“You once asked if I knew how to use my weapons, would you like a demonstration? I would like to see how well you use that sword you have at your side.” Elanna’s smile disappeared. “Or is it just for show?”

Casting a silent plea in Pippin’s direction, Sev stepped between the rapidly reddening trail master and the Ranger. This was getting out of hand. An all out battle between these two would draw entirely the wrong sort of attention. Besides, if anyone fought Conrath she wanted to do it.

Laying a hand on her friend’s forearm and speaking rapidly in Sindarin, Pippin cautioned Elanna, “Let Sev manage this. She was doing well enough without you. You must let her fight her own battles. I believe we can trust that she will call for help if she requires it.”

“You’re only saying that because she snarled at you the other day for hovering,” Elanna grumbled as Dusul butted her in the shoulder.

“Learn from my experiences. You don’t want Sev angry at you, for then we would be in no position to help when she does need it.”

“True.” With that, Elanna was on the verge of telling Pippin what she discovered from the smith’s apprentice when Sev called her name sharply.

“Our worthy trail master is awaiting our pleasure, ladies. Are we ready?” Sev mounted and with a firm hand held Biscuit to a standstill. 

His mouth drawn to a thin line, Conrath also mounted and carefully kept his bay at a distance. 

“Certainly,” replied Pippin making a final adjustment to her cinch. “I believe you said two more days?”

“If all goes well,” Sev responded. 

As Elanna gathered her reins, Conrath leaned forward and said, “Little girls should not play with swords. They are liable to get hurt.” 

Pippin froze in the act of mounting, and quickly glanced at what was sure to be an explosion of half-elven temper. The elf was not fooled by the tight, blank expression, for the girl’s sapphire eyes blazed with a cold fury. In that moment, Pippin recalled Elanna’s brother, Bob. The exact same fire had burned in the man’s grey Numenorean eyes when he cut through the raiders in Nurn, fighting for his sister’s freedom. The fool of a trail master did not realize he all but laid his head on the chopping block and only needed to hand the angry girl an axe.

In a voice that would have frozen the lava of Mount Doom, Elanna said, “Neither should little boys.” She paused as she mounted with unconscious grace and then addressed him again. “I have earned the right and the oath. You would do well not to question that again.” A sharp tap of her heels on his sides and Dusul took off as if shot from a catapult.

Ignoring the cloud of dust raised, Sevilodorf turned to the seething man and said matter-of-factly, “Shall we join the others?” Not waiting for his answer, she looked to Pippin. “Coming, Pip?”

With a grave nod and a sweep of her hand, Pippin answered, “After you.”

The tendons of his neck standing out, Conrath savagely reined his mount in a tight circle and allowed the women to ride ahead. 

~~~

Purple tinged the peaks of the White Mountains as twilight deepened and Sev emptied the wide basin that she used for washing up. They rode later than their norm to make up for the delay caused by Biscuit’s lost shoe, so chores customarily performed well before dark just now were completed. In spite of their haste, they failed to arrive at Conrath’s preferred stopping point, a circumstance that pushed the trail master into a highly disgruntled frame of mind. 

‘Not,’ thought Sev, ‘that his earlier disagreement with Elanna has not already driven the man to the edge.’ 

After putting away the last of the tinware, the woman walked away from the circle of firelight and stood staring across the empty plains. To the east flickered the distant light of another campfire- other travelers or possibly a group of herders following in the tracks of their animals as they had done for generations. Cattle and horses grazed freely across the wide grasslands during the summer, or were sent into the high meadows of the mountains, if the family to whom they belonged held claim to such places. In the fall, both the herds and the families would return to winter quarters in the villages scattered across the land. 

In her youth, such was the pattern of her life. Her father’s family claimed only a minor landhold, a household in the village of the Lower Westfold and meadowlands high up in the White Mountains; though her grandsire once aspired to have a son trained as scribe for the court of Thengel King. Sev wondered if her Grandfather Nathwell had been as frustrated as Conrath when his plans did not bear fruit. He died before she was born; but from all the stories told of him, his temper was a sight to behold. 

Her own father, thank the gods, possessed a calmer disposition, though certainly no less stubborn. After daring to wed one of the wild women of Dunland, thus putting to rest forever his father’s ambitions, he accepted the role of horseherder and took his bride into the high meadows to live. But every winter, he returned to the family’s quarters and steadfastly refused to allow anyone to ignore his wife and children. Simply by his assumption that they would be included in the family, it happened. 

As the days darkened and the raids from Dunland increased, the family’s acceptance was put to the test repeatedly. While the adults maintained a stiff silence, Sev’s cousins and the other children of the Lower Westfold were not so polite. Her brother, Nathirem, earned a grudging stalemate through the judicious use of his fists and his wry wit. Sevilodorf, however, did not fare so well. The teasing and taunting would tie her tongue into knots, often leaving her standing with clenched fists and tear-stained cheeks as her tormentors ran off celebrating their victory over her.

That would not be the case, this time. She was no longer that tongue-tied girl, or a frightened woman wanting only to hide the imperfections of a father from his son. This time her fury must find a voice. 

Tilting her head back, she studied the dark curtain of the night sky. Long ago, her father had whispered the stories of the stars. Not the tales told by the elves, but recountings of men who earned their place in the sky with daring deeds and victory against great evil. “’Tis not their victory we honor, Sevilo, but their courage to meet the foe,” her father always said. Courage, something she always felt herself woefully lacking. 

Anardil thought her courageous, but his opinion was suspect for his vision of her seemed so far fetched to be practically embarrassing. But then, a king thought so as well. Had not Elessar himself said to her, “It requires wit and courage, and the daring to do what has not yet been done. You, honored guests, possess all that." 

Sev pursed her lips wryly. Somehow, she would find the courage to do what she must, in the coming weeks, if only to avoid attempting to explain why she could not.

The deep tones of Conrath berating Treddan for some supposed mistake intruded upon her thoughts, and she shook her head. Well, she would be courageous tomorrow. Tonight she would take the coward’s way and escape, without further confrontations, to the tent set up for the women. 

~~~

Composed of some nameless elven fabric that took on the hue of its surroundings, the tent stood glimmering faintly in the starlight. Its thin walls seemed incapable of providing much protection from the elements, and earned speculative looks from all of the Rohirrim the first evening the women erected it. Pippin solemnly assured Sev that, if necessary, the temporary shelter would be more than sufficient to withstand a summer rain or the chill of a winter wind. Though Sev continued to have her doubts about the structure’s sturdiness, she was indeed grateful for the small privacy provided by the fluttering walls. 

Pushing aside the overlapping layers that served as an entrance, she decided that if she hurried she might have time for a solitary wash before Pippin and Elanna finished settling the horses for the night. Quickly she undid the side buckles of her brigandine and lifted it over her head to set it aside with a sigh of relief. Light though it was, the small metal plates riveted between the two layers of leather were not something to which she was accustomed. Perhaps the thought of what the armor represented weighed most heavily on her. 

Pulling off her long sleeved shirt, she considered herself lucky to have escaped being required to don mail. Fortunately, none readily available would fit since all of the Troll’s Rangers were far narrower in the chest. After several attempts, both Anardil and Halbarad reluctantly agreed that there was no hope of making anything on hand fit properly and settled for her solemn vow not to neglect to wear the brigandine whenever she ventured away from the Troll. As if she held any hope of setting it aside with Pippin and Elanna shadowing her every move.

With a speed borne of familiarity, she untied the loops of her corset and reached behind her back to loosen the rows of lacing so that she might unhook the busk. She then tied off the laces and rolled the garment to lay beneath the blanket that she used for a pillow. Her aunt tried for years to convince her that, due to her unfortunate inheritance from her mother of a buxom figure, it was essential that she wear the constricting device day and night. But Sev, heir to both the stubbornness of her father and the mighty temper of her grandsire, refused to obey her aunt’s edict. The years proved her aunt correct in that, if not confined, her waist would continue to expand, but it was a small price to pay for the nights of comfort.

Comfort and practicality served as her fashion guide since leaving the Vale three years ago. Freed of the necessity to wear skirts or clothing befitting her position in the family, she chose drawstring trousers and knee length tunics covered by a leather jerkin for her daily wear. A habit that she intended to continue no matter the pressures put upon her by Halene or others. 

Pulling off the trousers and the thigh length chemise which the Troll’s hobbits insisted be trimmed with pale blue ribbons, Sev filled a small basin with cool water and washed quickly. By her calculations, tomorrow evening would find them a half-day’s journey from their destination. A short distance off their planned route, a spring fed a rocky pool and could provide a good camping place for their final evening. She would insist upon both the slight detour and an early halt in order to do a proper job of making herself presentable to the family.

Pulling on fresh clothing, she tossed the used water away and sat cross-legged upon her blankets to unbraid her hair. 

Her hopes of making it through the night without more conflicts, confrontations or well-meaning interventions, vanished with the arrival of Pippin and Elanna. ‘They look like judge and jury waiting to pronounce judgment,’ she thought as the two went about preparing for their beds. Obstinately, Sev continued her nightly routine in a matching silence only broken by the whine of insects outside their shelter.

Finally retying the knot in the leather cord that held her braid, Sev turned to where the pair sat cross-legged on their bedrolls, silent and still. “If one of you has something to say, then say it. Otherwise, it’s late and I’m tired.“ The woman rumpled her blankets for good measure.

“Something is not right,” Elanna said slowly. “Things have happened that should not have occurred, people are where they are not supposed to be. This whole thing is not what it seems.”

“That was as clear as mud,” Sev responded in an exasperated tone. “What things are you talking about?”

“This whole unplanned escort thing with Conrath. It didn’t feel right back at the Troll, and it feels even worse now.”

Sev shook her head. “We knew there were hidden motives behind it. That’s why you and Pippin are here now. That circumstance hasn’t changed, so what do you mean when you say it feels worse?”

Elanna chewed on her thumbnail. She had warned Pippin that she did not think this would be easy and the conversations was living up, or down rather, to her expectations.

“Conrath means you harm.”

“Elanna, you can’t seriously believe that toidi would try to physically harm me?” 

“That is exactly what I mean,” the girl said stiffly.

“I’m sorry, I’m tired,” Sev sighed. “But you must understand. Conrath dances to Helene’s tune, and Halene wants to get her way by having me discredited before the entire Vale. That requires my presence, so I am safe enough until we arrive. Besides, the woman will do nothing that would bring even the hint of guilt on her.” She paused, thinking. “Esiwmas supports me, so she must walk carefully to avoid doing anything that would drive them further apart.”

“So you’ve said, but that was before.”

“Before what? Before you made an enemy of Conrath?” Sev raised her hand. “Don’t get indignant on me, I know I broke the peace I asked you to uphold. But I was an enemy in his eyes long before you ever were. After today, he’ll be picking petals off a flower to decide which one of us he’ll throttle first.”

But Elanna would not be distracted. “Tell me, Sev, where was Rypan while Biscuit was being shod?”

The question was so unexpected it took Sevilodorf a moment to understand what was asked before she could even think of an answer.

“What? Rypan? He went with Conrath to the blacksmiths. He came to the inn after you left to say that Biscuit was finished, then went back to the smith’s to help with the other horses.”

“Why then did I see him come from the direction of the hills and go straight to the inn? I will agree he arrived ahead of Conrath for I saw the trail master with the horse soon after.”

Rypan went looking for the nearest privy, he visited his second cousin, or he planned a secret assignation with a married woman. Even as she listed the possibilities in her head, Sev knew none of them came within a stone’s throw of the truth. Yet she refused to head down Elanna’s path.

Frustrated, she asked the only question she could think of, “How do you know this?”

“I was in one of the abandoned cottages between the inn and the smithy’s.” Elanna said. “I saw them both.”

Stumped, Sev appealed to Pippin, “I’ll assume that Elanna shared her concerns with you. What are your thoughts on all of this?”

“She has, the ones she has voiced to you and the ones she has not.”

“I should have known there would be more,” Sev muttered.

The elf ignored the comment. “I do not understand the workings of men’s minds well enough to know if danger is imminent or not.” Sev gave Elanna an I-tried-to-tell-you-look which Pippin did not miss. “But it is common knowledge that if one has a Ranger with them, one should pay heed to her words.”

A strained silence greeted Pippin’s observation and the high-pitched throb of the insects, until now only an annoying undertone, suddenly sounded deafening. The low murmurs of the men who lay near the fire faded into the background. 

“I’m not trying to belittle your concerns, but it just doesn’t make sense to me. We are well within the boundaries of Lord Erkenbrand’s lands. It would take someone with unlimited audacity paired with endless stupidity to dare to risk disturbing the peace the Lord of the Westfold maintains.”

“Can we compromise by all of us being more on our guard?” Pippin asked, attempting to find a middle ground before the other two dug in their heels and refused to budge from opposing positions.

Acknowledging the Pippin’s diplomacy with a jerky nod, Sev said, “I can do that. I will take extra care. I will even agree to the two of you dogging my very steps if it will ease your minds.”

Now Elanna sighed. “The truth is …more than that we cannot do.” She lay back on her blanket. “The good thing is it won’t be much longer before we've reached our destination.”

Sev took refuge in her blankets. “I know your worries come from your care and I thank you for it . . . even if I don’t always show it or believe it is necessary.”

“We know Sev,” Elanna murmured and extinguished the light.

“Sweet dreams, mellyn nín,” Pippin whispered.

Chapter Ten

June 11

Morning

The Great West Road

The White Mountains loomed high above the ground, jutting out against a sky muffled by scuttling clouds. Had the previous night been without tension, perhaps the women would have enjoyed the majestic view more; instead, they made no comments about the snow-tipped peaks or the blue sky, preferring to keep their attentions focused on more serious matters while they rode out into the morning. 

Sev caught Baldor sneaking curious glances at Elanna’s expressionless face as if he had never seen her that way before. And he hadn’t, for usually the half-elf’s features were in constant motion, illustrating her every mood. Why was it that elven women managed to look beautiful even when they were angry? She, herself, always seemed to screech like a Nazgul and resemble an ill-tempered badger.

~~~

From the moment she woke, Elanna replayed in her mind every word their Rohirrim escort had uttered, starting when they first departed The Burping Troll. Then she added what she had seen, plus Sev’s explanations, or lack thereof, and her own feelings. Seeking to find some pattern, she arranged and rearranged every piece of information. In the end, the half-elf could only be certain of two things. One, Sevilodorf was wrong about being in no danger and two, Conrath was up to something; and it wasn’t good. 

But what was the trail master planning? The information gleaned from the blacksmith’s apprentice fueled the fires of her suspicion but was not specific enough to bring an accusation against the man. Though it irked her to no end, all she could do for now was follow Pippin’s advice from the night before, be twice as watchful of Conrath.

Her conversation with the elf after the hastily thrown together dinner had been a combination of frustration and disappointment. Pippin proved noncommittal regarding Elanna’s concerns. The lack of confirmation one way or the other reminded the girl of what someone, somewhere once said, “Do not go to the elves for counsel for they will say both yea and nay.”

‘Whoever said that must have known Pip,’ Elanna thought, wryly amused.

“Ah, so a living soul does inhabit that diminutive shell.”

Baldor was treated to her stock-in-trade response: the cheeky tip of her tongue.

“My son, Eadric used to do that,” the man drawled. “Back when he was knee high to a cricket.”

Elanna adopted an injured tone. “I’ll have you know my husband finds it an endearing trait.”

“I shall ask him some time. It seems to me that it isn’t a practical trait for the wife of a Ranger Captain and I imagine,” he paused and caught her eye, “that it is just as impractical for someone under his command, is it not?”

There was a slight hesitation before she shot back, “I didn’t realize you met my brother back at the inn. Please allow me to extend my apologies. But an impertinent tongue is not one of his bad habits.”

“You are right. I haven’t had the pleasure, though you have roused my curiosity. And it was not your brother to whom I referred.” 

Elanna offered no further question or comment. 

“From what you have told me of your brother and father, it is of little surprise that you chose to follow their path. Being a Ranger must be the family business, and as natural as breathing, I expect.”

“I’m afraid you are mistaken.”

“Rest easy, my friend.” Baldor held his hand up. “I will not declare it when you have chosen not to do so. I’m sure the choice was thought wise at the time and probably still is, for now.”

Stunned by his insight into her status, she asked, “Are you the only one or do the others know?”

“No, the others do not share my thoughts, though they should have seen the truth before their eyes.” At the panic that flashed over her face, he sought to ease her anxiety. “I've had my suspicions from the beginning. As for Treddan, he is young but no fool. Were his mind not otherwise occupied, he might have noticed, but he hasn’t. Then there is Conrath.” Baldor snorted in disgust. “You could have told him straight up who and what you are and still he would not have believed you. Rypan only thinks what Conrath allows.”

“You said you had your suspicions from the beginning, what made you sure?” Elanna couldn’t think of anything in particular that might have given her away.

“I wondered from the beginning because of your husband.” Elanna raised her brows. “At one point he spoke to you as he spoke to the other Ranger. Then there were the stories you told of your family.”

“But that was not what confirmed my identity, was it?”

“No, as a matter of fact, it was Conrath.” Baldor couldn’t help grinning at the expression of disbelief on her face.

“Conrath!” she sputtered.

“He lets out a lot of information without realizing it when he is furious.” The balding man winked at her. “I don’t know what you said to him yesterday in that village but I have never seen him so angry. He implied that you almost came to blows.”

Elanna could see the skepticism on Baldor’s face and in light of her behavior so far, he had every reason to doubt her. But since her secret was out, she decided she might as well see if he held any knowledge about Conrath that would confirm her suspicions about the man.

“There was no implication to it. It would have given me great pleasure to put an end to his patronizing behavior,” Elanna said, the fire of yesterday’s fury flashing briefly in her eyes. “I only backed away because of my loyalty to Sev,” she offered him a wry grin, “and the orders of my captain.”

“I’m thinking it’s a good idea your captain is also your husband. It is probably the only way to keep you in line,” Baldor replied, with a twinkle in his eye.

At that, Elanna broke into laughter until her sides ached. The black gelding swiveled his ears and blew through his lips, sounding for all the world as if he laughed along with his mistress.

“Oh, Baldor,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes. “That is exactly what my brother believes.”

“A wise man, your brother.”

The man looked perplexed at the peals of laughter his pronouncement triggered. Elanna could only hope he would not ask, so she would not have to destroy his illusions about dear, good-natured, foot-in-mouth Bob. 

“If that much was true of what your brother said, I guess the rest is also,” Baldor reasoned.

Between hiccups she asked, “What did he tell you?” 

Knowing her brother’s idea of humor, she was instantly suspicious. Elanna had seen her generous brother buying ale for Sev’s entire escort when they had appeared at The Troll. She had even noticed the two men talking and laughing, though at the time, it had not occurred to her that she might have been the subject.

“Everything that both of you said,” Baldor chuckled. “He seemed to think he was being reasonable and you were the one being rude.”

Elanna rolled her eyes. “Why does that not surprise me?”

“What amazes me is that you all but flat out told Conrath what you were and he remains either too ignorant or too full of himself to see that which is right in front of his eyes,” Baldor said with disgust. “The man is a fool. I am not a lettered man but I have spent the last few years learning from every source that came my way so that the same will not be said of my son. The Riders swear an oath of fealty to the King and the Riddermark. I have heard that the Rangers, after they have done the same, receive a symbol of their oath.”

Elanna lifted her chin a little higher; Baldor was not the only one capable of pride. “The Northern Star.”

For the first time since she met him, the Rohirrim stumbled over his words. “Perhaps, if you don’t mind, you would honor me by letting me see it. If you don’t think it is wise, I understand; or if you would prefer another time.”

“And what makes you think I have it with me?” Elanna asked. “I am here as a friend, not a Ranger.”

“Because it is a part of who you are, even if you don’t wear it openly,” Baldor responded sincerely. “You could no more leave it behind than you would your sword.”

She acknowledged the truth in his statement by glancing ahead to ensure a sufficient distance from Treddan, whose turn it was to tend the pack animals. Then Elanna twisted, dug into one of her saddlebags and handed Baldor the pin enfolded in a piece of supple leather. As he unwrapped the covering, the girl noticed that he kept his hands low and his movements small. It was a pleasure and a relief to find someone in Sev’s unexpected escort that she felt she could trust.

While Baldor studied the pin, Elanna took a deep breath and asked, “What do you know of Conrath?”

“Of his life or the kind of man he is?” 

“The man.”

Before he answered, Baldor rewrapped the pin and gave it back to Elanna. “He started as herder almost thirty years ago, as many did. After the raids increased, he was made part of the Esthomas’ family guard. When Esiwmas began his trade routes between the Vale and Gondor, Conrath was made trail master. There are those who believe he rose to the position much quicker than he should have.” Noting the girl’s raised brows he hastened to clarify his remark. “Understand, he is excellent at what he does, but men with the same experience, if not more, were inexplicably passed over.”

Elanna slipped the leather packet into her saddlebag and with studied nonchalance said, “I was told he is known to take what belongs to others and is very good at it.”

His voice and face deliberately neutral, Baldor agreed. “He does and is. He will use anything and anyone to get what he wants. Anyone.” The man made sure Elanna caught the emphasis on that word. “His goal is power and position.”

“Why has he not been stopped? You know his game, so does Sev, surely there are others who see the man for what he is?”

“There are, but the man is clever. Never has there been enough evidence to call him before Lord Erkenbrand, and he has someone who will brook no ill words said of him.”

“Someone in a position of power?”

“Yes.”

Elanna remained silent for a moment. 

“Do you think Conrath would do Sevilodorf harm?” she asked softly, whilst playing with strands of Dusul’s mane.

Now it was Baldor’s turn to fall silent.

Finally, with a deep sigh, he answered, “The offenses that can be laid at his door have never caused physical harm to anyone, none that could be proven anyway.” Baldor explained further, “They were deemed accidents, and quite possibly were. Still Conrath benefited. Now …” He paused and gazed ahead at the rest of the group. 

The horses they rode were some of the best the family bred and by the word of the stable master in Minas Tirith belonged to Sevilodorf's herd. Her late husband’s land hold had been second only to Esiwmas’. Sevilodorf returning to claim what was rightfully hers would be a major setback in Conrath’s plans to take control of that portion of the family’s land. The stakes were considerable.

“The prize is larger than ever before and is close to slipping through his fingers. I’m sorry. I cannot say for certain that he won’t make trouble.”

“Fair enough and I do understand. Let us set aside whether he would or would not, and let me ask you this.” Elanna hesitated. Once she asked the question, she would not be able to take it back. Still she had to listen to her heart, which told her that her trust would not be misplaced in this man. “Do you think Conrath is capable of causing Sevilodorf physical harm through violence or other means?”

Baldor considered the question for some time. Finally, he nodded. “Assuming the man was behind what occurred before and he thought it would achieve his ends without any blame being assigned to him once more, then, yes, I believe the possibility does exist.” 

At least she had some kind of confirmation she could share with the other women, though it still did her no good in the end. Although the why was well established, the questions of where, when and how could not be answered. Men had killed for much less than what Conrath stood to gain. 

“I guess we’re back to what Pippin said last night,” she muttered.

“And that would be?”

“Keep Sev close, and be doubly watchful.”

Baldor looked at her as if deciding whether to speak. In fact, he stared so long that Elanna finally blurted, “If you’re going to keep looking at me like that, at least tell me what you’re thinking.”

His words were slow and deliberate, and she knew he did not say them lightly. “The time may come when you will have to declare what you are openly. I know Conrath, whether he thought you were worthy of it or not, would still do nothing to harm one of the King’s own. Nor would he take the chance of harming those close to this person. He thinks that Sevilodorf’s only backing comes from Esiwmas, a support he believes he has the ability to match.”

Elanna gave Baldor’s comment the consideration it deserved. She presumed Conrath knew that Sev was pledged to a Ranger, one who reported directly to King Elessar. Or could the trail master be unaware? Anardil traveled in the shadows to perform his duties for the King. Those of Sev’s family who knew the truth would keep the secret secure. With a frown, Elanna realized that though she relished the thought of revealing Sev’s many connections, just to watch Conrath’s reaction, she could not.

Regretfully, she said, “I have my orders, Baldor, and that was not one of them.”

“Why then did you bring that token?” The man nodded toward her saddlebag. ”Unless you thought it might be necessary to deviate from your orders.”

“For the reason you suggested, it is part of me. I may only reveal my allegiance under extreme circumstances. I would jeopardize my position if I could not validate my reasons for disobeying my captain.” 

“Judging by the questions you have asked of me, disobeying may be the only course of action left to you.” 

“Let us hope it does not come to that.” Elanna heaved a sigh of frustration. “We’re back at the beginning. We know he’s up to no good, but we have no idea what. All we can do is watch and wait.” 

“I agree.”

“Will you watch also, Baldor? Another pair of eyes could not hurt.”

“They may not help either, mine are not as trained as yours and Miss Pippin,” he pointed out. “But I will gladly try, though I doubt Conrath will attempt anything with so many witnesses; he is not a fool.”

To prove his point, Baldor jerked his chin forward. Treddan had urged the lead packhorse into a swift trot, widening the distance from a suddenly stationary Conrath and Sevilodorf. When Pippin circled her mount and began riding back toward them, the man grinned knowingly.

“I’m guessing that Conrath is starting to wonder about our hanging back. The way his mind works, he probably believes I have found an exotically beautiful woman whose pleasures I must enjoy at least once before I return to my wife.”

“Baldor!”

Elanna wasn’t sure if she should believe him until Pippin rode up with a grin that resembled the Rohirrim’s in nature.

“Conrath wanted to make sure that nothing untoward happens. He interprets the time you two are spending together as being romantic,” Pippin reported. “Elanna and I are not his kind of women but he can see how our unusualness might be found attractive. He wished poor Treddan and you luck in getting us into your beds.”

“He did not say that within your hearing?” Elanna felt not so much shocked by the fact that Baldor was right in his assessment of the man's mind, but that Conrath would put it in such crude terms before Pippin and Sevilodorf.

“He did, but in Rohirric. Treddan was blushing, so I persuaded Sev to translate for me,” Pippin explained. “She was furious and preparing to reprimand our worthy trail master for his manners. Not wanting to hinder her choice of words, I left to fetch you two.”

The very red-faced half-elf apologized. “I’m sorry, Baldor, I hope the man does not try to spread malicious rumors when we reach the vale.”

Baldor shrugged his shoulders. “Most will not believe the tales if he did choose to tell them, and as far as my own love is concerned…” a warm smile spread over the man’s face, “she knows of what my heart is made.”

“Still, we should catch up with the rest.” Amusement glinted in Elanna’s eyes. “If only to protect young Treddan’s sensitive ears.”

~~~

June 11th

Afternoon

From his vantage point atop the hill, a motionless figure studied the group as it passed by on the road. The rocky crown gave ample cover and allowed him to watch without fear of discovery. His informant had spoken true, the two additions were easily picked out and the caravan back on schedule. Silent, yet swift, he walked back down the slope to his companions waiting on horseback. 

“It is as the man said,” he replied to their silent question, taking his reins from the tallest of the waiting riders, but not mounting. “There's two more than expected and both are armed.”

“Does that change anything?” questioned the tallest.

Helm thought a moment before he answered. “No. I was told all but the one and all it will be. Just means a little change in plans and a little more fun for yers.” The leader leapt atop his nut-brown gelding. “We still strike where we originally planned. Same time too. But only if we get there first, so we need to get moving.”

Spitting through the gap between his yellow teeth, another interrupted. “But what about those other two?”

“They both look to be elves, yet I’m told the smaller one is half-elven.” Helm stroked his beard with calloused fingers. “Kind of small for man or elf but she’s one, all right. And both are female. The taller, red-headed one, if he hadn’t told me it would have been hard to say. She looks like it could be either.”

“Can’t tell a he-elf from a she-elf.” A grey bearded man snorted to the thin man at his side and started to laugh. His laughter curdled when the leader’s fingers fastened about his throat, squeezing tightly.

“Ye shouldn’t put yer stupidity on display for everyone to see, Greydern.” Helm’s voice was soft, yet cold and cutting as steel. “Their men wear no beard and their skin is as fair and smooth as their women’s.” He loosened his grip so the hapless man could breathe. “This is yer one and only.”

Helm removed his hand and guided his horse to take a few steps back, out of range to avoid the spittle dribbling from the grey beard as the man coughed and hawked. The leader waited a moment to let the choking man catch his breath, watching the red marks as they started to fade.

“Like I said, them two have bows and swords, ye got to figure they have some idea how to use them.” Helm paused. “The little one, she’s got some contraption attached to her quiver, appears to be some sort of knives in a sheath. “ 

The leader studied each man’s face to make sure he understood the implications. Helm previously received word of those who were supposed to be riding in the party and the skill of each. There was not a man under his command that could not bring down any of the targets. Yesterday, the informant reported that the little one knew enough to teach and spar with her knives, but that was not the same as using them in a fight. They knew nothing of the redhead’s abilities. It was not that he felt overly worried, but a careful man lived to spend his money.

Satisfied that he had gotten his points across, both spoken and unspoken, Helm continued, “We’ll ride for the trees and follow the road to where they’ll be stopping. Ye’ll get yer orders after I see what they’re up to.”

Four heads bobbed up and down in different rhythms, Greydern’s moving at the fastest. Helm paid his men well but tolerated no disobedience or disloyalty, not even in jest, something the chastised man would not forget again. Rumor was that more than one man had died at the hands of the leader and for transgressions no worse than his, one or two for even less. Greydern kept a careful distance from his commander. 

~~~

“Conrath, I know this area as well as you do.” Sev attempted to keep her voice from sounding as if she were dealing with a recalcitrant child. “There is no possibility of us reaching the landhold today. Correct?”

In a stubborn voice, Conrath replied, “As you said, you know this area.”

“Then there is no reason we can not stop and take advantage of the spring."

“Turning aside will take us several hours out of our way.”

“Surely not that long. If we head west at the crossroads, it can’t be more than half an hour.”

“Closer to an hour. And we would have to retrace that distance tomorrow.”

“What matter? You’ve managed to get us here with all due speed, and I thank you for it. Your reputation as a trail master is richly deserved.” Receiving a stiff nod, Sev considered giving the man a smile, then decided not to bother attempting it. He was not a complete idiot, and he would certainly see the hypocrisy in such an expression. Instead, she tipped her chin up determinedly and said, “But it will not do for my companions or me to appear looking as if we had been dragged across the plains. Diverting to the spring this evening will allow us to make ourselves more presentable before riding the last few hours.”

Conrath eyed the battered brigandine she wore with a sneer. “I was not aware that you possessed more than one set of battle leathers.”

Controlling her expression, Sev scolded herself for providing the man such a marvelous opportunity to snipe at her before she answered, “I fear I will have to content myself with changing the clothing beneath the armor for I have only this. Not that I’ve any need for it, what with your superb escort.” 

Unbelievably the man gave another stiff nod, leaving Sev to wonder if it were possible to insult him. Shrugging, she decided the only way to win was to play the part he expected. Attempting to adopt a pleading attitude, she sighed. “I really do not wish to shame the family by appearing in such grimy condition. Surely, you understand?”

“Putting new harness on a worn out hack seldom deceives anyone, but if you insist, madam, we will turn aside and make our evening camp at the spring along the foothill road.” Without waiting for a reply, Conrath gave his gelding a firm kick and cantered off whistling shrilly.

Biscuit snorted and shook his head, rolling a muddy blue eye back at her. 

Sev leaned forward to pat his neck and said, “He wasn’t talking about you, silly.” As she sat up, she muttered, “Worn out old hack? We’ll have to see about that.” 

~~~

“What is it?” Pippin asked when Elanna’s face twisted in concentration.

“I don’t know,” Elanna said, dismounting slowly. “For someone with such strong objections, he doesn’t seem too bothered that we’ve gone out of our way.”

The elf glanced at the trail master. “He doesn’t exactly look happy either.”

“It also seems odd that he feels it necessary to assign the camp chores as if we had not been doing them these past days,” Elanna added.

Pippin shrugged her shoulders. “He tends to become more dictatorial after losing a battle with Sev.”

Elanna knew what her friend said was true but it didn’t do anything for the hairs on the back of her neck that insisted on standing on end. The suspicion of something being amiss felt stronger than ever; yet, still she had nothing tangible to base it on, and so her frustration circled endlessly.

“Maybe he is preoccupied with trying to figure out how he is going to tell his mistress that her plan to discredit Sev was thwarted before he could put it into action,” Pippin suggested.

“Halbarad and I discussed the same thing the night before we left.” The half-elf spared another glance at the trail master. That explanation could account for his mood and behavior. Yet if this were so, why did she not feel any better about it?

“I have to admit, it is irksome to be reminded like a small child of duties we have been doing all this time and I would not mind knowing why.” Pippin grumbled in Sindarin to Elanna who forced herself to keep a straight face.

“It could be he does it so that we remember our places,” she answered solemnly in the same language, then she raised her voice and continued in Westron, “Sorry, I’m not trading. You’ll just have to resign yourself to your appointed task.”

Pippin was nonplussed for a moment at the abrupt change until she saw Conrath’s face. The man hated it when they used a tongue he could not understand. But Elanna was right, giving him a reason to be truly angry would not help them any and would make him even more difficult to read, if such a thing would be possible.

“I just thought it might break up the monotony of travel to trade duties,” Pippin said mildly, though her eyes danced with amusement. 

The women watched Conrath turn back to the task of watering his horse, presumably because he did not want the aggravation that Elanna and Pippin knew they were causing him. From the stiffness of the back he presented to them, he no doubt suspected that they were deliberately trying to unnerve him whenever they spoke to each other in Elvish, but perhaps, on this occasion, he decided that ignoring them might cause them to “behave” for once. 

After the horses were watered, the group returned to the clearing. Baldor and Elanna staked the horses, waiting for Rypan and Conrath to finish collecting the gear for the night before starting the unsaddling. Pippin and Treddan had a fire built by the time the two men brought the last items back to the stone circle. Sevilodorf was collecting what she needed to begin the evening meal when she reminded the elf and the young man that it would go much faster if she had the necessary water. Elanna’s low-voiced comment to Baldor caused the man to laugh, which set a couple of the horses snorting and stamping their disapproval. To cover and to keep Conrath from taking his irritation out on the balding man, the Ranger began singing one of the hobbit’s favorite drinking songs. Pippin joined in as she and Treddan started back up the path to the spring.

~~~

The conversation was short, information given as quickly as possible and only what they needed to know. 

“All of them have swords.” Helm made a face as if he tasted something sour. “Even the three women but the one to watch for is the big man, green shirt with grey in his beard.

The four men nodded. They had heard all this before.

“The elves have bows which they will keep with them; I hear they sleep with the things too. The next biggest, he has a bow but I’m guessing it’ll stay on his saddle. All of them have belt knives, so watch out for those.” Helm took the twig he had been chewing and used it to draw in a small patch of dirt. 

“They’re splitting up nicely for us. Alfwyth, ye take the redhead and the young one at the spring. Get them fast with yer bow and they won’t be missed until there’s no one to miss them.” Helm paused until the rake thin man nodded his understanding.

“Ye,” the twig slapped at Greydern’s knee, “and Colbayn take the ones with the horses. One of yer start cutting them lines and the other take the elf … half-elf … whatever the short one is, first, the bald man got a sword, but he’s only a field-hand, he can wait.” Colbayn’s disdainful sneer revealed his yellow teeth.

“Shepgrom, yer with me. Take the smaller man first. Be sure ye keep an eye out for his bow. He’s known to be slow on the uptake. If ye surprise him right, he’ll go down like a rotten oak. Then yer get the other man. The big woman is mine.” Helm stabbed the earth three quick times, snapping the twig on the final jab; then smiled wolfishly at the tall man beside him.

Helm waited until the other men moved into their assigned positions before whispering last minute instructions to Shepgrom. Once he was sure the other man understood his duties, he waited and watched for the opportune moment. 

Chapter Eleven

June 11

The Foothills above the Crossroads

“Ho! Ho! Ho! To the bottle I go

To heal my heart and drown my woe.

Rain may fall and wind may blow,

And many miles are still to go,

But under a tall tree I will lie,

And let the clouds go sailing by.”

“Is that truly a song the Halflings sing?” Treddan asked, a charmed smile brightening his features.

“It is, and they have many more like it.” Pippin grinned as she and Treddan knelt on the smooth rock lining the spring‘s perimeter. “They have songs about all sorts of thing. Most are happy songs, but there are a few that are more reflective, which is unusual in a hobbit.”

“Do you know any?”

“Let me think.” She paused and then sang softly.

“The road is behind, the world ahead

And there are many paths to tread.

Through shadow to the edge of night

Until the stars are all alight.

Mist and shadow, cloud and shade,

All shall fade, all shall fade.”

The last note died away and Treddan knelt silently, gazing into the final embers of sunset reflected in the water. From their camp two hundred yards over a gentle knoll, muted voices drifted to them. Pippin glanced at the young man's rapt face. It seemed he did not find it too melancholy a song. To a Rohirrim, perhaps, the words were a prophetic statement of the transience of life. For them, whether lived to the fullest or squandered, sooner or later, life ended.

Then the redhead's attention swerved. She tapped urgently on Treddan's shoulder, intruding on his musings. The comment waiting between his open lips went unsaid as she placed her hand against his mouth. Cocking her face to one side, Pippin started a slow turn before springing into action.

“Get down!” She shoved him to the mud beyond the spring's edge.

Something whizzed over Treddan's head, an odd whistling noise, followed by a splash as an arrow struck the water. Pippin's firm yank on his arm pulled him to his feet.

“Run!” Pippin ordered.

The elf quickly nocked an arrow and released it in the direction of the unseen bowman. She could only hope that he remained in position long enough for her arrow to make contact. ‘At least he’ll know one of us can shoot,’ she thought grimly as she raced to catch up with Treddan. Without missing a step, she readied another arrow to draw and shoot again, while Treddan ran not ten feet ahead of her.

Her hope turned bitter when the young man fell sprawling with a choked cry. Pausing only long enough to loose another arrow into the dark behind them, she ran to the fallen youth. He laid face down, a feathered shaft jutting high on the left side of his back. Pippin’s heart skipped a beat when she turned him on his side and found the arrow had pierced the top of his shoulder clear through. The sinew used to tie the arrowhead peeked out of the hole in his shirt. With that glance, she assured herself that the wound was not lethal, at least not yet.

But what of Sev and Elanna? Despite Conrath’s disparaging comments about unfeminine habits, she thanked Eru that all three women kept their weapons with them at all times. 

Pippin leaped up to meet the threat now pounding towards her, an enraged figure with upraised sword. Her foe's ripped sleeve revealed a red groove as he charged; a few inches to the left and her arrow would have pierced his heart. Her mind had a millisecond to recognize him, a Rohirrim, as she drew her sword. 

~~~

A boot met with a stone. The owner of the boot hissed, too softly for Baldor to hear, but loud enough to catch Elanna’s attention as she worked the leather of the cinch loose from its buckle. Someone crept towards their picket line, amongst the thin copse of trees that sheltered the horses. Sev was over in the camp; where were Pippin and Treddan? Two horses and several yards of growing twilight stood between them and the intruder.

Softly she instructed Baldor over Dusul's back, “Keep doing what you’re doing, but be ready. Let me come to you, if at all possible.”

She saw Baldor's muscles tense and knew his fear. What must it have felt like to stand on the wall at Helm’s Deep, staring out at a sea of spears and black faces? That would surely turn one’s stomach. Now, for both of them, suspense instantly tuned every muscle and nerve to screaming pitch. She caught his eye, willing him to remember how that, the darkest of his nights, had ended, and quickly prayed that they would last through whatever this night was about to bring.

Elanna loosened her cinch and glanced at the sky. The sun had slipped behind the mountains, the light fading to that odd point before full darkness where color leached from view. The land, trees, everything seemed painted from a monochromatic palette, those varying shades of grey so difficult for a mortal to distinguish one from the other. Half-elven eyes were not so blinded and she must make certain that she took the brunt. With this thought in mind, the Ranger pulled her saddle to her.

'Slip again,' she silently urged the foe. 

The weight of her saddle slid into her arms and she concentrated on listening, controlling her breathing. A whisper of sound might have been stone beneath a leather sole. Dusul's ears shot forward. One man - there should be more. Another horse blew a rubbery sneeze and movement exploded around them. There was only enough time to turn around and heave her saddle at a second attacker.

The man caught the tangle of leather full in the chest and stumbled backwards, nearly tripping a man on his heels. Elanna ducked under Dusul, grabbing her knives from their sheath. Distantly she heard Pippin yell, “Get down!”

“Take these!” she said cried, tossing the knives under Conrath’s bay.

She could not see if Baldor grabbed the weapons, for their enemy was upon them. Sweeping her sword to hand, she sprang from among the horses to meet the attack. 

With grim satisfaction, she watched her assailant's surprise when she neatly blocked his first two strikes. That was all it took to assure her that she was more skilled with a sword than he was. Immediately the man pressed his assault, apparently realizing that he would have to work harder than first appeared. Elanna was more than ready.

Though he sought the advantage of reach and size, she sidestepped nimbly again and again, her quick blade warding each blow. She could not match him for sheer strength, so she let him hurl himself against the fluid movement of her defense. Steel clashed against steel, but she was the willow bending before the torrent - until in his rage he over-reached and her sword bit sharply past his guard.

The horses snorted, plunged and pulled at their lines as the clangor of conflict drew too near. Elanna kept her distance as best she could, but her enemy was more intent on her than his surroundings. 

Bloodied now, the man slowed, matching her circling stance in panting, wordless fury. Again, he lunged, yet she slid aside behind a lightning parry that again left him reaching for a target that was no longer there. As he neared Conrath's horse, Elanna caught a quick glance of the backswept ears before the frightened bay lashed out with both hind hooves. Elanna closed on the man before he could react. 

“Thank you,” she said to the gelding, once the brigand lay dead on the ground.

~~~

Rypan’s knife glittered red as he idly flicked slivers of wood into the flames. The carving of a horse never seemed to achieve completion; and Sev wondered, not for the first time, if he used the activity to avoid having to speak to the other men. In their two weeks on the road, she had never heard him utter more words than strictly necessary.

“Tomorrow, you ride on ahead and tell them we’ll be there at noon.” Conrath took another sip from the tin cup he had filled from the bottle he carried in his saddlebags and rolled his eyes in Sev’s direction. “That is if Mistress Sevilodorf is finished primping by then.”

Rypan grunted and glanced quickly at Sev, then focused again on the wood in his hands. Jerking his chin in the direction of the unseen picket line, he said, “Bay’s got heat in her off leg.”

“Work up a poultice before you go to bed. Better yet, soak it in the spring for a while, unless the ladies plan to indulge in midnight bathing. I hear elves have some rather strange habits.”

Sev bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing and concentrated on erecting the cooking tripod. It was too bad that Pippin and Elanna had missed that comment. The shifting breeze seemed suddenly determined to waft smoke in her face no matter which way she moved. Was the ideal weather they had experienced thus far about to change? Aiming an eye at the darkening sky, where clouds scuttled from the north, she retreated from the fireside to await Treddan’s return with sufficient water for the kettle.

“Take these!”

At Elanna’s cry, Sev spun about to see two men charging toward the fire, swords drawn. Rypan froze for one moment too long and fell like scythed wheat beneath the blade of the taller man, who then turned on Conrath. The second leapt over the fire towards her. Pulling the knife bound to her left forearm, Sev threw it before diving to retrieve her own sword - she had never before needed one while cooking. There was only enough time to curse both her own stupidity and the fact the man wore some sort of armor beneath his jerkin before he reached her. 

Pivoting, she dropped and rolled under the swing of his blade. Her kick at her assailant’s knee missed, but she toppled the tripod in a shower of sparks, which gave her the instant she needed. Snatching up her sword, she scrambled to her feet, pulled her second knife, and faced the man, a blade in each hand. 

A sneer twisted the man’s lips. “Clever. But useless.”

Wordlessly, Sev stepped backward. She dared not risk even a glance in Conrath’s direction, nor spare a thought for the others. Keeping her eyes fixed on the man’s chest, she watched for the shifting of muscles that would signal his attack. 

“Oh, ho, the lady thinks herself a warrior.”

Was he so confident that he would take time to play with her? Let him. Every moment she survived gave more hope; but she must not be lulled into thinking he would not strike to kill. 

He lunged and Sev warded it with her sword and a twist of her body, returning with a short quick strike that her opponent blocked easily. Thrust and parry, block and return. One might think it was another of the sparring sessions with Elanna’s brother, Bob, were it not for the memory of the brilliant red of Rypan’s blood. Parrying the man's sword with her own, she struck out with her knife to leave a thin slash in her adversary’s sleeve that darkened wetly.

~~~

Behind her, Pippin heard the echoing of other voices and other swords ringing as she danced away from her enemy's steel. Her opponent was closer now, and with elvish dexterity, she quickly found the balance and clear thinking she needed. Her attacker was Rohirrim - the blonde hair proved that much - and was trained with a sword well enough that he was still alive. 

‘Not for long,’ Pippin thought while her opponent advanced. She read his actions as if he had illustrated them for her perusal. He was not, after all, that good. She feinted a strike to her left, stepped to the right, and her sword swept in under his guard. Surprise was the last emotion to register on his face as his sword fell to the soft muddied earth.

Pippin wasted no time on the satisfaction of victory, hurrying back to where Treddan lay curled in heavy shadows. Only then did she realize her predicament. Shouts now rang from the picket line. Elanna and Baldor. Should she help Treddan back to camp or go to where aid was needed? Treddan lay wounded, though not mortally, but still she could not bear to think of simply leaving him to wait out the battle.

"Treddan?" she asked. Biting her lip and sparing a glance back in the direction where the sound of ringing steel resounded, she knew what she must do. 

"I'm coming back for you as soon as I can," she said. His breathing appeared shallow, but he was alert and looking at her. "Sev will help you when I bring you to her. Until then, wait here." 

Treddan nodded numbly as she plucked their assailant's spent arrows from near the water's edge and slid them into her quiver. Without another word, she bounded like a frantic deer towards those in trouble.

~~~

Drinking deeply of the night air, Elanna whirled around to help Baldor who struggled locked in combat many yards away. He had seized her knives from the dirt, despite fear and lack of proficiency with the weapons. Instinct, training and self-preservation must have taken over when his fingers curled around the knife hilts, for he held his own against his opponent. 

As Elanna closed the distance between them, she witnessed the swift ferocity of attack and defense. A sword blow aimed sharply towards Baldor, but he snapped the two blades together in an 'x' to block the thrust, and kicked the man’s stomach. The force knocked both men off balance and onto the ground. She was almost there, rushing up behind the attacker. Baldor scrambled to his feet, but he barely regained his balance before a flicker of silver flew through the air and disappeared into his belly.

Elanna halted; thought ceased in a soundless vacuum while she watched pain and shock surge through Baldor's body, saw the strength melt from his limbs. The other man had not even bothered to get up.

The assailant clambered to his feet slowly, unaware of the small whirlwind bearing down on him. Elanna’s sword bit deep and the man had no time to wonder who had struck him. Refusing to allow herself time to think, Elanna turned and ran towards sounds of battle renewed.

~~~

Hard eyes and wet teeth gleamed ruddy in firelight. “Now, that was a mistake. I like this shirt.”

His glance flickered to a spot over Sev's shoulder; but before she could take advantage of his seeming distraction, he lunged with a speed he had not displayed until now. Her heart went cold. He had indeed been merely dallying with her.

Flinging herself back from the slashing blade, Sev heard Elanna shout, “Hold him, Sev!”

Helm shouted something incomprehensible, and Sev barely warded a blow that should have cloven her at the shoulder. Desperately she scrambled around the fire, fighting to stay beyond the man's reach as Helm’s strikes fell more furiously.

“Get down!”

Sev dropped and rolled out of Elanna’s way. A protest rose to her lips as she felt the Ranger's sword slice through the air over her head. Elanna would find out about the hidden armor before the trader woman could voice a single word.

Helm snarled with fury, everything was going sour. He had dismissed Sev as a possible threat and allowed himself the pleasure of toying with her, only to realize his useless henchmen had failed to sweep the field of the camp's defenders. There was only an instant to glimpse firelight reflecting off the sword held by the small elven, no, half-elven woman. Who would have thought such delicate features could hold such fury.

He gave ground easily then deflected Elanna's strike as if he were swatting away an annoying insect. Yet that instant was all that Elanna needed to take her friend’s place.

As the young Ranger assumed a ready stance, sword tip weaving before Helm's smirking gaze, she said tersely, “Find Baldor. Hurry.”

Though Elanna could not see Sev regaining her feet, she could feel her hesitation. 

Without a flicker of an eye or turning of her head, the girl commanded, “You can’t help here. Go.”

Roaring, Helm renewed his attack, this time hurling the full weight of fury and sword against Elanna's lithe form.

"He's wearing armor!" Sev cried.

But battle was already joined and she could but scramble out of the way. Nonetheless, Elanna shone like flame before Helm's storm of rage, and blade met blade with swift certainty. 

It went deeply against the grain for Sev to leave Elanna, but Pippin had magically appeared to engage Conrath’s assailant, now driving the man back with each savage flash of elven steel. A quick glance revealed the trail master prone on the ground, alive or dead, she knew not which.

A choked cry marked Pippin's success: her adversary buckled and fell to slide from her suddenly darkened blade. Sev grabbed up her saddlebag and though she feared for Baldor, the healer in her could not, in good conscience, leave without ascertaining the fallen trail master’s condition first.

Fortunately, Elanna and her opponent obliged her by moving their battle away from the unconscious man’s body. Praying that she would go unnoticed, Sev pressed her fingers to Conrath’s neck. Good. His heartbeat was strong, his breathing even. Conrath would live and he could wait for treatment. Satisfied, Sev sped off in search of Baldor.

Elanna spared just enough of her attention to feel relief at the sound of receding footsteps, concentrating on the problem at hand. 

And it was a problem. This man fought better than the other two and, according to Sev, was better protected than she was. Silently, the girl blessed Halbarad, Bob and every Ranger from her childhood days to now who ever lent her a moment's knowledge of the sword.

Helm grew more and more furious by the minute. What kind of fighting was this? This slip of a girl danced and warded his every strike, only to dart in under his guard and sting him like a biting gnat. He bled freely from the several cuts she inflicted on his arms and legs. None would kill him but all served to enrage him, especially since his blade had yet to spill a single drop of her blood. As his breath burned and his movements grew heavy, he glimpsed the red-haired she-elf coolly watching. For the first time in his career as an assassin, Helm knew fear.

Like a lightning bolt from a clear blue sky, agony exploded below his armor, low in his belly. Helm looked down in horror as blood shot from where his leg and torso met. A bright crimson fountain leapt on high.

Elanna dropped back, breathing heavily, the gleaming surface of her sword marred by the man’s blood. She did not expect the spray, and was unable to avoid the splatter that now decorated her pants and leather. The man fell to his knees, then to the ground; a look of surprise stamped on his face that would go with him to his grave. Kicking aside his sword, the girl knelt by the man’s side.

Clutching his filthy shirt, Elanna demanded, “Who are you? Why did you attack us?”

Sapphire eyes that almost matched hers in hue stared at her, and he mumbled faintly. His Rohirric response told her nothing. His life was fast leaving him and there was little time left to find answers. 

Furiously, she shook him. “What do you mean?” 

“Done the job, otherwise.” The phrase was in the Common Tongue but his voice rasped, fading quickly. “Helm beat by a little girl.”

His dying attempt at laughter turned to a tearing cough and then he lay still. Elanna remained on her knees, her hands still clenching his shirt. What did he mean? What was the job? Helm: that must be his name. She smiled grimly; or at least what he called himself. Baldor had told her about Helm Hammerhand, Helm’s Deep’s namesake. To think this poor excuse for a man sullied a hero’s name by taking it for his own.

Elanna turned her head to see Pippin standing over the body of her own fallen enemy. She bent and wiped the blood from her blade on the dead man's shirt. When their eyes met, Elanna marveled at the cold flame that glittered in her friend’s eyes.

The two nodded at each other then Pippin stepped to kneel beside Conrath's still form. 

“He lives.” Pippin met Elanna’s questioning eyes impassively. “The man,” her eyes flicked to the corpse a short distance away, “hit him with the sword hilt.” 

“Why…” 

“Elanna!” Sev’s urgent call from the shadows halted their speculations.

Night had fallen, the first stars glittering in the sky, so Pippin seized a brand from the fire as a crude torch. In tandem, they ran to the picket line only to find a stone-faced Sev leaning over Baldor. Treddan, an arrow protruding obscenely from his left shoulder, rested the good one against the slim trunk of a nearby birch. 

“I must tend to Treddan.” Sev lifted a bloodstained hand in a plea for help.

Wordlessly, Elanna nodded and knelt near the wounded man. Sev demonstrated how she wanted the pressure kept on the pad of cloth laid over Baldor’s abdomen. 

“Stay with him.”

“Of course,” the girl replied and muttered to herself, “as if I need to be told that.”

“Elanna?” Baldor said weakly, coughing from the effort.

Shifting her position in the long grass, Elanna tried not to let her dismay show as she knelt at Baldor’s side. In the dim illumination of Pippin's torch, the fallen man seemed to be lying in a pool of darkness. There was so much blood, on the ground, on his clothes, the pad she held was fast becoming soaked. Soon it would begin to seep around her fingers. How could a man live with so much of the life-giving fluid spilling out everywhere?

“Elanna?”

“Shh, rest, all will be well,” she said, attempting to paste a cheerful smile on her face. “Don’t talk. You need to save your strength.”

Baldor tried to raise his hand only to have it fall after a few inches. “It won’t, and there are things that must be said before it is too late.”

Planting the burning brand in the earth nearby, Pippin stepped away. Torchlight painted Baldor's face with cadaverous shadows, glinting in his glassy eyes. Cold dread began to coil deep in her Elanna’s belly like a snake. 

“Too late?” 

Elanna looked to Sev who, with Pippin’s assistance, examined the arrow in Treddan’s shoulder. The older woman, however, expected the question, and shook her head with visible sorrow. Elanna stared at her, searching for hope, until Baldor spoke again.

“Elanna, are you listening to me?”

“Aye,” she whispered and cleared her throat. “Forgive me, I failed you.”

“No. ‘tis I who failed to do your training justice.” The shame on his face was real and it was a knife in her heart. “This unworthy student would never have matched the skill of his teacher.”

“Baldor . . .” Elanna said helplessly, her voice fading on the single word.

"You are what you are and you can no longer hide it. It is imperative that you don‘t.” Baldor's voice fell to a near-whisper. “This attack proves your fears were justified."

Helplessly, Elanna agreed. Rypan lay dead, Baldor was dying, and Treddan had sustained a serious injury. She would be willing to bet her Northern Star that the young Rohirrim would now be dead, were it not for Pippin’s intervention. Yet the trail master was only rendered unconscious, a fact which reappeared to prick at her thumbs.

Baldor coughed before adding, “Keep close, she’s not safe.”

There was no need to say who she was, they both knew. “I will, I promise.”

“If you will, I would ask for your promise twice more.”

Elanna forced her eyes to remain in contact with Baldor’s, away from the dark blood that now seeped through and covered her fingers.

“Of course, my friend, if it is in my power I will do it.”

“Eadric, my son." The man's breath came now in short, shallow heaves beneath Elanna's hand. "Tell his mother I want him … to stay for a time … with you and your husband … at your inn.” The dying man’s eyes burned fever-bright, love and pride mixed with sorrow and regret. “I want him to learn … from you. From your Rangers … your Elves … your Halflings … all of them.”

“I promise I'll do my best to honor your wishes.” Her voice thickened and her tears blurred the man’s features. “I also promise I will teach him to fight as I taught his father. When he matches his father’s skill, I -.” Elanna’s voice broke on a sob she could no longer hold back. “I will give him the gift that was meant to be his father’s, yours.”

“What gift?” The flaming brand was burning out, its gleam lingering in the thin sheen of sweat on his brow.

“In Minas Tirith I had a sheath made like mine. It’s what I was waiting for Beregrid to bring to the stables.” The girl managed a small smile. “You showed an interest and had already been so kind. I knew then that your company would make this journey more bearable.”

“And keep you and Conrath from each other’s throats,” Baldor teased weakly.

“That too,” she agreed. His attempt to comfort her only caused her tears to fall the faster. “I planned to thank you with it at the journey’s end. It wasn’t supposed to end here.”

Baldor raised his hand and set it on Elanna’s but had no strength left to grasp hers. The best he could manage was a slight twitching. Unmindful of the blood that stained her hands, the girl finished the gesture for him, squeezing his hand tightly in her own.

“Such a large and generous heart … in that tiny little body of yours.” At his faint words, her tears splashed on their joined hands. “Do not weep for me. I have lived a good life. I have seen … what many of the men of the Mark … did not.” A faint smile lightened his pale features. “I have seen my land at peace. Those who gave their lives … did not die in vain.”

His breathing came faster, his voice grew fainter, but his smile remained. “I have seen Elves, Men and Halflings … living side by side… with a Warg as friends. What a marvelous world … we live in!”

Elanna sobbed openly now, for Baldor, his wife and his son. Eadric was losing the kind of father every child should have. The kind of man her father had been.

“It's cold,” Baldor whispered, his glassy gaze drifting upwards.

Releasing the man’s hand, Elanna carefully lay across his body and held him as best she could though she knew her efforts to warm him were futile.

“Is that better?” she asked brokenly.

“Yes. Just what my wife would have done.” Baldor’s voice failed him for a moment. Both man and Ranger knew that his time was almost over. “Tell her . . . I loved her from that first moment . . . the race . . . tell . . . I’ll be waiting . . . reunited . . . the halls . . . fathers . . . I have presents . . . bag . . . give them . . . love you Eadric . . . Mercia.”

How fitting that his wife’s name was also Baldor’s last breath, that strong body sinking to stillness in her arms. How long she held him, Elanna did not know. The world returned to her, or she to it, when a hand clasped her shoulder

A gentle voice asked, “He is gone then?”

With assistance from Pippin, Elanna stiffly pushed herself up until she again knelt at Baldor’s side. The last flare of the torch glinted on metal lying in nearby pine needles. Numbly she reached and picked up one, then the other of her knives. Baldor of Rohan had died with honor. The torch flickered out, plunging the living and dead into darkness.

“Aye, he has gone to the halls of his fathers to await his wife and son,” Elanna said, grief etched on every word.

“Perhaps we could help ease him on his journey,” Pippin suggested. She tried not to show her alarm at her friend’s dull, blank gaze. She had witnessed it before, though not for many months. “Let us do for him as we would for any of our kindred.”

Softly Pippin began to sing in the elven tongue. It took a few moments for the notes to penetrate the fog that clouded Elanna’s vision, but then her brilliant blue eyes focused on the elf with gratitude.

Elanna’s voice cracked and broke on the first notes and for a brief, panicked second, she could not remember the lyrics. But only for a second and then the words came back to her exactly as Celebsul had taught. Taking Pippin’s hand, the women sang a song as ancient as the stars to carry Baldor’s spirit to whatever home awaited his people after death.

~~~

“What is all that screeching about?” Conrath asked sourly while Sev tended to his wounds. 

Shifting his weight, he groaned as the movement no doubt set his throbbing head to aching. A cut on his left arm proved to be shallow and the bruise on his left temple was swelling outwards, a good sign. No swelling on the outside of his head would mean that it was all happening on the inside, which would not be good. Across the fire, young Treddan lay waxen-faced from the ordeal of removing the arrow from his shoulder, but his eyes remained alertly watching.

“It is the elvish custom to sing a person’s spirit home,” Sev explained as she bound a poultice to the bruised swelling on the trail master’s head. “This is the first time I’ve known of if being done for a mortal. It is an honor.”

A sneer twisted Conrath’s lips but he wisely kept any disparaging remarks to himself. Not that he meant to be wise, the healer mused, but rather he simply lacked the energy for the argument that was certain to follow. The trail master gritted his teeth and endured Sevilodorf’s ministrations, steadfastly keeping his eyes from the blanket-covered mound that was Rypan's body beneath a nearby fir. 

Noticing his distracted look when she stepped back to examine her handiwork, Sev wondered what he was thinking. Then again, did she really want to know? ‘Probably not,’ she decided. 

With Rypan and now Baldor dead, Treddan as well as Conrath himself wounded, and the only injuries to the women minor bruises and scrapes, the trail master was undoubtedly trying to figure out exactly what went wrong here. Sev felt equally certain that the man would somehow find a way to lay the blame for the entire event at her feet. 

“You can put him there by Rypan,” Sev suggested as Pippin and Elanna returned to the fire with Baldor’s body between them. “I haven’t had the time or the inclination to do anything with the others.”

“Don’t worry Sev, we’ll take care of it,” Elanna reassured the woman.

Looking at Treddan lying near the fire, she tried but could not recall when Sev moved the young man. But she supposed that was only natural, since her attention had been fixed solely on Baldor - it still was, or rather on his words to her. By following his advice, she would hopefully be able to keep from thinking about his death.

Mustering her strength and good sense, though with effort, Elanna said, “I know most of us don’t feel like it, but we do need to eat. Perhaps you could throw something simple together. Plus my nerves would appreciate one of your special teas.”

“I will need water,” Sev replied placidly. “I think Pip and Treddan got a little sidetracked when they went to get it.”

For a moment, there was complete silence. Then, while they could contemplate no laughter, there were genuine smiles from Pippin and Treddan.

Grateful for her friend’s dry humor, Elanna asked, “Is Conrath well?”

“The Rohirrim are known for their hard heads and Master Conrath is no exception. He will live.” Sensing the man’s growing resentment at being spoken of as if he were not present, Sev returned to the subject of water. “I only need two skins for tonight and we can worry about the rest in the morning.”

“The skins are probably right were we left them,” Pippin volunteered.

“Good,” Elanna turned to the trail master. “If you will do that and help Sev? That leaves me free so that-.”

“Free to do what, and what about her?” Conrath jabbed a stiff finger towards Pippin.

“To finish my sentence, for one,” Elanna said coldly. “Pippin can help me with gathering the bodies of those men.” She pointed to the one who called himself Helm. “Unless you would rather make your bed beside him.” Conrath clamped his lips together. “I’ll take that as a 'no.' We’ll move them to the other side of the tree out of our sight, but burying or raising a cairn, whichever will work the best, will have to wait until morning.”

“Those animals don’t deserve that,” Conrath spat as he clambered slowly to his feet.

“Maybe not, but it is a question of doing what is right, not what is deserved. We will take care of them tomorrow.” Having said her final word on the subject, Elanna asked Sevilodorf, “I don’t know the customs. Would Baldor's and Rypan’s families prefer we bring them home?”

“They would.”

The pang of sorrow for Mercia and Eadric caught the girl off guard and she cleared her throat before she could speak again. “Once we’re done, I want to take a quick perimeter check. I doubt if they walked here, which means there should be horses nearby.”

Conrath snorted, “You’ll never find them in the dark, especially if they’re hidden.”

“Elanna and Pippin will find them, I have no doubt,” Sev snapped. Grief and weariness she had aplenty, but no room left for patience. “Why don’t you just worry about the water and let them do what they have to do?”

The trail master turned his wrath on the older woman. “I don’t take orders from you or any other woman.”

“Except Halene, or does she let you think it’s your idea?” Sev shot back. “Besides, I thought we cleared this problem up in Minas Tirith, or have you forgotten?”

Every vein in Conrath’s neck bulged at the same moment and his face darkened alarmingly. Yet he took only took two menacing steps towards Sevilodorf before a small figure, bristling with anger and holding a wicked looking knife, stepped in front of him. A dark streak on the polished metal loomed, blood that she missed when she wiped the blade. The same blade that hovered now merely inches from Conrath's neck.

“Unless you plan to join your friends, I suggest you do as you’re told.” The Ranger spoke calmly despite her obvious fury.

“I may have to listen to that one.” Conrath jerked his thumb at Sev. “But I’ll be denmad if I’m going to bow and scrape to an ill-gotten freak of nature such as you.”

“Fine, then. Pip, in my saddlebag over by my blankets, you know what to look for.”

Elanna did not take her eyes or her knife off of the trail master, not even when her friend placed the small, leather wrapped object in her hand. She held it against her leg to remove the object. Without bothering to put it on, she held it up where the silver star could be seen, and sheathed her knife at the same time.

“Then you will listen to the Ranger Elanna of Ithilien, who is here by order of her captain and on the authority of Prince Faramir of Emyn Arnen and King Elessar of Gondor. I am charged with the safety of Sevilodorf of The Burping Troll and all who accompany her, which means even you.”

If the circumstances had been different, the expression Conrath wore would have been worth all the irritation the man had put them through. His face drooped as if the muscles were held together by pins that had been pulled out all at once. But Elanna was sure his shock would not last long, and any other objection he might make must be nipped in the bud.

“If you require it, I have my written orders which I can show you. I will understand if you need more than my word.” She gestured to their camp-turned-recent-battlefield. “It has been a trying night for us all.”

Clearly, Conrath was beside himself. To go against an officer of Gondor would be unthinkable, and as incredulous as he might find it, the trail master had no choice but to believe the girl. 

“I’ll get the water,” he said, turned on his heel abruptly and stalked off in the direction of the spring.

The three women let out a collective sigh.

“I hope you’re not angry with me, Sev,” Elanna said. “Halbarad and I never thought it would be necessary to reveal my true station. I was only to say something in case of an extreme emergency.” The girl let her gaze stray to the blanket covered bodies under the tree. “I think this situation qualifies.”

“I’m not angry. I should be, but I’m not.” Sev’s shoulders sagged. “I never imagined . . .”

“We know,” Pippin said softly.

“Well, you better get on with it and I’ll do the same,” Sev suggested briskly, appearing to throw off the shackles of fatigue, but they all knew better.

Her friends nodded then set about gathering up the first assassin's body.

~~~

Chapter Twelve

June 11

Foothills above the crossroads

“Interesting. Do you recognize this, Sev?” Elanna asked. 

She already knew the answer, but she had suggested the women repeat their earlier conversation in front of Conrath. Sevilodorf and Pippin agreed though the Rohirrim woman repeated doggedly that the trail master could not be involved in the attack. Probably not, Elanna reasoned, but he might have heard something without realizing its significance.

Sevilodorf took the gold piece from the girl’s hand and turned it from side to side. “These coins were struck when Éomer took the crown before his people. His face is on one side, and Theoden’s on the other. Where did you find this?”

Elanna sipped the last bit of soup from her bowl before setting it on the ground beside her. It still surprised her that she was able to eat as much as she did. Sev claimed her cooking was only passable, but Elanna disagreed. Not only flavorful, she was certain that Sev put her healer’s knowledge to good use in the spicing of both broth and tea. 

“Pip and I searched the men and their saddlebags,” Elanna explained. The two women had located the attackers’ horses roughly a quarter mile from their camp and brought the animals back; “This wasn’t the only interesting thing we found.” 

“These came from the saddlebags on the brown gelding.” She held up an intricately carved pipe and a soft leather pouch. “The man, Helm, had one coin in his pocket, none of the others did. There were more coins with the pipe and the pipe-weed.” 

Elanna handed Sev the pouch while she held the pipe up, turning it. “I believe he was the leader and had a taste for fine things. Does that smell familiar, Sev?”

Loosening the drawstrings, Sevilodorf took a tentative sniff, then another. “It seems familiar, but I can’t place it. I know it’s not what Anardil prefers.”

“Nor Halbarad. Dilly got him started on that leaf from Harad; it has a spicy scent to it,” Elanna said. Sev nodded her agreement. “Bob used to smoke the same kind but Milo shared the pipe-weed he and Celly swear by, now Bob won‘t use any other. It has a sweet scent to it, like this. I believe he called it ‘Longbottom Leaf’.”

“Doesn’t that come from the Shire?” Pippin asked. She never paid much attention to what she considered an odd habit of Men, while Celebsul, the ‘Celly’ of Elanna's reference, was the only elf she knew who indulged in the practice. 

“Aye, it does, and it is not the most common leaf, according to Milo and Bob,” Elanna remarked, wondering if she should not have waited till morning for this. Sev’s tea had done its work and the thought of a warm blanket and quiet place to curl up was becoming irresistible. “Some is sent every year to King Elessar, but the majority stays in the Shire and the surrounding area.”

“That’s not totally true,” Conrath blurted with a smug smile. It seemed the willow bark had helped his head immensely, and given the opportunity to show off knowledge Elanna did not possess, he could not resist. It was a small salve to his wounded pride. “I’ve heard our King receives some as well, because he is friends with one of the little people.”

Three sets of feminine eyes turned to the trail master. 

“I’m not the only one that’s heard that,” Conrath declared defensively and looked to Treddan. “Haven’t you heard the same?”

The younger man nodded slowly. While the pain from his wounded shoulder had abated, quick movement of any part of his body reminded him it was still there. “I also heard that during the dark days, the wizard Saruman would send all the way to the land of the Halflings for the leaf.”

Elanna leaned forward with interest. “I take it that it is no more common in the Mark than in Gondor?”

“Of course not, the stuff has to be brought all the way from the halfling’s land. It costs more than simple folk like us can bear.” Peering down his nose in a manner that belied his previous words, the man continued. “’Tis said the evil wizard would use the leaf to reward his favored men and that you can tell any man who sold his allegiance by his love of that leaf.”

Yes, thought Elanna, there would still be those around who once aligned themselves with Saruman, men who lived on the fringes, alone, not in villages where their past might be exposed. Men left with nothing but the desire for the fine things they enjoyed from the hand of their former Master. Men who chose not to find honest employ, but sold their services to those who could afford to pay.

“I did not realize that.” Elanna affected a surprised look. “Let me ask you then, could a man of Rohan carrying the leaf on his person possibly still be living a life of evil deeds?”

“Of course,” Conrath stated in manner that left little doubt to his opinion on her intelligence or lack thereof. “While Rohan enjoys peace, there are still those who do not hold to the laws of lord and land.”

“You are quite right,” she replied, not only ignoring his attitude but also encouraging it. “It is the same in many places in Gondor and Arnor. Evil is something that can never be completely stamped out of the hearts of some.” Elanna paused as if a thought just occurred to her. “Like the men you referred to. I wonder, do you think that they are corrupt enough to perform their foul deeds at the behest of someone who is willing to pay for such services?”

Conrath drew back abruptly, “I wouldn’t know about that kind of thing.”

“I understand that, and I didn’t mean to imply that you would have a special knowledge of such things.” Elanna tried to pacify him and keep drawing him out in the hope that he would incriminate himself. “I thought that in your travels perhaps you might have heard something.” 

“Well, I haven’t; and if I have your permission, Ranger, I’d like to go to bed.” The man’s lips twisted into a sneer as Conrath launched himself to his feet. There his abrupt attempt at departure ended. He swayed in place with his hands pressed to his head once the pain sharply reminded him to treat his body more gently. 

Sevilodorf made a move as if to stand only to retreat as Conrath turned on her with a snarl. “Don’t waste your time, woman, I don’t need your help.” 

The three friends watched in silence as he walked stiffly to his bedroll. None of them would offer their help again unless he fell to the ground. Heads belonged attached to necks not bitten off by a wounded, bad-tempered, and possibly guilty, man. It was obvious his head hurt again by the way he knelt and climbed into the blankets. Even more obvious were his feelings towards them as he made it a point to lay with his back to the fire and the women.

“I think we all need to retire, especially you, Treddan,” Sev suggested as she pointed to the youth who had remained prudently silent through most of the exchange. “The ride tomorrow will be hard on that shoulder.”

“I will take that as a hint,” Treddan said with a smile. “I can make it on my own.” This last to Pippin he offered who started to stand when he did. “Good night, ladies. My thanks to you, Mistress Sevilodorf. Whatever that nasty stuff you made me drink, I think I will actually be able to sleep.”

Elanna waited until Treddan made himself as comfortable as he was going to get before she spoke. “I believe, Mistress Sevilodorf, that your advice is most excellent.” 

She tried for a light teasing tone but it was useless. Her heart was not in it. Though she longed for the forgetfulness of sleep, other duties must come first. 

“Pip and I will take turns standing watch for the rest of the night, or what’s left of it.” She waited for the expected objection from Sev, the one that would insist the older woman take her fair turn.

“Very well, but I want you to keep an eye on Treddan. If he appears feverish, wake me.” 

Elf and Ranger nodded in mute astonishment at her lack of argument. 

“Try to rouse Conrath about every hour. You don’t need to wake him completely, just make sure he responds. If he doesn’t, it is imperative you fetch me immediately.”

She would have liked to help with the burden of the watch, but the older woman knew she would need every ounce of strength she possessed for the following day. A quiet return to the Vale was no longer possible, and her carefully acquired confidence might not survive if she did not find a respite against the staggering events of the past few hours. Events that brought forth memories of Helm’s Deep and the countless times she had been called upon to mend the damage that men inflicted upon others. Her composure hung now by the thinnest of threads and she could not afford to go without sleep. Still, she should not give in quite so easily. The two would either think something ailed her, or worse, expect her to give in more often.

Sevilodorf took a step towards Elanna and peered at her closely. “On the other hand, you look exhausted. Maybe you should rest, and I should take your watch?”

“I’m fine.” At the skeptical look that crossed Sev’s face, Elanna tried to inject an energy she did not feel into her voice. “I’m not that tired, but if it will make rest easier I will take the first watch, that is if Pip doesn’t mind?”

“Not at all,” the red-haired elf replied though privately she agreed with Sev.

“Well,” Sev said slowly. “If you both are certain?”

“We’re sure,” the two chorused together with perfect timing.

“Very well, then.” The older woman paused and held Elanna’s gaze. “Thank you for arriving when you did. He was playing the cat to my mouse and had decided to pounce.”

“No thanks are needed, please.” A lump formed in Elanna’s throat. She must find a way to dislodge it before she broke down. With the pressure off, her emotions were beginning to rise to the surface. “You know I wouldn’t dare show my face back at The Troll, especially to Dilly, if I let anything happen to you.”

Sev’s wry snort eased the worst of Elanna's distress with its humor; there would be time to feel later, not now. But still she could not stop the wave of regret that washed over her.

“I wish that I could have done the same for Baldor and Rypan.”

As a healer, Sev was well familiar that particular regret and knew she could say little that would be truly helpful. All she could do was state the obvious.

“You did your best because, if you hadn’t, I wouldn’t be standing here now. And before I forget, you might want to wash.”

Elanna looked down and grimaced. Why hadn’t she noticed her clothes before? “I think I better. You said the spring feeds a pool, how deep is it?”

“It’s deep enough to swim in, if that’s what you’re thinking, though I wouldn’t suggest diving.”

“I’ll remember that.” Elanna smiled.

The girl gathered a change of clothing and an extra blanket to use as a towel. She tried not to think why it was now an ‘extra’.

“Here, take this.” Pippin held out a birchbark torch. “I know you can see almost as well as I do, but it is still good to have one with you.”

Elanna thanked the elf for her thoughtfulness. While Pippin was right about not needing it to see, the warm, yellow glow was comforting.

“One last thing. Take this with you. It might come in handy.” Sev thrust a small object in between the layers of cloth.

~~~

Elanna followed the path winding around the base of the small hill that blocked the camp’s view of the spring. She had yet to see the spring; the attack started before she and Baldor had a chance to water the horses: a task Conrath later took upon himself while filling the water skins, despite his previous complaints. Once upon a time, Conrath must have been a good man all the way through. She could not help but wonder what caused him to change, and how much of the good man remained.

A pleasant surprise awaited her as she came to the spring. Issuing from the hillside about five feet above the pond it fed, the water sang a sweet song as it skipped down a series of stone ledges to the pool. Pool, pond, miniature lake, none of those words adequately described the body of water. Twelve feet across, at its widest, the pool was nearly circular due to the judicious placement of rocks and small boulders around its edge. The shadowy forms of ferns and some kind of flowering vine grew in and around the stony border. She discovered an area of even ground: a three-foot section where, instead of rough rock, smooth flagstone lay. 

‘This must have been where Pippin and Treddan stood at the time of the attack,’ Elanna thought. She shook her head, the objective was to distract her mind from all that had occurred, not rehash it. Setting her belongings down, she circled up to the miniature waterfall, Elanna wedged the torch in a crevice, angling it so that it would cast the majority of its light on the pool. 

Returning to the water’s edge, she looked back to where she had placed the light, and gasped. The flame turned leaping drops of water into multi-hued crystals and wet stone gleamed like silver. After the horrors of the day, the simple beauty touched Elanna and her tears fought to free themselves. 

Biting her lip to keep them at bay, the girl hurried to rid herself of her soiled clothing. Blood stained everything: vambraces, leather tunic, the shirt she wore under it, her leggings. Only her boots escaped relatively unscathed. So much blood, and most of it Baldor’s. 

A small moan slipped out as she dove into the water at a shallow angle. The crisp, cold water came to her aid, taking her breath away along with any thought of weeping. She swam to the falls and back to where her things lay. Parc, she had left her bit of soap still rolled up in her blankets. With a sigh of resignation, she pulled herself onto the ledge and reached for the makeshift towel. Something tumbled out of the folds as she pulled it to her. 

A smile crossed her face as her hand closed over the object: a new cake of soap. Leave it to Sev to think of something practical yet thoughtful. Guessing that it was one of the scented bars that the older woman brought to trade and as gifts, Elanna lifted it to her nose and inhaled deeply. Jasmine. Her mother. Halbarad. 

Dipping the cake into the pool, she scrubbed with the soap until every trace of blood was gone. The water seemed less cold when she slipped back into the pool. While she washed her body and hair free of the soap, the heady scent of jasmine surrounded her, overwhelming her senses. At that moment, she would have given anything to have her husband by her side.

“Hal, I need you,” she whispered to the stars. “It’s too much, I can’t do it.”

The days of tense travel, the ambush, the deaths and her guilt broke through the dam and the pent up emotions erupted from the breach in a raging torrent. Tears cascaded down her cheeks, tears she could not stop any more than she could prevent rain from falling. She wept as she dried herself, as she dressed, until all pretense of control was gone and her body wracked with great, heaving sobs which brought her to her knees. Too much.

~~~ 

Sev tossed the dregs of cold tea into the darkness, then grasped the cup tightly between suddenly shaking hands. She had completed every task: dinner, such as it had been, cleared away; all the requirements for the morning collected; and Treddan and Conrath fast asleep. With nothing left to focus her thoughts upon, the control she held upon her emotions would fail. Somehow, she must get as far away as she could from the shrouded reminders of how near death had again approached.

Forcing herself to set the mug on a flat rock near the fire without it rattling, she commented wearily, “She will put up a fuss you know.”

“I know, but she needs to rest. As do you,” Pippin responded in a quiet tone that brooked no opposition. “I, on the other hand, do not require sleep.”

“I had forgotten about that. Tomorrow will be a long day. We will need to be at our best.” When Pippin nodded her agreement, Sev continued, “I must thank you too. All that hovering was needed, and I’m sure Treddan is glad you were here.”

“It pleases me to know I have been a help as well as an annoyance,” Pip winked at the woman. “We will both be with you tomorrow. Do not hesitate to call whenever there is a need.”

“I won’t.” Sev brought her hand to her forehead. “Halbarad joked about finding excitement in my company. When he learns about this, I will never hear the end of it.”

The elf laughed. “True. Your reputation will be set in stone.”

“Yes. Anardil will again set Warg to dogging my every step.”

This weak attempt at humor failed miserably. Sev imagined all too well the shadows that would appear in the man’s eyes upon news of this day’s events. 

“If it makes you feel any better, Elanna will suffer much the same fate.”

In spite of his jesting, they knew Halbarad allowed his wife to come because he thought it would be a relatively uneventful trip. As her captain, he would be proud of the way she handled herself; but as her husband, he would find it difficult to let her leave his sight again.

Sev managed a watery smile and replied wryly, “That is the only thing that consoles me. I only have to listen to Anardil. That poor girl will have to hear the same lecture from her brother, her husband and Anardil.”

“Speaking of Elanna, has she not been gone a bit too long?” Pip peered towards the path to the spring, wishing the hill did not block her view.

“Does anything feel wrong or odd?” Sev asked. “Can you hear anything that doesn’t belong?”

Pippin sat immobile and silent for a few moments, her eyes closed as she concentrated on the faint sounds brought to her by the night wind. “Nothing feels amiss and I hear naught out of the ordinary-” Pippin cut herself off in mid-sentence and cocked her head. A frown creased her brow as she listened. “She weeps.”

“A little or a lot?”

“She weeps harder than I have ever heard her weep before,” Pippin commented softly. “Should we go to her?”

Sev hesitated then said firmly, “Not yet. She has good reason to cry and we should give her time to do so.”

“I knew she and Baldor had formed a friendship, but I did not think they were close enough to cause such a storm of tears.”

 “While she cries for Baldor’s death, she also grieves for all the deaths she feels she could have or should have prevented.” Pippin fixed grave eyes on Sev as the woman added, “A grief that overwhelms all those who seek to protect others.”

The elf fell silent and stared at the flames dancing in their ring of stone. So her peredhel friend felt as she did. ‘Have I ever truly allowed myself the luxury of grieving?’

She recalled a warm summer night in the barn loft when Carcharien trusted her with what, until that time, he had kept secret. Even now, her heart ached at the recalled sight of the net of scars that covered his back, chest and arms: constant reminders of what it had taken to overthrow his will and make him thrall of the Unnamed One in Dol Goldur. How her heart had broken, then, at the elf's somber retelling of the tale. Millennia had passed, but his fear of her refusal, when she knew of the death of his lord and his kin by his own hand, touched her in a way he would never imagine. The tale ended with him weeping in her arms. He had had his grief.

Could the first step towards healing be as simple that? To weep? To allow herself to grieve a death for which she felt sole responsibility? Before she could answer that question, Sev’s voice interrupted her musings.

“Have her tears eased any?”

Drawing herself out of her reflections, again the elf cocked her head to listen. “Yes, it sounds as if they have.”

Sev pushed herself up, and brushed off the seat of her trousers. There was yet one more task to do before she could seek her solitude. Elanna needed her, and she would not refuse to respond.

“Should I go with you?”

“I think it would be best if I go alone,” Sev said. “But keep your ears open.”

About halfway to the spring, Sev heard weeping. Pippin was right; the healer could not remember ever hearing the girl crying harder than she did now. And since they shared a room for months after Elanna’s return from Nurn, she had listened to the weeping more than once. 

Thinking of elven hearing, Sev realized anew the acuteness of that sense involved for Pippin to hear Elanna. She resolved to be more careful with her tongue when she got back to the inn, regardless of how far away any of their elves stood.

~~~

There are moments when there are no words capable of giving comfort, when the only balm for a battered soul is the touch of another’s hand. For years, Sev denied herself that solace: keeping the world beyond arm’s reach and her emotions firmly walled away. A stubborn man with fog grey eyes ignored those barriers and reminded her of the consolation found in a simple touch. 

Elanna did not hear the approaching footsteps, nor the cracking of knees as Sev knelt next to her. The older woman did not bother to say anything, knowing her voice would be unheard, so the hand set gently upon her shoulder caught Elanna’s attention. And the arms that hesitated only a moment before enfolding her in an embrace offering silent consolation to which the girl clung as she wept. 

Finally, the storm of emotion abated and without the platitudes commonly offered at such times, Sev did speak.

Pointing to the fall of water dancing in the shimmering light of the torch, the Rohirrim woman remarked, “A lovely place, is it not? When the boys and Kathwyn were growing up, we would come here three or four times every summer. Imagine, if you dare, Sewulf leading a herd of mischievous boys into that peaceful pool.”

The murmur of the water became the sound of children's laughter as Sev stared wistfully at the shimmering surface. Almost, she could see the four boys splashing while a young girl squealed with joy from atop the shoulders of a laughing, smiling man with silver blonde hair. 

“For all Sewulf’s mischief, he grew into a fine man.” Lowering her head in remembrance of the three who had not survived the wars, she added, “They all did.” 

A moment’s quiet passed, and then she spoke again. “After Helm’s Deep, all my memories were tarnished by grief. I would not allow myself to recall the happiness of the past. I tried to run from my grief.” Sev looked at the hands twisted tightly together in her lap and gave a wry smile. “A rather silly thing for such a sensible woman as me to do, wouldn’t you say?”

When the girl did not reply, the healer counseled, “Elanna, I have no wisdom to offer save to say do not let the tears of your grief drown memories that deserve to be recalled or hopes for the future.”

A stray breeze set the torchlight flickering and the ferns to rustling mournfully.

“I failed in Nurn, and I failed tonight.” 

“No, you didn’t, if you had failed, we would all be dead. I know how you feel.” The girl could not hide the disbelief in her eyes. “I have failed before in my duties. I’m a healer, of sorts, remember. At Helm’s Deep, we lost more than we saved.”

“I was supposed to protect them, all of them.” 

Sev closed her eyes in frustration. The wall of self-reproach that Elanna built prevented her from hearing anything other than what she wished to hear.

“I talked to Beregrid in Minas Tirith.” Guilt underlay every syllable the girl uttered. “He told me of how he regained his voice.”

Silently, Sev wished Beregrid had kept his secret a while longer.

“I told him he was no more responsible for what happened to me than I was for Melin’s death.” Elanna paused as she struggled to find the words she needed, to say them aloud. “I know in my mind I did everything I could to save her but my heart still tells me I could have done something different, that I should have known what was going to happen.” 

“But that was impossible.”

“I know. Beregrid also told me that we owe a debt to those who lost their lives that we might live.” Elanna attempted a smile. “I thought that by keeping you safe from harm, I would find the redemption and grace I sought.”

The girl fell silent again. Sev tried to wait patiently, but it proved too difficult. Someone must drag Elanna from this sinkhole of despair. 

“Aye, we owe a debt to those who died. One I could not find the strength to pay for years.” Weariness added a sharp edge to Sev’s voice. “It is to live. Not to waste our days wallowing in a morass of grief over what we should have or could have done.” She threw up her hands. 

“But I forget I am speaking to a nmad Ranger, one who assumes the burdens of everyone around them because we common folk are just too denmad childish to fend for ourselves.”

With a muttered curse, Sev rose to her feet and fought the urge to reach out and shake the girl – no, the woman. She would have to take back her every unkind thought about Anardil’s patience. Sev would never understand how the man kept himself from strangling her when she sank into similar fits of grief.

The accent always present in her speech thickened as she recited, “Mourn not overmuch. Mighty was the fallen, meet was his ending.” Fixing the younger woman with a direct gaze, she stated, “Baldor laid his debt upon you, Elanna. Live, so that you might make the life of his son different. Will you pay it? “

Elanna pushed herself stiffly to her feet without a word. She collected her towel and the soap, but halted when she came to her bloodstained clothing. She knelt and picked up the trousers.

“Well?” Sev wished Anardil’s patience were a cloak she could have brought to wear when needed.

Still Elanna said not a word.

Sev turned her back on the silent woman and under her breath, began counting in Rohirric. She reached eight when a sharp tearing sound broke the silence. Whirling around, she saw Elanna rending the garment in her hand. Sev opened her mouth to ask what in the world she was doing, but clamped it shut. At this moment, any action would be preferable to tears.

Elanna stopped ripping when she held a section of material roughly three inches square. It was liberally splotched with dried blood.

“I’d like to burn these in the morning, if you don’t mind,” she declared as she picked up her tunic.

“Fine. What are you planning to do with that?” 

Elanna held out the square of cloth. Her eyes, though still red and swollen, were clear and her smile, though weary, was genuine. 

“I will keep this with me, to remind me of the debt I owe to Baldor, Melin, Aglaran, all of them. I hope Halbarad doesn’t mind if we have a houseguest sometime.”

“My dear, I seriously doubt that Hal would object if you brought home an entire éored of Riders.”

Elanna’s laugh echoed across the pool as the women set their feet upon the path down the hill toward camp. 

Behind them torchlight danced upon the rippling water and the vagrant breeze called ghostly voices from the stones - pale shades of the sunshine and laughter that once graced the peaceful pool.

 Chapter Thirteen

June 12

Road to the Landhold of the Esthomas Family

‘Of course,’ Sev thought, ‘with everything else that has gone awry, why should the weather be cooperative.’ The red dawn, with clouds stained an angry crimson like the blood spilt last evening, should have warned her, all of them.

For the last hour a mist had been falling. The leaves, the blades of long grass, the horses’ manes, their cloaks, everything was coated with a layer of fine drops. Faerie’s tears, her mother would call them while her father smiled indulgently. Now, it seemed the creatures of legend shed the tears that she could not. Not only the faeries, but also the whole heavens wept.

Her glance strayed ahead to the green-cloaked rider on the black gelding. After weeping a storm of tears and then sleeping as the dead, Elanna woke this morning in control of herself and the situation. Using the sturdy canvas wraps from Sev's larger packs, the Ranger directed the covering of the dead marauders minus their leader. They hoped the bodies would remain untouched by carrion-feeders until Lord Erkenbrand's men received notification, though Conrath expressed the sentiment that it would be only just to leave the beasts to their own kind. 

Along with Baldor and Rypan, the body of Helm lay, wrapped in blankets and tied with a stout rope, over the backs of the pack animals. They had planned to use the attacker’s horses but the animals refused to bear the burden, not that Sev could blame them. Thanks to someone’s foresight, the bodies had been laid over a fallen tree where they had stiffened overnight and would stay that way until the following morning. Between that and the odor of death, which emanated from the u-shaped bundles, she considered themselves lucky that the pack horses were willing to carry the load. However, the time required to convince the animals and shift their burdens to the other horses made for a later start than any of them desired.

Against her will, Sev’s conscience berated her yet again. If she had not insisted on stopping, perhaps, would any of this have happened? This thought only led to the next that could bear thinking. What if Elanna’s half-formed theories were right? But that was impossible; it must be a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. After all, her whole life had been a series of such incidents, why begin believing that someone was deliberately trying to kill her? Determined not to think of it anymore the woman forced her thoughts to her patients.

Treddan, with lines of pain etching years into his young face, rode silently at her side. A quick look for the nearest landmark told her that they would reach the holding before any draught she could give him would take effect. It would be her first priority when they stopped.

Sev turned a critical eye to Conrath’s rigidly upright form. She knew he remained in the saddle by sheer strength of will. It was always difficult to determine the true extent of a head injury, but the trail master’s constant veering to the right when he walked was not a good sign. As his wound was on the left side of his head, it signaled his body’s attempt to get away from the pain. It didn’t help that the initial swelling had never risen to the proportion the blow warranted. That meant there must be swelling on the inside. Sev sighed; there was not much anyone could do until they reached the holding except watch him, which Elanna volunteered to do.

Actually, the Ranger succeeded in killing two birds with one stone. Besides finding an excuse to stay near Conrath without unnecessary explanation, she found a way to keep him from grumbling about the usurping of his leadership. 

~~~

The group had not yet reached the Great West Road when Elanna approached Conrath. The trail master’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the slim figure garbed in the traditional green and brown uniform of the Ithilien Rangers. Once Elanna donned her garments there could be no disputing her claim.

The woman reined her black in next to Conrath’s mount. 

“I need your opinion on something,” Elanna said.

“And for what would an agent of the King of Gondor need the opinion of a common man such as myself?” the man replied with obvious sarcasm.

Elanna ignored Conrath’s tone and comment. “I fear the sight of our extra burdens combined with unusual people, one in an unfamiliar uniform, will alarm folk along the way.”

The trail master grimaced wryly. “Many we will pass are simple people whose memories of war and death have faded little,” he admitted and his glance swept the company. “There is a good chance we will inspire apprehension and dread.”

They continued quietly for a few moments. 

“Would you ride with me at the head?” Elanna asked at last. “I’m sure your face is one they will recognize and seeing you in the lead will help calm them.”

Conrath sat a little straighter in his saddle, while the Ranger suppressed a satisfied smile. The manipulation of the man's behavior proved much easier than anticipated. She could even imagine his thoughts: 'at last the woman realized that the people of his country would expect to see a man in the lead, not some snippet of a girl, regardless of the uniform - and her manner, while not as deferential as it should be, was without her previous arrogance.' Bearing this in mind, Elanna turned her most hopeful expression towards him - a plea for his invaluable assistance.

“I will do what I can,” Conrath replied.

Together they rode to the front of the group.

~~~

And it worked. As they passed, the small cottages of those beholden to the landholds lying farther north along the Deeping Stream emptied of every man, woman, and child to see the strangers. Wisely, Elanna let Conrath answer any questions put to them. Reassured all the marauders were dead and would not trouble anyone ever again, some took the time to pluck small nosegays of wildflowers and slide them under the ropes that circled the bodies of Baldor and Rypan. Not even the mist stopped the people from paying their respect to the dead.

Nor did it stop their speculations about the return of Mistress Sevilodorf or the companions she brought with her. Some greeted her directly, but others avoided her eye and whispered behind their hands as she passed. Rumors of strange doings far away to the south had indeed found their way back to the Vale.

Not yet mid-day, it seemed to Sev as though they had been traveling forever. She supposed the curtain of light rain was as much to blame as her weariness. Even more wearying were the memories of this place as it had been: a lush land filled with landholds, cottages, fields of grain and small orchards; dotted with the cottonwoods and oaks that would sprout along the banks of the Deeping Stream or the many creeks and rivulets that flowed into it. 

Now all was changed. The armies of Saruman had raped the land, seeking to strip it of all that was alive and growing, whether man, beast or plant. Thanks to the foresight of Lord Erkenbrand, Prince Theodred and those valiant men who held the Isen Fords, the greater portion of the people and herds survived. But not a single structure remained standing, for the land had been set to the torch. 

Her eyes sought long known landmarks but found instead unfamiliar houses and people. Even the roads were changed, and she was grateful to trail along in Conrath’s wake. Also, if she allowed herself the luxury of admitting it, the anxiety that grew with every mile made matters worse. The last turn onto the rutted lane leading to their destination released a flood of panic that only her white knuckled grip on Biscuit's reins stemmed. What had she been thinking? 

When the main holding came into view, she drew to an unconscious stop. Three years ago, new grass had only begun to cover the destruction. The women and children, and those men who did not go south to fight before the Stone City or the Black Gate resided in tents with makeshift rope corrals to confine the herds while the land was cleared and prepared for planting and rebuilding. Before her now, stood a place that was both strange, yet all too familiar.

Beyond the house, the large horse barn was a reproduction of the old, though she could see that a covered area for the training of young animals, a project the stable master had often petitioned for, now abutted the western end. A second barn, for cows, and various coops and pens for other livestock occupied the same locations as those she knew previously. The roof of what she assumed was the barracks for the unmarried men stood visible just over a southeastern rise, exactly where it had always been. 

There the similarities ended. The shearing barn and storage sheds for wool were no longer in evidence and several small cottages occupied land once used as pasturage. The small vine-covered well house had been replaced with two gleaming white structures. And the main house, once among the finest in the Vale, was but half of its former size, and set at an unfamiliar angle to the road. The rosebushes, always tended with such care, were gone, though tall trellises gave hope of their return. A small stone entryway had not been restored. Instead, a structure stood that brought smiles to the faces of all three women. Stretching along the front of the house was an overhang which bore more than a faint resemblance to the front porch of The Burping Troll. 

The smile quickly faded from Sev’s face as she focused upon the tall, slim figure pacing the sheltering confines. As they came closer, she could see the claret colored gown enhanced a figure that carried well its sixty-plus years. The golden hair, plaited and wound in a coil around the head, appeared only lightly threaded with silver. Not even Halene’s face betrayed her age. The fair skin that should have been creased with the normal signs of aging bore fewer lines than Sevilodorf’s.

Suddenly, Sev felt very rumpled. She had forsworn the opportunity to take advantage of the pool in order to prepare an infusion to stave off infection in Treddan’s wound. Ah, well, ‘tis not like she could have bested Halene in elegance anyway. Although she had hoped that this first meeting would take place with a few more witnesses to help bridle the woman’s cutting tongue. Where was everyone? 

“Greetings, my lady,” said Conrath and raised his hand wearily to signal their halting.

From the top of the stone steps, Halene examined the company. Her eyes lingered longest on Conrath who, now that his road was complete, surrendered to pain and sat slumped in his saddle.

“Greetings, Conrath. Your arrival has been awaited, for your passage in the Vale was heralded by many. Alas, no lies were spoken of the burdens you bear hence. Voices will be raised in lamentation this evening, rather than in celebration of the return of a far wandering member of the family.” Halene’s gaze fastened on Sev. “Ill news it is, and ill news they say is an ill guest.”

Sev bristled and slid to the ground to stand with chin lifted. Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she forced her words through clenched jaws. "Such foresight you possess, Halene. Let me remind you I was quite content to remain where I was."

Pippin’s hand on her shoulder achieved the desired effect and Sev cut herself off in mid-sentence. The woman had agreed to let Elanna speak first, and now felt irritated with herself that she had fallen for Halene’s baiting. Elanna swung her leg over Dusul’s back, flipped the reins over his head and handed them to Pippin.

“You are Halene? Mother of Esiwmas, the holder of this land?" Elanna asked. 

Long years had passed since anyone addressed her thus. A flash of irritation across Halene’s regal features hinted at the woman’s resentment for this reminder of her position. 

Imperiously she replied, “I am Lady Halene of the Family of Esthomas and daughter of the Family of Dierkson." 

Sev had not believed the older woman could stretch her spine any further and was amazed and amused when Halene appeared to grow another inch, as she named her ties to both the family of her marriage and that of her birth. Despite only meeting Dierkson a handful of times, Sev remembered him as an arrogant, prideful man to whom status was everything. Wryly, she thought, 'The apple never falls far from the tree.'
"And you are?" Her face remained impassive, save for a hardening of the eyes that Sev remembered only too well, but Halene’s voice sounded less than welcoming. 

"I am Elanna, daughter of Mateon and Elena, Ranger of Ithilien." Her understated pride made the other woman’s claim seem tawdry. "Is Erkenbrand yet Lord of these lands?" 

Wishing she could applaud her friend’s response, Sev settled for a silent bravo. Since all hope of a quiet entrance was now dashed, they might as well set the tone before Halene could. Sev had to admit that she enjoyed watching Elanna thwart the older woman’s attempt at playing the grand dame.

“Erkenbrand is Marshal of the West-mark and Lord of the Westfold, but it is the Family of Esthomas that holds these lands.” 

“And your son, madam, is the head of the Esthomas Family?”

At this second oblique reference to her age, Halene’s eyes chilled to pale blue stones. However, her reply was forestalled by Conrath’s attempt to dismount. Only Pippin’s lithe arms prevented him from falling facedown in the mud. Filled with contrition for leaving the poor man to suffer, Sev dropped her reins and hastened to assist Pippin. 

“This exchange of pleasantries may continue after we have tended our wounded and seen to the needs of the dead.” Staggering slightly as the trail master shifted his weight awkwardly, Sev said, “We’ll do the moving, Conrath. You just follow our lead. Elanna, get Treddan down.” The Ranger hurried to obey. “We’ll need some help. Are you the only one here, Halene? Where is everyone?” 

At Sev’s assumption of command, the older woman’s face became a stiff mask. With an infinitesimal nod, she took a sturdy bar from a hook and used it to beat the iron triangle hanging upon one post of the raised porch. 

From inside the house came the sound of running feet and shouts echoed from the direction of the barn. With a smile that lifted one corner of her lips, but did nothing to soften her eyes, Halene said, “As you requested, Sevilodorf.”

~~~

June 12th midday and afternoon

Higher in the White Mountains, the storm was more than a foggy mist. Washed from the banks of the Deeping Stream, tree limbs and other debris swept along until halted by the confines of a bridge linking the family’s northern and southern lands. The men of the household had ridden out several hours before to prevent flooding and the bridge’s collapse. Thus, Halene’s summons for aid was answered by Irosa, the wife of Esiwmas, followed by a crowd of women, wide-eyed children and a scattering of youth and ancient men. 

With her customary efficiency, Irosa took in the situation at a glance and ordered a stable boy to summon Esiwmas. She then delivered Treddan into the capable hands of the ancient cousin who tended the barracks of the unmarried man; and persuaded Conrath to retire to a nearby chamber with a cold compress. All the while, she managed to make proper, if hasty, greetings to Pippin and Elanna. After directing the children and the majority of the women to return to their interrupted noon meal, she assigned Esiwmas’ younger sister, Leneswyn, the task of sending messengers to the families of Treddan, Rypan and Baldor. 

Finally, the round-faced matron paused long enough to shake her head in disgust over the body of the attacker. Clasping Sev’s hand, Irosa murmured, “There were rumors of brigands roaming the hills. Lord Erkenbrand’s patrols have been searching for them.”

Sev returned the handclasp gratefully. During the years Sev spent as a dependant within the household, Irosa had ever proved a much-needed friend and the calm voice of reason. 

With a grimace, Sev said, “Trust me to find them.”

A grey-haired woman with features that Elanna found vaguely familiar remarked, “It is strange that you live when good men lie dead.”

At her side, a thin-faced woman in black nodded her agreement. 

Elanna turned a baleful eye upon the women as the barb found its mark, but refrained from replying when Sev gave a slight shake of her head. 

Irosa, however, felt no such restraint and said sharply, “They died in defense of the family, Thamewyn. Their deaths were not in vain.”

Thamewyn. Elanna turned the name over in her mind. With a name attached to it, the face seemed even more familiar - but from where?

“Nor unavenged. Pippin and Elanna saw to that,” replied Sevilodorf sternly and jerked her chin toward Helm’s body. “He is but one of five they slew.”

Disbelieving eyes fastened on the almost childlike form of the Ranger and the seemingly fragile elf maiden, while Halene’s soft voice said, “Let us not forget our Sevil’s habit of acquiring a wide assortment of champions.”

The dual meaning of the remark escaped Elanna’s understanding, but she took careful note that the grey-haired woman, Thamewyn, and her friend immediately gave Sevilodorf looks filled with disdain while the remainder of the small group of women and elderly men appeared evenly split between those who nodded knowingly and those who regarded Halene with expressions of disgust. 

The sidelong glances and I-told-you-so nods added another layer of intrigue that was maddening in its familiarity. This was an altogether different puzzle waiting to be solved. Did it have anything to do with the rumors about which Sewulf had warned her? Exchanging a look with Pippin, the Ranger noted her carefully quiet curiosity, and knew that the elf observed the same mysterious currents of animosity. 

Sev gritted her teeth to refrain from beginning a meaningless defense of her reputation and kept her face deliberately blank, and then the absurdity of the situation hit her. After facing orcs, river pirates, madmen and brigands, how could she possibly be afraid of these people? Oh, how these narrow-minded toidis would react if they knew that for the past two months her assigned escort was a warg who worked for table scraps. Her thinly veiled amusement met with raised eyebrows and confused expressions. 

Hard pressed to keep an appropriately solemn face while Irosa used a conciliatory tone to clear the entryway of the remaining family members, Sev gladly accepted the suggestion that she and her companions retire to the same small room as Conrath until Esiwmas returned. After Irosa closed the door, with a promise to deliver a luncheon tray within minutes, Sev collapsed into a chair shaking with laughter that not even the trail master’s frown could stop.

Elanna and Pippin stared at her in open amazement. For the first time since the attack, indeed, Elanna decided while thinking back, since starting out with their escorts, Sev’s face was etched with true laughter. Conrath, on the other hand, sent the woman another disgusted grimace which, though the healer either did not notice or simply did not care about, both elf and half-elf caught. 

As her initial laughter died down to wry chuckles, Sev became aware of the three sets of eyes watching her. Two pair blinked in half amusement and half curiosity, while the other was frankly disapproving.

Wiping tears from her eyes and wheezing slightly, she said, “Imagine the Warg with that group.”

A bark of laughter escaped Conrath, covered quickly by a wince and a moan. Meanwhile Elanna and Pippin let the hilarity of the idea run away with them. 

“Oh, Sev,” Elanna sputtered, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands to wipe away the wetness there. “I can see it now, Warg smirking at the old men, all the while calling them ‘good looking’ and ‘handsome.’”

The healer and the elf roared with laughter anew. One only had to think of the beast’s look when she insisted on referring to Anardil as “loverboy.” Conrath groaned, holding his head and wincing; mumbling something that sounded like 'enough of that'. But Elanna was not finished.

“Pip, don’t you think Celly would find a kindred soul in Irosa?” Giggling helplessly, the elf nodded. Esiwmas’ wife and Celebsul, one of the Eldar, shared the ability to calm rough waters and ruffled feathers. “And those two women nearest Halene, the one in black and Thamewyn, I think that’s her name.” Elanna glanced at Sev who nodded. “I can see those two huddled with our hobbits discussing the proper way to dress a chicken and which remedies work best on chest colds.”

Having seen the aforementioned women in conversations of that exact nature in the past, Sev was capable of nothing more than a jerky nod. She pressed her hands to sides that were beginning to ache from the prolonged laughter. Ah, but the pain was worth every second. She had not laughed like this since the moment Conrath appeared at The Burping Troll.

“By the way, Sev," Elanna said in voice that almost sounded normal. "I know I have heard the name of Thamewyn before, but I cannot remember where and her face reminds me of someone, but I cannot remember who. Why is that?”

Sev’s smile faded. Remembering Elanna’s vehement defense of Beregrid and Sewulf to Conrath, she wondered what Elanna knew of the two women.

“Thamewyn is wife to Beregild, mother of Beregrid.” Elanna’s eyes widened. “The other is Mordara, wife to Sejard, step-mother to Sewulf.”

“I see,” the Ranger responded thoughtfully. “If they are not friends of Halene’s, then their thoughts at least tread the same path.”

Surprised by the how quickly Elanna made the connection, Sev did not refrain from commenting blandly. “They have always been thick as thieves.”

A slight rise of a dark eyebrow above a bright blue eye accompanied Elanna’s response. “Interesting.”

The healer exchanged glances with the elf who shrugged her shoulders.

“Well?” Sev asked finally.

“Well what?”

Elves and Rangers and their irritating closemouthed ways. 

“Are you planning to share whatever is going on in that quicksilver mind of yours, or are you going to leave us hanging on tenterhooks, dangling in the wind?”

“Forgive me, I didn’t mean to sound mysterious,” Elanna smiled. “Beregrid and Sewulf have told me very little about their lives before the war. Yet I know that their families played a part in their leaving the Vale. I find the alliances and loyalties between various family members interesting though I have yet to decipher what part they play, if any.”

Sev narrowed her eyes, peering at the young woman. Whatever theories Elanna formed about the attack, the healer could not understand why she would even consider family relationships in the same breath. For Mordara and Thamewyn’s sake, she hoped they said nothing negative about the two traders in Elanna’s presence. The Ranger, who professed interest in the loyalties of others, possessed a very strong, very vocal, loyal streak of her own to those she claimed as family.

The door opening to reveal Irosa and a kitchen maid bearing well-filled trays interrupted Sev’s musings.

“It’s good to see that you can still laugh Sevil,” Irosa smiled, settling her tray on a long table near the window and pointing to another near the hearth. “Put it there, Sibley, and run along. Mistress Halene will be needing you in the dining hall.”

As the door closed gently on the girl’s curious eyes, Irosa said briskly, “Now why don’t you folks eat.” With a pointed look to Sev, she murmured, “Es will be here soon, and you’ll want your strength for that one.”

That statement was one against which none of them would argue.

~~~

Wet, muddy and thoroughly disgruntled, Esiwmas arrived within the hour. Throwing aside his dripping cloak and shaking a shower of moisture from his damp blond hair, the giant of a man lifted a protesting Sev bodily from her chair and wrapped her in a fierce embrace 

“You are not hurt, cousin?” he asked in rumbling Rohirric, then set her back on her seat and began to examine her carefully. 

Snatching her arm away, Sev exclaimed, “Save for the ribs you just bruised, I am uninjured; but the tale properly belongs to Conrath, Pippin and Elanna.” 

His eyes narrowed slightly at the sight of the Ranger’s uniform and the star upon Elanna’s shoulder, but no other sign of surprise did the family leader allow as he made a formal bow to the two women. 

“The hospitality of my family is extended to you both. ‘Tis to be hoped that the remainder of your visit with us will be less,” Esiwmas directed a small frown in Sev’s direction, “interesting.”

With another bow, he turned from the women to motion a wavering Conrath back to his chair. “Sit down, man, before you fall and I have to listen to Sev berate me for mistreating one of her patients. I warn you, Irosa is out there boiling up a potion she claims will ease that headache.” 

“A draught I will most gladly accept.” Conrath sank back into his seat and pressed a hand gently to the knot on the side of his head. “Your lady is most generous.”

“Generosity has little to do with it. In spite of our recent differences, Conrath, you are a valued member of this family, and have been for years. It is my hope that we might reach an agreement that will allow us to continue to work together.” 

Sev could not resist a sidelong glance to see how Elanna reacted to this statement. There was a brief look of consternation followed by a slight widening of the other woman’s eyes and finishing with an expression of intense concentration. Nor could she refrain from admiring Esiwmas’ diplomacy in not mentioning the relationship the trail master had formed with Halene. In all honesty, he probably considered it family business and not to be referred to in front of guests. 

Sitting straighter in his chair, Conrath nodded solemnly. “That is my hope as well.”

“Then we are agreed.” Esiwmas set a hand briefly on the man’s shoulders and lowered himself into the chair closest to the room’s empty hearth. “Now, before Irosa appears with some foul smelling brew and sends you off to bed, tell me exactly what happened.”

Offering the apology that his head ached too much to concentrate, Conrath switched to his native tongue to give a rather simplified report of the events since his departure from Rohan at Halene’s request. Elanna fumed silently at her inability to understand more than one word in twenty, but realized that any attempt to force the man to utilize Westron would appear ungracious. Pippin tilted her head to one side, trying to catch any of the Rohirric words which she had learned, but the few she did recognize were not much help, being ones such as horse, company, and trail. 

Irosa slipped into the room bearing a tray with a steaming mug that she placed by Conrath’s hand before assuming a silent position at her husband’s side. Watching the woman’s reaction to the trail master’s tale, Elanna decided that perhaps the man did not enjoy as much trust as he believed. It was not so much that Irosa’s expression was occasionally skeptical, but that she and her husband exchanged a series of looks reminding the Ranger of silent conversations she held with Halbarad. 

Studying the pair and their wordless communication, Elanna found herself wondering how long they had been married. She knew they had four children, and then adopted Rolfe, a young boy left orphaned by an attack on The Burping Troll. Their eldest, if she remembered correctly, was a year or two older than ten – no, eleven year old Rolfe. With shock, she realized it a whole year had passed since the confrontation which cost Rolfe’s parents their lives, and which led to her own decision to take the oath of a Ranger. 

Conrath’s unsteady rise to his feet snapped Elanna from her reverie. As Irosa assisted the man from the room, the Ranger became aware of Esiwmas’ steady regard. Meeting the man’s pale blue eyes directly, she waited for him to speak.

Without lowering his gaze, he said, “I value Conrath’s abilities as a trail master, and he has been bound to this family by oaths of obligation and service since I was a child. However, that does not mean I am unaware of his ambitious nature. There are elements of his tale which do not agree with the report I received from Sewulf. Before we discuss this matter further, I must know, are you here as a friend of Sevilodorf or as a Ranger of Gondor?”

“With all respect,” Elanna apologized, “I cannot separate the two. As you know well, she is my friend so I will protect her as one, and my Captain has ordered me to see to Sevilodorf’s safety. She is under Gondor’s protection by order of Prince Faramir of Ithilien and King Elessar.”

Sev rolled her eyes as Esiwmas cocked his head in her direction and murmured, “My, my, that list of champions has definitely improved in quality.”

“’Tis an honor I could very well live without,” Sev said with exasperation.

“Nay, cousin, you could not,” Esiwmas replied bluntly. “Or am I mistaken in my interpretation of the events?”

Closing her eyes, Sev bowed her head in acknowledgement of the justice in his reprimand. “No, Esiwmas. You are correct. I misspoke. It is due only to Elanna’s and Pippin’s presence that any survived.”

Tapping his fingers impatiently on the arm of his chair, Esiwmas looked from one woman to the next. “Explain to me why you are with Conrath after refusing my offer of a suitable escort?”

While Sev sat silently for a moment before answering the question, Elanna wished desperately she dared to jump into the gap. Not only did she need to clarify the friend or Ranger issue but wanted the same clarification from Esiwmas on his comment about Conrath’s version of the night’s events. How could Pippin just sit there calmly?

Pulling her husband’s ring from the pouch on her belt, Sev held it out to Esiwmas. “Halene sent me this. To remind me of my duties and obligations to this family.”

Accepting the silver band, a shadow of sorrow passed across Esiwmas’ face. He missed his elder cousin, killed nigh on seven years ago. As Sev told her version of the events of the journey from The Burping Troll, he turned the ring over and over in his hands, eyes bent on it in concentration as he listened. 

When she finished, he nodded. “’Twas wise to remind him of your position within the family, Conrath will do nothing to harm his own chances to link himself to us.”

Unable to keep her thoughts quiet any longer, Elanna opened her mouth to ask if Sev’s death would not clear the path for the trail master to do exactly that, but Esiwmas rose from his chair. 

“The other men will be here soon. We will save further discussion of this until they are present.” Taking Sev’s arm and opening the door, Esiwmas motioned to the Ranger and the elf, “Come, I will introduce you to those who are here while we wait for the rest.”

Elanna was sorely tempted to say that she wasn’t going anywhere until the big man answered questions, yet knew she would lose what little credibility she had in his eyes. The male dominated society was unlike anything in her background, but she must work within its confines in order to keep Sev safe. Stifling a frustrated sigh, she stood.

~~~

By late afternoon, the rain drifted away to the east, leaving behind a clean summer sky and freshness to the air that made the countless repetitions of the tale of blood and death that much more obscene. Seated once again in the room off the main entry, the women of The Burping Troll regarded the council of the family’s male leaders with poorly disguised frustration. More than one refused to believe that Elanna and Pippin managed to kill five men without receiving even a scratch. 

“Gentlemen, if you wish a demonstration of our abilities, Pippin and I will be delighted to accommodate you,” Elanna said with a feral smile after what must have been the twentieth exclamation of disbelief. Pippin met the audience with a slight smirk to accompany Elanna’s expression as the Ranger’s statement produced even more discussion about the two who claimed to possess such skills. 

From his place in the center of the room, Esiwmas raised both hands to quiet the outburst. “Berethor, if you will, arrange for such a demonstration in four days time. After,” the emphasis on the word was unmistakable, “we have given appropriate honor to our dead and dealt with all the questions that Lord Erkenbrand’s captain will have.”

Seated beside Sev, the silver streaked blond, who Elanna now knew as the eldest brother of Beregrid and arms master for the family, nodded his acceptance of this task. “It would be best if Mistress…” The man paused and smiled apologetically. “Ranger Elanna accompanies me tomorrow. She will be able to direct us to the bodies of the other men, as neither Conrath nor Treddan are in fit state to do so.”

“Does that meet with your approval?” Esiwmas asked the Ranger.

Elanna resisted the impulse to simper and bat her eyes.

“I am at your service, gentlemen.” 

That was a positive at least. Riding with Berethor would give her the chance to ask some questions and to have others answered. Not all of them to do with the attack.

“Very well. For now, these matters are settled,” Esiwmas stated with finality. “I know each of you have other tasks requiring your attention. We will meet again the day after tomorrow to honor our dead.”

After the men departed, Sev allowed herself to relax the stiff posture she had maintained during the meeting. How good it felt to at least be able to loosen her shoulders.

“You dare to wonder why I didn’t want to return? By Helm’s hammer, Es, they are enough to drive a person to drink. Are they unwilling to believe us because it is me, or because we are women?”

“Both, and neither.”

“Now that’s a helpful remark.”

“Yet a true one. You have changed much in the three years you’ve been gone. They sense it and do not know how to deal with the changes. You bring with you two females who are strangers in many ways. There are those who see the empty seats at our tables and believe that we should not have involved ourselves in wars beyond our borders. And some who believe that we should retreat behind those borders now.”

With a start, Elanna recognized Esiwmas’ sentiments mirrored Baldor’s. Throughout the exasperating interview, she had considered if it would be worthwhile to try and speak to the big man alone. Now she felt reassured. Speculating on what Sev’s reaction to her relative’s commentary was, Elanna glanced out of the corner of her eyes at the healer.

Sev stared open mouthed at the man. Obviously, she was not the only one changed in three years. She wondered what it was that had driven her cousin to establish trade routes crisscrossing Gondor and Rohan rather than return home to the Vale and continue in the paths of the past. 

“Close your mouth, Sevil,” Esiwmas said with a hint of amusement, tapping her on the jaw. With a nod toward Elanna and Pippin, the broad shouldered Rohirrim settled back into a chair, exchanging the previous voice for a more serious one. “Yes, you bring strangers of the sort few in our lands have seen before. Elves and Rangers of the North are not the most common of companions for those of the Riddermark. But,” his voice dropped away thoughtfully, “the world is changing, and I will not sit idly by and let this family remain behind. Thus, I take my sons to the White City and send those members of the family willing to go traveling throughout the lands both north and south. And,” he fixed Sev with a stern eye, “I allow the women of this family to traipse about the countryside doing as they please.”

“Allow?” Sev bristled, for she had heard this sort of talk before.

“Allow,” returned Esiwmas, plowing his hand through his thick blond hair. “You, like it or not, are a member of this family and under my protection. And my orders.”

“Orders,” sputtered Sev.

Elanna and Pippin stifled the urge to grin. Having witnessed several “discussions” of a similar nature between Sev, Halbarad and Anardil, they watched with interest as the two Rohirrim glared at each other. 

Unfortunately for their pleasure, the confrontation was ended before it began by the return of Irosa, who took one look at the stubborn faces and exclaimed, “For shame, the pair of you, fighting like cats before guests, and me with my hands full dealing with Halene being in a tizzy over Conrath’s injuries.”

Ignoring the urge to stick her tongue out at Esiwmas, Sev gave him a final glare and said, “Give her the task of sitting with him tonight. She can soothe his fevered brow and make both of them happy.”

“A wonderful idea, Sevil.” Irosa’s smile lit her eyes with mischief. “If you are through with them Es, I would like to show them their rooms.” Receiving a nod from her husband, she continued merrily, “The boys have already seen to your things. Of course, the horses were taken to the barn long ago. That big black, he’s from Rohan is he not?”

Proudly Elanna answered, “He is.” Her voice softened a little and her eyes found an interesting spot on the floor. “He was the last gift my parents gave me.”

Understanding warmed Irosa’s face as she spoke, though her eyes were on her husband. “He was a handsome gift. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Elanna replied, unconsciously following Irosa’s gesture in looking at Esiwmas. “Loss is something we are all well acquainted with.”

Pleased with the awareness growing in her husband’s eyes, Irosa turned to Sev. 

“Biscuit is still his irascible self, isn’t he?”

“Yes, Elanna has managed to deal with him, but he refuses to respond to the politeness of the elves.” Sev tipped her head in the redhead’s direction as the elf grimaced. “He will not suffer Pippin to touch him unless necessary.” 

Esiwmas’ Rohirric curse earned him a frown from Irosa and a laugh from Sev. 

“No, Es, you will not cull him. ‘Tis a sign of intelligence that he dislikes you. Not many geldings remember who to blame for their condition.”

“’Tis not intelligence that governs that creature, but malice,” insisted Esiwmas. 

“If it is any consolation, he harbors an extreme dislike for Conrath as well.” 

Elanna stifled the urge to point out that Biscuit was not the only one. The connection between her and Esiwmas was tenuous at best and she did not want it broken yet. Wisely, she decided some things were better left unsaid. 

Pushing herself free of the chair, Sev asked Irosa, “Who is sitting with our beloved trail master? Head injuries are so tricky, and it was sheer determination that kept him in a saddle this morning.”

“Halene is with him now,” Irosa replied with a glance toward her husband’s stiff face. “And his son is fetching and carrying for them. I put him into one of the empty rooms as I did not think it wise to send him back to his own quarters with only the boy to tend to him.”

“Conrich is almost eighteen, and quite capable.” Esiwmas frowned. “Do not allow your prejudices against the man to temper your judgment of the son.” 

Irosa accepted the reprimand with a tight nod, then added, “Nevertheless, it is easier for us to tend him here, so he will stay as long as we can convince him to remain.”

“Get Halene to order him to do it,” Sev said. “After all, he rode all the way to Ithilien simply to do her a favor. Or so he has insisted repetitively.” 

“Ah, the paths that love sets a man’s feet upon,” giggled Irosa. As Esiwmas frowned at her again, she poked him in the side, “You believe that Elanna and Pippin have not noticed his devotion to your mother? Do not allow your own prejudices to deny what is obvious to everyone else. ‘Tis three years since your father’s death, if Halene is willing to accept Conrath’s attentions. Then who are you to stand in the way?”

“This is not a proper conversation before guests,” Esiwmas responded with ill temper. “I thought you were showing them their rooms.”

With a look of tender exasperation, Irosa allowed the change in topic, while Elanna added this bit of information to her growing store.

“As to rooms, when Sewulf sent news of your companions I thought that you would all like to be together. The son of the stable master has taken on the duties of accompanying the herds to the high meadows so his cottage sits empty. There are two fine sleeping rooms, though the kitchen is not much.” Irosa paused and studied Sev’s face. “’Tis but a short walk, so you may eat your meals with the family or not, as you choose.”

“Plus,” added Sev sardonically, “it puts some space between me and Halene.”

Irosa managed to look properly abashed for a space of two seconds then grinned. “Yes, that was part of my thinking as well.”

“Irosa,” grumbled Esiwmas.

“Denying their animosity is useless, Es. I trust both of them will be polite in public, but allowing a bit of distance is …”

“The more sensible path,” Sev finished the sentence for her. “Ever the peacemaker, Irosa. But I have no objections to sleeping outside the house, so long as the beds are clean and there is hot water for washing.”

With a laugh, Irosa linked arms with Sev and exclaimed, “As if anyone would try to deny you your bath. Es has been dying to know what you thought of the bathing room he created in the house in Minas Tirith. He was very impressed with the reports of the pool you have in Ithilien. Spent days questioning Sewulf and Anardil. And you must tell me all about this Ranger of yours, Sevil. Es and the boys have told me some, but I greatly desire to know more.” 

“Just a moment, Sev,” Elanna interrupted. She turned to Esiwmas and held his eyes. “May I speak with you, please?”

“I’m not sure,” the big man started to say until a feminine cough stopped him. “As you wish,” he grumbled and added after a look from Irosa. “If my wife has not returned I will escort you to the cottage.”

With a nod to her husband and chattering nonstop, Irosa led Pippin and Sev through a second door, down several hallways and out a wide door opening onto a vista of gently rolling plains with the Misty Mountains in the distance. Following a well marked path, they came to a small cottage. Recently built, as were all the buildings they saw in the Vale, the wood gleamed golden in the evening light. An overgrown tangle of flowers pressed against the front walls, drawing a sigh from Irosa. 

“Drat those boys. I promised Hilla her garden would be properly tended while they were gone. I’ll have them finish the job tomorrow. They did bring your saddlebags up though and the one set of packs Treddan insisted you would want. He wouldn’t rest until he went to the barn and pointed it out himself.” Irosa turned suddenly to Pippin and said, “He tells us, miss, that you are to thank for his still being with us. And we do. Too many of our young men are gone, and we treasure each one we still have.”

Pippin's eyes glowed softly as she bowed low before the Rohirrim woman. "Aye, be they brief flowers or more eternal than trees, men or elves, our young warriors have fallen like corn beneath the scythe of war. With them, the farmers, hunters and husbands of the future lie buried. 'Tis insanity that men still imperil the little hope that remains. That Treddan is safe is all the thanks I need, though your words are most gracious and welcome."

Her cheeks stained pink with emotion, Irosa began pointing out landmarks in the surrounding area until Sev lay a hand on her arm and said, “We will be fine, Irosa. Thank you for everything.”

“And what need is there for thanks, Sevil? You are family and this is your home.” With a quick glance at Pippin, Irosa slipped into Rohirric and said sternly, “Don’t let her drive you away again.”

“I will not be driven away,” Sev answered soberly. “Though you must know that I do not plan to stay.”

“There is a difference between leaving by choice and being forced to go. You are bound to this family, Sevil, with ties unbreakable by any distance you attempt to run.”

Here then was the claim that Irosa lay upon her. Somehow, she must find the same courage Elanna had found and step forward to pay this debt created by vows of duty and love. She must prove that the changes seen by Esiwmas and the others were not for the worst, and that she deserved the high opinion held by Anardil. Lifting her chin, she met the other woman’s eyes squarely.

“I have learned my lesson, Irosa, grief cannot be outrun. Neither can our obligations to those we love. I promise you I will not run away.”

Chapter Fourteen

June 12th late afternoon

Deeping Vale

The Rohirrim and the Ranger stood face to face. Irosa’s voice faded into the distance until only the snapping of the flames in the hearth remained to disturb the silence.

“You wished to speak to me, speak,” Esiwmas prompted abruptly.

“Aye, I will, if you will listen without prejudice.”

Esiwmas huffed into his beard. “As long as I am not being told false tales, I am considered to be a fair man.”

The half-elf allowed herself a small, tight smile. “So Sev has told me.”

“She is a good woman and most of the time,” his brows lowered as he regarded the small but upright figure before him, “she is a good judge of character.”

“I would agree with that,” Elanna said, thinking of Anardil.

“I assume you did not remain behind to discuss our family traits.”

“Traits, no. Family, yes.” Elanna stood as tall as she could. “You asked if I came as friend or Ranger.”

“I did and you said the two could not be separated,” Esiwmas replied.

“Aye. I was raised by my mother, Elena, and my father, Captain Mateon of the Northern Rangers.”

Esiwmas lifted his bushy eyebrows. Part of a man, or woman, came from the kind of people his parents were - a composite of all who came before.

“They died?” 

“Aye, orcs. My brother and his fellow Rangers raised me after that. The life of a Ranger is the only life I’ve ever known,” she explained. “They have been my friends, my family and, as of last year, my brothers-in-arms. My husband is also my captain.”

A grin stole over the Rohirrim’s face. “So I have heard. Married by the Prince of Ithilien this February past, if I remember correctly. It seems our Sevil is not the only one with champions of high stature.”

Realizing her mouth gaped; Elanna shut it with a snap. The big man’s expression proved that he enjoyed the surprise he had caused. She must remember the spread of Esiwmas’ trading ventures to nearly every corner of Middle-Earth gave the man certain advantages.

“Fine, you know of me. How, I’m not sure, but that is not important at the moment. What is important is that you understand. Those who live at The Burping Troll are my responsibility as a Ranger and they are my family. I’ve earned the right to wear this star.” She touched the silver pin at her shoulder. “I’ve paid for it in blood and so have those I’ve loved.”

Abruptly Elanna turned away from the big man and walked to stare into the fire glowing upon the hearth. Esiwmas waited with a trader’s patience until the woman faced him again.

Bristling with a passion that would not be denied, Elanna declared, “You may make light of my size or my skills, but I will not allow you or anyone else to mock my oath or my heart. Sev is not only my charge given to me by my captain, she is my friend and I love her dearly.” Unconsciously, her small hands curled into fists. “Whether she believes it or not, whether you believe it or not, she is in danger and I will die before I let any harm come to her.”

“Stand down, my young friend.” Esiwmas held up a placating hand. “I mock neither your oath nor your heart. Indeed it gladdens mine that Sev has found a home with those she can call kin - those who love her and protect her as I would.” 

Esiwmas waited for Elanna’s stiff nod of acknowledgement before he joined her near the fire. His proximity forced her to crane her neck to see his face. The trader was taller than Halbarad by an inch or two at the most but so broad-shouldered as to be one and half again the width of the Ranger Captain. Of course, there were Rohirrim children of ten years who could look down on the half-elf. 

“As for the price you have paid to wear that pretty pin on you shoulder, I know of that too.” Esiwmas pointed a thick, blunt finger toward a scar visible upon her neck. “My cousins have spoken highly of you and I listened with joy when they told of your healing.”

“I… they… you know… who told … oh …” Elanna’s voice faded into an irritated mumble. “When I get my hands on Sewulf and Beregrid ...”

Esiwmas’ laughter interrupted her threat. “No, my friend, save your anger and your blade for a foe worthy of them. Besides, we of Rohan frown on kinslaying and then there is also the profit you would deprive me of.” 

The big man grinned at her confusion and at the blush that blossomed on her face. 

“Yes, you heard me right, kin. Seems a certain sour-faced curmudgeon has gone soft in his old age and seen fit to inform me that a certain pint-sized Ranger is to be considered as his family.” Esiwmas’ grin now stretched from ear to ear. “Of course, I know his father and step-mother, so I don’t blame him. And if his word wasn’t enough, I have Beregrid backing up the same claim.”

“Those two.”

“Yes, those two. Beregrid I shouldn’t count, because he has always been soft hearted. Brought home every stray he could find.”

Elanna’s shoulders drooped a little as the iron rod in her spine melted. The notion of friendship seemed to have been settled.

“Please, sit.” Esiwmas took a chair and held it for her. He set another chair near to the first and planted himself in it. “If I seemed ungracious before, you will have to forgive me.” A large meaty hand reached up to tug gently at his beard. “I have had much set on my plate today and it has been a trifle overwhelming.”

“Believe me, I understand,” Elanna said with a heartfelt sigh. “In an odd way, I could almost believe it was all a bad dream, a nightmare. But if that was true, Baldor would be with his wife and son, and we would have no need for this conversation.”

“No we would not have, would we?” The big man shook his head slowly from side to side. “But it happened and we’re here and now I would like to hear why it is you’re convinced that our Sevil is still in danger. What is it you see that she and I do not?”

Esiwmas spent the next hour listening with grave attention to Elanna’s suspicions. She might look like a young girl, elf, whatever, but the trader was wise enough to recognize that she was observant and made many accurate deductions on very little knowledge. For a short time after Elanna finished answering the last of the Rohirrim’s questions, they sat quietly regarding each other. Finally, the big man spoke.

“Interesting, though it is all a bit difficult to believe.” Esiwmas held up his hand as Elanna started to protest. “I have to admit it is a possibility, but to accuse a man of such actions is a serious business. I require more proof than vague suspicions.”

“I understand.”

“I do not want to accept that a viper could live so close to home, but nevertheless we will keep an extra eye on our Sevil.” He smiled kindly at her. “Something I’m sure you and your elf friend have every intention of doing no matter what I say.”

“Aye, you would be correct.” Elanna smothered a yawn.

“Come, you are weary.” Esiwmas pushed himself up from the chair. “I will escort you as I promised. I have not heard the door so I think we can assume that Irosa is still chewing the fat with Sevilodorf. Let’s see if we can catch them at it.”

Elanna smiled as she stood. “That could be fun, but first.” She wrapped her arms around as much of the big trader she could. “Thank you for listening and understanding.”

Esiwmas hesitated for only an instant, then picked her up and squeezed her until she couldn’t breathe.

“My cousins were right about you and if you insisted on hugging Sewulf like this when he least expected it, I can understand why he softened up.”

“It was not just me, most of the credit for the change in him should go to Melin,” Elanna corrected him.

“Ah, the potter woman. He told me a little of what occurred, but I would like to hear more about her.”

Esiwmas opened the door and let Elanna through first. For a split second, Elanna’s heart tightened up. Then, to her surprise, it loosened and for the first time in a long time, she found she wanted to talk about Melin.

“She was wonderful, and she refused to let Sewulf hide behind his scars.”

~~~

June 12 Evening

“It’s just a precaution, Conrich.”

Irosa placed a reassuring hand on the young man’s arm. Rail thin, in spite of the amount of food he consumed, Conrich little resembled his barrel-chested father. With high cheekbones and wiry frame, he was a masculine version of his long dead mother. Like many of their young men, he had been required to fight for his life at an age when he should still have been in the training barracks. It had hardened him in unexpected ways, and many feared he would follow in his father’s ambitious footsteps. However, Esiwmas insisted there was a core of honor within the boy to be mined, if they could find a way to temper Conrath’s influence. To that purpose, Conrich had spent much of the last year in Minas Tirith under the supervision of Martham, returning to the Vale only after Conrath petitioned Lord Erkenbrand for the landhold where Sev held widow’s rights. 

“I could stay with him. Lady Halene need not trouble herself,” insisted the young man, sketching a bow in the direction of the older woman.

“Mistress Halene,” Irosa’s slight stress on her mother-in-law’s title brought a faint flush to his cheeks, oddly highlighting his youthful stubble, “does not view it as trouble, but as her duty to the hold. You have duties of your own that will require you to be well rested on the morrow.” 

Briskly, forestalling more protests, Irosa said, “Go fetch your father some clothing. Then off to the barracks with you.” Wagging a stern finger beneath Conrich’s nose, she added, “I do not want to find you and Treddan going for any moonlight strolls with Sibley and her friend. He needs to rest as well.”

Blushing furiously and stammering, “No, ma’am. I mean, yes, ma’am,” Conrich made a hasty departure to avoid further mention of the episode that still qualified as one of the more embarrassing moments in his young life.
“You allow far too much familiarity, Irosa. It has always been one of your worst faults.” Halene scooped up the tray containing the potion for Conrath’s headache and swept it onto the bedside table with a clang.

“So you’ve told me before,” Irosa responded easily. Such comments had lost their sting long ago. “He’s simply worried about his father. Besides, he is almost family.”

Halene stared blankly at her daughter-in-law. “You forget yourself, Irosa.”

“No,” replied Irosa with a calm smile. “I know exactly who I am. And unlike my husband, my eyes are wide open.” Waving a hand toward the bed where lay Conrath, she added, “I trust you have all that you need. I bid you good night.”

From beneath half-lidded eyes, Conrath watched Halene’s brief sneer when the door closed. As she rearranged the items upon the tray, his eyes narrowed further. 

Turning from her chores, Halene saw the glitter underneath the dark blonde lashes of the man on the bed. 

“Are you awake, Conrath?”

He opened his eyes slowly and regarded Halene with a stare sharp enough to pass through her clothing, her skin and straight to the innermost chambers of her heart.

“Is that the way of it then, my lady?”

Halene gave no indication of understanding the trail master’s worlds.

“I am quite sure I do not know of what you speak.”

Contempt shaded his voice. “Have you grown so weary of my presence in your bed that you felt the best way to remove me was to have me killed?”

She waved her hand, and replied haughtily. “Don’t be a fool, Conrath. If I no longer desired your presence in my bed, as you so eloquently put it, I would simply rescind the invitation. I am after all, the Lady Halene.”

Conrath’s eyes narrowed again. 

“Tell me, my lady," he snarled, "why an ambush that was supposed to kill a single person caused the deaths of two others and the wounding of two more, yet did not do the slightest harm to the person it was intended for in the first place?”

Halene ignored his question to pull a chair close to the bed. Sitting, she smoothed her skirts with her hands and responded placidly, as if discussing nothing more earth shattering than how the journey had been.

“A good question. How is it that there were two more people in the group than there should have been? How were those additions able to slay some of the most proficient swordsmen in Rohan?”

There was an edge to the trail master’s voice as he answered. “If you remember correctly, I was sent as an escort and told to make myself agreeable to that nmad poor excuse for a woman. It was difficult enough to get her to accept I was there to be her escort.” Conrath glared at the composed woman in the chair. “Due to your instructions, my hands were tied when it came to objecting to her bringing companions along.”

“True enough, I suppose,” Halene acceded. “But why a Ranger? I assume you were unaware of her status.”

Conrath ground his teeth. “Were you aware that the King of Gondor allows women to serve him in this manner?”

At the slight negative shake of Halene’s perfectly groomed hair, Conrath continued in a disgruntled tone, “Such a thing is unnatural. By Helm’s Hammer, our King would never consider such a thing. Her husband is also her captain. I’m certain Sevilodorf went crying to him, and he suggested her companions. The wench wore no uniform, nor was she addressed in any manner to suggest she was more than the elven mongrel she is.” The trail master gave Halene a sly look. “Though maybe I should be grateful that this woman was, is, a Ranger and saved my life.” 

“Your life was never in danger.” The calmness of Halene’s reply brought a flush of anger to the wounded man’s face. “I sent that green shirt with you and instructions on when to wear it.”

“Why did you not also tell me that my men were slated to die?” Conrath hissed between clenched teeth. “If I had known, I would never have taken Rypan. You know the penalty for kinslaying.”

“I selected the men based on their dispensability, and I could afford to lose them all. I chose not to tell you in order to help you.”

“Help me,” the man sputtered. “How was watching my men die and almost being killed a help to me?”

“You were never in any true danger. Helm was paid to do a specific job and would never have crossed me in that way. He knew you were not to be killed,” Halene explained slowly as if she were dealing with a stubborn child.

Conrath glared. “But why not tell me?”

“What were your reactions as the attack took place?” Halene demanded. The slight tightening of her jaw was the only sign of her increased irritation at his obtuseness. “Anger? Horror? Sadness at losing your men? Whatever they were, they were genuine; and since there were witnesses who could have noted anything unnatural, it was a good thing you did not know. I made provision for all the possibilities, including failure.”

“Nmad woman, my goals are yours, but I will not be treated in this way.”

“Lower your voice, you fool, before you have Irosa in here wondering if your head wound is making you violent or something equally as stupid,” Halene hissed, her famous composure briefly shattered.

Faster than a striking snake, Conrath reached for her wrist and jerked her to the bed. He slipped his other hand behind her neck and, despite his head wound, the fight was on as she struggled against the pressure that increased in proportion to her effort. 

It was an old game that both enjoyed. Few had ever seen the regal Halene as she looked now, a wild mix of anger and passion in her eyes. The outcome was preordained: Conrath claimed victory and forced her lips to his. Whatever resistance she had left melted as she bowed to his will, his strength. 

Marriage to Esrob had been by arrangement, for his position. Only two men ever possessed the hard streak necessary to bring her to her knees before them. One was dead; but the other, this one, was very much alive. 

Halene returned Conrath’s bruising force and refused his tongue entry until he bit her lip. Lost in their battle for supremacy, neither heard the door open.

“Father, I brought -.“ Conrich froze, the words he meant to say forgotten though all he need do was look down at the bundle in his hands.

While the two were always discreet outside of the bedchamber and especially in public, such a long-standing affair was impossible to hide completely. Conrich long knew of his father’s relationship with Mistress Halene. His mother was long dead, longer than Esrob, Halene’s husband. It should not have bothered him that his father found what every man needs in a woman’s willing arms, but it did. 

Having stumbled upon their intimacy, there was every expectation that their combined wrath would soon descend upon his head. Unsure of what to do, Conrich took the path of cowardice and dropped the bundle of clothing on the floor. Alarm sang through his veins as the door would not shut and in his panic, he tried several times before thinking to look down. With a ragged sigh of relief, he kicked the offending clothing back into the room. The door shut easily after that, and Conrich ran as if a host of wargs was after him. 

The youth’s headlong flight ended against the solid bulk of the arms master, Berethor, and narrowly missed Irosa who had flattened herself along one wall of the entryway. 

“Ho, my boy,” Berethor boomed and grabbed the lad's shoulders before he could slide to the floor. “What has you in such a hurry?”

“I - I brought my f-f-father’s c-c-clothing.” 

“Did you already take it to him?” Irosa asked.

Conrich worked his mouth, but not a single sound would emerge. Finally, he managed a jerky nod of his head.

Glancing over the boy’s shoulder, Irosa exchanged a wry glance with her husband’s cousin who stiffened his lips to keep them from turning up in a smile.

“I know the bandage on his head makes the lump look worse than it is.” Irosa patted Conrich on the arm. “Did it frighten you or did your father appear to have taken a turn for the worse?”

As the youth went into a paroxysm of coughing and his face turned an alarming shade of purple, the arms master struggled to contain his amusement. Though Esiwmas remained steadfastly blind, deaf and dumb to his mother’s behaviors, Berethor and Irosa had long been aware of the woman’s appetites. And if this reaction was any indication, young Conrich had obviously been privy to more of the private relationship than anyone else. 

“There, there now, better?” Irosa asked. Without waiting for an answer, she added innocently, “I take it he was still being cared for.”

The boy’s eyes bulged, and he blurted out, “She was sucking the life out of him!” As Irosa clamped her lips together tightly, Conrich turned beet red and muttered sullenly, “He’s hurt, they shouldn’t be doing that.”

“Ah, my boy, come with me a moment.” Berethor put a large arm around Conrich's shoulders, then gave the determinedly sober-faced Irosa a wink and guided the youth out the door and onto the wide porch. 

“Sit down.” Berethor pointed to the top step. Settling himself beside the boy, he asked, “Do you know what it is like to be in fear for your life?”

Conrich gaped at the arms master for a moment, before nodding slowly. “Yes, I know.”

Of course he understood, anyone who survived the massacre of the Westfold understood. Every person old enough to remember the mass exodus from the hold with Saruman’s orcs bringing up the rear knew what it was to run for your life with the sour taste of terror in your throat. 

“So does your father. He was a lucky man last night,” Berethor said gravely.

Conrich shivered. Rypan had not been so lucky, nor had Baldor. 

“Sometimes, when a man has been that close to death, his own or his friends, he needs a way to remind himself that he is alive.” 

Berethor watched the young man closely. Seventeen, living in the men’s barracks for almost two years and with Conrath as a father, Conrich was certain to know the basics - even if much of his knowledge was inaccurate and unpracticed. The arms master gave a small sigh as the boy nodded his understanding. 

“While your father may not have picked the most appropriate moment, he is not the first man to choose the arms of a woman in which to celebrate life and force from his mind the specter of death.”

Conrich wrinkled his brow as he thought out loud, “I guess that’s why they seemed so, so, violent.” Even in the dim light, Berethor could see a blush rising on the boy’s cheeks again. “I thought they were hurting each other.”

Berethor grimaced at the knowledge. As Esiwmas chose to ignore the relationship between the trail master and Halene, the arms master preferred to know as little as possible.

“You will learn that a gentle touch is usually what a woman prefers, but there are times when passion runs high and tenderness does not feed the hunger. Do you understand?”

Conrich rubbed his sweaty palms on his trousers. Save for a few kisses stolen from Sibley on the moonlight walk which Irosa had interrupted, his knowledge was limited to the boastings of the older men in the barracks, whispered conversations with his friends, watching the horses and the sparse bits of information his father chose to share with him. 

“I think so,” Conrich replied slowly, sorting out his thoughts as he spoke. “If the fear has been strong in your heart, then the relief and joy of having been spared must be just as strong.” He looked to Berethor who smiled and nodded. “I know when I’m really happy I feel like I’m going to burst out of my skin, so I guess it’s kind of like that for my father.”

“You’re a fine lad. Not many your age would understand the connection as you have. And you’re right; the feelings are very similar. If you don’t mind me asking, did they know you were there?”

“I don’t think so. I dropped his clothes, shut the door and ran.” Conrich smiled shyly. “I think they were too, umm, involved, but he … they will know when he sees the clothing.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll help smooth the waters if need be. Now,” Berethor slapped his hands on his thighs and pushed himself up, “would you care to stay here for tonight? Irosa can give you a room in another wing.” The man winked.

A genuine grin lit Conrich’s face, but faded quickly. “No, thank you, I promised Eadric I would come back and stay with him. He's … he's …” 

“I understand - Baldor's death is a terrible loss.” Berethor held out a hand to Conrich and, once taken, pulled the boy to his feet. “You may tell Eadric from me that his father was avenged and a friend stayed with him until he took his last breath. Baldor did not die alone.”

A glassy gleam appeared in Conrich’s light blue eyes making the irises appear transparent. With everything else that occurred this day, Berethor had forgotten that Conrich and Eadric were good friends, along with Treddan and his younger brother, despite the slight range in age. All four of them would be distraught by recent events, though Eadric worst of all. 

"And also tell him," Berethor added, "that we all share in his mourning. Baldor was a good man, a good friend to many." 

“I will, sir, and good night.”

“Good night.”

Berethor watched as Conrich walked away, and saw the boy raise his hands to his face. Esiwmas judged rightly, Conrich was a good lad and very different from the father. 

~~~

“Have your doubts been set to rest?” Her words were soft with languor.

Conrath stroked the silver-streaked head that rested on his chest. Halene had shed all her stiff propriety with her garments.

“They have,” Conrath said, running a finger lightly over the deep purple spot that now bloomed above her collarbone. 

“Our problem still exists.” An edge now sharpened her voice.

“It does but the prime opportunity to solve it has passed.” Conrath frowned. “And now that we know the identity of the new players, we have to be very careful.”

“I agree.” Halene pushed herself up and reached for her clothing. “Whatever we do now must be aimed specifically at Sevilodorf and in such a way as to not cast suspicion on either of us.”

Conrath did not comment at first. As always, he watched while Halene transformed from a demanding lover into the proper lady of the manor by simply donning a dress. A few twists of her hair anchored by several pins and the illusion was complete. 

“Well, do you have any suggestions?” she asked.

“At the moment, only one but it might prove too difficult to carry out without causing suspicion. And it is by no means foolproof,” Conrath answered stiffly, gingerly touching his head wound. Now that passion had faded, his head was beginning to ache even more than before. 

“I also have one and it might be the easier option.” A look of concern crossed her face. “The pain is back.” She selected a small brown bottle from the nearby tray. “Tell me your idea while I make up more of Irosa’s potion, then I’ll tell you mine.”

Conrath spoke and she listened, her eyes on her task. While he drank the foul tasting concoction, Halene outlined the idea which she had worked out on the chance the ambush did not produce the required results. After several minutes of discussion, they agreed on their next move.

“If this does not work, we will use yours as a last resort,” Halene said and kissed his lips softly. “Sleep now, I will be close.”

“Not close enough,” Conrath responded, his eyes fluttering as the draught began to take effect.

“Soon, soon.” 

Chapter Fifteen

June 13th
Rohan

“You didn’t have to come you know.” Conrich turned his head to his friend as he tugged on the cinch. “It’s my chore, not yours.”

“I know, but I can’t just sit,” the darker haired boy replied. 

Both young men were blonde but whereas Conrich sported long locks the color of corn silk worn tied back with a scrap of leather; the shorter boy braided his wheat colored strands tightly in the fashion of the Riders. Each stood occupied with the task of saddling a horse. 

They were alone in the barn. Early morning bird song floated through the cool dimness, occasionally muted by equine snorts and stamping hooves. Both boys flinched as a mouse's piercing squeal announced it had not outrun the cat.

Conrich grimaced then turned his attention to his friend. “Does it make it easier, keeping busy?” he asked with the blunt directness of youth.

Looking unsettled, the other sighed as he dropped the stirrup down and patted the grey on the shoulder. “Yes and no.”

“Then why come?”

“I wanted to see them?”

“Them?” Conrich asked, though he knew the answer.

Sadness wrapped in and around the words. “Yes, the women who can defeat brigands that a man could not.”

Conrich eyed his friend cautiously. “Are you angry that they lived and your father died?”

“Yes, no, I don’t know.” Eadric’s face twisted in a mix of frustration and confusion. “It just doesn’t make any sense, none of it.” The boy tugged at his braid, paying no heed to the fact that he was dislodging the leather tie. “My father fought at Helm’s Deep.”

“I saw them this morning at breakfast. They used no witchery or magic,” Conrich volunteered, understanding Eadric’s reaction. “I will admit that to look at them you wonder if the stories of elven sorcery are true.”

Seizing on those words, Eadric said, “I didn’t know you’d seen them already.”

“I did, this morning, like I told you.” Conrich’s eyes grew dreamy. “They are both beautiful, though in different ways. And neither looks strong enough to pick up a sword, much less wield it. I like the dark haired one, she doesn’t seem so . . . so, I don’t know. Different I guess. She looks like one of them but acts more like us.”

Retying his hair, Eadric asked, “What … I don’t understand?”

“You will. Take this black.” Conrich grinned and thrust the reins at the other boy. “And I’ll take Berethor’s."

“Why?” he responded staring blankly at the leather in his hands.

“It’s her horse.”

~~~

The rain of the previous day was but a memory, though Berethor scanned in all directions seeming determined to find a cloud to mar the clear blue. 

“If this sky holds true, we should not run into inclement weather today,” the master-at-arms said, with a small measure of optimism. “’Twill make our task much easier.”

“As unpleasant as this task is, I will take any sign of pleasantness I can get,” Elanna remarked, stretching her legs to match the man’s pace.

“I am truly sorry your first visit to our lands has turned ill, Ranger Elanna. I hope you can look beyond it to see that there is much here that is good.”

Elanna bit her tongue to keep from correcting him yet again. She had already asked Berethor to call her by her name, only to be gravely informed that while she was in the garb of a Ranger, Ranger Elanna she would be. The man sounded adamant so there was no use complaining further about it.

“My first experience with the people of this land was with Sevilodorf, then Sewulf and Beregrid. Any land that can claim sons and daughters of that caliber has a core of goodness that no wild seed can destroy.”

~~~

Eadric came to a dead stop short of the open barn doors. The uniform looked out of place on the childlike form and, if Conrich had not warned him, he would have thought Berethor was speaking to an actual child. Now that he saw her for himself, Baldor’s son could understand what had fueled Mordara’s malicious rumor mongering with his mother. The woman was every bit the beauty both Conrich and Mordara had proclaimed her to be, but Eadric knew his father; Mercia had no reason to question his fidelity, regardless of the aspersions that had been cast.

“Go, before I get in trouble for being late,” Conrich hissed, poking his friend in the back.

Jarred out of his wonder, Eadric led Dusul out of the barn with Conrich following closely behind.

~~~

“Ah, here he … they are,” Berethor said, surprised to see Conrich’s companion. “You may have seen Conrich this morning in the dining hall.” He gestured to the lad holding the reins of the grey horse. “He is Conrath’s son. And this is -.“

“I am Eadric son of Baldor,” the boy stated proudly. 

Elanna closed the distance between them with three steps and reached up but stopped short of actually touching the boy’s face. 

“Now I know how Baldor looked as a young man.” She smiled. “Having talked to your father at length on the journey, I learned one reason why your mother loved him, and seeing you shows me the other.”

Eadric's cheeks tinged pink at the implied compliment. The blush grew brighter when his voice broke on the words: “He told you about us?”

Elanna defeated the temptation to laugh, she did not want embarrass him further. “Indeed he did, at every opportunity that presented itself.” She let the smile fall from her face. “He loved your mother with all his heart. Would that every woman be gifted with such a love.” Sensing now that Eadric would not pull away, she cupped the boy’s chin in her small hand, and held his eyes with hers. “He was so very proud and wanted so much for you.”

Eadric’s eyes glistened and he swallowed hard before lifting his chin in acknowledgement of her words. Elanna tipped her head in sympathy for the emotions that dignity and upbringing did not allow the boy to show. In a discreet way, she had told him that she knew of the rumors and declared them untrue. Some of her words were bittersweet for the boy, Elanna suspected. While Baldor had told her of his pride in his son, perhaps Eadric had not realized that his father would do such a thing.

Knowing Eadric’s wish to be strong, Conrich quickly changed the subject. “Your black, he is from Rohan isn’t he?”

Turning from Eadric to give him a chance to compose himself, Elanna answered, “Aye, he is.”

“I knew it,” Conrich said smugly. “Does he carry any blood of the Mearas?”

Elanna shook her head. “I don’t know. I was never told if he did.”

“What do you think, Eadric?”

Giving his friend a nod of gratitude, the boy dropped the reins and took a few steps back to study the animal.

“I think he does, some at least.” Eadric’s brow furrowed as he concentrated and returned to Dusul’s side. “Look at his head and the line of his neck, the breadth of his chest. It’s a shame he’s been gelded. There are too few blacks and it would have been good to be able to put him to stud.”

“You have a skilled eye,” Berethor said, joining the conversation. “Even with the white socks, he’s the closest to a solid black that I’ve seen since before the war. Years ago, the Dark Lord tried to buy horses, but Théoden King refused him. Orcs raided and plundered the herds, seeking only the blacks.”

“Even with careful breeding, it will be long years before they are plentiful again,” Eadric added.

“Then I, too, regret my Dusul’s gelding; he would have made a proud stallion.” Elanna grinned. “But then I don’t think my father would have bought him for me.”

“Your father bought him for you?” the boys chimed in unison.

Their surprise was not that a woman owned or rode horses; many women of the Mark did. It stemmed from the idea that a father, any father, would buy a steed bred for battle for his daughter. Even a child could see that the great black was not what most would consider a lady’s horse.

“Aye,” she answered, running her fingers through the long silken mane. She spoke to both, though she intended her words more for Eadric than Conrich. “Dusul was his last gift to me before he and my mother were killed by orcs.”

Conrich knew now that his friend would see what he had meant, when he said the half-elf was like them. At this moment, she was more human than elf. She made no effort to hide the old grief that shadowed her eyes, an offering to say that she understood Eadric's sorrow.

“Is his name elvish?” Eadric asked a bit gruffly, after clearing his throat.

“It is. It means Night Wind.”

Elanna smiled as the boys looked at her horse. She could see their minds working: wondering if the horse’s speed had anything to do with his naming, and obviously longing for the opportunity to find out.

Conrich jumped when Berethor tapped him on the shoulder. “May I have my horse now?” the man asked, grinning widely. “If Ranger Elanna and I are to be back by dinner, then we need to get riding.”

Blushing guiltily, Conrich promptly handed over the reins and his friend did the same.

“I have much to tell you and your mother,” Elanna said to Eadric as he laced his fingers together to help her mount. “But it will have to wait a little longer.”

“That’s all right,” the boy responded, looking at her with eyes full of hope.

“Back to your chores now, lads,” Berethor ordered with mock sternness.

The two bobbed their heads but didn’t move. They waited until the riders were out of earshot.

“What did I tell you?” Conrich asked, poking his friend in the ribs with his elbow.

“You were right,” Eadric admitted, turning on his heel to re-enter the barn. “She seems like a nice lady, and she is beautiful.”

“Don’t let Trelayne hear you say that,” Conrich snickered. “Treddan has convinced him the red haired elf is the prettiest.”

“I wouldn’t know, I haven’t seen her yet.”

The two boys split up to finish the remainder of their chores. Conrich marshalling arguments to have ready for the debate he knew would come when they met up with Treddan and his younger brother later.

~~~

The ride started out in silence, each lost in their thoughts. Elanna marveled at how Eadric resembled his father in more than just looks. She had not expected to meet the boy so soon, nor in Conrich’s company. Did that one take after the father? She glanced sideways, wondering if there was a way to bring the subject up with Berethor without being rude.

The master-at-arms wore a blank expression as if he, too, were preoccupied with his thoughts. Elanna would have been surprised to learn that she figured largely in them at the moment, that he had questions that needed answers and wondered how to go about it.

The Ranger’s impatience won out.

“Eadric is much like his father,” Elanna commented when the barn dwindled out of sight.

“That he is,” Berethor agreed, and then muttered under his breath, “unlike the other.”

The two rode side by side though it would be easy to fit three horses between them. The Rohirrim had spoken not much above a whisper but had not reckoned with the acuteness of elven, or half-elven, hearing.

“Conrich, you mean? Why do you say that?”

Elanna watched the slight flush that rose above the man’s cloak. Berethor had not intended his statement to be heard, and under other circumstances, she would have let it go. But her concerns about the father increased her interest in the son, especially when a provocative remark roused her curiosity. 

“Es would have my head for discussing family with a stranger,” Berethor said with a straight face before breaking out in wide smile that, for a split second, made him look like Beregrid. “Then again, Conrath isn’t family and Esiwmas informed me this morning that my brother and cousin have both laid the claim of kinship on you.”

“Then you won’t mind answering my question?”

“I should, but I don’t.” The blonde man paused, giving himself time to choose his words carefully. “Conrich resembles his mother in looks and manners and in his heart. Kailin was a good, kind woman, always quick to help someone in need, satisfied with her life and never coveting a higher position or that which wasn’t hers.”

“As opposed to her husband?” Elanna asked innocently.

Berethor huffed. “I never said that.”

No answer was the same as an affirmative answer. Satisfied, Elanna rushed to reassure him. “Rest easy, my good Berethor. After one evening with Conrath and listening to what little Sev would say, my husband came to a similar conclusion.”

The Ranger beamed at the compliment to her mate. “He has to be, he is my captain as well.”

Berethor looked at her slyly. “Something tells me that between those two duties, the poor man has his hands full.”

“Now you have proved you are Beregrid’s brother,” she said, wrinkling up her nose. “He has often teased me about the exact same thing.”

The Rohirrim stared at her in such an odd way that Elanna wondered if she had made a mistake in mentioning the self-exiled Beregrid. Yet this was the elder brother that the young man spoke of so highly.

“It is as Esiwmas says, you truly know Beregrid, you are close to my brother,” Berethor uttered in a quiet voice.

“Aye.”

A shadow of pain crossed the man’s face then the faint light of hope that flared in his eyes touched Elanna’s tender heart.

“You know that he has not been home since shortly after the Great War.” Berethor dragged his gaze away from her and fixed it on the smooth trail before them. “He has a new life and those of us left behind are not a part of it, though I place no blame on him for that.” The man breathed a sad sort of sigh. “I would give my sword arm to hear more than word that he lives and prospers.”

Elanna pulled back on the reins until her horse stopped and waited for Berethor to follow suit. Once his mount was stationary, she urged the black alongside. 

“You do know that it was your parents and others who drove Beregrid to leave?” she asked frankly.

“I do. The only defense I can offer in their name is that Beregorn’s death and the lack of information from Beregrid, and Sewulf for that matter devastated them. Even without that, they lacked the skills to cope with my brother’s, er, difference.” Berethor did not try to hide his embarrassment nor his disdain. “I tried to bridge the ever-growing gap between them but others ridiculed his plight, and their poisonous half-truths destroyed what little progress I made.”

Her hand on his arm, Elanna said, “He knew and loved you all the more for your efforts. But he feared that time and the persistent scorn of those others would eventually turn you against him, or worse, in his mind, he thought that their spitefulness would be extended to you.”

Berethor patted her hand and shook his head ruefully. “Blasted boy always worried about others more than himself. It was Beregrid himself who told you this?”

“Aye, and it was he who asked me to tell you, if the occasion arose,” Elanna replied. “’Tis a bit ironic that this should be the occasion.”

Berethor studied the woman for a moment before asking, “Did he give you leave to say more?”

“He did.”

“Then please, start from whatever beginning he gave you.” Berethor tapped his horse’s sides with his heels. “Tell me everything, good and bad, as we ride.”

Elanna’s horse needed no urging, following Berethor’s of his own accord.

“It will make the time pass faster,” Elanna said and paused to chew on her lip as she thought for a moment. “I suppose I should start with the Pelennor.”

The woman tried to temper her words as much as she could but there was no true way to ease the blow of the suffering endured by Beregorn before Death, in all its mercy, took him. Nor could she hide the horror Beregrid felt and the guilt at his helplessness to save his brother. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she glanced at the Rohirrim to see how he was taking the news. The clenched jaw with its twitching muscle said all she needed to know. To allow the man his privacy and to keep him from being shamed, Elanna fixed her eyes on the road before them.

She did not look at him again until she related the love and acceptance Beregrid had found in the ex-slave settlement of Lake Nurnen. At last, his face relaxed and a grin emerged as she spoke of Beregrid’s wedding to Bethwyn. Elanna told him everything, except for one. Not that she would deny this news to Berethor; she only wanted to save it for the last. 

“A wife, my little brother has a wife,” the man said with wonder. “She must be a very special woman to accept him the way he is, not many would look past his muteness to find his loving heart. I am happy for him.”

“There is something more I need to tell you. Beregrid wanted to tell you himself but wished it kept confidential; that is why he did not put it down on paper.” Elanna wiped all expression from her face. “It is for your ears only. He does not want it to become known about the Vale unless he does the telling himself.”

Excitement and fear warred within Berethor. He could not even imagine what news she held for him. “I understand and I will not betray his confidence, nor yours.”

Struggling to keep from breaking into a smile, she said, “Beregrid can speak again; he has regained his voice.”

For a moment, Elanna thought the man was going to topple out of his saddle. Apparently, his horse had the same idea for the beast stopped dead in its tracks, awaiting the return of his master’s touch on the reins.

“Do not play me false with news such as this, please.” Berethor stared at her, seeking reassurance.

“It is no falsehood. Beregrid can speak,” Elanna repeated. In Berethor’s place, she too would wonder. Maybe something else would help so she nonchalantly added, “He also has a lovely singing voice. I enjoyed our duet at Yuletide.”

Without a word, Berethor picked up the abandoned reins and started his mount moving again. Elanna rode beside him on pins and needles. She would let him keep his silence as long as he needed to. Her revelations gave the man a lot to think about and she was sure that so much would be hard to absorb at once. It didn’t hurt to put the inevitable question of “how” off for a little longer. Although she was not required to answer that one, which Beregrid left to her discretion. Yet if Berethor asked, she knew she would reply. That is what she would have wanted in his place.

The pair was a mile or so, as far as she could tell, from the crossroads where they were to meet Lord Erkenbrand’s man. Just when she thought she might be let off the hook, Berethor finally ventured, “How did this happen?”

Elanna chose her words with extreme care so that her identity might be kept out of it. Better to leave all the names unsaid; whom the participants were wasn’t the issue.

“Sadly it was the death of one friend and the abduction of another. He and a blind man discovered the body, and Beregrid found the evidence that pointed to the kidnapping. It took all of his strength to say the two words to alert the blind man to the situation, but it was those two words that put him on the path to healing.”

“A tragedy takes his voice and another returns it.” Berethor shook his head. “Poor Beregrid.”

The older brother’s comment caught her totally off guard. “Why do you say that?”

“My brother would have grieved terribly to have profited from another’s misfortune. I am sure he would rather have remained mute than for another to suffer. I hope his missing friend was found alive and bears no ill will towards him.”

The walls of Minas Tirith loomed in Elanna's mind again and she could hear Beregrid's voice speaking of a debt he could never repay, a gift that arose from her misfortune.
Before she knew what she was doing Elanna blurted out, “Nay! That he regained his voice is one of the only things that made the whole ordeal worthwhile. I told him that.”

Elanna realized her mistake as a knowing smile lit Berethor’s face. Had he an inkling that it was her, even before she put her foot in her mouth? But how? Esiwmas! The master of the hold and the master-at-arms were thick as thieves. Hadn’t Berethor said that Es told him about the kinship claim? This man had just played her like a lyre.

Enjoying the reaction he caused, Berethor said, “I see my brother has met his match, when it comes to a generous spirit.”

Elanna blushed. “I am not generous, only selfish. If I had known in advance that the people of Lake Nurnen would be freed and that Beregrid would regain his voice, it would have made that time easier to bear.”

Wisely, Berethor did not press his point, but added courage to the list of surprising traits he had found in his brother’s small but stout champion.

“Then as his kin, let me thank you. He has a good friend in you and a new life where he is happy; what more could I ask for him?” Berethor said and bowed as low as he could in his saddle. “And do not fear. Word of his healing will not pass from my lips.” His voice hardened. “My mother’s love was poisoned by her so-called friends. She, in turn, fed the same pap to my father. It was easier for them to believe honeyed lies than to find understanding for their own flesh and blood. They do not deserve to know.”

“Do not hate them; each of us has a limit to what we can and cannot accept,” Elanna cautioned, thinking of Halbarad’s mother who had grudgingly accepted their marriage rather than lose her son. 

“I do not hate them, little one. I pity them.” The man gave her a sad smile. “They live in a small, narrow world devoid of true happiness. They have paid for their lack of faith and will continue to pay.”

Elanna had to admit he was right. Halbarad and Anoriath’s mother, Beregrid’s parents, even Conrath. Did they not realize that there was a world of wonder awaiting those with eyes to see? For some questions, there was no answer, so the half-elf turned her mind to those with a better chance.

“You mentioned friends of your mother. Who are they?” Elanna wondered if Berethor would add any information to her attempt to sort out the various alliances amongst the family members.

Berethor’s lips twisted in a sour grin. “I believe you had the pleasure of meeting them yesterday. My mother made a rather interesting tale of your arrival during the evening meal.” Berethor misread the emotion on Elanna’s face as confusion, and added, “My mother, Thamewyn, is rather tall for a woman, with broad shoulders and gray hair. Her closest friend, Mordara, wife to Sewulf’s father is thin of face and body and prefers to dress in black.” 

“Ahhhh,” Elanna exclaimed, and her brows shot up as she placed the women he described.

Berethor guessed the reason for her expression. “I gather Sewulf has mentioned the beloved woman to you.”

Elanna screwed up her face. “I’m not sure ‘beloved’ or ’mentioned’ are words I would have chosen,” she said. Between the stories told to her by Beregrid and the bitter warnings given by Sewulf, it was obvious that there was little love lost between the scarred Rohirrim and his father’s wife.

“Huh,” Berethor grunted. “As if it wasn’t enough, the other ‘friend’ is Halene.”

Halene! Elanna should have been surprised yet for some reason she was not. Wherever sadness or bitterness occurred, it seems the woman’s knife-sharp tongue was the source of the wound. No wonder Beregrid and Sewulf left. Suddenly, she was sure that the sentiments expressed by Conrath in Minas Tirith were Halene’s words merely parroted. 

Encouraged by the master-at-arm’s frankness and his resemblance to Beregrid, Elanna decided to pursue the matter and press him for a little information.

“If Conrath is Halene’s man, why is it they have not wed?” she asked cautiously. “Has she not passed the customary time of mourning for a widow of Rohan?”

Berethor glanced shrewdly at the Ranger. “So the worst kept secret in the hold shines like the beacon of Halifirien.” 

Elanna nodded, trying not to blush. The line of questioning was not one she felt completely comfortable with, but the answers could lead her to the proof she needed. 

“Esiwmas told me of your suspicions, though Halene’s name was not mentioned. I will answer your questions, but it must not get back to Es. He is a good man, yet even good men have their blind spots and this one is his. Will you abide by this?”

“Aye, I will,” Elanna agreed. “Stranger that I am, even I realize there are things the head of the household chooses not to see.”

“More’s the pity,” Berethor mumbled. “That there is an … accord between Halene and Conrath is known to most. Perhaps Es’ blindness is the reason they have not wed. My own belief is that Halene will never give up her rights to her share of Esrob’s estate by marrying Conrath or any other unlanded man.”

“I think I understand,” Elanna replied, again chewing her lip as she did when she thought deeply.

Conrath had a greater stake in Sev’s land than Elanna originally thought. So did Halene for that matter, if it were truly Conrath she desired. Still, Conrath's surprise at the ambush and his anger at the deaths had been genuine. She needed to think about this some more. 

Berethor’s voice interrupted her musings. “I will trust you because my brother does and Sewulf does. My cousin trusts almost no one,” he added wryly. “I do not know if others possess this information; it is not exactly something you can openly ask about.”

Elanna’s heart beat faster. The master-at-arm's manner suggested he was about to reveal something that could be of great importance. 

“This . . . situation between Halene and Conrath has gone on for many years. For a short time, our beloved trail master fell out of the lady’s favor. Who took his place, I will not say, except that it was someone who had shared her bed before. This lasted for only a few years until the man died. Conrath was quickly restored to his former position.”

Why did this sound so familiar, as if she should know the identity of the mystery man? Elanna could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rising.

Berethor continued, “Does this mean he would do anything to ensure his place at her side? I cannot say with certainty.”

‘Do not worry, my friend, Baldor already did.’ Aloud she said, “I didn’t realize Halene had been widowed for that many years.”

“She hasn’t,” Berethor replied shortly.

Even Elanna’s open-mindedness did not include adultery. It disgusted her that the woman had not just cuckolded her husband with one man, but two. Sev had told her that Esrob was much older, but to Elanna’s mind, it was a poor excuse at best. Halbarad was twenty years her senior and it did not matter how old or infirm he might become, she would never dishonor his love as Halene had done to Esrob.

“There is something else you should know before it is told to you by the wrong person. During Conrath’s drought of Halene’s affections, a rumor was instigated against our Sevil.” Berethor scratched under his chin. “No one can say for sure who started it, but it was said Sevil betrayed her husband Eswidan with another man. Most knew it to be false, but some chose to believe. Unfortunately, Eswidan was one of them.”

Elanna blew out a loud breath. “So that is what Sewulf was referring to.”

“He told you this?”

“Not exactly. He only said that I would hear rumors and that they were false.” An impish grin lifted the corners of her mouth. “I think he feared Sev’s wrath if she found out he told me.”

Berethor laughed. “From what I have seen so far, I think he feared for the life of the person who would be foolish enough to repeat that rumor to you.”

The woman rewarded his impertinence with a quick thrust of her tongue from between her lips. “Then how do you know your life is safe?” Abruptly the teasing tone left her voice. “Poor Sev, now I understand a little better. How could he do that to her?”

“The man was a fool, too besotted with-.“ Berethor clamped his lips together.

“It does not matter why. I will give you no reason to regret your candidness, Berethor. In fact, it has been more than helpful and has made many things clearer.”

Her voice grew softer. “I know what it is like to have lies and half-truths about you spread like grain before chickens. The cruelest always picking the juiciest morsels that will cause the most harm when repeated.”

Berethor raised his respect for the diminutive Ranger another notch. For all her child-like appearance, she was no innocent to the worst this world had to offer. Yet like his brother, she came out better for it. Then from nowhere, the thought popped into his head that the weapon’s demonstration would prove to be very interesting. 

Finally paying attention to his surroundings, Berethor said, “Ah, there is the Captain of Lord Erkenbrand’s patrol. Before you lead us the final distance to the dead men, tell me again how it all happened.”

Chapter Sixteen

June 14th
Thrice around the burial mound trotted the Riders. The thud of hoofs matched the rhythm of the men’s steps as they carried the bodies toward the barrow. A thin woman with a crescent shaped pin fastened to her simple gown and Eadric stepped forward to lay sprigs of rosemary upon Baldor’s breast. Meanwhile, a frail woman, her wispy white hair covered by a dark shawl, leaned heavily upon the arm of a freckle-faced girl and placed a half carved horse in Rypan’s hand. No tears to shame their loved ones did they shed, for such was not the way of the Mark. Tears had flowed when the first news was received, and there would be many more in the days to come. But for now, there were only the deep, slow voices of men chanting a warrior’s praise and the rustling of the wind in the high grass. 

~~~

“If you can not stand dry-eyed,” Sev had stated at the breakfast table, giving Elanna a stern look, “it would be best that you not go. Esiwmas has informed me that the warriors will honor Rypan and Baldor as one of their own.”

Elanna looked puzzled. “I know they have seen battle, but they were not warriors.

 “No, they were not.” Sev sighed. “However, my husband and his Uncle Esrob made certain that all our men, from family members to the lowest field hand received some training in both sword and knife. Esiwmas and Berethor continue the practice. So the practices of this family are a trifle different from what is common.” 

“Baldor, mentioned that.” Elanna smiled as she remembered the light in the man’s eyes when he spoke of that time. Such a shame he could not do what he then most wanted.

Sev held up her arm, allowing her long sleeve to fall back and expose the knife strapped to her forearm.

“Eswidan also insisted I be trained in basic self defense since it was necessary, as healer, for me to ride at all hours of the night.” Elanna nodded her understanding. “As the menace of Isengard grew, Esiwmas and Berethor went so far beyond tradition to teach sword fighting to any woman who wished to learn.”

Sev shook her head at the thought of the outrage which had greeted that decision, but more than one woman survived the battle in the narrow gorge before the Aglarond Caverns because of knowing how to swing a sword. 

“Aye, I can see how arming women might appear a radical idea,” Elanna agreed. Even amongst the Dúnedain, where it was not uncommon for a woman to train with a sword or bow, few went beyond the skills needed for basic self-defense. “I asked Baldor why he never tried to become a Rider.”

“And he told you?” Sev knew the answer but was curious to see if Elanna did.

The Ranger nodded. “Aye and he tried to explain the practice but it seemed so complicated.” 

Sev frowned. There was no simple way to explain all the criteria involved in defining one’s place in the Rohirric hierarchy. “Riders are men trained for mounted combat. Usually they are from the landed families, though a family may take an unlanded man into service. Each family is bound by oath to supply a set number of Riders to the Lord of the Land as well as a certain number who will fight afoot.”

“But not all families arm every man?” 

“Most do not. Fieldhands, cottagers, tradesmen, horse herders and those free men who owe no obligation to any family have seldom been given the training needed to make them competent warriors.” Sev’s face hardened. “A situation that was encouraged by the counsels of Grima Wormtongue, and mouthed by many a noble lord.”

“And Baldor?”

“Baldor was a free man and swore no oath to any family. Before Helm’s Deep, he lived further east in DunLostir. But he died in service to the Esthomas family, and the family takes care of its own.”

“What of Rypan?” Elanna was ashamed to realize how seldom she thought of the other victim.

“A cousin in some way to Conrath. The family has been horse herders for generations.” Sev closed her eyes against the image of a half carved horse spilling from a dead hand. “Rypan was ours, bound by oath, though not a warrior.” 

Looking up, she explained, “Yet, the men have decided to honor their valor as if they were warriors sworn. And tears are not to be shed at a warrior’s funeral, Elanna. Only songs of victory are allowed and the warrior’s elegy.”

“But…”

“If you can only bring them dishonor, do not accompany us to the barrow.” Sev’s voice was firm. “Tonight will be a feasting with songs of sorrow and time for tears.” 

~~~

Elanna chewed on her bottom lip as she contemplated the garments spread on the bed before her. She had brought a skirt and bodice made for her by the hobbits - Sev had one similar - but the brightly colored embroidery on the indigo vest seemed too happy to wear to a funeral. It was meant for the wedding. Nay, it would not do. That left her with only her favored men’s style clothing, though she did have an elven tunic in a silvery blue that was almost feminine. Or she could wear her uniform.

Abruptly she fell to the bed, tears pricking at her eyes as she ran a finger over the silver rays of the symbol of her oath. Baldor had handled the piece almost reverently when she showed it to him. In a way, it formed a symbol of all he sacrificed for his siblings and family, and the hope he cherished for his son. Elanna was not sure if the uniform would be the proper garment for the ceremony but she did not care. She would wear it to honor Baldor in her own way, whether any understood or not. If all else failed, it might help her to curb her emotions. A task that was difficult most of the time. 

In recent months Celebsul, the Eldar, helped her to reach that state of mind where she could wrap herself in the same mantle of composure her mother had always displayed. Elanna had been successful on several occasions, but not because she willed it. A slight smile crossed her face. The ancient elf had a bottomless well of patience, and he needed every drop. There were times she had come so close only to have the sensation slip through her fingers like grains of sand.

‘I wish you were here Celly.’

Even more than that, Elanna would give anything to have Halbarad at her side. She had not realized how many little things he did to show his love until he was not there to do them. Like the trinkets he would leave on her pillow for her to find. Suddenly she remembered the gifts Baldor asked her to give Mercia, when he realized he would not live to perform the intended gesture of love.

Elanna’s face twisted, she squeezed her eyes shut and bit into her bottom lip. Nothing worked; tears began to cascade down her face. A waterfall of sorrow for a man she had been honored to call friend, yet also for his wife and child, for whom nothing would ever be the same again.

~~~

Sev paused as she was about to knock. The weeping was muffled but still audible through the thick planks of the door. Better to let her get it out of her system now, then, hopefully, she would be able to contain herself at the funeral. 

For someone as open as Elanna, Sev knew she asked a difficult thing. But the customs of Rohan were different. Tears would not be understood or appreciated and would bring dishonor on the dead.

‘Is that why you are unable to weep openly those you have lost?’

Afraid she would have to face an answer she did not want to learn, Sev decided Elanna had been given time enough. She rapped on the door sharply.

~~~

The women of the Burping Troll stood side by side while the chanting men approached the barrow. To Sev’s relief not a tear was shed, not that she anticipated any from Pippin. She still had some reservations about Elanna in spite of the small woman’s promise to follow the ways of the Mark. Turning her head ever so slightly, Sev stole a glance at her friend. The compress had brought down the swelling and the redness had faded somewhat, yet you could still tell that she had been crying. However, true to her word, not a single tear betrayed her.

In fact, Sev thought, Elanna appeared enveloped in an air of self-possessed serenity: a condition of spirit that Sev envied. She had stood by far too many barrows in her life. Stiff faced to the world, giving the dead their honor, she had raged within. The silent walls had swallowed her parents, her son and Eswidan, the man who had saved her, loved her and then turned on her. Angrily, Sev retrieved her mind from the shadows of the past and guided it firmly to the present. 

The men now stood before the gaping darkness of the barrow, their grip solid on the wooden poles of the pallet. As soon as the first man stepped foot over the threshold, a single clear note from the skald’s apprentice hung in the stillness of the afternoon air to be joined first by the voices of the women and children, then by the deeper tones of the men. The solemn bass note that tolled the tragedy of death was lightened by higher voices. Women took on the melody and infused it with the rightness of victory over evil, and the hope that it brings to those for whom the valiant dead gave their lives.

Inside the safety of her hard-won serenity, Elanna understood the meaning by the tone of the voices that proclaimed it. Still, she was grateful that Sev had explained it before the long walk to the barrow started. A man who fought for right, she understood. Was it not the same with the Dunedain? Upholding the oath given to lord and land was not a concept new to her. She had come close to giving her life for lord and land as many Rangers had done before her. But knowing did not make the deaths any easier to bear, and in the depths of grief, victory tasted bittersweet at best.

The ode, rich and rolling as the land flowing away to the east, yet hard and stern as the White Mountains reaching upward in the west, filled Elanna with an indescribable ache. Not only for the men buried here today, but also for the others whose deaths she had endured over her short life. If she stepped out of her guilt as Beregrid encouraged, could this song of victory be for Melin, Aglaran and the others? Did they, in their last moments, feel as Baldor had, that it was they who failed and not she?

The ache in her heart eased for the first time, since that night on the parapet with Beregrid. If Baldor could forgive himself for failing her, it would be a greater disrespect than weeping at the funeral to continue castigating herself. Melin would have told her that a body could only do their best, and it was a simple fact of life that sometimes your best was not enough.

A vision of Melin came to her. Not as the victim of a brigand’s blade, but laughing, and pounding clay into submission. While nowhere near euphoric, Elanna felt peace beginning to take hold. The feeling had not replaced the hurt and the guilt, but it was a start.

Knowing she would not disgrace anyone with her tears, Elanna felt she could at last take the chance to study those around her. Sev, tight jawed at her side, did not sing but stood impassively with head high and eyes fixed upon the gaping opening into the barrow. Her dark blue tunic, with the family crest embroidered in silver thread, appeared the same as that worn by Esiwmas and those introduced as members of this tightly bound family. The remainder bore badges or insignia upon their clothing proclaiming them part of this group by oath or obligation. Only Elanna, in the green and brown of a Ranger uniform and wearing the star of her office, and Pippin, elvishly aloof in the flowing robe she had produced to honor this event, stood outside the family circle.

Watching the muscle in the older woman’s jaw twitch from the pressure placed on it, Elanna wondered how many times her Rohirrim friend had endured this ritual. Had Sev stood so impassive when the same song praised the valor of her son and the man whose death made Sev a widow? Was this why she spoke of them so seldom?

Elanna had a good view of Pippin. The elf wore her red hair in honor braids, and the pale green silk of the elven robe made Elanna think of new grass in the spring and, life rather than death. Pippin had not packed anything suited for a funeral either, but she had asked Sev to explain, should anyone ask, that elves mourned in a different manner than men. Elanna's eyes wandered across the way to where Treddan stood with a smaller version of himself, obviously a younger brother. Elanna guessed the boy to be about fourteen summers.

Eadric and Mercia flanked the brothers. Elanna recognized the pin on the woman’s dress. She had left it in Baldor’s saddlebag for his wife to find. The other trinkets were safe in Elanna's room and she would give them to the widow in the manner Baldor had requested. Overwhelming sadness etched their faces, but still they sang. A hand appeared on Eadric’s left shoulder and drew Elanna’s attention.

Of course, it was Conrich. The day she and Berethor rode to the spring, she had sensed the bond between the boys. A bond, Berethor informed her, that included Treddan and his younger brother. With all of them standing together, the friendship was self-evident in the way they placed themselves around Mercia and Eadric, protectively. A close-knit group, wherein only Conrath was left out. 

The trail master, his head no longer bandaged and the wound visible to all, bore the family crest upon his shoulder as he held his place supporting a woman with a dark shawl. Elanna recognized her as Rypan's mother, the woman who had earlier clung to the girl with freckles. There she stood, the grave faced lass holding her mother from the other side.

Such a stoic people, the Rohirrim, not a tear shed though sorrow stamped every face. It was not their way to weep at a warrior's funeral. This was something Elanna did not think she would ever understand, even though she would respect the custom. Yet, in spite of the bravado of their chant of victory in death, grief hung heavy in the air around them. They were not so different after all.

The final notes of the song vanished into the brilliant blue of the summer sky as the men emerged from the barrow without their burdens. Silently, they stood until a solemn faced Esiwmas stepped forward and in the rolling tongue of Rohan recited words Elanna recognized, for she had heard Sev translate them once before. She repeated the haunting lines in her mind while Es spoke.

“Where now is the horse and the rider? 
Where is the horn that was blowing?
Where is the helm and the hauberk, and the bright hair flowing? 
Where is the hand on the harpstring, and the red fire glowing?
Where is the spring and the harvest and the tall corn growing?
They have passed like rain on the mountain, like a wind in the meadow.
The days have gone done in the West behind the hills into shadow.
Who shall gather the smoke of the dead wood burning,
Or behold the flowing years from the Sea returning?”

Then Berethor joined Esiwmas before the gathering and continued on.

“Out of doubt, out of dark, to the day's rising,
They rode singing in the sun, sword unsheathing,
Hope they kindled and in hope ended,
over death, over dread, over doom lifted, 
out of loss, out of life, unto long glory.”

Beside her, Sev softly translated Berethor’s words. As the Riders rode thrice more, the thud of their hoofs now echoed by the sound of dirt refilling the opening to the mound, Elanna could honestly agree. The victory was that a man had lived and fought for what was right. That he had upheld his oath to lord and land. 

~~~

“Promise me my son before my corpse

Is turning pale, to
Grab my sword, hold it to the sky
And call out my hail 

Listen for the bronze horns
Watch the lightning strike then
You know I have reached the end
Of my warrior's trail 

Oh, my child, please take heed
Through you I am granted to live on
These words, more worth than you will ever know
Make them live on from Father to Son” 

The skald’s voice dropped away into a pool of silence as his gnarled hands sounded the last note on the lyre. The tears banned from the barrowing flowed freely now from the eyes of warriors and women alike. At the head table, Esiwmas stood with cup lifted and faced the crowded hall which rose in response. 

“Tonight we remember those who gave their blood to defend this family. Hal, Baldor son of Harloth. Hal, Rypan son of Hengist. To the victorious dead!”

Esiwmas drank deeply from his cup as the hall responded with a solemn, “Hail!”

His large hand rested for a moment on the golden head of the young boy at his side, then he spoke again, “Though the Dark One is gone there is still much evil to be found. Those of this family will continue to stand against it.”

The boy gave a nod and reached down to pat the black and white herd dog at his feet before taking up a large pitcher and refilling the cups of those seated upon the dais running the width of hall. From their places against the side walls, other boys came forward to perform the same task at the remaining tables, as serving maids appeared with platters of roasted meats and bread still warm from the ovens. 

Waving off the refilling of her cup, Sev looked thoughtfully at the sun bleached youth. “Treddan’s brother, correct?”

“Giese, Hlæfdige Sevilodorf,” he replied in formal Rohirric. 

“Westron if you please, Trelayne. My companions are not fluent in our tongue though your brother has made an effort to teach Pippin.” Sev indicated the elf and the boy’s eyes flickered from Pippin’s pointed ears to Elanna’s then down to the star on the Ranger’s shoulder. When the boy’s eyes finally turned to met hers, Sev pursed her lips in amusement. 

“Elanna, Pippin, allow me to acquaint you with Trelayne son of Warian. Three years ago when I left the Vale, he was no taller than you, Elanna. As you can see, he has worked hard to catch up to his older brother. Fourteen, aren’t you now?”

“Giese… I mean yes, ma’am.” Trelayne’s words bore the rolling accent of Rohan but he spoke with more self-assurance than Treddan. A trait apparently possessed in abundance for he blurted out, “Are you really a Ranger?”

Blushing furiously as Elanna laughed and Sev rolled her eyes, Trelayne began a hasty apology only to stop when the Ranger raised her hand and answered. “Yes, really. And before you ask, I am only half elven. Pippin’s the real elf.”

Trelayne’s eyes went immediately again to Pippin’s ears, then to the women’s amazement, he made a formal bow and said, “Hannon le. Treddan told me how you saved his life. My family is ever in your debt.”

Pippin accepted the boy’s thanks with the solemness they deserved and only her friends recognized the faint flush upon the elf’s cheeks as embarrassment. 

“Nicely done, Trelayne,” Sev said approvingly. “Be so kind as to pass the message to Treddan that I would like to check his shoulder before he retires this evening. Irosa has all that she can deal with tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Trelayne replied. After filling the cups of the others at the table and promising Sev a pot of tea, he hurried off.

Sipping their ale Elanna and Pippin watched silently as Sevilodorf greeted each of the servers by name when they approached the table. Often she would ask questions that brought smiles to the faces of the young men and women. With these younger folk, there was no sign of the hesitation evident in Sev’s dealings with their elders. Whatever caused Sev to leave the circle of her family was evidently the province of the adult family members. Thinking of Berethor’s confidence, Elanna wondered how large a part the rumor of infidelity had played.

“Do you know all of them?” Elanna motioned to the crowded room as a round faced girl departed after settling a large seedcake before them.

Sev shrugged and sliced the cake. “It was my duty as holder’s wife to tend to the women and children of those bound to the hold. I attended the birthing of many of these younger ones.” 

From across the table, an eager voice exclaimed, “Cousin Sevil, you know me too.” 

“Hush, child,” reprimanded the young matron beside the wheat haired boy. Both were dressed in formal blue tunics marking them as members of the inner family. “Forgive his impatience, Sevil. Esiwmas’ sons have told such tales of meeting elves and Rangers in Minas Tirith that he is anxious to meet your companions.”

“Only if all of you will forgive my manners. I have neglected to make known those at the table. Elanna, Pippin, this young man is Renald son of Renthil, soon to be a Rider for the Mark.” The boy smiled with pleasure at this introduction. “His mother, Leneswyn, is sister to Esiwmas. They have been staying with our cousins across the Deeping Stream for the past few days.”

“Wilcume, Elanna, Pippin.” The woman’s voice was pleasant but there was an unmistakable edge, which Elanna wondered at. On what side of the dissension concerning Sevilodorf did this member of the family stand. “Berethor speaks highly of you.” 

Sev snorted slightly at the mention of the family’s sword master and glanced toward the table along the far wall where Berethor sat between two older men. “Leneswyn serves as Berethor’s assistant in the training of our young men. I am certain she has numerous questions she would like to ask the two of you.” 

“Modor is as good as Eam Esiwmas,” Renald stated with pride. “Though he has a longer reach.”

“Spoken like a true swordsman,” remarked Sev as Leneswyn sought to still the boy’s tongue.

“An unusual position for a lady of the hold, is it not?” questioned Elanna. 

“A true shield maiden of Rohan is our Leneswyn,” responded Sev dryly. The younger woman raised her chin and met Elanna’s eye with the same narrow eyed expression the Ranger had seen on Sev’s face during her more infamous “discussions” with Halbarad. 

“Surely no more unusual than a half elven, female Ranger.” The softness of Leneswyn’s voice did little to hide the steel behind the words, and Renald looked uncertainly from his mother to the dark haired woman across from them. 

“Ignore them, Renald.” Sev gave Elanna a frown, and then placed a large wedge of seedcake upon the boy’s plate. “What tales have your cousins been telling concerning meeting elves?”

Unable to resist the opportunity to determine if the tales told by Esiwmas’ sons were truth or not, Renald, hampered only by the occasional need to allow Sev to translate his questions into proper Westron, embarked upon an inquisition of Pippin as thorough as any conducted by a Gondorian judge. 

“Berethor has said that you will be conducting a demonstration for the men.” Leneswyn said stiffly.

“The demonstration will be for all who wish to attend,” Elanna replied and smiled in an attempt to lessen the tension between them. 

After receiving a stern look from Sev, Leneswyn gave a rueful smile. “My apologies, Ranger Elanna. I fear I am so accustomed to defending my abilities that I see censure where none exists.”

“If truth be known, I have somewhat of the same problem,” the Ranger responded, causing Sev to descend into a brief coughing fit.

Renald, determined to verify every wild story told him by his cousins, had an inexhaustible supply of questions. Thankfully, Pippin possessed an equal supply of patience. All around them, the family engaged in the telling of tales and the singing of songs that served to remind the living of the uncertainty of life and the proximity of death. 

“Excuse me for interrupting,” Irosa said from behind Sev’s shoulder, “but Mercia has requested that she be introduced to Ranger Elanna.”

“’Tis no interruption, Irosa, we were just leaving. Weren’t we, Renald?” Leneswyn gave her son a firm look and the boy made polite, if disappointed, good-byes then followed his mother from the table. 

“Miss Pippin, if I might trouble you to join us at the head table? Rolfe would like to introduce you to my sons.” Irosa’s smile did little to disguise the obvious attempt to give Baldor’s widow some privacy. 

~~~

“Conrich, how can you pass up such an opportunity? There could not be a better one available and yet you decline? Have you had too much to drink this evening? Are you daft?” Treddan asked his friend with a good-natured punch with his good arm to Conrich’s forearm. 

“No,” Conrich replied slowly, ignoring his friend’s smirk. 

The two young men stood beyond the hall where the rest of their families and friends continued to honor the dead with song and drink that evening. But there were other parts of living to be honored as well. Treddan had goaded his friend at the table in a whisper that he hoped none of their elders heard. Sibley and her friend were quite willing to take a walk this evening, Treddan informed his comrade. Though Conrich had resisted his friend’s pull, they both slipped out of the wake to arrive behind the hall, where once again Conrich was disinclined to participate, even when stolen kisses were hopefully to be involved. 

“Don’t tell me young women are suddenly frightening you?” Treddan continued. 

“Only one, and she’s certainly not young,” Conrich said under his breath, but Treddan was, unfortunately, too close to him and so heard the remark.

“Oh? And who, pray tell, would that be? Scared of older women, Conrich? What have you been up to while I’ve been away?” 

The impish grin on Treddan’s face was still discernable in the dark, as was Conrich's scowl. 

"Nothing. Forget I said it."

"You know better than that. Out with it, Conrich, before the girls get here."

Conrich leant back against the wall and sighed. “I walked in on them.”

“What?” Treddan asked, baffled.

Conrich repeated the statement, and then sent a meaningful look with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh - who?” Treddan finally caught the gist.

“Halene.”

“And…?” Treddan urged, an expression of both interest and revulsion shadowing his face. 

“My father, of course.”

"Then what's the problem, aside from a little embarrassment?"

“It wouldn’t have been so bad if it didn’t look like she was trying to kill him. It wasn’t sex, it was a battle, I don’t know. She’s no woman, she’s…she’s…I don’t what she is, but if I were my father, I wouldn’t be in bed with her, clawing around and biting and -.“ He stopped as Treddan nudged his shoulder hard. Footsteps were coming, two pairs, light on the ground, and moments later the lithe forms of the smiling Sibley and her friend appeared around the left corner of the building. 

“Good evening, ladies,” Treddan said with a tip of his head to both girls and his best smile. “A lovely night for a walk in the moonlight, is it not, Conrich?” 

After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Conrich smiled as well. 

Nodding, Treddan seized the moment. “Come, Mistress Sevilodorf has said I must report to her so she might look at my shoulder tonight, so let us enjoy what time we have.” 

The small company quickly split into two pairs, and while they walked across the grass, another form watched unnoticed from the shadowed right corner of the building. 

Pippin let out the breath she had been holding as she remained hidden around the opposite side of the hall, listening to the rolling tongue of both boys in conversation. She had not meant to spy on them; quite the opposite, she had left the hall in search of a place away from the crowd where perhaps she could find some quiet. Just before she turned the corner, she had heard Treddan’s familiar voice. 

One did not need a complete understanding of a language to determine the meaning within certain conversations. Given the moonlight, the ages of the boys, the later appearance of the two maidens, and several phrases recognized from conversations overheard between those few visitors from Rohan who allowed their ale to relax their tongues, there was little doubt of the topic of conversation. For once, she thanked Eru she had tended bar so often.

But how did Halene, and Conrath – “fæder” she knew from Treddan’s versing in some of his native vocabulary, and from Conrich’s voice she knew that was who he had to mean – fit into such a discussion? Carefully Pippin reviewed all that she had heard and seen during the past two weeks. That Conrath was Halene’s man in more ways that one was the obvious conclusion. While Sev had been studiously polite in her references to the relationship, her kinswoman, Irosa had been more forthcoming. From Conrich’s tone, he felt disturbed by the situation. 

Pippin gave a small shrug, perhaps the youth’s distress was because of his tender age and, after all, it was his father. She had only been able to decipher so much; the rest she filed away in her mind to ask Sev to translate later that evening. While she would much prefer not knowing the details of Halene and Conrath’s personal life, if any useful information lay embedded in the boys’ conversation, the only way to find out would be to have it deciphered.

~~~

“Eadric said that you wished to speak to us,” Mercia said haltingly in Westron.

“I do,” Elanna acknowledged. “Would you be more comfortable if Sev translated for us?”

Elanna caught the I-told-you-she-was-nice look the boy gave his mother.

“I understand more than I speak.” Mercia explained. “I will tell Mistress Sevilodorf if I do not understand. Please be free to do the same.”

Elanna nodded. “Thank you. I bear messages from Baldor.” Her eyes cut to Sev and back. “I was told that it would be best to wait until after the barrowing.” 

Elanna reached under the table where earlier she had stowed the needed items. Mercia and the boy watched the folded length of leather with leaden curiosity. It was grief, Elanna told herself. With luck, she would be able to lessen a little of the burden their hearts carried.

“Baldor's last thoughts were of you and Eadric. He said how much he loved you both. He told of how he loved you, Mercia, from the first moment he saw you.” Not exactly the late Baldor’s words but he spoke in fragments and she tried to convey the intent of what he had said. Looking at the woman's bowed head, she continued, “But you know that, I'm sure."

Faded blue eyes rose to Elanna’s. “I was thirteen that day. It was a…” the woman paused, searching for the word, “celebration?” A quick glance to Sev earned her the nod of approval that she sought. “There were many pretty girls, but he chose me for the dance.”

If the story wasn’t enough to have the Ranger clearing her throat, Eadric gently taking his mother’s hand was. Elanna blinked her eyes rapidly, she had promised herself she would not cry until she had said all she intended to say. Impulsively, she set her hand atop the mother and son’s.

Mercia's gaze drifted into the past. “Even then he had grand notions. Dreams that could not be limited by our country’s borders.” 

"Aye." Elanna had glimpsed that side of him. "He said he was grateful to live long enough to see Rohan at peace and the wonder of Elves, Halflings and Men living in harmony with each other.”

Managing a slight smile, Mercia placed her remaining hand on the growing stack and gave the young woman’s a soft squeeze. “Elves and Halflings, how he must have enjoyed that.”

“He did, and there is something I must ask you but first, let me give you these.” Elanna withdrew her hand and flipped over the top layer of the leather. She picked up the tortoise shell comb and held it out to Mercia. “It comes from Belfalas. He said its beauty could not compare with the one who would wear it, but he hoped you would like it.”

A trembling hand took it from hers. As a tear slipped past the faint smile, Elanna thanked Eru for Baldor’s willingness to share his thoughts with her on the journey. The information she had gleaned during those times was a gift she could present to Mercia and Eadric.

Leaving the widow with her memories for the moment, Elanna removed the last item from the wrapping. 

“To pass the time and because he was interested, I began to teach your father the double blade method I learned from the elves.” Eadric nodded his understanding. “While in Minas Tirith, I had something made for him. I planned to give it to him when we reached Rohan because, as I had anticipated, your father proved to be a good student and a quick learner.” Elanna held out the specially made sheaths to the boy. “Now they are for you instead. One of your father's last wishes was that you learn how to use the blades that will someday be in them. I am more than willing to be your tutor.”

Eadric admired the sheaths, running his fingers over the beautifully crafted leather, much as his father might have done. He jumped when his mother nudged him gently with her elbow.

“Th-thank you,” Eadric stuttered. “I only hope you will find me a worthy student.” He smiled shyly. “I want to live up to my father’s faith in my abilities.”

Elanna nodded. “You are your father’s son. I know you will.” 

“There is something else my Baldor asked of you, yes?” Mercia guessed shrewdly.

“Aye, there is.” Elanna breathed a quick prayer. “He asked, if you were willing, that Eadric spend some time at The Burping Troll. Baldor wished for his son to learn from all the different races that live there. To be ready for the future.”

Mercia sat silently for a few moments while Eadric watched anxiously for her reply.

“Baldor and I have always wanted our son to have the chance to make his own destiny and not have it thrust upon him,” Mercia said slowly. “To have his own holding, or be able to equip himself to be a Rider. I understand that, thanks to you and Master Berethor, Eadric now has two more horses to his name.”

Elanna could not deny it, though she would have preferred to give all credit to Berethor. Lord Erkenbrand’s man had agreed with her and the sword master that the horses belonging to the brigands should be given as compensation to the families of the slain men. As a widow with only a daughter to help her, Rypan’s mother accepted three while Mercia received two.

“I would like to honor my husband’s wishes; but without him, our means will be greatly reduced. I am not sure how we can pay-“

“Nay,” Elanna interrupted. “It is not a matter of payment. I owe a debt to Baldor and to honor his request is how I choose to repay.” 

“I am not sure what kind of debt you would owe my husband,” Mercia said stiffly.

Dismayed at the turn the woman’s thoughts had taken, Elanna hastened to set her mind at ease. “The debt was incurred when I failed in my duty.”

“I do not understand.” The widow's bewilderment was obvious.

“I swore an oath to protect those in my care. I failed; Baldor and Rypan died.”

“But that’s not what Treddan told us,” Eadric protested. “He said if wasn’t for you and Miss Pippin, everyone would have been killed.”

“I agree with my son, though others may speak different.” Mercia glanced meaningfully in the direction of Mordara and Thamewyn, who sat together. “If not for your help, the barrows would have claimed more than two today.”

In spite of her grief, Mercia offered this truth, and Elanna admired the courageous generosity of the woman.

“You are kind.” Elanna’s composure began to crack under the woman’s compassion. She struggled to keep a tremor from her voice. “To borrow the words of a close friend ...” She flicked her eyes in Sev’s direction. “His death laid a debt upon me to live so that I might make a difference - perhaps help mentor your son.”

“My husband’s death is not the first claim to be laid upon you.”

Surprised at the woman’s insight, Elanna could do naught but answer honestly. “Nay, in the short time I have worn this,” she touched the pin on her shoulder, “I have accumulated too many debts. It was not until recently that I understood I couldn't allow myself the luxury of guilt and self-pity. To do so is to dishonor their memory and sacrifice.”

The understanding Elanna found in the faded blue eyes was her undoing; tears began to fall unimpeded. Before she knew it, Elanna found herself enfolded in the arms of Baldor’s widow, whose tears joined the young woman’s. A soft voice murmured consoling words in her ear, and she felt a hand patting her back.

Watching, Sev did not interfere nor did she scold Elanna for her weeping. She had told her this would be the time for tears and so it was. Mercia’s actions were no surprise to the healer either; the woman had always been a kind soul. It was easy to forget that Elanna was but six years older than Eadric. Mercia could easily have been her mother.

Though Mercia had not actually agreed, Sev believed that sometime in the near future The Troll would have a young visitor from Rohan. Esiwmas had said the day they arrived that the world was changing, and he would make certain this family was not left behind. Baldor had held the same belief for his own family, and Mercia would honor her husband’s wishes, though it would be difficult for her to send her only child so far away. However, one difficulty they would not have. They would suffer no hardship. Baldor had died in service to the family, and his widow and son were now under the protection of the family. 

Chapter Seventeen

June 16th

Landhold of the Esthomas Family

The walls of the cottage were stout, but not thick enough to shield Elanna and Pippin from Sev’s disgruntled mutterings. It was not the first time the Ranger had heard those particular words, having shared a room at The Burping Troll with the healer for several months. 

“I would venture to say Sev is bemoaning the circumstances that require her to wear a skirt.” Elanna muffled a giggle with her hand. “I believe the outfit she has selected requires rather tight lacing.”

“Elanna, stop laughing, I need both your hands if you don’t mind,” Pippin scolded. 

Properly chastened, Elanna adjusted her grip and held the stiff leather firmly so that it would not shift while her friend lashed it to the sword blade. 

“If she does not wish to wear the outfit, why then did she commission the hobbits to produce it? And why does she insist on torturing herself with that … corset?” 

Waiting until the elf tied the final knot, Elanna tried to explain the human characteristic that was incomprehensible to elves. “Mortal women have a tendency to be dissatisfied with themselves, whether it be their face or figure, and will expend unlimited amounts of energy and effort to correct perceived flaws.” 

With an elvish shrug for this thankfully mortal peculiarity, Pippin changed the subject. “Are you nervous about this demonstration?”

Elanna examined the leather binding on her own sword for the third time. “It’s not the demonstration, but some of those attending.”

Absorbed in her unnecessary task, she missed the curious glance Pippin threw her way.

During the two days since the funeral, Pippin and Elanna quietly observed the daily routines of the male members of the hold, at the same time providing Sev with annoyingly persistent company. An exception was made today on the condition that Leneswyn or Irosa would attend. Considering it a reprieve from constant supervision, the condition suited Sev just fine. 

Elanna was perfectly aware that the healer took perverse satisfaction in the fact that neither she nor Pippin was allowed to wander the hold alone. Treddan made it his personal mission to act as guide and commentator, and engaged his brother and friends to assist. The foursome even garnered permission from Esiwmas and Berethor to do so. 

For the Ranger, it was more than idle curiosity about an unfamiliar way of life. In the guise of ordinary conversation, she asked seemingly innocuous questions about the history of the hold and the people who lived there for a singular purpose.

When Elanna did not elaborate, Pippin persisted. “Have you learned something about someone that will make you uncomfortable in their presence?”

“Aye, but not in the way you think,” Elanna finally replied. “Since speaking to Berethor about his and Sewulf's fathers, I am not terribly anxious to converse with either.” She grimaced remembering her few encounters with Sewulf’s stepmother. “Not if they are anything like Mordara.”

Pippin understood her friend’s reluctance. In Minas Tirith, Elanna had lost her temper and defended the self-exiled Rohirrim against the slurs cast by Conrath. Albeit in a language the trail master did not understand, but still, she was able to vent her anger. 

Here, in Rohan, Elanna was a guest and must tread more carefully. She had promised to watch her temper and her tongue, and done so admirably, going so far as to make a conscious effort to avoid Halene and her cronies. The older woman’s words, though said in a serene voice, were razor sharp and flung in Sev’s direction as often as possible; that stretched Elanna’s patience to breaking point. 

The elf stood. “Perhaps we can manage to keep them from you. I will help if I can.”

“Thank you Pip,” Elanna said as she exercised her agitation by pacing the floor. “I know I’m being silly; but those people - they don’t deserve to be called parents - bear the greater part of the blame for Beregrid and Sewulf leaving Rohan: the people who should have loved them unconditionally!” 

Elanna took deep breaths while she walked the six paces up and six back, over and over. If she wanted to vindicate herself and give a credible performance at the demonstration, she would have to flush the resentment from her veins. Pippin intuitively aided her in this endeavor by changing the subject once again.

“Does this mean you have not learned anything new?”

“Not really. Most know about Conrath and Halene. She is a widow, and such relationships are not unusual, nor given much thought.” Elanna flipped her long braid over her shoulder and played with the loose strands at the end as she spoke and paced. “However if the trail master and Halene were to wed, he would be entitled to a share of the family’s wealth. Not to mention the enhancement of his station in life.”

“Did you not once say it was rumored he obtained his present position in a less than honorable manner?”

“Aye, it was Baldor who told me. At this point, it is still nothing more than rumor.” Elanna stopped, giving the floor a respite from her boots. Chewing on her lip, she repeated the vague whispers she had collected. “At least three times, a man holding a position directly above Conrath’s has been unable to fulfill his duties for a time. One suffered from a lingering illness, two had ‘accidents’ that resulted in broken bones. Nothing permanent, just enough to keep them out so that Conrath could take their place, always it was to be temporary.”

“And it was not.”

“Correct,” Elanna said and resumed her abuse of the floor. “There have also been questions on his share of the profits. There were several men who rode with him who claim he was cheating somehow.”

“Did these men take their concerns to Esiwmas?”

This earned another nod. “Aye, two tried. The records were in order. Conrath was exonerated and the men’s lives were made miserable, though no finger could be pointed at Conrath directly. None have dared to try since.”

“And Conrath was left to go on his merry way.”

“The way that led to the position he now commands.”

The women fell silent. In the next room, the indignant curses ceased. Elanna marked the quiet absently, as she stared out the window from which the oiled paper covering had been removed for the summer. Thick woven cloth served as a curtain to keep inclement weather at bay, now tied back so the opening offered a splendid view. Green hills rolled in soft swells as far as the eye could see. The sky was cloudless; a crown of blue resting on the verdant land. A different landscape than what she was used to, but beautiful. 

Strange how this land produced people like Conrath and Baldor, the good and bad sides to the Rohan coin. Yet, perhaps, not so strange. Had not Valinor for all its legendary beauty produced Sauron?

Elanna turned back to the elf. “Someone is coming.”

“Shall we go greet them and then educate the men of Rohan?” Pippin asked with a glint in her eye, and motioned for the Ranger to lead the way.

“With pleasure.”

~~~

“I don’t suppose she is ready yet?” the blonde woman asked Elanna and Pippin as they stepped through the cottage door.

“From the mutterings in Westron and the tone she used when speaking Rohirric, I think it would be safe to say she is not ready,” Elanna answered.

Leneswyn rolled her eyes and smiled. Esiwmas’ sister and Elanna had found common ground since their rocky introduction at the funeral. A private sparring match, held far from Halene’s eyes, left the erstwhile shieldmaiden content, with no regrets about missing the demonstration in favor of the quilting. Well, maybe one. Leneswyn confessed to a sneaking suspicion that even Berethor, the best swordsman at the hold, might find himself hard pressed; she would have loved to see him beaten by a woman. Not out of maliciousness, but to prove that a woman could fight as well as a man.

“I heard that Lord Erkenbrand is interested in this demonstration.”

“You heard truly,” Pippin confirmed. “He has sent a representative to observe and report.” A gleam lit green eyes. “I understand your master-at-arms has persuaded him to actually participate.”

“Then there is another man who will be educated in the abilities of women,” Leneswyn said, upping the number of her regrets to two. “Mayhap he will fill Lord Erkenbrand’s ear with favorable words.”

Elanna smiled at Halene’s daughter. “If there is ever a woman to follow in the Lady Éowyn’s footsteps and ride in an éored, it will be you.”

“With my sons, it would be difficult, but thank you for the thought,” Leneswyn responded sincerely. “I better get Sevil moving a bit faster, or we will be late for sure.”

“I think I would rather fight every man here than have that task,” Elanna teased. “The first man defeated will be in your honor.”

The pleased, pink-cheeked Leneswyn thanked the half-elf and waved before she stepped through the cottage doorway.

“I am glad she no longer resents you,” Pippin commented.

“She only resented me because I was able to do what she was never allowed to,” Elanna said. Pointing to where a group of men and boys already gathered near the barn, she sighed. “Now if only they were as easily convinced.”

“Even if they are not, we can at least have fun trying.” Pippin grinned.

Elanna winked at the elf. “Believe me, I intend to.”

~~~

Sevilodorf tugged at the waistband of her skirt and cursed softly. What did she think she was trying to prove anyway?

“Are you ready, Sevil?” Leneswyn called from the other room.

“Would it matter if I weren’t?” Sev muttered. In a louder voice, she replied, “In a moment.”

It would be unfair to take her current frustrations out on Leneswyn. Esiwmas’ sister was certainly even more disappointed than she was, at missing the opportunity to watch Elanna and Pippin demonstrate their abilities with sword and knife. Sev tucked a stray strand of dark hair into the twist at the nape of her neck, and then hastily slipped on the bracelet Anardil had given her this past Yule. Bronze horses raced about a circle of beaten silver while at the center shone a coin-sized medallion engraved with the family’s crest. A princely gift, it was certain to set the cat amongst the pigeons, but she was feeling decidedly rebellious.

For the past three days, Sev had lived up to Irosa’s expectation that she would behave politely. She studiously maintained as much distance from Halene as possible by spending much of her time riding about the hold in the company of Pippin and the elf’s youthful entourage. Those times she dined with the family she pasted a stiff smile upon her face and ground her teeth so often she was surprised that she was still able to chew. However, her refusal to respond in kind did not result in a cessation of the subtle defamation of her character. Irosa continued to counsel patience saying that Sev should expect to be a nine day’s wonder, but that the gossipmongers would find new meat soon enough. Patience, though, had always been a trait Sev found most difficult to practice. Almost she wished she were guilty of the transgressions they assigned her, at least then she would once have received some pleasure from the whole situation.

In spite of the strained atmosphere at the funeral and the stilted family dinners, Irosa was correct in pointing out signs that a large portion of the family was more than willing to forget the past and focus upon the future. Esiwmas encouraged this outlook at every opportunity and offered incentives, in both coin and horseflesh, to those willing to look beyond the confines of the family’s hold. His belief, which Irosa proudly conveyed to Sev during one of their private conversations, was that the people of the Mark had for too long retreated behind their borders, thinking that evil would ignore them. Through the subtle poison of the counsels of Grima the Wormtongue, Theoden King adopted that policy during the final years of his reign. Saruman the Betrayer had proven the folly of such actions. To remain free from the dominion of evil, Es insisted, one did not hide within one’s hold, but marched forth and faced it. His motto was now: know your neighbors, establish bonds of obligation and kinship with them, and you will be far less likely to die beneath their sword. Irosa had laughed softly and added that Esiwmas’ chosen battlegrounds were the marketplaces of Middle Earth. 

Sev had laughed too, remembering Es as she first met him: sixteen years old and filled with grandiose schemes to reorganize the family’s trading ventures within the Vale. Looking beyond the borders of his world was nothing new for him, and he was determined to bring the rest of the family with him in his present enterprise. The majority was ready to close the door on the pain-filled past and move forward, but there were those, most notably Halene and her friends, Thamewyn and Mordara, who held stubbornly to previous events and practices. Through their influence, their husbands, Beregild and Sejard, led a small group of men who attempted to undermine Esiwmas’ policies at every turn. 

Sev did not need Elanna’s report of her conversation with Berethor to understand why Sewulf and Beregrid chose to remove themselves from the Mark; she knew firsthand the venom that dripped from the tongues of that trio of women. Past transgressions and unproven rumor were their weapons, even against their own children. Witness the way they continued to harp upon Sev’s own supposed liaisons. Wryly she considered that if truly guilty of every relationship they accredited to her, she would have no time for anything else. As stories went, the snippets she overheard concerning her venture to Pelargir in the fall of the year were entertaining. Not that either Aerio the elf or Anardil, who starred as the main characters, would be amused.

Sev rubbed the smooth band upon her wrist. No, Anardil would not find the whispered tales at all entertaining. 

The grey-eyed Ranger proved quite adept at prying loose many details of her past that she had heretofore kept locked away. Holding her grief and hurts to the light of the future and the surety of his love, he had begun the task of vanquishing their power to cause pain. However, there were moments when he grew still and cold at her revelations, and her words turned to ashes in a mouth dried by fear of his icy rage.

A shiver passed down Sev’s spine. Once, when he realized that she believed him angry at her, his restraint slipped and the firestorm of his anger flamed about her head. Eyes ablaze, he exclaimed, “Confound it, woman! How can you expect me to listen to you tell me that the entire pack of idiots condemned you for a disloyalty that would go against your very nature, and feel nothing? Do you think I am made of stone? It would give me great pleasure to rip their wagging tongues from their mouths and stuff them down their throats.”

Perhaps it was best that he had not accompanied her on this trip.

“Sevil?” 

“I’m coming.” She gave the skirt a final tug and hurried to the front room. 

“Oh my!” 

Sev lifted her chin defiantly. 

“My, oh my,” the other woman murmured as she circled Sev. 

“What exactly does that mean?” Sev demanded and raised an anxious hand to pat the silvered hair about her ears. She suddenly realized that she was almost the same age as Halene had been when they first met, and the memory of how foolish she thought the woman for wearing her hair loose as a maiden’s was all too clear in her mind. 

Ten years Sev’s junior and elegantly slim with pale blonde hair worn in a tight crown of braids, Leneswyn was outwardly a younger version of Halene; but there the resemblance ended. She was never content to sit and learn the nuances of managing a household, or how to sew fine seams, as had her older sister. Instead, Leneswyn defiantly donned boy’s garb and dogged the footsteps of her brother and male cousins. Always a fearless rider, with steadfast determination she became adept with the sword and bow; skills that she maintained even after marriage and motherhood, and which forever set her at odds with her mother.

“It means, dear cousin, that this day will be far more interesting than I had imagined.” Leneswyn gave a wicked grin and said, “I am delighted that you have finally decided to take up the battle. It will free my time immensely.”

“Why, whatever can you be thinking?” Sev asked, eyes wide with feigned astonishment. “Are you implying that I plan to cause any sort of trouble?”

“No, for it’s not an implication; it’s a statement.” The woman waved a finger at Sev. “Those are not the garments of a respectable widow.”

“What? These old things?” Sev resisted the urge to tug at constricting fabric and held her hands out to her side.

Brilliant green embroidery edged the neckline of a snow-white chemise that peeked out above a tightly fitted bodice, and drew the eye to her amply endowed figure. Meanwhile the cut of the full green skirt allowed for an occasional glimpse of dimpled ankles encased in stockings of the finest Haradrim silk. Covering all the essentials, the outfit was not immodest, but a decided deviation from Sev’s everyday garb.

“According to all the rumors, I’ve not been respectable for years.” Sev continued with a nonchalance she did not really feel. “I might as well enjoy myself. Besides, I could hardly wear trousers and battle leathers to Kathwyn’s quilting party, could I?”

“No,” agreed the other woman. “But can you even breathe?”

Sev slapped away the finger poking at the stiffness created by her corset. “Of course. It’s only laced a bit tighter than I am used to. As long as I don’t have to run or fight off an attack, I’ll be fine.” 

Leneswyn looked skeptical but turned her attention to the bracelet instead. “And this. A gift from your Ranger?”

“Yes.” Sunlight danced off the silver band as Sev held her arm out.

“It will do much to squash the rumor that he is attracted by the family’s wealth.” Leneswyn’s eyes flicked to the straining laces. “If anyone yet doubts what attracts him.”

Sev laughed then placed a hand to her chest to catch her breath. “Don’t say that with such a straight face, I’ll faint right here.”

“If you do, I’ll pour a pitcher of water on you. This will be the first gathering in ages where I won’t have to listen to my mother go on and on and on about how I need to remarry.” A shadow darkened Leneswyn’s eyes and she turned abruptly away.

“She,” the word was filled with a hint of contempt, “does not understand why I refuse the offers made.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” replied Sev impassively. 

Leneswyn’s choice of husband had proven another source of conflict between mother and daughter. A younger son with no land of his own and in service to Erkenbrand, Renthil never gained Halene’s approval, though the marriage had been a happy one and produced three sons, the last born six months after his father’s death at Helm’s Deep. 

“But you do, don’t you?” Leneswyn’s fingers plucked at the cuff of her sleeve. “You waited six years after Eswidan’s death before …” Her voice faded.

“Are you certain of that?” Sev’s asked. When the other woman raised startled eyes, she added, “Perhaps I did as rumor suggests. A widow with wealth might be considered wise to take a lover rather than a husband. With a lover, she does not give up control.”

“A lesson my mother has taken to heart,” was the bitter reply. "Though I cannot imagine my mother not in control.” 

“She does not control you.”

“Not yet,” Leneswyn said softly. Before Sev could reply, she hurried on, “But you are setting me a false trail. If your reasoning for refusing the men of the Vale was to maintain control of your herds and lands, then why, now that my brother’s ventures are making all of us wealthier than ever, would you choose to align yourself with this Ranger of the North?”

“Ah, but I maintain control of my own property. Since, as your mother delights in pointing out, I am pledged, not married.” 

Again, Sev considered that Anardil’s absence was for the best. Ever since Halbarad’s and Elanna’s February wedding, he waged a determined campaign to formalize their relationship by the laws of both Gondor and Rohan. A circumstance, she would not allow, though not for the reason she had given Leneswyn.

“Another false trail. Your pledge would be as binding as any vow of marriage.”

“Where exactly is this conversation headed?” Sev snapped. “What is it you really want to know, Leneswyn?”

“I want to know where you found the courage to love again,” exclaimed the younger woman. “I know that Eswidan was not kind to you the last years of his life, but you mourned him. No matter what my mother insinuates, you were never disloyal.”

Choosing to ignore the comments about her husband and courage, Sev asked, “You are so certain?” 

“Yes. The only reason anyone believes it is that she and those two witches repeat it so often, and you don’t deny it. You know why she attacks you, don’t you?”

Sev blinked. She held many theories on why Halene had taken what seemed an instantaneous dislike to her and then continued her malicious behavior for the past twenty years, but few could be voiced to the woman’s daughter. 

“No.”

“She can’t control you. No matter how much she hurts you with what she says. I’ve always admired that.”

Sev blinked again. “You did?”

“Yes.” Leneswyn paused then went on. “I don’t know if you remember that first gathering after you came to the Vale. When you addressed my mother as ‘Aunt Halene’, I almost choked. No one dared make references to my mother’s age. She preferred to think of herself as young and beautiful.”

“She was beautiful then, and still is now.”

“And well she knows it. But you are trying to change the subject. Mother was furious with you, and she started in with all those sly little comments she is so good at. But you ignored her and just kept smiling pleasantly. Nothing she said upset you.” 

Sev began to interrupt, but Leneswyn paid no attention and went on.

“Mother did not like me wearing boy’s clothing or riding or learning to fight, but I just couldn’t be what she wanted. All we did was battle. I was never certain what pleased her more, winning an argument or making me furious. After watching you that day, I began to act like you. I would nod and smile or change the subject, but I didn’t rant and rail. I probably have scars on my tongue from biting back my words so often.”

“Oh my, the irony of it all. What you saw was simple fear. I was terrified of meeting all those people.”

Leneswyn shook her head. “You might have been scared, but you held your head up and refused to give in to her tactics.”

“Not true,” Sev protested. “I ran away. Remember?”

“You weren’t running from my mother. You were running from grief.”

Sev heard the unspoken desire to have done the same. “I ran because there were no longer any bonds holding me here. You have living children, Leneswyn. You could not leave them behind, nor could you take them with you.”

“I know, and at times they are enough. But part of me is missing.” Equal parts regret and anger harshened her voice. “Buried within that barrow with Renthil.” 

“’Tis not buried, Leneswyn, but numbed by sorrow.” Sev reached a tentative hand toward the young woman’s rigid back. However, too wide a gulf yet existed for Sev to offer the same comfort she had given Elanna, so she withdrew and voiced the one platitude that held a grain of wisdom. “Give yourself time.”

“Was it time that awoke your heart, Sevil?” Unshed tears shimmered in Leneswyn’s eyes.

The wandering conversation had returned to the question that meant the most.

“That, and a man who refused to be driven away no matter how hard I tried.” Sev shook her head at the memory of her futile attempts to raise shields about her heart. “If you can believe it, he is even more stubborn than I am.”

“A trait that will stand him in good stead.” Leneswyn blew out a breath and straightened her shoulders. “He makes you laugh, too.” 

“Aye,” Sev smiled and nodded, then looked puzzled. “But how …?”

“Esiwmas told me,” Leneswyn ducked her head to hide the reddening of her cheeks. “And Liam.“ 

“Of course.” Sev frowned. “Your brother is worse than Queen Beruthiel’s cats. Always sticking his nose into places it doesn’t belong.” With a tilt of her head, she added, “And that overgrown rascal Liam is getting to be just as bad. I don’t suppose he took it at all well that I chose Conrath’s escort over his.”

The trail master of the pack train, with which Sev originally planned to travel, Liam had also been in charge of the one that she and Aerio the elf traveled with to Pelargir in the fall. While she agonized over her decision to meet with Anardil in the river city, Liam put the long miles to productive use and taught the elf the language of Rohan and a repertoire of drinking songs that the hobbits had since banned from the common room of The Burping Troll. He also revealed that his efforts to make Leneswyn give up her widowhood and become his lady had met with resistance, from both the object of his affection and her mother. 

From her blush and the sparkle in Leneswyn’s eyes as she related the contents of the man’s last message to Esiwmas, it appeared that perhaps the trail master was doing better than he believed. Given that, behind his smiling face and constant joking, Liam possessed his own brand of stubbornness, Sev felt certain the family would soon be celebrating another wedding.

“Liam’s train is expected the day after tomorrow," concluded Leneswyn. "Since you are not with him, he will go directly to DunLostir. He will be attending the wedding on the twentieth though, so be prepared to listen to his foolishness.” 

“I had a fair reminder of that during my trip to Pelargir. If you are interested,” Sev hid a smile at the eagerness on Leneswyn’s face, “I’ll tell you as we walk over to the house. I think we’re late enough now to make a grand entrance possible.”

Leneswyn looked thoughtful. “I do hope you know what you are doing, Sevil.”

“Living up to my reputation,” Sev stated firmly and led the way out the door, though she neglected to say which reputation that was.

~~~

Standing in the corral, Elanna was no longer as confident about having fun as she had told Pippin only minutes ago. Every man that could be spared attended, some leaning against the wooden posts, while a few chose to sit on the topmost rail. There were males of all ages, from the oldest whose long beards were liberally shot with grey to the youngest whose whiskers were pale down that was almost invisible.

Members of the latter group greeted Elanna and Pippin with warm smiles as the women walked through the gate. Berethor followed suit. Due to his position, Esiwmas nodded gravely though a decided twinkle was detectable under the landholder’s bushy brows.

Introductions were made and Elanna noted that the expressions on the faces that circled the dirt enclosure fell into two categories. The first, and thankfully the largest, kept their features neutral. If they bore any animosity, they kept it well hidden. The second and smaller group was visibly hostile. She wasn’t sure if they disproved of women with weapons in general or were still angry that strong men had died while she and Pippin lived.

Elanna’s gaze lingered on three men in particular: Beregild, father of Berethor and Beregrid; and Sejard, father to Sewulf and husband to Mordara. The younger man standing next to Sejard was Leosil, the stepbrother Sewulf once mentioned. Not surprisingly, all three belonged to the hostile group. 

The strength of her resentment surprised Elanna and she was thinking of ways to avoid the trio when a poke in the ribs interrupted her train of thought. She glanced at the culprit, Pippin, who tilted her head in Esiwmas’ direction. The master was about to address the crowd.

“There are those who have difficulty in believing that these women,” he glanced at Pippin and Elanna, “defeated the brigands that slew Rypan and Baldor. I admit that even I have some doubts, but understand this, once the demonstration is done let there be no dispute as to the results.”

Esiwmas spoke as owner and master of the hold, yet he conveyed to the others that he, too, was a man with the same doubts. Elanna admired the ease with which he made the transition.

“To this purpose, at the request of Lord Erkenbrand, I have asked Wymund, Rider of the first éored of Lord Erkenbrand, to be a participant.” 

Three days ago, while retrieving the bodies of the brigands, Master Wymund had minutely dissected the Ranger’s account of the ambush. Stone-faced, he expressed no disbelief in the tale before he and the two men who accompanied him took the dead away by wagon. Yet here the Lord’s man was again and it seemed even more important for her and Pippin to prove their abilities.

“Mistress Pippin will spar with Wymund first. Master-at-arms Berethor has requested the honor of engaging Ranger Elanna secondly. Who makes three hits on the other first shall be victor.”

The big man used Elanna's title, which explained why he wanted her to wear her uniform for this demonstration. It irked her that Esiwmas felt she needed the green and brown garb to aid her credibility. However, this matching of blades would reveal within the first moves that the Ranger lass did indeed own the skills she claimed. That Berethor himself wished to test Elanna's mettle tightened the tension in her stomach. Gritting her teeth against the welter of emotions, she focused her attention on her elven friend's impending trial.

Silence fell as elf and Rider assumed ready stances. At Esiwmas' command, the contest commenced. The swift exchange of testing steel rang quicker than the eye could see, whereupon Pippin and Wymund circled each other watchfully. Pippin's eyes twinkled in a solemn face while Wymund's features registered new wariness. Yet the man was good. Their competition resumed at explosive speed, strike and parry, lunge and retreat, a martial dance of steely exactness. Wymon earned a shout of approval when his blade rapped Pippin's left arm, scoring the first point. The shout died as her riposte turned his sword aside and her blade-tip smartly tapped his chest. With a wry grin, Wymund stepped back and brought his blade up in salute to both her point won and her 'death' hit.

What interested Elanna the most was the difference in style between the combatants. While well matched in strength and speed, there was fluidity in the elf’s movements that made the man seem abrupt and choppy. Thrice more Pippin warded Wymund's lightning blows, a falcon dodging the leaps of a wolf, to smite him at the hip in return.

White teeth flashed in another grudging grin as the tall Rider paused, en guard. "Second point to you, lady," he said.

The tall elf inclined her head in grave acknowledgement, a smile teasing the corners of her mouth.

Previously, whispers of “elf magic” reached Elanna's ears about the fight at the spring, thanks to Eadric and Conrich. After reporting the rumors, both young men were quick to profess not to believe it. The way Pippin carried herself now, Elanna was willing to bet that the two might have a genuine change of heart.

Pippin showed the true skill of an elven warrior in the final attack - a swift, forward assault that drove Wymund back on a hopeless defensive. In an instant, the elf was through his guard, her blade pressed to the breast of his jerkin.

“Do you yield?” she inquired gently. Now her lips did curve in a smile, her eyes shining.

Wymund laughed breathlessly. “I yield, lady. T' was a battle well-fought.”

His genial submission released onlookers for a round of cheers and applause. Many hands reached to thump Wymund's shoulders in rough if jeering sympathy, while he retreated to refresh himself with a cup of cool water. For Pippin, spectators offered new looks of interest, and respectful nods where before had been only wariness. The wonderment of the Fair Folk must, it now seemed, include shield maidens at least the equal of Rohan's own. Meanwhile Berethor met Elanna's eyes with a faint smile.

~~~

Trelayne knelt down and held a plate piled with tiny jam-filled cakes a few inches from the floor. A curly head popped out from beneath the quilt frame to give him a gap-toothed smile, then accepted the treats and disappeared with a giggle. The ladies around the frame smiled at the sounds of laughter coming from under the tautly stretched fabric. Then they continued plying their needles as industriously as their tongues, exchanging tales of childbirth and illness, recipes and remedies, as had their mothers and grandmothers before them.

Gathering another assortment of delicacies onto a polished wooden tray, the youth began to offer them to the ladies scattered about the perimeter of the room. Engaged in the multitude of preparations necessary for this evening’s feast, they bustled from kitchen to hall to the large lawn where the meal was to be taken. The hum of voices rose and fell as the women chattered and laughed. Occasionally a sharp voice rose to scold one of the children who moved in a dizzying dance from one end of the half-emptied hall to the other. Nimbly, Trelayne avoided collision with three children squealing with delight as they slid across the gleaming wooden floor. A smile dimpled his cheeks as he recalled how, hours earlier, he and his friends had done the same while removing the greater portion of the tables and benches from the room. That is until Irosa appeared and scolded them for their silliness when there was so much work to be done.

Work there was indeed. Not just the mixing and slicing the women were now finishing, but also setting up the large quilting frame, arranging the few remaining tables to Irosa’s satisfaction, tending the cakes in the baking ovens, turning the side of beef roasting upon the outdoor spit, and carrying the benches and tables from the dining hall to the outside area where the evening meal was to take place. There were tasks enough for every hand. 

Trelayne’s stomach gurgled and a swirl of laughter rose from the quartet of teenaged girls he had just offered his tray. The gray-haired Thamewyn, who was directing the girls in the sewing of lace to a vast array of clothing, gave him a sour look. With a red-faced apology, he backed away, only to trip over a wooden carving of a horse. 

A firm hand steadied him in time to prevent disaster, and he turned to thank the slim woman who caught him.

Leneswyn scooped the carving from the floor and handed it to a sturdy child of five whose face squinched into an impish grin. “Rengarth, your cousin Sevil did not bring this all the way from the woods of Ithilien for you to leave it in the middle of the floor where hardworking lads like Trelayne can stumble over it.”

“I’m sorry, Modor. I’m sorry, Trelayne,” piped the boy then pointed to his two playmates surrounded by a wooden menagerie. “We were playing warg attack, and it slid over here.”

With a giggle as Trelayne’s stomach chose that moment to vocalize again, the child ran back to where his friends sat readying an attack formation.

“Don’t just pass them around, lad. Eat some,” directed Leneswyn. “You sound as if you are starving.”

“Oh, thank you, ma’am,” stammered Trelayne, and then shifted nervously from one foot to the other. “But, well…” He looked over his shoulder to find Thamewyn giving him another stony look.

Leneswyn took note of the older woman’s expression then pulled a bench from the wall. “Sevil, take the other one. Sit down, boy. You have my permission.”

“Perhaps he’s wary of keeping company with us,” replied Sev. She sat and arranged her skirts carefully, before frowning up at the still anxiously shifting boy. 

“Oh, no, ma’am,” protested Trelayne. “I enjoy your company. You and Miss Pippin and Miss Elanna are so much more interesting than everyone else.” He winced as he realized what he said and began a hasty apology. “I didn’t mean that you’re not interesting, Mistress Lenes...”

“Trelayne, sit down,” commanded Leneswyn and pointed her finger to the floor beside her.

“Yes, ma’am,” mumbled the boy and eased himself to a cross-legged position, then held the tray up to the women. “Would you like some?”

Studying the selection before them, Leneswyn remarked, “Sevil, you really should try some of these cheese filled puffs. Brywn made them.”

“Your sister has always been an excellent cook.” Sev took a cheese puff and a jam tart from the tray. “What would you suggest, Trelayne?”

The boy’s ears turned an astonishing shade of red, and he stammered, “Uh, well, the little cinnamon cakes are tasty.”

The two women exchanged glances as they each took one of the recommended treats. Leneswyn leaned forward and caught the boy’s chin in her hand. “Tell me, Trelayne, why is it that you are here passing out trays to a bevy of women, rather than at the barracks watching the sword play?”

“Especially since it’s Miss Pippin and Miss Elanna giving a demonstration.” Sev bit carefully into a cinnamon cake. 

“Uh, well…”

“If your actions are such that you must lie about them,” Leneswyn began one of her brother’s favorite sayings.

“I ate an entire plate of cinnamon cakes and Cook said I had to stay here and pass out trays and carry and fetch rather than go see the practice,” blurted out Trelayne.

Sev lowered the cake she had been about to take another nibble from and said with wonder, “An entire plate?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Trelayne lowered his head and clutched his stomach as it growled again.

Leneswyn hid a smile behind a cough. “It appears they weren’t exactly filling. Try the cheese puffs instead.”

“Or the meat rolls,” Sev suggested, taking one for herself. “Irosa’s recipe I believe.”

Trelayne looked up to scan their eyes, and then with an embarrassed mumble he lifted one of the meat rolls from the platter. 

~~~

Chapter Eighteen

June 16th
Landhold of the Esthomas Family

The moments passed too swiftly, and Elanna's throat tightened as Berethor strolled to the middle of the corral. There he stood, his casually expectant pose indicating his readiness to commence. 

Pippin smiled encouragement and whispered, "Luck to you, Elanna."

Nodding tense acknowledgement, Elanna followed her opponent into the corral. Silence fell, the smiles fading once more to expressions of dubiousness. Despite the many critical eyes upon her, she cleared her mind of everything and concentrated on the task at hand. Berethor briefly met her gaze, his blue eyes blank with concentration. Forewarned by Wymund's loss to Pippin, he clearly had no intent of underestimating even this diminutive opponent.

"Ready?" asked Esiwmas. At their nods of consent, he stepped back. "Fight!"

Berethor came in fast and hard, but Elanna warded his blows with swift precision, sidestepping the power of his attack. Yet he employed his height and reach with formidable vigor, each stroke testing her wards and footwork to their utmost. She thought her defense sufficient until he swept within her guard, striking the first hit to her thigh in the instant she struck for his shoulder. Her breath caught in quick chagrin. A tilt of a blond eyebrow was Berethor's only reaction as they circled anew.

But Elanna realized now that she possessed a good chance of besting him. His footwork caught her attention with odd familiarity, and now his handling of the sword. Elanna could imagine her brother in place of Berethor. If this man’s strengths were similar to Bob’s then maybe, just maybe, his weaknesses would be also. A windfall she could use to her advantage.

This time she drove the attack, quick in a feint and following strike as she tested his responses to see if her theory was correct. Sure enough, Berethor warded her blow almost exactly as Bob would have, except that her brother led with his right foot and this man led with his left. She sidestepped, feinted then lunged beneath his guard and struck him smartly in the ribs.

A grudging smile appeared on the master-at-arms' face. "Now we are even, point for point."

Speed must be her shield, as Berethor sprang to the attack. Blade met blade with impact that jolted her bones, and she swept aside to evade another quick blow. There she saw him shift for a high left, and she smote low to the right, a solid hit to his ribs once more.

"Two for one," she panted.

Her world narrowed to that Rohirrim blade, flashing twice quickly as an adder's strike, each parry rattling her to the shoulders. She must end this now, if she was to prevail. Yet there again was that mirror of her brother's style, and suddenly it was as a familiar if brutal dance, the Rider's strokes firmly warded, each step just an instant late.

Then she struck Berethor's blade aside and sprang within his guard, the tip of her sword diving towards the soft spot under his chin. It never landed. His parry slammed her sword wide and his blade dove straight through her defenses, its point pressing her breastbone. She froze in the shock of stark dismay, staring up into blue eyes that now gleamed wryly.

"Do you yield?" he asked. 

Her breath felt crushed in her chest as she whispered, “I yield.”

Elanna withdrew her weapon and the master-at-arms lowered his to look down at his erstwhile opponent. The ignobility of defeat bloomed hot as the blush rising in her cheeks. Beneath Berethor's measuring stare, she briefly forgot to breathe. So many eyes watched, voices muttering along the fences. Though she had fought with honor, she had not found victory. Would the master-at-arms honor her effort?

The two faced each other. One, the taller, was grim-faced while the other, the vanquished, seemed mostly concerned with catching her breath. No man or boy dared to break the silence that stretched tight enough for the air to thrum with the tension. At last, Berethor allowed a slow grin to light up his face and he held out his hand to Elanna, which she accepted.

"Know this, lady Ranger," he said. "Since I turned twenty-two, no man has bested me with a sword, saving only my father. But know also that for all of us, there is someone better. That is why a warrior must practice his craft, and learn most of all from those who best us at times like this."

He paused, studying her face as she swallowed hard and mustered a wobbly smile. Yet before she could speak, he added, "Your skill honors your teachers, Elanna. Remember what we did here today; remember what you saw me do. Take that, and make it your own."

Elanna laughed, and with it fled her last apprehensions. "There is a very wise elf back home at The Burping Troll," she said, "named Celebsul. Just now, you sounded much like him."

Berethor smiled widely. "I shall take that as a compliment, Elanna." He began to remove the wrappings from his sword as he spoke. "What changed, there at the last? Did your elf friend whisper some elvish magic to you, ere you began?"

Elanna did not know what to make of the unexpected question, but she did her best to answer it anyway. “Why do you ask?”

“You began to anticipate what my next move would be, sometimes before I knew, myself. That is a valuable trick for a swordsman to know.”

Elanna laughed and winked at Pippin as she made the connection between Berethor’s question and statement.

“As flattered as I am by the idea, I must admit that the answer is not mystical.” Elanna reenacted the movement of foot and hand as she spoke. “My brother does this almost exactly as you do. The only difference is in the leading foot.” She grinned mischievously at the master-at-arms. “It is not the first time I have gotten past his defenses or in this case, yours. History was my advantage.”

“I see. You have practiced often with this brother, I gather?” He slid his blade back into the scabbard. 

“I am afraid so. Both of us have spent many hours practicing with blade and bow.” Elanna gestured to the men circling the fence. “The skill displayed here today was earned as any man here would earn it.”

“As it should be,” he said. He bowed slightly to Elanna, and to Pippin and Wymund who now joined them.

Wymund grinned broadly as he glanced to Esiwmas by the gate. “When I return to Lord Erkenbrand, I will be sure to include a report of today’s demonstration.”

He held his hands out to Elanna, who understood and laid the hilt of her blade in his palm. Wymund hefted the weapon in his hand and swung it around experimentally. 

“A good blade. I remember seeing someone who did not so much fight with his blade as dance with it.” He handed the sword back to its owner. “Much the same as you ladies; you in particular.” Wymund nodded at Pippin.

“Where did you see this person?” Pippin asked.

“At Helm’s Deep. He rode with Lord Aragorn, Gandalf the Wizard and Master Gimli the dwarf. I have learned since that the elf is son of King Thranduil of Mirkwood.”

“Legolas,” the women breathed in unison.

“Yes, that was his name,” Wymund said. “A valiant warrior possessed of remarkable skill and strength.” Lifting his gaze to the gate, he addressed the landholder one last time. “By your leave, Master Esiwmas, it is time I returned to my duties.”

“Of course. You have been kind to indulge my master-at-arms by delaying your return. My son, Estev, will take you to your horse.” Es motioned to a sandy haired boy who bore a decided resemblance to the large man. “Please express my gratitude to Lord Erkenbrand for your time and effort.”

Pausing ere he strode away, Wymund clasped Esiwmas’ shoulder in a gesture of farewell before allowing Estev to lead him to the barn.

Looking towards their audience, Berethor called out, “A cup of ale for battles well-fought!”

Instantly voices rose in an excited torrent of discussion, men and boys scrambling down from the fences as they found points to debate and dissect. After all, no greater joy existed in Rohirrim hearts than a good contest at arms, and this day gave them talk enough to last the rest of the summer. 

Once a horn cup was placed in Elanna’s hand and its mate in Pippin's bemused grasp, Berethor addressed the gathered spectators again. “You have all witnessed the elf and the woman display their prowess with their weapons. Is there any who now disputes their abilities?”

To the satisfaction of the master-at-arms, no one raised his voice in dissent. Amidst the merry babble, two or three men exchanged sour glances, which Berethor noted without comment. Meanwhile, however, Elanna did not bother to hide her grin as the converging crowd encompassed her and Pippin within the circle of their enthusiasm.

~~~

In only a matter of minutes, the trio reduced the selection to one broken tart and a scattering of crumbs. Trelayne licked his fingers, and then winced ruefully as Leneswyn flicked his ear with a slender finger.

“Sorry.”

Sev laughed, “Ah, Trelayne, you are a scamp. Leneswyn, do you remember the time Sewulf, Beregorn and Beregrid absconded with an entire bushel of apples?”

“Oh yes, very well,” exclaimed the other woman with a demure smile. 

“Did your mother ever discover who left the cellar door unlocked for them?” Sev’s eyes gleamed.

“No!” To Trelayne’s amazement, Leneswyn added, “And if you ever reveal it was me, I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Your secret is safe with me, and I am certain it is safe with Trelayne.”

“Oh, yes, mistress,” he responded fervently.

“Very well, be off with you, lad.” Trelayne scrambled to his feet and sighed heavily. He halted mid-stride as Sevilodorf said, “And as soon as you get the opportunity, would you bring us a pot of hot water and some peppermint for tea?”

“Yes, mistress,” replied the boy. 

“A true scamp,” murmured Sev as the youth bounded away toward the kitchen to replenish his tray and bring the requested tea.

“Aye, but he’s a good lad.” Casting a quick glance about the room, Leneswyn whispered, “’Tis easy to see the battle lines are forming.”

Sev nodded at the truth of the words though she was beginning to feel that she was waging a battle that did not need to be fought. While it was true that her entrance created a moment of complete silence, the rapid division of the crowd of women had followed it almost immediately into three distinct camps. 

Given the lukewarm greeting she received at the funeral and the strained atmosphere of the past few days, Sev felt stunned when the largest group of ladies made a point of greeting her with handclasps and exclamations of delight. Leneswyn whispered that word had gone out the head of the family and his wife welcomed her return. Besieged on all sides by questions regarding her outfit, her travels and the man they all heard rumors about, Sev, willing enough to set aside the differences of the past, responded pleasantly. She told them that the bodice was a gift from the halflings at the inn where she lived in Ithilien and that yes, she would be delighted to let them examine it more closely at a later time. Undoubtedly, several of the women would have created their own copies of this hobbit-like garment within a matter of days. She also gave vague responses concerning her travels and dropped only tantalizing hints about Anardil. 

A second group consisted of Halene and her supporters. Some of these might only consider it prudent to remain loyal to the powerful woman who had controlled the family for so many years. After all, Sev repeatedly declared that she was not staying in the Vale. Others in this coterie looked at Sev with open disgust, and behind cupped hands repeated all the old rumors and started several new ones. Save for stiffly polite greetings and occasional looks of open amusement when the more outrageous tales met their ears, Sev and Leneswyn ignored this group.

Finally, there were a handful of ditherers. Those who could not make up their minds which side of this blossoming feud to support. They moved from group to group with anxiety engraved upon their faces and nodded often in agreement with whichever group they stood. 

“What do you mean to do next?”

Sev brushed imaginary crumbs from her lap and nodded toward the quilting frame. “That section will be finished soon. When the quilt is rolled, it will be our turn. Kathwyn said our squares would be in the final group.”

It was more common for a bride to chose a double ring pattern or the crest of her new family, but Sev’s foster daughter asked that each of the women in the family create a different square to be fitted together to provide the top of her bridal quilt. Pleased by her foster mother’s early arrival, the bride-to-be insisted that Sev take part in the quilting by embroidering upon one of the heretofore-blank quilt squares. With the assistance of Pippin’s artistic abilities, a design had been sketched upon the fabric. During the course of the past few days, Sev stitched morning and evening to translate the outline; a horse’s head beside a Ranger’s star with a full moon above; into gleaming white, gold and silver threads upon a deep blue background. Satisfied with the symbolic representation of her union with Anardil and their home in Ithilien, she then placed the elvish runes for their initials in the lower right-hand corner. 

Yesterday, Irosa and Kathwyn’s stepmother, Mordara, helped by several of the other women, had laid the squares out and sewn them together. This morning, the soft woolen felt that would serve as batting covered the large piece of fabric forming the back of the quilt. Together they were wrapped about one rail of the frame while the quilt top had been rolled upon another rail. At the bottom of the frame, all three pieces were fastened together. Around the frame was only enough room for eight ladies to stitch at a time, so the women formed four groups based on where their individual block was in the quilt. Unfortunately, at Kathwyn’s request Sev’s block received equal prominence with those of the girl’s stepmother and her soon to be mother-in-law, plus those most prominent in the family: Irosa, Halene and Esiwmas’ sisters. 

“Yes, it will be our turn, but that’s not what I meant and you know it,” scolded Leneswyn with narrowed eyes.

“I have promised Irosa that I would be polite in public, and I will not shame Kathwyn with any undignified behavior on my part. If others wish to be rude, that is their choice. Besides, if the support I have received today is any indication, the battle is over.”

“Do not underestimate my mother.” Leneswyn laughed softly. “And you can’t disappoint all of us this way. Irosa has been estimating the seconds until your temper is released.”

Sev pursed her lips and shook her head. “I was goaded into losing my temper three years ago, but I will not today.”

“I hope not. I’ve placed my wager on the day after the wedding. How do my chances look?”

Sev stared blank-faced at the woman for a moment then laughed heartily, drawing every eye in the room. Fanning her face, and struggling to catch her breath, she said, “Very good, unless I expire from laughter on the spot.”

“Pshaw. You’ve become a slave to fashion, my dear. Wearing something that restricts your breathing is not wise.”

“That fine sentiment serves for those who have never had to worry about whether or not a man could fit his hands about her waist. And I told you to stop making me laugh.”

Leneswyn’s response was interrupted as Trelayne appeared with two gently steaming cups. 

“Your tea, mistresses," the youth said with a low bow. "Cook apologizes but she is out of teapots until I gather them for their return to the kitchen.”

“Thank you.” Sev accepted the cup and sipped the hot brew gratefully. She wrinkled her nose and asked, “Are you certain this is peppermint?”

“Yes, mistress. One of the kitchen maids stirred it up for me when she found out it was for you.”

Sipping again, she asked the boy to find her some sweetening to add to the tea. Trelayne sped off then reappeared with a tiny bowl of sugar. Setting it on a bench beside the women, he excused himself and returned to the seemingly endless task of gathering empty teapots and distributing new tidbits.

~~~

Noting the slightly glazed look appearing on Elanna's face, Berethor raised both hands to those gathered closely about.

"I believe we are done here. Our ladies should be finished with their stitchery by now, or will be soon,” he said. “I understand the lady of the hold has promised a special dinner.”

Nothing more was needed. Irosa’s abilities were well known and much appreciated. The crowd of men and boys split into smaller groups. Talking, laughing and arguing good-naturedly amongst themselves, they trickled towards the main house. All, that is, but three.

Berethor motioned Pippin and Elanna to wait as the three men approached. They were like stepping stairs in height. The tallest unbowed by the age bespoken in the silver strands which outnumbered the pale gold in his beard four-to-one, and the lines carved into a weathered face. The next fellow would have been considered a big man, as long as he did not stand next to his present companion or Esiwmas, and his dark blonde hair was only lightly threaded with grey. The shortest, though the term was relative, was also the youngest. Near Sewulf’s age, Elanna would have guessed. Stout was the kindest way to describe him.

“Fæder,” the master-at-arms welcomed the tallest of the three. “Ranger Elanna, Mistress Pippin, may I present my father, Beregild son of Beryl.” The older man nodded stiffly as Pippin and Elanna smiled.

“Also, my mother’s brother, Sejard,” Berethor motioned to the others, “and his wife’s son, Leosil.”

A frozen smile settled on Elanna’s face as she made the appropriate responses. The very people she wanted most to avoid: the fathers who had denied Beregrid and Sewulf when the wounds of war proved nearly crippling. Surely, Berethor knew how difficult this was for her. But if he did, the master-at-arms seemed not to care. Many things about Berethor reminded her of his brother, Beregrid, and at this moment, she recalled how she often had the urge to throttle her friend when he did something like this. 

Beregild spoke in Rohirric to Berethor, who answered in kind before he asked, “Might I accompany you to the main house, Miss Pippin?” 

Pippin’s gaze bounced between Elanna and Berethor. 

In Sindarin Elanna beseeched her friend, “You cannot leave me with these men."

“Yet I may not appear rude either,” Pippin replied levelly then switched to Westron. “I will see that our hungry friend leaves something for you.”

Elanna watched the two depart for as long as she could see them. Her hands were like ice and her tongue felt frozen to the roof of her mouth.

“Ranger Elanna.”

When gray-bearded Beregild spoke her name, she took a deep breath and said, “Aye.” 

Good, her voice did not betray the pounding of her heart, which made her feel like she was shaking from head to foot.

“My son, he is well?”

Elanna did not need to be told which son the elderly man meant. She hoped he would not ask a question that she could not answer without breaking her word to Beregrid. In this instance, the Ranger felt that cowardice was the better part of valor.

She answered the man’s question with a question. “Do you not know?”

“My middle son is dead. My youngest son survived the war that killed his brother, but came home changed.” Some unreadable emotion flitted across the man’s stony features. Then he stiffened and in a slow voice, as if each word caused him pain, he continued, “I am not proud of the way I treated him. I did not understand him; and in my grief, I did not know how to try.”

Elanna said nothing. What could she say in the face of such honesty? She did what she sensed the father of Beregrid needed most: she listened.

“He has chosen exile in a land far from home, and I cannot find it in my heart to blame him.” A sigh rattled the man’s chest. “But he is still my son. Is it wrong for me to hope he has found the understanding that his mother and I were unable to provide?”

“Nay, it is not wrong,” Elanna said softly, her resentment melting. “He has found acceptance in a place where all have been wounded by the war in one way or another. And he has found love.”

The faded blue eyes glimmered in the sunlight. “Berethor told me how Beregorn died. When you see my son again, will you tell him I do not blame him? I never blamed him. I just wanted to know, and he could not tell me.”

Elanna laid a hand on the man’s arm. “I will tell him.”

“And also tell him.” Beregild paused to clear his throat. “Tell him I hope that some day he will forgive me and his mother.”

A lump rose in her throat, so much sorrow and misunderstanding. Elanna longed to explain that Beregrid would forgive him. But it was not for her to say. Aiding his hope was all she could offer.

“I will tell him.”

A gnarled hand patted hers. 

“Are you done?” Sejard asked. “I would like dinner while there is still some left.”

Elanna’s head swiveled towards the owner of the scornful voice. Her dislike for this man hardened into unyielding granite.

“You do not wish for news of your son, Sewulf?” 

Sejard snorted in derision. “He was not of much use as a boy, even less so as a man. If it weren’t for Leosil here,” he patted the stout man on the shoulder, “I would be hard pressed to claim having a son at all.”

Leosil looked uncomfortable and she wondered if he carried the same guilt as his mother, or if he were a pawn in Mordara’s machinations. Leosil seemed about to protest when the sound of pounding feet interrupted. Turning, they saw Trelayne running towards them as fast as he could. 

~~~

As the eight ladies took their seats about the quilt frame, Irosa grasped immediate control of the conversation and firmly squashed each attempt by Mordara or Halene to begin topics that might lead to outright warfare. Additionally Kathwyn chattered blithely on about her husband-to-be and their future plans. Even Brwyn, who had never stood up to her mother on any previous occasion, helped keep the conversation peaceful by telling a rambling tale about the various materials she was using to produce dyes in the family’s weaving sheds. Sev was in greater danger of erupting into uncontrollable laughter than of losing her temper, for Leneswyn kept up a series of low voiced comments about how her mother needed to be more careful about getting so upset, as it was certain to result in wrinkles.

After several sharp kicks to the shins, Leneswyn subsided into silent industry, plying her needle steadily until a small hand tugged at her skirt and said, “Modor, Renhelm took my horse. Make him give it back.”

“Rengarth,” his mother said solemnly. “You must learn to share with your little brother.”

“But Modor,” the young voice was shrill with disgust, “he’s chewing on it.”

Leneswyn rolled her eyes but excused herself to handle this domestic crisis. Naturally the conversation of the group at the frame turned to tales of childish misbehaviors and reams of advice for the bride-to-be concerning child bearing. Sev felt her stomach begin to tighten. Halene was all too capable of utilizing this topic to inflict pain and, given that the day had gone in Sev’s favor to this point, the woman would be more than willing to do so. Desperate to hide her sudden upset, she put aside her needle and reached a trembling hand for the teacup that Trelayne had refilled only moments before. Sipping the soothing brew, she grimaced and added more sugar. The dried peppermint used for the tea must have been stored improperly. 

After another long swallow, she set the cup aside. Her fingers found their way to the flat oval pendant that hung from the silver chain indicating her place as a landholder’s wife in this family. She had dropped the necklace at Halene’s feet when she fled the Deeping Vale three years ago. Refusing to allow her to sever the family ties, Esiwmas had returned it to her almost a year ago. A gift she had been most grateful to receive; for etched upon the pendant was the name of the only living child she had borne. 

Suddenly aware of Halene’s cold blue eyes watching her, Sev released the pendant and reapplied her needle. Though Irosa noticed the exchange, and attempted to lead the talk in another direction, Halene’s slight smile suggested that the attempt would prove unsuccessful. And so it did.

In a silky voice, Halene said, “Ah, my dear Kathwyn, you must remember to be most diligent in caring for yourself during pregnancy. My own dear husband would not allow me to ride from the very moment he realized I was expecting. Unlike some women,” wide eyes glanced pointedly in Sev’s direction, “I obeyed. Thus bearing three beautiful children.” 

Halene reached to her throat and fondled the three jewels gracing the silver chain she wore. Then she smiled fondly at Brwyn beside her and across the room at Leneswyn, who was cradling her youngest son in her arms and speaking seriously to the five-year-old Rengarth. 

“My daughters have done so as well. Even my rambunctious Leneswyn had the sensibility to curtail her behavior while she was expecting.”

“Halene,” Irosa interrupted softly, and then realized she had walked right into the other woman’s trap.

Eyes wide with innocence, Halene said, “As a bride-to-be, Kathwyn knows her most important duty to her husband is to bear him strong children. It is our duty as her family to be certain that she does not make the same mistakes others have made.”

Sev closed her eyes as her needle stabbed into her finger. Snatching it away to prevent any blood from staining the quilt, she drew every eye in the group as Halene added, “Though, truly, it is for the best of the family, if the men whose wives can not bear children set them aside and take new brides.”

“Oh, my!” Halene’s mouth formed a round o that she covered with an elegant hand. “Sevilodorf, did you hurt yourself? I’m so sorry if I distressed you. You’ve been gone for such a time that I fear I forgot to choose my words more carefully. But Kathwyn should know that not every man is as soft-hearted as Eswidan.”

Staunching the flow of blood with a scrap of cloth, Sev replied grimly, “Soft-hearted is not a term that I would apply to my late husband.”

Around the frame, the other women went rigid. Kathwyn opened her mouth to speak, but was glared into silence by her stepmother, Mordara.

“Why, my dear,” Halene said. “How can you say that? In spite of your rebellious nature leading to those unfortunate miscarriages, Eswidan never once considered setting you aside. Even when my own dear Esrob urged him to do so.”

Sev’s stomach lurched and for a moment, she thought she would embarrass herself. Swallowing convulsively, she fought to push aside the anguish caused by even the thought of Esrob suggesting such a thing. From the moment she married Eswidan, his uncle treated her more like a daughter than a niece. Never would he have told Eswidan to set her aside. Never. Halene must be lying. 

Tightening her jaw, Sev fought to maintain the control she had worked so hard to develop. The fluttering of the tapestry upon the wall behind the space where the head table usually sat drew her eye. The crescent moon of a second son above the white horse’s head gleamed upon a deep blue field, emblems of the family’s first landholder, Esthomas. The shadow of a deep voice whispered in her mind, retelling the tale of how the land right had been earned from Fengel King. Essel had so loved to hear his father tell the tales of the family, and the story of the family’s crest was always a favorite. Eswidan would set the boy on his lap and explain the meaning of each symbol: the moon, the horse’s head and the three rays representing truth, knowledge and justice. 

What was the truth? Or was there such a thing? 

To Eswidan, truth was that few women could be trusted. Thus, he believed in her infidelity. Truth was also that a man dealt with the problems within his house himself. Thus, he punished her for a betrayal she had never committed. Yet, even then, he never set her aside. Could it have been that he delighted in inflicting pain upon her? 

No, she would not believe that. He felt it his duty to chastise, and his anger and frustration at her refusal to pretend remorse for offense she had not committed hardened his fists and words; but never did he give any sign of enjoying her pain. She would have recognized that look, for she had seen it before in the eyes of her uncle and her cousins in the Westfold Village.

What was the truth? Would it ever be possible to know? Eswidan had taken his side of the tale to his barrow. What was her side?

That she accepted his treatment for the sake of her son? That even while hoping someday they would return to what they had been, she believed that she somehow deserved his wrath? 

Aye, there was the heart of the matter. She felt she deserved punishment for her inability to bear him more children. Eswidan had rescued her from her own uncle’s household, where she was looked down upon because of her mother’s Dunland heritage. He had rescued her from the arranged marriage to a man she knew delighted in pain and humiliation. He had saved her though he knew of the shame dealt her by her cousins. All that he desired in return was that she bore him children that he would know were truly his; and she failed at that.

Why then had he not put her aside? Why? 

Biting her lip to keep from asking the question aloud, she turned her gaze from the tapestry and allowed her eyes to wander the room. As with all the rest she had seen these past few days, the hall was familiar, yet it was not. Saruman’s army set flame to every rick, cot and tree in the Vale, and what the people rebuilt was subtly different from what had stood before. But that was only fitting as the people who survived changed as well. 

However, as her eyes traveled the room, noting the concerned looks that were beginning to be cast this direction, she came to understand that the most important thing had not changed. The family was still together. Yes, they had suffered great losses, but the family remained. 

A moment of shame bowed her head. She had taken the coward’s way and deserted the Vale three years ago. Yet, if she had not done so, she would never have found The Burping Troll and those who she now considered family as well. As the elves liked to say, “Every action has a purpose, though we may not recognize it.” 

Wrapping the swatch of fabric tightly about her finger, Sev raised her head and met Halene’s eyes directly. Choosing each word with care, she spoke her thoughts, “Eswidan never set me aside, though it was within his power to do so. Like your son, Eswidan thought always of the good of the family. As a healer, I was needed. As a foster mother to four children left orphaned by the death of their mother and their father’s sorrow, I was needed. As the mistress of his household, I was needed. For over twenty years, I used my skills and talents for the good of this family. Eswidan knew and valued me for it, not because he was soft-hearted.” 

Sev gave a bitter laugh, for the memory of hard fists still haunted her nights. 

“No, not because of any softness. But because, unlike some, he always put the family needs before his own. As did I. As I do still.”

The tightness of her corset did not allow such strong emotions without consequence; Sev stood unsteadily and attempted to calm her breathing. Around the room, women paused in their labors and strained to hear as she spoke directly to Halene.

“Madam, your son sent for me to fulfill obligations I yet have to this family. The daughter of my heart asked me to return to share the joy of her marriage. I did not come to listen to you retell the fictions you delight in spreading. I warn you now, that if news of such words being spoken again by you reach my ears, I will demand your apology. If I must take my request to Éomer King himself.”

Not a shred of emotion showed on Halene’s face, but she did not respond as Sev held herself stiffly and bowed to Irosa and Kathwyn.

“I beg your pardons for disrupting this happy event. If you do not object I will take my leave of you now.”

“Sevil…” Irosa said then nodded. “As you wish.”

Kathwyn pushed back her chair and moved to embrace Sev tightly and whisper, “You will always be the modor of my heart.”

“And you are the daughter of mine.” Sev kissed the girl’s forehead and patted her arm before releasing her. 

“You must come to the dinner this evening,” said Kathwyn firmly as Sev turned away.

“I’ll be there.”

Knowing that every eye in the room was upon her, Sev raised her chin and walked slowly toward the door. Leneswyn, balancing her youngest son on her hip, followed her into the hall.

“Sorry. I think I just lost your wager.”

“No at all, you were ever so polite, and I will insist that Irosa rule it so.”

Sev laughed, and then swayed again. Gasping for breath, she said, “You were right about one thing.”

“What?” 

No answer was forthcoming for even as Leneswyn reached an arm out to steady her, Sev’s knees gave way and she slid to the floor. Renhelm let out a wail as his mother all but dropped him, and then began to cry in earnest when she ignored his whimpers. 

~~~

“El . . . anna . . . Sevil . . . sick . . . bad,” the boy gasped, out of breath.

“Take a deep breath Trelayne,” Elanna instructed and curved her arm around his back. “I can’t understand you. What happened to Sev?”

The boy took several deep breaths and tried again. “Mistress Sevilodorf fainted. No one knows why. Mistress Irosa sent me to fetch you. Miss Pippin is with them already.”

Without a word to the three men, Elanna spun on the ball of her foot and raced back to the main house. She tried to tell herself that Sev might just have eaten something that didn’t agree with her or that the corset had been cinched a bit too tight, but in her heart, Elanna knew that another attempt had been made on Sev’s life.

~~~

Slipping between two sturdy figures half blocking the doorway to the dining hall, Elanna found herself in the midst of a large crowd of anxious people. Scanning the room for some sign of Pippin or Sevilodorf, Elanna noticed the abandoned quilting frame. The last row of squares, including that one Sev had labored over, remained unfinished. Threaded needles still dangled from the fabric indicating that whatever occurred had interrupted the ladies at their festivities. 

Grasping the arm of a young serving maid, Elanna commanded, “Where is Mistress Sevilodorf?”

The girl pointed toward the wide door leading into the hallway. “To your left, mistress. Then right at the end. Mistress Irosa is tending to her.”

Awarding the girl a quick nod, Elanna ignored the voices calling her name and slithered between a bevy of squawking matrons and out of the room. Purposefully she strode down one corridor and then another only to find her way suddenly blocked by Halene and Leneswyn. 

Without preamble, Elanna said, “I want to know exactly what happened.”

“You are a guest in my home and are in no position to demand anything,” Halene snapped, clearly determined to put the irksome woman in her place.

“On the contrary, I am a guest in your son’s home, and I am here by the bonds of family and the authority of Prince Faramir. As long as Sevilodorf is under the Prince’s protection, I have the right to investigate any occurrence that puts her in harm’s way.”

Halene’s face crystallized and Elanna knew she had won the point even before the woman spoke. 

“By all means, Ranger.” The venom invested in the single word would have slain an oliphaunt. “Conduct your investigation. You will find nothing sinister here.”

Subduing the desire to lash out at the older woman, Elanna turned to Leneswyn. 

“You were with Sev this afternoon?” 

“Yes,” the young matron replied. “We were never farther apart than the length of the dining hall.”

“Do you remember that last thing she ate or drank?”

 “We finished a tray of meat rolls Trelayne was passing about. Then she sent the boy for a cup of peppermint tea. I know she had several cups after the teapots were washed up. And some of those cinnamon cakes. But so did I.” Leneswyn thought carefully for a moment. “I think a cup of tea was the last thing she had before it was our turn around the frame. She asked for peppermint every time and thought she had been given something different. But Trelayne said it was peppermint.”

Elanna made a mental note to speak to the lad.

“Was she ill right after she drank it?”

Leneswyn thought for a moment. “No. It wasn’t until later and even then she…we thought it was because she allowed herself to become angry. Not a good thing when you wear a corset laced as tightly as she did.”

Elanna remembered the muttered curses from earlier in the day. She would give anything to hear Sev voicing them again.

“What made her angry?”

Leneswyn hesitated and her eyes slid to her mother.

“I do not see what bearing this has on Sevil’s malingering,” Halene commented coldly.

“It is my duty and honor to defend Sev from attacks whether they be on her person or her name.” Elanna felt glad that Sev, with her stiff-necked pride, was not in the room to argue the point that seemed stretched rather thin.

“Maybe it is time you understand the truth about the woman you so stoutly defend,” Halene declared. 

“Modor!” cried Leneswyn, appalled.

“It is all right, Leneswyn, let your mother speak. I would hear what she has to say,” Elanna responded. In truth, ever since she had spoken to Berethor, she hoped the opportunity would arise.

”The best thing that woman ever did was to break her ties with this family, if only my son had not been so kind-hearted and reinstated her.” Halene’s sigh sounded filled with genuine regret. “Any reasonable man would have set her aside after she was unable to produce more than one child. But Eswidan did not. Any man would have been justified in setting her aside after discovering her infidelity. Against sound advice, Eswidan did not. Sevilodorf should have been grateful for the forbearance her husband showed, but she never was.” Halene pierced the Ranger with a frigid gaze.

Leneswyn jumped to her feet. “Modor! You have gone too far.”

“You will not speak to me in that manner, dohter.” 

Leneswyn froze at the coldness in her mother’s voice, and Elanna guessed that the younger woman feared the consequences of standing up to Halene. The Ranger felt no such fear. 

“I will say this only once so I suggest you listen carefully. You will not utter another word of slander against Sevilodorf while we are here. Not even a whisper. Or I will be forced to defend her by whatever means I deem necessary.”

Fire met ice as the two women locked eyes. Yet neither could claim victory. Esiwmas called from the end of the corridor, breaking their concentration.

“Where is Irosa? It seems our Sevil is not the only one ill.”

“I believe someone said she was with Sev still,” Elanna answered. There was nothing more to be gained here. “I'm just going to check on her; would you like to come with me?”

“That I will.”

~~~

Chapter Nineteen

June 17th
Morning

“Look at it! It’s ruined.”

“I told you I was sorry.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you did it on purpose.”

“And what purpose could I possibly have for slicing it to pieces? It wouldn’t fit me anyway.”

“True,” was Sev’s mournful reply as she again examined the ragged remains of the green bodice. 

Easing herself to a seated position, she waited anxiously to see if she would once again spew the contents of her stomach. Regaining her senses to find a sea of concerned faces encircling her had not been enough. No, she then had to spend the night heaving over a basin while Elanna, Pippin and Irosa took turns holding back her hair. Uncertain at first as to what had caused the spasmodic nausea, Irosa had opted for gradually stronger doses of a decoction made from mayweed flowers. There had been moments during the long night when Sev was unsure which was worse: the cure or the illness. 

By dawn however, it appeared that she was sufficiently purged of whatever had been the source of the problem. She slipped into a restless, dream-filled sleep from which she awoke after only a few hours to the sound of Leneswyn cursing the holes her sons wore into the knees of their trousers. 

As Sev pressed a hand against her abdomen and grimaced with pain, the other woman held out the all too familiar basin.

“Not this time.” Sev took a deep breath and released it slowly. “As ever, my luck is running true to course. Not only am I stupid enough to pass out because I laced myself up too tightly before getting into an argument with Halene. But…” She broke off and held up the remains of her laces. “Did you have to cut the corset strings as well? It will take me forever to re-lace it and then days to get it comfortable again.”

“And it was so comfortable yesterday?” 

“No, but that’s not the point. All you had to do was pull the loop and loosen the nmad thing.”

Threatening to throw the basin at Sev’s head, Leneswyn said with exasperation, “How would I know that? I don’t wear the things.”

Sev gasped with indignation, then stared down at her curvaceous figure and muttered, “That’s rubbing salt into my wounds.”

“Then stop complaining,” Leneswyn responded sensibly. “Do you think your stomach will handle some dry toast now?”

Handing Sev one thin slice of toasted bread and taking another for herself, Leneswyn said, “Go on, you were telling me about your foul luck.”

“As if passing out was not enough, I had to get some of that horrible tea. And to top it off…” Chewing and swallowing gingerly, Sev paused to see if the toast would make a return appearance.

“Strange isn’t it? That you are the only one to get enough to make you really ill.”

“Don’t you start, too.”

“Start what?” Leneswyn asked, chewing on her toast and examining the ceiling.

“It was not poison.” Sev snatched another piece of toast from the plate and waved it defiantly. 

“You’re dribbling crumbs.” The young woman brushed the offending bits from the coverlet. Meeting Sev’s eyes, she became indignant. “And did I say it was?”

“You implied it, and Elanna’s thinking it. I can tell by the gleam in her eye. Rangers!”

“She may be -.”

“Don’t.” Sev all but shouted the word, and then eyed the door fearfully. “Do not even let her think you said that, or I will never have another moment alone in my life. Other women were ill also. Irosa mentioned it sometime during the night.”

“Yes, but…” Leneswyn found herself interrupted again.

“But nothing. Are you trying to say that poor kitchen maid did it on purpose? Irosa said the girl is slow-witted.”

“Yes, but…”

“No buts. She made a mistake.” Sev bit off a piece of toast and mumbled, “Mixed up the two herbs.”

“It’s possible.” Finally able to get a word in edgewise, Leneswyn did not sound convinced. “She’s mixed things up in the past.”

“See,” Sev said triumphantly. “It’s all part of my bad luck.”

“Hmmm.”

Leneswyn went to the tray Irosa had left and felt beneath the towel wrapped about the teapot. Finding the pot still warm, she turned over two cups and filled them with raspberry tea.

Over her shoulder, she said, “Is there anything else that’s happened recently that you consider bad luck?”

“Conrath as an escort. A rash from that infernal leather armor.” Sev ticked her list of woes off on her fingers. “Brigands attacking. Fainting. Tansy tea. And to top it off, ‘tis my woman’s cycle and I feel as if my insides are being ripped out. The tansy is not a help.”

Leneswyn frowned and extended the cup of tea. Often used to bring on a woman’s cycle, the dose of tansy Irosa estimated Sev had received was far beyond that considered safe. It would continue to cause internal spasms for several hours. But it would be difficult to convince Sev that the episode was anything other than a mistake. Especially as no one else was certain.

“There’s no chance you were…?” Leneswyn asked hesitantly. The topic of conversation at the quilting frame had long been a touchy one for Sevil.

“No,” Sev replied stiffly. “As your mother so succinctly put it yesterday, I am unable to bear a child to term. Therefore I take all precautions.”

“You bore Essel,” the young woman quickly pointed out.

“Yes, but no more after him.”

Sev took careful sips of her tea and stared toward the shuttered window. The murmur of Elanna’s and Pippin’s voices could be heard, then the sound of a door closing. With a grimace, Sev drained her cup and held it out to Leneswyn. 

Grasping the other woman’s hand as she reached to accept the cup, Sev asked, “Do you know what I found after Eswidan’s death?”

Leneswyn shook her head at this unrelated question. 

Sev reached up to touch the oval pendent on its silver chain. “Two more of these. He had them made for the children that did not live.” 

“Sevil…”

“Children are what he wanted most, and I could not give them to him.” 

“He did not blame you,” Leneswyn said, trying to offer what comfort she could. 

“Didn’t he? You know the rumors. Do you think he just listened and laughed? Well, he didn’t. He -.” 

Sev stopped abruptly. Eswidan was dead. There was no need to destroy the image the family held of the man She had admitted the full extent of the abuse to only one other person in the world. Her lips twisted with the irony. Aye, only one other person and he too wished for the one thing she could never give. 

“It doesn’t matter. It was long ago.” Sev leaned back against the pillows suddenly weary. 

But Leneswyn asked one more question. “Is that why you give your Ranger your pledge, but will not marry?”

Sev opened her mouth as if to respond then said peevishly, “’Tis my business why I do what I do. Not yours or your brother’s. Go away. I want to sleep, and I don’t need anyone watching me do it.”

Determining that it was better to face the wrath of the half elven Ranger than Sev’s, Leneswyn nodded sharply and gathered her sewing basket. As she slipped through the door, she saw Sev draw from beneath her pillows a tiny box bound with brass.

~~~

Trelayne stood in the middle of the feed room as if his feet were nailed to the floor. Even without his ghost-pale face, Elanna knew the boy was scared and nervous. 

“You can sit down if you wish, Trelayne,” she said.

The lad shook his head rapidly. It was the first sign that he was not catatonic. Elanna sighed to herself. She would never learn anything if Trelayne did not relax and trust her. 

Trying another approach, the Ranger walked to one of the sealed barrels of grain and turned her back to it. Placing her hands on the edge, she boosted herself up. 

“Come and join me?” Elanna patted the top of the barrel next to hers.

Trelayne dragged his gaze from the floor to the seated woman. His eyes widened. “Master Esiwmas doesn’t like it when we sit on those.”

Elanna placed a finger to her lips. “Shh, I won’t tell if you won’t.”

Trelayne’s mischievous nature warred with his fear, and to Elanna it looked like fear was losing its grip.

“I promise I do not bite and I will not tell the others that you were afraid.”

The verbal arrow hit the boy in a vital spot, his pride.

Thrusting his chin up defiantly, Trelayne declared, “I’m not afraid.” He hopped on the barrel next to Elanna. Apparently pleased with his show of courage, he turned to find the Ranger grinning widely. “Well, not anymore.”

“You have nothing to fear from me,” Elanna said. “I only want to know what happened yesterday.”

Trelayne’s eyebrows scooted up to his forehead. “But I already told you.”

Elanna placed her hand over his. “I know that there is no blame that can be placed at your feet. What you need to realize is that you may have seen or heard something that to you was insignificant. Yet it could prove to be very important.”

“Important? There’s nothing important about passing out meat rolls to a roomful of women.”

While hoping the boy was right, the Ranger felt convinced that the women’s illnesses, and Sev’s in particular, was not the result of an accident but a deliberate case of poisoning. Elanna had thought to broach the subject with Sev, but Leneswyn informed her that the healer had fallen back asleep and should not be disturbed. 

“Let’s start with when you went to get the tea for Sev,” Elanna prompted.

“Mistress Sevil asked for some peppermint tea.”

~~~

Elanna remained kind to the boy, though thorough in her questioning. She let Trelayne tell his story, and then returned to various points where she wanted clarification. The Ranger jumped back and forth in the previous day’s timeline until Trelayne was dizzy. By the time they finished, his shoulders slumped from fatigue and his words held the singsong quality of repetition. 

At last Elanna jumped down to the floor and dusted off her trousers. “Thank you Trelayne, you have been very helpful.”

“Do you think someone tried to make Mistress Sevil sick on purpose?”

“I think it is wiser for me to keep my own counsel for the time being Trelayne.” The Ranger hesitated then added softly, “And safer for everyone.”

~~~

Rubbing at his shoulder, Treddan gently pushed himself away from the outer wall of the barn when it became obvious that the feed room door prevented all but an occasional word from penetrating its solid bulk. 

“Shoulder itching again?” Conrich asked from his seat on the other side of the door. Legs extended and chin dropped to his chest, he appeared to be settling in for an afternoon nap. 

“Yes, blast it.” Treddan rotated the joint and rubbed harder.

“Supposed to be a sign of healing,” Eadric said amiably. He glanced up from the girth he was cleaning. “What do you think she’s asking him?”

Conrich batted a fly off his nose, and then stretched. “What he saw. What he heard. What he did.”

Eadric frowned at the leather in his hands. It was difficult to accept that the diminutive woman was one of the legendary Rangers of the North, but if her words were as deft as her sword during yesterday’s weapon demonstration, Trelayne was in for an unpleasant time.

“She doesn’t think he had anything to do with what happened, does she?” A combination of disbelief and uncertainty, Eadric’s tone drew mixed reactions from the other two. 

Conrich shrugged. He had listened without protest to three day's worth of his father’s venomous comments about Mistress Sevilodorf and her companions. Yet when in the ladies' company, their behavior did not confirm Conrath’s low opinions. The young Rohirrim could not believe they were capable of the acts his father accredited to them, but he did not want to think his father lied to him. Torn, he sought to avoid these kinds of discussions and, when pressed, refused to speculate on what the Ranger might or might not think.

“Of course she doesn’t.” Treddan’s voice held no reservations.

He knew his brother had nothing to do with the sickness befalling the ladies after the quilting party. He also trusted that Elanna would recognize the truth and act accordingly. 

“Shove over,” Treddan said, nudging Conrich’s legs. 

Yawning, Conrich pulled his legs in and slid over on the narrow bench to leave room for his friend. 

Eadric set the now shining girth aside and selected a bridle from the pile beside him. Hesitantly, as if afraid to trust his voice, he asked, “What did Trelayne tell you?”

Treddan snagged a breast collar from the stack of leather waiting to be cleaned and oiled. “That Ceara offered to mix the tea for him once she heard it was for Sevilodorf.”

“Give me that,” Conrich said, reaching to take the collar from his friend. “You’d do better to put that sling back on and rest like you were ordered to do.” 

Eadric handed Conrich an oiled cloth and silently moved the tack out of Treddan’s reach. Straining ears made out the sounds of the men working with the young horses in the covered yard on the west side of the barn, and the more distant voices of women hanging wash on the lines strung outside the laundry sheds. However, nothing except unintelligible murmurs came from the feed room. 

Eyes focused firmly on his hands, Conrich asked suddenly, “How did the other ladies get sick if Trelayne gave the cup to Mistress Sevilodorf?”

“The cup was just for Sevilodorf. The next time Ceara gave him a whole pot and he served it to several ladies. All of whom were ill yesterday.”

Eadric rubbed diligently for several moments before saying. “The Ranger’s talking to the wrong person. She needs to talk to the kitchen maids.”

“Exactly what I was planning to do, gentlemen.” 

Guiltily the boys scrambled to their feet and began apologies that Elanna waved aside as she emerged from the feed room. With a quiet thank you to a rather worn out Trelayne, the Ranger headed determinedly toward the kitchen wing of the main house. 

Treddan turned on his brother. “Everything, Trelayne. Start talking.”

His brother responded with a sigh. “I’ve already told you everything. The same things I told her.”

“Tell us what she asked you that you couldn’t answer. It will give us some idea what she’s trying to prove,” Eadric said, and the others nodded.

Wearily, Trelayne settled onto the bench beside the door and began to relate as many of the Ranger’s questions and his answers as he could recall. All the while, vowing to himself that if he ever again discovered a tray of warm cinnamon cakes, he would put both hands firmly behind his back and run. 
~~~

Taken individually, the Ranger’s questions seemed innocuous but added together their total indicated the woman's conviction that the tainted tea was no accident. In an attempt to prevent the younger boys from following the Ranger’s thinking to its logical conclusion, Treddan suggested that they accompany him on a visit to Mistress Sevilodorf’s quarters. After all, he was under strict orders to report each afternoon for her to check the healing of his shoulder. Besides, with Elanna busy interviewing the kitchen staff, perhaps Miss Pippin could be convinced to give them a private showing of her elvish weaponry. 

While the two younger boys carried the cleaned tack back to the barn, Treddan and Conrich cut across the open courtyard toward the path leading to the ladies’ lodgings.

After a quick glance over his shoulder, Treddan said in a low voice, “The Ranger has more reasons than Trelayne told her to think it was deliberate. After the ambush, they searched his clothes.” 

Conrich frowned in confusion. “Whose clothes?” 

“The leader of the brigands. They found new coins. Someone paid him.”

“To attack?” The words came out louder than Conrich had intended and he glanced fearfully around. Seeing no one, the youth asked, “Why would anyone do that?”

“Elanna and Pippin were sent to guard Mistress Sevilodorf,” Treddan said firmly. “From the beginning, they were afraid there would be trouble of some sort. They thought it was only your father they had to worry about.”

“My father?” asked Conrich with faint indignation.

Treddan frowned and rubbed his shoulder again. “Makes sense doesn’t it. He’s petitioned Lord Erkenbrand for the land that belonged to Sevilodorf’s husband.”

Anger suffused Conrich’s face. “Why shouldn’t he? The land is not tended, as it should be. He’d be a better caretaker than a woman who wants only to…” Conrich stopped, realizing he was merely repeating words he’d heard his father say over and over again. 
“Con, it’s not the land that matters anymore. Don’t you see? Elanna believes he had something to do with the ambush at the spring.”

“He’d never do that, Treddan. Never!” exclaimed Conrich. “No matter how much he wants that land, he’d never hire someone to kill his own men. He wouldn’t.”

Shaking his head at his friend’s vehemence, Treddan replied, “I’m only telling you what I heard them talking about. Your father’s an ambitious man and people know it.”

“But … he wouldn’t,” Conrich repeated, uncertainty creeping into his voice.

“That’s what Elanna’s trying to find out. Whoever is to blame for what happened yesterday probably has some connection with the brigands.” 

Grasping the straw of hope that he saw in Treddan’s explanation, Conrich stated firmly, “It was an accident. That imbecile of a kitchen maid mixed up the herbs. You remember last Yule? She put salt instead of sugar into that pudding.”

Hearing the voices of Eadric and Trelayne as they raced to catch up to the older boys, Treddan agreed reluctantly, “Maybe it was.”

“It was,” Conrich stated emphatically, but the shadow of doubt haunting his mind was plain to his friend. 

~~~

The day passed slower than a snail with a sore foot, with most folk groggy from a long night spent either nursing or feasting. Once the women’s illness had been traced to a common source, and therefore an unfortunate accident, it was decided that the family feasting would proceed. After, of course, every pot and cup received a through washing, and the cook swore that never again would she allow Ceara, the slow-witted kitchen maid, to prepare food unsupervised. 

Only the younger children possessed any energy, having been sent to bed at a reasonable hour. By mid-afternoon, they had worn out their nursemaid and were being scolded for doing those things that children always do. Seeking to solve two problems at once, Irosa collected a large basket of goodies from the kitchen, gathered the children and led them to the cottage of the stable master’s son where Sev was proving herself an impatient patient. There they discovered her, having won free of the confining walls of her room, seated on a bench with a pitcher of cool water; a tray of amusements at her side; and a flame haired elf watching from the doorway. 

“Feeling up to visitors, Sevil?” called Irosa cheerfully. “They need to make proper thank yous for the gifts you brought. I don’t believe any of them have done so yet.” She cast a stern eye on the group of children who simply ignored her comment.

All, that is, save one curly haired sprite who exclaimed indignantly, “I did so. Didn’t I, Cousin Sevilodorf?”

Irosa closed her eyes briefly then began firmly, “Kembryll…”

Sev held out her hand to the little girl. “She most certainly did, Irosa. A very nice job she did of it too.”

Leaning on Sev’s knee the girl grinned with gap-toothed pleasure and gave her mother an “I told you so” look. Irosa held up her finger and the girl turned her head away quickly and began stroking the embroidery decorating Sev’s long sleeved tunic. 

Not to be outdone by his cousin, Leneswyn’s middle son stepped forward and held out his wooden horse. In one long burst, he said, “Thankyouverymuchforbringingit. Ilikeitalot.”

Sev grinned. “You are very welcome, Rengarth.” 

The child smiled with such pride that Kembryll stuck her tongue out at him, earning another reprimanding look from Irosa. 

Seeking to prevent the escalation of this cousinly warfare, Sev asked, “Did Renhelm leave any marks on it?”

“Just one. Behind his ear. See.” The boy pointed to the faint scar upon the polished wood. “But Malbred,” he pointed to the slightly older boy behind him, “got the idea that it could be a scratch from an arrow or a spear, so that’s all right.”

Within a matter of minutes, Sev sat upon the grass debating the relative merits of a wild boar versus a great eagle. In her lap sat Irosa’s youngest, two year old Esgyre while leaning against her side, eyes wide and listening closely to every word, was seven-year-old Kembryll. Irosa eased herself away from the group to join Pippin.

“Thank you,” said the elf. “I was beginning to think I might have to tie her to the bench to make her stay put.”

Irosa’s eyes widened and she leaned toward the elf maid, “’Tis said that elves posses wondrous powers of healing. I suspect you would need such an ability if you tried to tie Sevil up.”

 “Very true, Mistress Irosa. Very true,” Pippin laughed. Motioning to the basket in the woman’s hands, she said, “I see that you have brought supplies. Perhaps you and I should prepare a repast for our gallant troops.”

Irosa followed the elf’s gaze and chuckled. It had not taken Malbred and Rengarth long to embark upon their favorite game, “Warg Attack”. With Sev and Kembryll arrayed against the two small warriors and the toddlers Renhelm and Esgyre busily engaged in interfering as much as possible with both sides, the battle was in full swing. 

Irosa heaved a satisfied sigh. “That will keep them busy for a while. And yes, they will be hungry when the war is over.”

Leaving the door open, so that they might continue to observe their charges, the elf and the Rohirrim woman spread cloths upon the grass and set out a feast deemed sufficient for an éored of Riders. The quantity however proved scarcely enough with the inclusion of the appetites of Treddan and his friends. The older youths came seeking to discuss weaponry with Pippin and were soon creeping about in the grass planning attacks. 

It was Irosa though who earned the highest accolades of the afternoon for her strategy of utilizing meat rolls to distract the opposing forces, while her hastily assembled army of stickmen surrounded the warg and the boar. With their defeat and the sudden collapse of young Esgyre into slumber, the battle was declared over. Commandeering the older lads as pack animals, save for Treddan, who was labeled unfit by both Irosa and Sev, the younger children were carried off toward the main house and evening chores. 

~~~

Giving the excuse that she must change from her grass-stained clothing before presenting herself for the evening meal, Sev retreated to her room. Her lack of sleep and the pain that still occasionally left her sweating and shaking was beginning to take its toll, though the thought of dealing yet again with Elanna’s outrageous theories wearied her all the more. Sinking onto the bed, her breath hissed through clenched teeth, and she clutched her abdomen as a wave of pain swept over her.

Leneswyn’s words whispered in the twilight. “There’s no chance you were…” and her mind supplied the missing word: “pregnant?” 
Amazing how much pain such a simple question contained. Pain she had believed banished long ago. 

“He never blamed you.” 

She had never been certain exactly why Eswidan became so filled with rage that he turned his fists upon her. Had it been the rumors of her seeking out another man? Had it been the wine he drank, to deaden the grief of losing men to an enemy their king refused to recognize? Had it been her inability to bear him more children? Had it been …?

Jerking herself back to her feet, she sought to stop the round of unanswerable questions. The past could not be changed, and it did no good to dwell on it. As she had proclaimed to Halene, there were many reasons Eswidan had not set her aside. Not the least was that there had been thirteen good years before the bad.

Taking her saddlebag from the peg beside the door, she pulled out a drawstring bag. The dark blue of the cloth had faded and become travel worn over the years, but the contents were much the same as when she had accepted it for safekeeping seven years ago. She unwrapped the cords from the neck of the bag and loosened them gently. The silver ring with its red stone and two shining pendants clinked together as she spilled them upon the bed. 

Idly, she picked the ring up and rolled it in her hand. Why had Eswidan placed it in the bag? Had he a premonition that he would die in the raid upon their home? If so, he had not let it interfere with his duty to protect his hold and family. Setting aside the ring, Sev decided that if Esiwmas did not wish it for whoever received the land rights, she would take it to Sewulf as a remembrance of his foster father.

Reaching out a finger, Sev gently stroked the smooth oval pendants. No names were engraved upon them; the children for whom they were made had never drawn breath. For five long years after Essel’s birth, she had lived with monthly disappointment. When she quickened, she had kept silent at first, afraid to voice the possibility after so many disappointments. Hot tears stung as she remembered how Eswidan embarrassed her by announcing it to the entire family, only to have their happiness die within a matter of weeks. 

The second time, not wanting to face the attentions of the whole family, she pleaded with him to keep it secret as long as they could. But the result had been the same. People began whispering that he should set her aside and take another wife. Eswidan ignored them, and ordered her to do so as well. 

She tried. Oh, how she tried. Keeping her chin up and her head unbowed proved almost impossible. Especially since not long after that, a terrible accident broke Eswidan’s leg and left him limping for the final years of his life. Years when he had turned to wine for relief from the pain. 

Hearing the faint sound of voices in the other room, she knew that Elanna had returned and her time of solitude was ending. Sev dashed away the tears that slid silently down her cheeks, and picked up the bag. Noticing several loose stitches in the bottom seam, she pulled out the final item: a letter, folded small and sealed with wax that had grown brittle with time. Addressed to Esiwmas, it was to be delivered only upon the death of both his parents. And that, unfortunately, had not yet come to pass.

Ashamed of herself for wishing Halene dead, she rummaged in her saddlebag to find the small package of needles and thread the hobbits had insisted she pack. By the light of the setting sun, she re-stitched the loose seam and returned everything to the bag. Splashing the tear tracks from her face, she decided she would deliver the letter to Berethor tomorrow and ask him to care for it since she did not intend to return to the Vale for a long time. As Anardil had said, she was strong enough to face any demon the past decided to throw at her, but she still preferred to keep a few more miles between herself and some of the reminders. 

“Sev?”

By biting her lower lip and counting to ten, Sev managed to reply pleasantly. “Yes, Elanna?” 

“Irosa sent some more of that mayflower concoction. Will you have it now or later?”

“Later.” Then to forestall the argument she knew Elanna was drawing breath to make, she added, “I would appreciate some raspberry tea. Could you set the water to boil while I finish here?”

“Certainly. It will be ready when you are.” 

Closing her eyes and shaking her head, Sev murmured, “Manipulative and managing. I am indeed feeling better.” 

~~~

At the small hearth, Elanna set the kettle over the flame with a sigh. As much as she wanted to confront Sev with her findings, the half-elf knew now was not the time. The hastily applied water erased most of the traces but not all. She did not know what the bag contained, but it was something that brought back painful memories. Sev’s hands had been shaking and Elanna suspected the older woman’s recent illness was not the sole cause. Tomorrow would be better. Aye, tomorrow.

~~~

Chapter Twenty

June 18th

Evening

The glow of the oil lamp, set amidst a circle of flowers, brightened as the sun finally slipped behind the White Mountains; and the shrill whine of the cicadas gradually gave way to the more pleasant chirping of crickets. Animals and people alike were settling down for the night, each with their own ritual. But exercising your normal routine is difficult when you are in a home that is not your own and the folk you are used to having at your side are not there.

The stable master’s son did not yet have a large family, so their quarters were not overly spacious. Nevertheless, the three women lingered around the sturdy table, conscious of missing faces. Dinner had long been finished and the plates and scattered remnants of a simple meal pushed to the center. Conversation slowed then stopped as each woman became lost in her thoughts. 

“Sev?” 

Elanna’s voice broke the silence.

Idly, the Rohirrim woman continued to twirl the long-stemmed blossom she had plucked from those surrounding the lamp. Her red cheeks betrayed the long hours spent in the summer sun roaming the nearby meadows and hiking along the banks of the Deeping Stream in the company of Leneswyn and the children of the hold; her ever-present shadow, Pippin; and the elf’s much-expanded retinue of admirers. Ah well, the presence of the four older youths satisfied Es’ edict that the women not “traipse” about the countryside unchaperoned, and greatly pleased the younger children who divided their time between aping the older boys and pointing out every feature of the hold they felt she should see.

Sev replayed the events of the last few days in her mind, from the attack and their rather uneven welcoming, past the unpleasantness of the quilting party to the days she spent rediscovering the delight of being around children. She had not realized how much she missed the feeling of small arms about her neck or the enthusiasm of childish voices insisting that she look at the world through their eyes. There were moments she heard voices of those she knew rested in their barrows, but their ghostly presence failed to destroy the pleasure of the day. 

Anardil would be pleased for her, but she would face many hours explaining the events of this trip. She had assured him she could settle her affairs without resorting to violence and that boast was thoroughly shattered, though the ambush was not of her making. In spite of what Elanna believed, the attack must be pure coincidence. Amazingly enough, the Anardil of her thoughts readily agreed with her. A sure sign she was ignoring something important, for the living, breathing man was seldom so easily convinced.

When Elanna repeated her name, Sev reluctantly left off her musings to answer. “Yes?”

“I never thanked you.”

“For what?” As Elanna rolled her eyes slightly, Sev waved off the thanks. “I did nothing.”

“Nay, that is not true,” Elanna insisted. “I would have spent hours pouring my sorrows onto the ground and then would have spent the night sleeping in them if you had not come.”

“I helped get you to bed. Like I said, nothing.” Sev tucked the flower she held into the horsehair belt about her waist.

“Believe what you will, but you did exactly what Halbarad would have done,” Elanna explained. “You let me weep until it was no longer needed then you gave me a much needed kick in the seat of my pants. You reminded me of what I must do.”

Sev snorted. “I will let you compare me to that man of yours as long as you never tell him that you did.” She shook her head. “That’s all I need: to be like him.”

Pippin grinned. “I can just see his face should we tell him that.”

“Which, of course, neither of you are going to do,” Sev said severely and pushed her chair back to stand and stack the dishes.

“Sev, I’ll do them,” Elanna volunteered. “Would you sit a moment? I need your help with something I’ve been thinking about.”

The Rohirrim woman sat, though she eyed the other woman warily. If it was planning another demonstration for the men or discussing arrangements for the wedding to be held day after tomorrow, that she was willing to do. If it involved trying out another of Elanna’s cockamamie theories about the attack, then the woman would be on her own.

Elanna knew what was going through the older woman’s mind and had planned this moment carefully. Like it or not, Sevilodorf would hear her out.

Pippin glanced between the older woman and the younger and poured the last of the flower-flavored wine into her glass. When Elanna explained earlier what she was about to attempt, the elf wished her good luck. From the determined expressions settling upon the two mortal faces, this could prove a very interesting conversation.

“The blacksmith that shod Biscuit in Osgiliath, he is a reputable man is he not?” 

Elanna’s question was not at all what Sev expected, evident by the surprise in her voice. “Blacksmith? Of course he is. Alfgard, Sewulf, other traders, myself, we have all used the man. Why?”

Elanna ignored the question. “Hmm, that’s what I assumed. Your people, as a whole, place too much value on your horses to allow an incompetent fool anywhere near them.”

“If that’s what you assumed, why ask in the first place?” 

“Remember the village we stopped at because Biscuit threw a shoe?” Sev nodded. “I believe it was the same shoe that was replaced in Osgiliath.” Again the woman nodded, mystified as to why Elanna insisted on poring over the obvious. “I talked to the man after Conrath left.”

“I thought you said you were late because you stopped in an abandoned house,” Pippin said, hoping it sounded like she was thinking along the same lines as Sev. There was no point in making the woman believe the two of them were ganging up on her.

Elanna nodded once in the elf’s direction. “Aye, I said that because I did. I will tell you about what I found some other time. I was in the house when Conrath walked past with Biscuit . . . alone,” she said pointedly. “Rypan had already passed when he should have been with Conrath, so I decided to speak to the apprentice.”

“And he told you where Rypan had been?” Sev inquired sarcastically, recalling Elanna’s questioning of her about Rypan’s whereabouts once before.

Elanna ignored the tone born of self-defense. “The apprentice is of the opinion that the shoe was thrown either from being poorly fitted or tampered with.”

Sev wanted to respond that poor workmanship must be the obvious reason, but she was too occupied with irritation at being maneuvered into this conversation in the first place. Still, she would not give in if she could help it.

“Bad terrain can cause a shoe to be lost,” Sev stated defiantly.

“We were on a well maintained road,” Elanna said, retaining her calm.

The older woman’s lips thinned as she pressed them together - not a good sign. Pippin decided now was another moment for her to intervene.

“Did the apprentice prefer one reason more than the other?” the elf asked with genuine curiosity; this was the first time she had heard all the details about the shoe.

Elanna didn’t answer the elf’s question with words, nor did she reply to the fire in Sev’s eyes. Instead, she rose from the table and disappeared into her small bedchamber. She returned quickly with a folded piece of leather. Once back in her chair, she unwrapped the leather to reveal the objects hidden since that day in the village.

Elanna pushed them across the table. “Look at those and tell me what you see.”

“A horse shoe and some nails.” The Rohirrim woman gave the objects only a cursory look, and shrugged. The discoloration in the metal was only a sign of exposure to the elements, not an indication of a devious plot. “You can see they’re not new, other than that, there is nothing remarkable about them.” Imitating Elanna's earlier move, but in reverse, Sev pushed the items across the table. “So?”

Elanna pushed them right back. “Look again, closer this time.”

Muttering about the stubbornness of those with elven blood, Sev complied and examined the nails more closely. Several of the nails bore scratches where none should be. Clean metal shone brightly against the background of oxidation. Checking the bottom of the shoe around the nail holes, she discovered more scratches. Someone had inserted a sharp object between the nail head and the shoe, prying at it. The sabotage could have caused her horse harm, and that thought helped Sevilodorf admit the truth.

“All right, you don’t have to answer Pip’s question, I will. This shoe has been tampered with.” Pushing the tell tale objects away once more, Sev insisted, “Still, I don’t see how anyone could get close enough to that cantankerous beast to muck about with his shoe.”

“Why can Anardil and I get close to him without getting bit?” Elanna asked softly.

“You know why,” Sev blurted. “You both cheated and bribed him with treats, or else you wouldn’t be able to get near him, either.”

“That we did.”

Elanna watched the older woman’s face as she drew the necessary conclusions. Biscuits had been baked more than once between Minas Tirith and the village in question. On several occasions, there were none left over, whereas other days, there were extras. 

Still reluctant, Sev lifted a fork and began to trace abstract designs across the tabletop. Then with a clatter, she tossed the cutlery aside and glared. 

“Fine, let’s say someone tampered with the darn thing so that we would be delayed. But who? And why? What point would there be? It was only a couple of hours.”

Elanna breathed a sigh of relief. The Rohirrim woman did not believe yet; but at least she was willing to think in the correct direction for a change.

“Aye, but if you add in the half day from before that, it starts to add up.”

“If I remember correctly, that was not a true delay,” Pip pointed out, swirling the wine in her glass. Now that it appeared Sev was willing to be open-minded, the elf did not mind helping things along.

“No, it wasn’t,” Sev agreed, glad that somebody could recognize reality when they saw it. “It was merely good sense. To rest the horses. Conrath does know his job.”

“True enough,” Elanna agreed, then pushed on with her theory, hoping that her friend was open to even more speculation. “Or was there, perhaps, another reason?”

“Such as?” Pippin asked, when it became obvious from Sev’s stubborn expression that she would not.

“Think about it,” Elanna told them both, but her eyes were directed to Sev. “Without those two delays, when would we have arrived here, at the holding?”

Sev closed her eyes while tapping out the calculations on the edge of the table. “Early afternoon, on the eleventh.”

“Would we have stopped at the spring in that case?”

“No, probably not,” Sev admitted. “But it was my idea to stop. I wanted the opportunity to get a little cleaned up. Conrath was none too happy about it, if you recall.”

“I agree.” Elanna paused as Sev muttered something unintelligible. “But, and I may be wrong, it seemed that our worthy trail master gave in to your demand rather quickly and without the sullen attitude he usually adopted when he felt you forced his hand.”

The Rohirrim woman opened her mouth only to snap it shut again. In retrospect, everything Elanna said was true. His unusually quick capitulation she had chalked up to weariness. Sev snorted to herself. She had attributed his almost genial attitude to the fact that they were getting close to their destination and that she was conforming to his belief about how women should behave. But to think as Elanna did . . . the implications sounded just too far-fetched to accept. No, it simply was not possible. It wasn’t.

Frustrated, Elanna watched Sev’s face and saw grudging acceptance disappear in favor of stubborn disbelief. What would it take to convince the woman? She would have to play her last card.

“Did I ever tell you what that man, Helm I think he said his name was, said before he died?”

Pippin’s eyes brightened with interest. “He spoke? I did not know that.”

“Only three short sentences and the first was Rohirric, so I did not understand,” Elanna admitted. “The last thing he said was ‘Helm beat by a little girl.’”

“There are few woman of Rohan who fight as you do. You must have been a rather unpleasant surprise,” Sev commented, thinking that anything that got them off of the former subject had to be better.

“I agree, he was not very happy with me,” Elanna smiled. “Though I did resent being called a little girl.” Her tone grew serious once more. “If I knew the first thing he said the second might make more sense.”

“What was the second thing?” Pippin asked.

“He said, ‘done the job otherwise.’”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Sev remarked. “I don’t suppose you remember what he said first by any chance?”

Elanna closed her eyes and thought for a moment, opening them she recited slowly, pronouncing as carefully as she could the six words the man had spoken.

Sev frowned in confusion. “That doesn’t make much sense either. He said, ‘You weren’t supposed to be here.’”

Eyes widened in understanding, Elanna fumbled at her belt for the small pouch she kept there. She loosed the strings, stuck her fingers in and felt around. When she found what she was looking for she pulled it out and held it up. The golden face of Éomer gleamed in the light.

“Those men were paid to kill whoever was in that glade.” Elanna turned the coin over in her hand again and again, as she spoke. “They had planned well, even making adjustments for the change in numbers. What they didn’t expect was their prey being able to defend itself.” 

With her gaze fixed on the disc in her fingers, Elanna didn’t notice the change in Sev’s expression; she kept on speaking, almost to herself as if there was no one else in the room. “They were warned that there were more than expected, two other who weren’t supposed to be there but had to be taken into account.” Elanna’s eyes snapped to Sev’s, an easy task since the Rohirrim woman was staring at her. “You said it, Sev: the women of Rohan do not fight as we do. Should a woman carry weapons, most will doubt that she has the skill or strength to use them, as Conrath did.”

“Ahhhh,” was the only thing Pippin could think to say as it all became clear to her.

“We were supposed to be at the spring that last night so we had to be delayed. First by a ‘rest’ for the horses, and second, by a loose shoe.” Elanna jumped to her feet and started pacing. The connections, tenuous and vague earlier, were coming hard, fast and strong. “I know where Rypan went: he warned the attackers that Pippin and I were with the group, but he did not give accurate information. That, added to their own attitudes proved their downfall. They underestimated us.”

“Even if it were true that the attack was aimed at the three of us, why did they try to kill the men too?” Sev said stubbornly. “If Rypan, and I know you mean Conrath was behind him, were a part of this then why was one hurt and the other killed?" 

Elanna stopped abruptly; fatigue and sorrow had pushed her to her limit. Not to mention the mulishness of a certain friend.

“Pip, tell us again what you saw that night,” Elanna demanded.

The elf did not care to get into the middle of what held all the signs of turning into a battle. But she, too, could not understand the Rohirrim woman’s obtuseness in face of the facts. 

“As I ran up to help Conrath, the man he was fighting with hit him with the butt of the hilt and knocked him out, It is my belief that the other, Helm you called him, said something that caused him to do that.”

“Unbelievable,” Sev exclaimed.

“Nmad, Sev, why won’t you see?” Elanna exploded. “The only person who wasn’t supposed to die was Conrath.”

Sev could not stop her reaction. “Conrath would never order such a massacre. He would not knowingly let his men get killed. You do not understand. Rypan was related to him. That would make it kinslaying.” Hands clenched to white-knuckled tightness, she said vehemently, “To those of the Mark, that is a crime far worse than murder.”

“He didn’t have to know about that,” Elanna could not keep the patronizing tone from her voice. “You saw as I did. He hesitated to engage the attacker. He knew about the attack, but I don’t think he was told about the others being killed. You have to admit that would be the best way to keep his reaction to the whole thing genuine and unforced. Rough him up a little to make it look good, but don’t kill him.”

Sev pushed away from the table and jumped to her feet. “NO! I won’t believe it. That would mean someone of the family was involved. It would be the only way for Conrath to know about the attack but not the killings.”

“Halene is the obvious connection if the tales Treddan and Conrich tell are true.” Elanna started pacing back and forth again. “Conrath could not afford the price a man like Helm would demand. And as you said, whoever hired him would be the one to tell him who to kill and who to let live. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“No it doesn’t!” Sev protested. “Halene would never resort to something like that. Her dislike of me is obvious, but dislike is a long way from murder. She needs to stay in her son’s good graces and murder would not be helpful to that end.”

“Sev, you’ve been away a long time - people change,” Elanna implored. “You cannot say that with certainty, and you know it. Once we make the connection to Halene, the events at the quilting party can be seen in a different light as well.”

“You are not starting that again, are you? Do you forget that other women were made ill as well? Are you now saying that Halene was willing to poison several people in the hope of getting to me? For what purpose? Why would I be that important?”

Both Elanna and Pippin despaired as they watched Sev slam the door once again on even the possibility that this was indeed the truth.

“I will say this one last time, and I don’t expect to have to say it again,” Sev stated, icy fury dripping from every word. “Neither Halene nor Conrath was responsible for the attack, nor did they suborn a simple-minded kitchen maid to pass me poisoned tea. I have always had a talent for attracting trouble, deserved or not, and being in the wrong place at the wrong time. This whole trip has been just another of those times.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Now, if you do not mind, I’m tired, and I’m going to bed. “

Elf and Ranger watched silently as the older woman walked heavily down the short hall before disappearing into her room. The door slammed shut.

“Pip, I don’t know what else to say to her,” Elanna sighed. “The truth is before her and yet she denies it, vehemently I might add.”

“Calmly, mellon nín, she needs time,” Pippin said soothingly as she set her empty wine glass on the table. “These are people she’s known almost all her life, people who are family. It takes time to adjust to the idea that they may have changed beyond recognition.”

Elanna’s shoulders sagged. “You’re right. If she came to me saying the same thing about Ani and Elros, I would react the same way.” She smiled weakly. ‘We could take bets about the morning.”

Pippin grinned. “You mean whether or not you made her angry enough to saddle up and go for a ride before everyone else is awake?”

“Aye, the very one, but it’s not much of a wager since we both know the outcome. I think she’s safe enough at the moment. Esiwmas has given orders that no one is to ride alone. The stable hands will enforce that and I do not think her enemies will act again where they might be seen.” Elanna replied. ”Conrath is certain to have told Halene that Sev is under the King’s protection. They’ll think twice before they try anything overt. We must guard instead against more subtle attacks.”

“Are we certain that they are the ones to blame?”

“My heart tells me this is not a case of Sev’s ability to attract trouble. Let us hope we are focused on the real dangers,” Elanna said firmly, before adding, “Else we must start again from the beginning.”

Pippin nodded solemnly, for though the Ranger left the words unsaid, both knew they had little chance of protecting a disbelieving Sev if they were unable to narrow down the possible suspects.

The elf stood and moved towards the window, then let her eyes wander over the billowing grass that rolled like rippling water in the wind. To Pippin, Sev’s footsteps as she paced her room with continued frustration were clearly discernible. How long, she wondered, would Sev refuse to listen to reason? As maddening as this situation was to her, she knew Elanna shared her frustration. Propping elbows on the windowsill, Pippin cupped her chin in her palm to stare up at the night sky. Unlike the region of the Troll, this sky yawned vast and open, and looking out across the expanse, it was almost impossible to find the end. No trees barred her view, and as she continued to stare up at the stars that peeked out from behind misty clouds, she knew staying inside was not an option.

“Elanna?” Pippin asked, and the woman looked up from where she idly traced the grain of the table with a finger.

“Yes?”

After another glance outside to the sky, the elf replied, “I think I need a walk. Some air and stars would do me good.”

With a knowing nod, Elanna replied, “Enjoy yourself, my friend.”

Once outdoors, Pippin tilted her head up again to stare at the stretched out indigo canvas of night. The wind tugged at her hair, sweeping it across her face in several directions at once, but the sight of such a raw, unblocked sky held her attention more than anything else. She began to walk in no particular direction, letting her gaze wander from star to star, and every so often towards the sound of a nickering horse near to the hold. Lights glowed dimly from several windows, and because the land was unfamiliar, the elf made sure to keep them in sight. 

So, she thought, this was Sev's original home; this barren plain with whistling wind that was neither harsh nor soft, with enough sky to swallow someone whole. 

The sound of footsteps interrupted her thoughts, and turning, she saw the dim form of Treddan walking through the waving grass towards her. For a split second, she considered ignoring his presence - she wanted time alone to think - but ignoring him would not make him go away. So she stood still, watching his confident stride over the land he clearly knew well. This was, she realized, his home, and just as she was more comfortable at the Troll, he obviously felt at ease here. 

By the time Treddan reached her, she was ready to offer him a smile, just as he offered an explanation.

“After what happened by the pool, Esiwmas said everyone should be careful while away from the hold…” he trailed off for a moment, then cleared his throat. “You aren’t familiar with this area, and I don’t think it would be safe to wander alone.”

With a light chuckle, Pippin replied, “I believe I could manage. But tell me, how did you know I was out here in the first place?” Adding an amused raise of one eyebrow, she asked, “You weren’t spying, were you?”

“Well,” Treddan said, the awkward tone seeping back into his voice. “Well, Trelayne and I were returning from the stream, and we heard talking…then you came out a while after.”

Treddan shifted on his feet, and rotated his shoulder with a wince. Noting that he had left off the sling, Pippin folded gracefully into kneeling posture and motioned for him to sit beside her. The wind still rushed through the grass, though now that they were closer to the ground, Pippin could see that this land had been scorched by fire not too long before. 

After many long moments of silence, Treddan finally asked, “Were you star-gazing before I interrupted you?” 

“Yes, and thinking.”

Treddan paused then ventured hesitantly, “Would you mind if I asked what you were thinking about?” 

Without taking her eyes away from the sky and the moonlight that dripped through several clouds, Pippin answered quietly, “Many things. When you came, I was thinking about this place and how different it is from The Burping Troll where Sev, Elanna and I now live.” To herself, she made a note to be careful not to reveal any details about what she and Elanna discussed with Sev earlier that evening. Although she trusted Treddan, she decided it would be better to keep such matters quiet for the time being.

Treddan's gaze followed hers, drinking in the pale light of distant spheres. “Do you want to go back to your home, away from Rohan, now that you’ve found your redemption?”

The words startled her completely out of her musings.

“What do you mean?” Pippin asked, bewildered by the question that seemed far too bold for Treddan.

“I mean,” he said, taking his eyes away from the stars to look at her. Her face remained tilted to the sky but he continued. “You told me that you were seeking redemption, the knowledge that you could save someone, that you could find some good in what you did. Paying a debt to your past, in a way, I believe.” 

“You saved me back at the pool, Pippin.” His voice deepened with emotion. “If you had not been there, I would be dead. There is no one I may thank for the fact that I am still breathing, except you. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Yes, it is what I wanted, but I didn’t … I mean,” Pippin began, startled by the stumbling of her own voice. 

Treddan looked at her reproachfully. “Are you truly determined to cling to your grief like one clings to a steep mountainside? Would you rather grapple it as tightly as you can, when a small leap would find you safely on the ground?”

His voice sounded harsher than ever before, his words wiser than she could have imagined. He tried to persuade her to see her goal had been won, that the burden she carried so diligently could be discarded, if she would only look down.

Still, she did not meet his gaze. When she did not move, continuing to stare out across the plains, to the sky, and maybe further, he stood to brush the grass from his trousers.

She remained seated, he hesitated. After the weapons demonstration, it was certain that the elf could fend for herself, and she obviously did not want him to remain. 

“I can’t make you see,” he said listlessly. “It’s your choice. You've found what you told me you were seeking, and if you don’t claim that redemption, there is no way anyone can force you to.”

He started to go, and then halted. One more thing must be said. “How long do you plan to live as you are? Forever - a shadow in your mind? I could not. My people repay the debts they owe to the dead with vengeance and honor, not by burying ourselves in the barrow along side them.” He faltered once again, then with dropped shoulders, repeated quietly, “I can’t make you see.”

Pippin refused to watch the young man go. When his footsteps faded beyond even the hearing of an elf, she rose and made her way back to their small cottage. For some reason, she no longer wished to be alone.

~~~

How long Elanna stared at the stack of dishes she was not sure; but they were not going to wash themselves, and she had volunteered. First, she re-pocketed the gold coin and re-wrapped the shoe and nails. She would put them in a safe place before she went to bed. 

Once her hands were in the warm water, Elanna admitted that scrubbing dishes helped relieve some of her frustration. Pip was right, it was hard to find evil in people you had known your whole life. Yet how long could Sev continue to believe in unfortunate coincidence?

The feeling of peace that bloomed during Baldor’s funeral had continued to grow, and now the Ranger let it soothe her annoyance away. Sooner or later, her friend would come to see the truth. All Elanna could hope for is that it happened before someone else was wounded or killed. It was her duty to prevent that.

She no longer believed her naïve words to Beregrid the morning they left Minas Tirith. Seeing Sev to Rohan and back safely would not be enough to repay her life debt to Melin and Aglaran. Beregrid had been right to warn her to be wary of the unexpected. It would have been impossible for her or anyone else to know that they would be attacked. The plans for the ambush appeared well laid and she had not enough information at the time to understand Rypan and Conrath’s actions. Though she still felt a certain responsibility, the young woman could now accept that she had not failed.

As far as life debts were concerned, she was well on her way to paying Baldor’s. Elanna could not help but wonder what Halbarad would think when she told him they would have a visitor in the near future. He would be delighted of course, once he got over the shock of her “uneventful” trip. Suddenly, the Ranger saw a funny side of it all.

Elanna was still chuckling softly to herself when Pippin walked in the door.

“I am glad you are in a better mood. May I ask what is so humorous?”

Putting away the last dry dish, Elanna answered, “I was thinking how unfair it is that when we return to the Troll, I will have to hear the same lecture from Halbarad, Bob and Anardil while Sev will only have to listen to Anardil.” Elanna gave the elf a wicked grin. “That is if she allows him to scold her in the first place.”

Elanna giggled at the image of Sev scolding Anardil for chastising her. 

“Is something wrong Pip?” she asked when she realized the elf did not join in the laughter.

“You seem different, better, more at rest since the funeral.”

There were shadows in Pippin’s eyes that Elanna did not understand. Did the elf also bear sorrows that she kept hidden? What happened in the short time Pippin had been out walking?

“It has taken much time to understand the unrest I felt in my heart,” Elanna explained, sitting down. “Beregrid helped me realize it was the weight of the deaths I felt responsible for, though they were no fault of mine, and I could not have prevented them.”

Pippin joined Elanna at the table. This was very close to what Carcharien said back at the Troll. She listened as the Ranger continued.

“I mistakenly thought I could pay the debt the living owe the dead by getting Sev here safely and then home.”

The elf sat so quietly, Elanna wondered if she had touched some kind of nerve. She had no way of knowing that Pippin was shocked to hear her own thoughts voiced by the woman - and so soon after her discussion with Treddan. 

“I am not sure I understand,” Pippin said at last.

“During the singing, I remembered Melin and for the first time in a long time, I remembered her laughing,” Elanna stated softly, her eyes glowing. “Not as she died, but as she lived. I will no longer do Melin’s memory, Aglaran’s, Baldor’s or any of the others the disservice of wallowing in recrimination and shame.”

“It is that easy then?”

“Nay, I have to remind myself constantly.” She winked at Pippin. “I can only hope that my memory improves.”

Standing, the elf said, “I am happy for you.”

For a breath, Elanna thought Pip was on the verge of saying something, but the moment passed and the young woman also rose.

“I think I need some rest too. Wrangling with our stubborn friend can be very taxing.” The pair smiled in agreement. “Do not follow too closely on her heels tomorrow.”

The elf's eyes flared briefly. “I will not.”

“Good night Pip.”

“Good night Elanna.”

Chapter Twenty-one

June 19th
Morning

She had missed this. 

Nowhere in Ithilien could she stand and have naught but rippling grass between herself and the horizon. Turning away from the orange and pink tinged clouds heralding the return of the sun, Sev faced the White Mountains. The peaks stood bathed with the same morning glow as the clouds, but the slopes and foothills slumbered yet in darkness. Continuing to circle, she found a single star still shining in the gap before the Misty Mountains rose, fog shrouded, from the plains with Fangorn Forest draped across their feet. 

“Prairie goes to the mountain,
Mountain goes to the sky.
The sky sweeps across to the distant hills
And here, in the middle,
Am I.” 

The words fell from her lips with the rolling cadence of Rohan, and she spun again and again in ever-faster circles while morning dew darkened her trousers from the knees downward. Finally slowing, she stood unmoving as the sun burst free from the earth and color returned to the world. 

Green. 

Not even in the “Garden of Gondor” had she found such an expanse of green: pale leaves of herbs growing alongside the cottage; dark shadowy stands of trees marching up the sides of the mountains; and the shimmering emerald of the grass moving at her feet and stretching away in an endless carpet. 

Aye, she had missed this. 

“Hills crowd down to the river,
River runs by the tree.
Tree throws its shadow on sunburnt grass
And here, in the shadow,
Is me.”

The tree was gone, lost to the ravages of Saruman’s army; but the rest remained. For more than twenty years, she had loved this land; it blended the foothills and high mountains of her youth with the vastness of the open prairie that spoke of endless possibilities. It had been home.

Had? Soberly, she focused upon the thought.

Indeed, this was no longer home. The horizons now beckoned her to seek out their secrets. The wind now carried tales of far away lands. And somewhere, far away in the east, where the sun had risen many hours before, walked a man with pale grey eyes and a wry grin. Together they would travel those distant lands and uncover their mysteries for he too felt the desire to know what stood beyond the next horizon.

“Shadows creep up the mountain,
Mountain goes black on the sky,
The sky bursts out with a million stars
And here, by the campfire,
Am I.”

By the campfire, with the starry sky as her roof. If Anardil was there, she could think of no better home. 

Once more, she turned in a slow circle. This place and all that had happened here were part of her; she would carry the memories with her forever. The past was inescapable, but it possessed only the power she allowed it to have. Peace, which had for so long eluded her, filled her as the golden sun banished the last trace of night from the sky. Singing softly, she followed the path over the rolling hills toward the sun.

~~~

Arriving at the barn, she was not surprised to see a herd of stable boys engaged in their morning tasks. With a wedding to be held on the morrow, the stable master, Alfthane, would be about his final preparations for the deluge of guests. 

“Good morning, Mistress Sevilodorf.” 

“Good morning, Eadric, Conrich,” she replied with a distracted nod. She glanced back up the hill impatiently. Where was her shadow? 
“Is Miss Pippin not riding with you this morning?” Eadric peered over her shoulder, also seeking the elf while he and Conrich leaned their rakes against a wall.

Sev spread her hands. “I expected her to appear by now. I’ll just saddle Biscuit. She’s certain to be here shortly.”

Seeing the worried look they exchanged, Sev added, “Don’t fret, gentlemen, I am appropriately dressed for the excursion.” She frowned down at the hated leather brigandine. “And well armed. And I solemnly swear I will not try to escape my escort. I know all of you,” she waved an arm toward the men and boys going about the business of tending those animals kept here, “are under orders not to let me ‘traipse’ the countryside alone.”

“Now, mistress, I would never call it traipsing. Surveying, perhaps. Even exploring, but never traipsing.” Eadric’s grin was infectious, and Sev found herself smiling back. Baldor had been rightly proud of the boy. 

Conrich shook his head mournfully. “Nay, Eadric. After yesterday, I would say it was more like marching. Something no honest Rider ever does. My feet still ache.”

“You poor thing,” Sev commiserated, without the slightest trace of sympathy. “No one forced you to tag along, though I will admit you came in handy.”

“Aye, that we did,” Eadric replied stoically. “Though a pack train would have better suited your purpose, mistress.”

In a high falsetto, Conrich said, “Oh, Eadric, would you mind carrying this basket? My dear Conrich, could I trouble you to hoist the children up this cliff?”

“What cliff?” Sev laughed and shook her finger at him. Never had she thought to like the boy, considering the annoying personality of the father. However, there was a core of honesty in him, which promised an honorable man would soon emerge. “Someday, my lads, I will take you on a real expedition, and you will learn the true meaning of work.”

“I look forward to it, mistress.” Eadric grinned while Conrich pretended to back away in horror. “Allow me to fetch your saddle and bridle.” 

Biting back a protest that she was quite capable of saddling her own horse, Sev followed Conrich down the middle aisle of the barn. Dusul lifted his head and whickered a greeting as she passed his stall, and Pippin’s Maegloth glanced back curiously then returned to munching the sweet grass filling her manger. Compared to their sleek elegance, her own Biscuit was a poor example of Rohan’s best. With his muddy grey coat, pink nose and boxy head, the horse had been marked for gelding early on. It was Esiwmas’ misfortune to be in charge that fateful day, earning him the unending hatred of the horse. Over the years, the animal’s feud with the family’s leader became legend. Only Biscuit’s proven abilities on the battlefield and the trail, as well as the fact that many believed Es enjoyed their quarrel as much as Biscuit had kept the horse from being culled. 

Finding the animal licking the final crumbs of what appeared to be piecrust from the bottom of his manger, Sev smiled wistfully and wondered if the horse remembered Segilde, who now rested within a barrow before the gate of the Hornburg. During his first training exercise as a lad, in an attempt to placate the horse’s unruly temper, her foster son bribed the beast with a platter of biscuits. From that time on the horse had become downright picky about who he would obey without receiving some culinary payment.

Biscuit blew gustily into the now empty feedbox and shifted his hindquarters reluctantly to allow room for Sev to enter the stall. With a wicked gleam in his eye, he turned his head and snapped long yellow teeth at Conrich, who was attempting to see into the manger.

“Behave yourself, you beggar,” Sev scolded the animal and dragged her fingers through his tangled mane. “Is that any way to treat him after you’ve taken his pie?”

Conrich frowned then shrugged. “’Twas not mine. Must be someone else trying to get on his good side.”

“If one listens to Master Esiwmas, the old boy has no good side,” Eadric said and balanced Sev’s saddle atop the wall of the stall. “Though he hasn’t caused any problem for me.”

Eadric proved his boast by rubbing Biscuit’s pink nose. The horse closed his eyes and stretched his head out for more. The youth led the animal from his stall, then accepted a brush from Conrich and smoothed the faint coating of dust and chaff from the horse’s grey coat. Tossing the brush back to his friend, Eadric made short work of saddling, after which the grey leaned his head against the boy’s shoulder and all but purred.

“What do you bribe him with?” Sev asked, eyeing Biscuit with disbelief. Cantankerous with men as a rule, this display of cooperation and affection was positively mind-boggling. 

“Not a thing.” Eadric slipped the bit into the horse’s mouth. “He just recognizes quality.”

Conrich snorted with derision, and Sev laughed. “Such modesty deserves reward. Set the stirrups for those long legs of yours. He’s yours for the morning. Conrich, saddle that bay mare across the aisle for me and get your own animal ready. I’ll go inform Alfthane I’m taking the two of you as escorts.”

“But mistress…”

Sev tilted her head and cut short Eadric’s protest by saying, “Do you honestly mean to tell me that you would prefer to stay here? If you think the demands placed on you yesterday were excessive, consider what Alfthane will be wanting done this morning.”

As the boys hesitated, Sev said, “We won’t be gone that long. An hour or two. There will still be plenty of work left when you get back, and Pippin might even deign to join us before long.”

Whether it was the opportunity to escape their work for a time or the possibility of keeping company with the elf maid, the pair allowed themselves to be convinced. Any lingering doubts were vanquished by the stable master’s easy acceptance of Sev’s right to give such orders. Nonetheless, he did pull them aside and reinforce Esiwmas’ directive to not allow her out of their sight. 

“She’s tricky about it, so you be on your guard now.”

“Yes, sir,” they promised solemnly.

~~~

Riding toward the foothills with the morning sun at their backs, the trio settled into a companionable silence broken only by the occasional need to return the polite greetings of men on their way to work in the fields. During the past week, Sev had become inured to the sight of cottages appearing where none had existed, and to the absence of buildings that had stood upon the same ground since before she came to the Vale as a bride. The passage of time and the industry of those who survived were repairing the devastation of the war. Again, the realization struck her that this was no longer home. Her destiny was not to be found along the banks of the Deeping Stream, but instead in the shadows of the Ephel Dúath. The rebuilding of this land was for others to accomplish; others, like the two youths who rode beside her.

At the boundary between Esiwmas’ holding and those lands once held by her husband, the boys slowed and looked to her for direction. Should they turn north here to go toward the stream, or continue west to the few ruins remaining of what had once been a prosperous hold? 

“Your choice, gentlemen,” Sev said, a hitch of her shoulders showing her indifference. 

When she stated her intention of seeking a transfer of the land rights to the sons of Leneswyn and Brywn, Esiwmas had insisted she ride the land with him. Sev still felt uncertain as to whether he meant it as an attempt to impress upon her exactly what she was giving up, or to clarify the boundaries between two holds which for years had been managed as one. Whatever Es’ reason, their survey only served to strength her resolve. Though the lingering ghosts no longer possessed the power to drive her to the edge of despair, Sev knew she would never wish to live here with the constant reminders of what had been. Es’ sons and nephews would tend the land as it should be cared for and uphold the obligations of the family to Lord Erkenbrand. 

“West, if you won’t mind?” Conrich turned in his saddle to face her. “My father mentioned that Miss Kathwyn’s dowry herd is being kept in the small meadow near the old horse pond. Have you had a chance to see it?”

“A good enough reason,” replied Sev, easing her mare toward the left hand fork in the trail. “Who picked the horses? Kathwyn or her father?”

Conrich laughed and began a rambling retelling of the battles between father and daughter over the selection of the bride-to-be’s herd. It was not until Biscuit suddenly spun with a piercing snort that Sev realized the fellowship existing between Eadric and the gelding had vanished.

"Eadric, what are you doing?" Sev asked sternly as the lad steadied the horse beside her.

"I'm not -." Biscuit flung his head so sharply it nearly collided with Eadric's chin and the boy's expression tightened. "I'm not doing anything, mistress. He's acting peculiar."

"Peculiar how?"

Blowing heavily, Biscuit settled back into a walk, but he continued to nervously mouth the bit. "I don't know," Eadric replied. "He's started acting twitchy."

"Stay off his mouth and try to relax yourself," Sev admonished. "You're so tense I can see it, so I know he can feel it."

"Yes, mistress."

Conrich met Sev's glance with a puzzled look of his own, for cantankerous though Biscuit might be, ill manners under saddle was not his way. Nor was Eadric known to be heavy-handed.

They rode on now in silence, but the peace did not last. Within moments, Biscuit snorted and plunged forward only to come to a stiff-legged halt, flinging his head against Eadric's pressure on the bit.

"I'm not doing anything!" Eadric cried, certain he would face discipline even as he tried to control the horse as deftly as he knew how.

"Maybe that's your problem," Conrich said, grinning in an attempt at humor. "Get hold of that horse, won't you?"

Yet despite Eadric's sure touch Biscuit's agitation continued to increase, the animal snaked his head down, then up as he champed the bit angrily. Swiftly Eadric turned him in a smooth, calming circle, after which the horse settled into an oddly springy walk.

"Do you want me to take him back?" Sevi asked, as she eyed her old equine friend.

His prancing step was better suited to a silly colt than an experienced veteran like him, and it might have been comical at any other time. But she could imagine no reason for the horse's behavior, especially when a glance at hers and Conrich's horses showed them to be entirely relaxed.

"No, I'm all right," Eadric replied.

Nonetheless, his expression remained troubled as Biscuit continued to champ and blow. Though Eadric tried to keep his touch light, the horse's fretful, prancing gait became more pronounced. Again, the horse sprang forward and was as quickly checked; the boy’s face paled as he felt his control slipping.

"Perhaps we should trade, and -." Sev began.

With a whistling snort, Biscuit leaped into a spinning turn, and Eadric gave a yelp of dismay. After a crow-hop that sent Conrich’s mount skittering out of the gray’s path, the horse flung out his head and plunged into a full-speed run.

"Turn him, Eadric, turn him!" Conrich shouted as horse and boy pounded away across the plain.

Stifling the urge to curse, Sev curbed her own mare and tried to breathe, her heart in her throat. Never had she seen Biscuit like this, charging right through Eadric's efforts to stop him, ears pinned flat in his whipping mane. The boy’s horsemanship could not be faulted, but on a horse that had gone mad, catastrophe was only a misstep away. 

But then they turned, Eadric wrenching the off rein to bend Biscuit around and back towards their waiting friends. Biscuit's pace dropped to a jagged trot as he drew near, blowing and champing furiously with lather dripping from the bit.

Eadric's eyes were huge as he wrestled the horse to an uneasy stop. "Mistress Sev, I swear I don't know what's wrong."

"I know, Eadric," Sev replied swinging from her saddle. Once down she paused to gulp a much-needed breath then gestured to the boy. "Come, we'll trade horses. I don't know what's in his head, but perhaps he just needs an older hand."

As she walked towards them, she could see the whites showing around Biscuit's eyes, which shone in a hard yet anxious gleam. Sweat darkened the grey of his neck and under his flanks, and she frowned, for his run had lasted only moments.

"You'll take my mare," she said, in a tone that left no room for arguments by youthful pride. "If he has decided he doesn't need to behave under young riders, we'll just have to correct his thinking. We -."

Sev reached for Biscuit's bridle, just as she had a thousand times before, but this time he reacted violently. Hooves flashed past her shoulder as the horse reared to full height, and behind her Conrich shouted warning. She flung herself out of the way, looking back just in time to see the bridle simply fall from Biscuit's head. A quick toss of that head flung bridle and bit in a tangled arc into the grass. With no means for Eadric to control him, the horse plunged and kicked - and she watched in horror as boy and saddle catapulted headlong to the ground. Biscuit reared, then came to earth, steel shod hooves thudded only inches from the boy’s limp form. With an explosive snort, he fled in a furious pounding of hooves.

Conrich jumped from the saddle in his haste to reach his friend's side, while Sev followed in stunned disbelief. There was no reason for an old campaigner like Biscuit to behave in such a fashion, no reason at all. Her eyes closed in brief thanksgiving as the boy moaned and rolled over. 

Eadric’s face, blanched white as bone, twisted with pain when Conrich attempted to steady him. "I think I've broken my arm.” He looked down at the appendage uncertainly.

Bitter anger flamed but Sev damped it sternly, for there was nothing against which to direct it, unless it were herself. Pushing Conrich aside, she knelt beside Eadric.

"Let me see it," she said.


"I can't really move my fingers and it hurts something fierce. I'm sorry. I don't know what happened."

She glanced at him only long enough to see injured boy and humiliated young man warring on his face, then returned her attention to the offended arm. "Neither do I, Eadric, but you did the best you could. Now let me see what we can do about this."

As she gently ran her fingers along the arm a shadow fell over her, and she looked up into Conrich's worried face.

"You're in my light.” Recognizing his need to do something, she softened her tone. "Pick up his saddle and bridle for me, will you?"

Abashed, the youth hastily moved to gather up his fallen friend's gear. The arm was indeed broken; Sev could feel a slight movement in the bone beneath her fingers. Eadric hissed a sharp breath but made no other sound, even at his young age striving for a warrior's stoicism.

"You won't be lifting any sacks of grain right away," she pronounced in a healer’s steady voice, "nor will you be riding any wild horses. But you're young, and you'll heal swiftly. Now let me find something we can use to splint that until we get home."

With a wan smile, Eadric said, "Thank you, mistress."

"Mistress Sev?" called Conrich, and she looked up to see him standing over Eadric’s saddle, the bridle dangling in one hand. "Could you come look at this?"

Sighing, she pushed herself to her feet. "What is it? Is it broken?"

"Yes. Sort of."


Frowning, she walked to him and he held the bridle for her inspection. "See this?" he asked. "It broke on the off side, but it's not the leather that broke. It's the stitching. See where the leather was folded back and sewn on the end by the bit?"

Catching the strap over her fingers she examined it closely, and found it just as the boy had said, the leather remained intact but the stitching had broken right at the bit. Or had it been cut? The hairs rose on the back of her neck as she realized the threads had severed in a clean straight line; only three or four stitches showed the frayed ends of tearing.


"And this," said Conrich quietly.


They knelt together and Conrich flipped the broken girth over the saddle seat for her inspection. The off side of the girth had torn from Biscuit’s peculiar gymnastics, but only after being rasped halfway through on the inside; the fresh marks of a rasp or file were clearly visible. Her horse. Her saddle. Her bridle. Sev did not meet Conrich's eyes as she stood.

Gesturing towards the remaining horses, she said, "If you will tend to this, I will tend to Eadric. We need to get him home."

Casting one last glance across the grasslands, she saw Biscuit's tiny form shrinking away, vanishing even while she watched. Much now demanded intense thought, but at this moment, she must think as a healer.

~~~

Somehow, the fact that Elanna managed to keep any trace of “I told you so” from her voice made Sev feel even more determined to prove her wrong. That irritating saying Anardil quoted every time he was proven correct kept repeating in her mind: “If you bring a Ranger with you, it is well to pay attention to him.” But no, there had to be some mistake. It could not all be connected. Why would she be the target of such attacks? 

“It doesn’t make sense,” she protested for what must have been the tenth time since being brought here. Esiwmas had simply strode into Eadric’s quarters, gently removed the bottle of tonic she had been pouring from her hands, picked her up and carried her to the small meeting room off the main entrance. “The only person any of us can think of who would want me… out of the way…” Elanna frowned but said nothing as Sev continued to avoid the truth, “is Conrath. And if that is the case, why did he bring me to the Vale in the first place?”

Pippin uncrossed her arms, pushed herself away from the wall where she had been leaning, then corrected her friend gently. “You are looking at it from the wrong direction, Sev. He did not bring you to the Vale. You were coming anyway. What Master Conrath did was ensure that he was the one who accompanied you. By carefully controlling your movements, he made certain you were in the right place at the right time.”

“Only he did not know that you had the right companions.” Elanna’s features grew grim.

Sev clenched her fists and made another circuit of the room. Everything would indeed be quite different if Pippin and Elanna had not accompanied her. Yet did the attack by the brigands truly have anything to do with the events of this morning? 

“I will grant you that his road would be easier if I were not here. And I am in full agreement that the incident with Biscuit was no accident, but to cold-bloodedly arrange the deaths of five other people?” Sev turned to appeal to her kinsman. “Es, you’ve known the man for years. How can you believe this?”

“What else is left to believe? When the Ranger,” Sev did not know if the emphasis on Elanna’s position was provided by Es or some portion of her own mind, “first presented her thoughts, I was as reluctant as you to think that a member of this family could turn against one of our own in such a way. But, Sevil, one such incident could be written off, but not three in the space of week. My dear, even you do not have that much bad luck.” 

“Three?”

“The tea,” Elanna said softly.

“And have you found any evidence linking him to that? Given that his presence at a quilting party would have stuck out like a sore thumb. I know you questioned Trelayne and Leneswyn. For all I know, you’ve interrogated the cook and that poor girl, Ceara.”

“I did.”

“And found what?”

“Nothing irrevocably linking Conrath to the incident,” Elanna admitted.

“Have you considered that the reason you can’t find any evidence is that there isn’t any to find?” Sev asked.

“Why is it, Sev, that you refuse to see that you are in danger?” Elanna held her anger on a tight rein and fought the impulse to dog Sev’s footsteps around the room. “What will it take, another man to die in your place? Eadric might have broken his neck just as easily as his arm.” 

Sev opened her mouth to protest once more, then all of the fight left her and she collapsed into a chair before the hearth and groaned, “I put that boy in danger because of my stubbornness to accept …”

“That you are the target and still remain so.” Elanna knelt beside the chair and completed the sentence when Sev’s voice faltered. 

The Rohirrim woman’s final plea for denial of this statement received no support from either her sturdy kinsman or the flame-haired elf at his side. 

“Have I always been so hardheaded, Es?”

“’Tis one of your more reliable traits, Sevil.” Esiwmas reached out a hand to pat his kinswoman’s arm. “Neither of us like to believe the worst in people, though we have often been proven wrong. You did not mean to put him in danger, Sevil, and no lasting harm was done. At his age, a broken arm heals quickly.”

“But as Elanna said, it could very well have been his neck.” Sev paused, then added, “Or mine.” 

Grasping Esiwmas’ hand, she ignored the small sigh of relief this evidence of sense called from Elanna. Chewing her lower lip, Sev turned her thoughts further inward. Had it only been a few short hours ago that she had stood watching the sunrise? Strangely enough, the peace that had filled her then had not vanished; instead, it remained, providing a harbor from which to study the thought that someone had intentionally set out to kill her. Once she accepted that fact, so much of what had happened did make a horrifying sense. 

Drawing in a deep breath, she said stiffly, “All right then, let us go over it once more.”

~~~

Jogging along, Trelayne cast an anxious look up at his elder brother. It was rare for Treddan to get truly angry, but there was no mistaking the signs of all-out fury. 


The return of Mistress Sevilodorf with an injured Eadric, and evidence of someone tampering with her saddle and bridle, had created an uproar in the stables the likes of which had not been seen since the last sighting of a troop of orcs in the foothills of the Misty Mountains. But not until Master Esiwmas carried away a protesting Sevilodorf that the brothers had been able to slip into the room where Eadric lay, drowsy from a tonic of valerian root. Treddan listened without interruption to Eadric’s tale.

Then with a tight-lipped anger that confused both of the younger boys, he had asked only one question, “Where is Conrich?”

What had been in Eadric’s telling of the morning’s happenings to cause his brother’s fury? Surely, Treddan didn’t suspect Conrich of meddling with Mistress Sevil’s tack, or giving Biscuit anything that would cause him to act so strangely. Alfthane, the stable master, and the horse herders had speculated that someone must have slipped the horse stinkwort. 

“Probably in one of those pastries the creature demands,” exclaimed a round-faced man. “My old uncle, Margan, him that were horsemaster afore the war, use to say no good would ever come of letting the horse get away with such nonsense. Beast should have been culled long ago.” 

Trelayne had not thought it fair that the men seemed determined to blame the horse, rather than whoever had given him stinkwort. However, he held his tongue and watched as his brother silently examined the damaged bridle and saddle. Then they had lingered outside the tiny room kept by Irosa for injured men until the opportunity presented itself for them to see their friend. 

Something in that hasty interview had meaning to his brother, but what? There was barely time for Eadric to say that Conrich had gone off searching for Biscuit before the trio was interrupted. And with the return of Eadric’s mother and Irosa, the brothers were evicted with reassurances that their friend would suffer no lasting harm. By all indications, he would be up and about in time to attend the wedding festivities on the morrow. 

“If he’s gone off searching for that horse, I don’t see what good it will do to look for him on foot and in this direction,” Trelayne said breathlessly, when they topped the rise beyond the unmarried men’s barracks.

“If he’s gone after that horse, we won’t find him anyway,” Treddan replied tersely, turning north toward the Deeping Stream.

“So what are you looking for?” 

“Something I don’t want to find. Now either shut up or go back. I don’t need your chattering.” 

Snapping his mouth closed in outrage, Trelayne fumed silently. Eadric and Conrich were just as much his friends as Treddan’s. What was going on?

A few minutes later, the Rohirrim stood on a slope leading down to the swiftly flowing stream from which the Deeping Vale took its name. Though its primary source was deep within the Aglarond Caverns, the Deeping Stream gathered water from the many small creeks and rivulets that brought the spring run off from the White Mountains. By late August, the stream would shrink and in many places be shallow enough to ford easily, but for now, it was too swift and too deep to risk such endeavors on a regular basis. Thus the Esthomas family, and many others whose landholds lay along the water’s edge, maintained a series of bridges. Some, like the one which had been near collapse the day Sevilodorf and her companions arrived, were permanent structures. Others were merely a few planks laid over boulders dropped at appropriate intervals. Oftentimes, the sites of these makeshift bridges would become favored swimming places for the young men. This particular spot was well known to Trelayne, but his brother’s reasoning for bringing them here totally eluded him. 

“Wh…” he began, only to stop and shout, “You fool! You’ll fall and make your shoulder worse!” - as Treddan raced headlong down the steep slope.

It wasn’t until he slid to a stop at the bottom that Trelayne realized someone sat motionless against the large boulder forming the base for the plank bridge on this shore. 

“Conrich!” The call was a strange combination of anger and concern. 

The huddled form shook his bowed head and mumbled, “Go away, Treddan. He’s not here.”

“I can see that, you imbecile.” Standing over their friend, Treddan struggled to gain control of the temper that had driven him this far. “Have you seen him?”

“Yes," Conrich replied miserably. "Though I wish I hadn’t.”

Treddan's scowl, as he gingerly fingered his wounded shoulder, looked darker than even the injury called for, and Conrich still would not look up at him. Trelayne turned his head from one to the other in confusion. Who were they talking about? Who had Conrich seen but didn’t want to? 

“Was he responsible for -.” Treddan broke off and turned to grasp his brother’s shoulder fiercely. “Not a word of this to anyone, do you understand me?” 

The younger boy nodded numbly; his eyes wide with sudden understanding. Then he gasped, when Conrich lifted his head. The pale blond hair pulled free from its leather thong did little to hide the blood dripping from a split lip, or the puffiness of the eye that would turn a rich purple before the day was done. 

“I’ll kill him myself,” Treddan growled, his face pale and eyes blazing.

His fists knotted so tightly the knuckles whitened, and Trelayne shrank back an involuntary step. For the first time he saw his brother as he had become; not just the tall boy he had grown up with, but a man, and one day a Rider of the Mark.

“No,” Conrich said harshly, his glare the darker for his swollen eye. “We can’t do anything until after sunset. Swear you won’t.”

“And why not?” Treddan asked with deceptive calmness.

“He made me p-p-promise -" Conrich clenched his jaw and winced at the pull on his bleeding lip. “- Not to tell or he’d make certain that Eadric would die. Said there were ways the wrong medicine could be delivered. He meant it, Treddan. He’s gone crazy.”

Treddan looked down from his friend's beseeching stare. “He’s been that way a long time. Only he’s been good about hiding it, until now.” He pulled a handkerchief from inside his sling and passed it to Conrich. “I wondered why he chose me to go on that escort mission, as he’s never liked me much. Now I can guess. It was because I was someone he wouldn’t miss if his plans went sour.” 

Smiling grimly, Treddan added, “They went wrong for him from the start, though. Mistress Sevilodorf wouldn’t let herself be tricked into riding around with a bunch of men without proper chaperons.”

Conrich frowned at the mention of chaperons. “I’m sorry, Treddan. Mistress Pippin was delayed. Eadric and I thought it was better for us to go with Sevilodorf than let her go off alone. We all expected the elf to show up sooner than she did. Not that it would have mattered much.” After dabbing again on his lip, he passed the handkerchief back to his friend.

“No, not if your father gave that horse stinkwort. Did he?”

“If it wasn’t him, he knew about it,” came the morose response. “Miss Pippin showed up before me and Mistress Sev got Eadric on my horse, so I used that as an excuse and said I would stay behind and look for Biscuit. But I found my father first. He was sitting on the other side of the rise. ”

“If he was that close, didn’t he hear what was going on?” asked Trelayne, still struggling with the realization that his friend's father was willing to commit murder. “Didn’t he know that Eadric was riding, not Mistress Sevilodorf?”

“He knew. It didn’t matter." Conrich dropped his head in both hands, fingers digging into his tangled hair. "He’d made certain that Miss Pippin would be delayed and knew Sevilodorf would choose another escort from the stable hands. When he saw us, he thought the gods were smiling on his plans at last. If Eadric was hurt, Mistress Sevil would get off to help him, and my father figured he would ride up then and attack her. And if Mistress Sevil was riding, she’d be hurt. That’s when he first said something about the wrong medicines being delivered.”

“Just like the tea!” Trelayne exclaimed. 

“Yes,” Treddan gave his younger brother an approving nod. “Though I think there was someone else involved. Ceara didn’t mention any man telling her to mix the tea. And she would have remembered a man.”

“There are lots of women who tell stories about Mistress Sevil,” Trelayne said with a shudder.

He never wanted to be forced to wait upon another quilting bee as long as he lived. Some of the things those women talked about were positively indecent. 
“Plenty of men too,” Treddan agreed and exchanged a long look with Conrich. No mention had been made of what Conrath expected his son to be doing, while he was conducting his attack on the woman who stood between him and the land he desired above all else. “Con, we can’t wait, you know that.”

“I know. I was getting ready to come and get you. I just had to be alone for a bit. It’s hard to admit your father is…” Shoulders slumping, Conrich once more lowered his head to his knees. “I swear I was going to find you.”

“I believe you.” Treddan reached down his good arm and pulled his friend to his feet. “Come on, we’ll go find Ranger Elanna and Miss Pippin. If they take care of things, fewer people will find out the details. Better for everyone that way.”

~~~

“Are we agreed?” Esiwmas studied the solemn faces of the three women. 

Seeing Elanna frown, Sev pleaded softly, “I swear I will not be without someone we all trust for a single moment; but tomorrow is Kathwyn’s wedding. Don’t dampen the joy of this occasion. Let all this remain amongst the few who need to know. You and Berethor go find Conrath and bring him back, while Pippin stays to guard me.”

Elanna nodded reluctantly. “Very well. Have Berethor meet me at the stable in fifteen minutes.” 

“Elanna?”

“Aye, Sev.”

“Be careful. Conrath has nothing to lose and will be as ferocious as a wounded bear,” Sev warned. “He’s known to fight dirty.”

The Ranger startled the older woman with the strength of her sudden hug. “I will. And I promise I won’t put you in the position of having to tell Hal and Bob that something happened to me.”

Sev’s face tightened. “You had better keep that promise.”

“I have every confidence in their success, cousin,” Esiwmas said, clapping the Ranger on the shoulder. “Ithilien sends its best and Rohan sends hers. May fortune go with you.”

~~~

“Do you wish we had kept going?” Berethor ventured. His eyes rested on his companion's fingers tapping a cup.

Sighing, Elanna dragged her attention from the fire. “Why do you ask?” She followed his pointed gaze to her hands and quickly put the cup down. “Nay. Aye. I don’t know.” 

Nervous energy and impatience forced the Ranger to her feet and set her to circling the small campfire. Beyond its ruddy light, night loomed with its specters of doubt. Berethor knew these lands well enough that every cottage or isolated hold was familiar as his own hand, and their search had begun accordingly. A shepherd alone with his beasts at last lent them word of a single horseman heading into the foothills. There they found Conrath's trail, a scattering line of hoof prints marked in the summer sod. Yet every nook or refuge in which Conrath might have sought hiding proved empty and untouched, and the hours of day ended too soon.

“You can see in the dark better than I,” Berethor reminded her. “But you thought it best to stop.”

“I know, I know,” Elanna replied. “Yet Conrath has twisted, turned and backtracked so many times that I fear I would miss something.”

“He is still on familiar ground. Conrath feels he can afford to lose time because he knows there is a good chance he could fool us.”

Elanna frowned. “He almost did, near Helm’s Deep. I was so sure that he was going to follow the line of the mountains to the north and then west.”

“It would have made more sense than what he's done,” Berethor said, tugging at his beard. “Which is probably why he backtracked here. It would be the last place we would expect.”

Slowly Elanna turned in a circle. How many days had passed since she last stood by these stones that ringed the fire pit? And over there, in shadow off to the right, was where the picket line had been. Where Baldor died. 

Is that why Conrath chose to ride east instead of north? Or did he hope to upset her with a return to the ambush site, if she and Berethor managed to keep up?

“I agree; this is not where I would have thought he would go.” Elanna sat down in her former place. “But surely he doesn’t plan to keep on heading east, straight to Gondor? Now that would be completely foolish in my opinion.”

“It would be. Come morning, if our former trail master is wise, he will cease this dodging, take advantage of whatever time he has gained and head straight for the Gap of Rohan.”

Berethor poured the cold dregs of his tea on the flames. The blaze hissed and sputtered in protest. 

“And the Fords of Isen are the only place he can cross the river?” Elanna queried.

“It’s the closest. Otherwise he would have to head over fifty miles downstream, or up to Isengard to cross.”

“Then tomorrow we follow him to the Fords.”

“There will be one place we should watch,” Berethor said. “Between Helm’s Deep and the Fords, to the west of the road, the ridge ends in a spur of low foothills. Not as intimidating as the cliffs around the Deep, but still a bit of an obstacle should Conrath decide to lead us a merry chase through them.”

“I suppose it is too much to hope that the wretched man won’t.” She glanced at her companion wryly. Berethor said nothing but it would have taken a blind man to miss the twinkle in the master-at-arms eyes. “Never mind.”

Shaking her head, Elanna crawled into her bedroll. After wriggling around in a futile attempt to get comfortable, she asked, “At first light then?”

“Or before.”

~~~

Chapter Twenty-Two

June 20

Foothills of the Westfold
They arose at grey dawn to resume the hunt. True to Berethor’s prediction, Conrath’s trail veered west into the foothills. Every hillock and ridge suggested countless boltholes wherein a desperate man might go to earth, none of which the hunters dared leave unexplored. Nor did the fugitive's trail suggest the workings of a rational mind, for he held to no heading or path for long. In truth, his wanderings suggested a man who was utterly lost, yet the hunters knew that to be a ruse. A tracker worked by anticipating his quarry's next step, but Conrath's erratic course rendered any such predictions impossible.

As the sun reached its zenith, mounds of rock and grass cut off the breeze that had kept the summer heat bearable. Within an hour, shirt laces were loosened and sleeves rolled up.

Drinking from a water-skin as she rode, Elanna asked, “Is it possible that Conrath is doing this just to torture us?”

“Let’s just say it would not surprise me to find out the thought had crossed his mind,” Berethor replied with a quick smile. “But the truth is, I think this convoluted route is more a mirror of his state of mind than anything else.”

“Because his mind is more twisted than a skein of wool?”

“Not quite what I was thinking. Circumstances-“

“Of his own making,” Elanna interjected.

“Of his own making,” Berethor agreed, “compel him to abandon everything that he values.”

“Hmm. So what you are saying is, aside from wanting to shake us from his trail, Conrath’s backtracking is also a sign of not wanting to leave his beloved Halene’s side?” Berethor nodded, and Elanna twisted her mouth in disgust. “Forgive me if I am not overly moved by his plight. He and his lady love are responsible for two deaths, the attempts on Sev’s life, Eadric’s broken arm and I could still strangle that beast for what he did to his own son.”

Dusul’s black ears swiveled as his mistress’s voice grew hard. The horse snorted and shook his head as if he agreed with her.

“Easy my friend, I am not saying I have sympathy for Conrath. I am merely making an observation.” Berethor’s tone changed to match the Ranger’s sternness. “Believe me, there is much the trail master has to answer for, and if it is the last thing he does, he will confirm his lady’s involvement once and for all.”

“Thank goodness someone believes me,” Elanna exclaimed.

“’Tis a matter I have been thinking about since we left the Vale,” Berethor said. “Conrath is ambitious and ruthless, but something on this scale, he could not have done by himself. I want to hear it from his own mouth before we must tell Esiwmas.”

Imagining Es' reaction to hearing of his mother's wickedness, Elanna said sadly, “I do not look forward to that task. It will break his heart.”

“We have yet to catch up with Conrath. Let’s save that bridge until it’s time to cross.”

“With pleasure.”

Faint divots in the grass marked where the stride of Conrath's horse turned abruptly yet again; the hunters resumed their labor.

~~~

Late morning

Family Landhold

Sev’s head swiveled from the garment Leneswyn had placed upon the table, to the smile twitching the corners of the Rohirrim woman’s mouth, to the slightly arched eyebrow upon Pippin’s otherwise impassive face. 

“You can not be serious,” she exclaimed half-heartedly. She knew full well they were; and that no matter how much she protested, the shimmering piece of ironmongery would be part of her attire before she was allowed to step a foot beyond the door. Nevertheless, Sev determined at least to try to avoid it. 

“Your formal tunic will cover it quite well,” Leneswyn remarked. “Be certain to wear the padded undertunic I sent over earlier instead of your chemise. It will do a better job of preventing chaffing.”

“You, of course, speak from experience.” Sarcasm dripped from Sev’s voice, and the links fell through her fingers with a metallic hiss. 

“Of course.” Leneswyn tipped her head and studied the other woman’s figure. “However, you do present rather a challenge. I fear it might be a bit snug across the chest. How tightly can you lace that corset without passing out?”

Snatching the mail shirt from the table, Sev snarled, “Tight enough.”

“Do let us know if you need any help,” Leneswyn said pleasantly as Sev stalked out of the room. When the solid slamming of the bedchamber door rattled the dishes on their shelves, the Rohirrim woman smiled at the elf across from her. “That went rather well, don’t you think?”

~~~~

Forced to move slowly, Sev eased her outer tunic over her head and returned it to the bed. Designed to be worn loose fitting and cinched in at the waist by a belt, its velvet width had been strained past its limit. Examining the split seam, Sev frowned. The only solution, given that she needed to be able to breath, was to rip out the entire seam and re-stitch it. Thankfully, the original seamstress had left wide allowances. 

Carefully, she turned the garment inside out and began the task of pulling the threads free. With each stitch, she considered suitable retributions to inflict upon Conrath. Even if the man proved guiltless of attempted murder, he deserved to pay for creating the situation whereby she was forced into chain mail. Sweet Eru, how Anardil and Halbarad will laugh. 

Squirming at the itch forming along her spine, she reached for her saddlebag, but the sewing kit was not in its customary pocket. Blast it all, would she have to call Leneswyn and Pippin for help? She’d used the kit only a day or so ago. Had she absent-mindedly dropped it into the bag she’d repaired? 

Her fingers searched for the small cloth bag at the bottom of her pack. Feeling the outlines of the housewife through the fabric, Sev yanked the pouch out into the open and pulled at the knotted drawstrings. 

She closed her eyes in frustration when the contents of the bag scattered across the floor. Cursing as she knelt, Sev wondered how men were able to swing a sword in this cumbersome garb … and she had thought the brigandine difficult, with its metal plates and stiff leather. She meanwhile hoped that Elanna and Berethor would find Conrath soon.

Returning the items to their place of safekeeping, Sev noted the seal on the letter had completely fallen away and hastily tucked the missive into the deep pocket hidden in the side seam of her skirt. She would reseal it later. 

It took a matter of several minutes to let out the seam on her formal tunic, and she had only just finished when Pippin tapped lightly on the door to inquire if she required assistance. 


“You might as well come in,” called Sev, slipping the tunic over her head. 

As Pippin, a vision of elvish elegance in her leaf green robes, entered, the Rohirrim woman stifled the desire to moan over the unfairness of elven beauty and said, “I had to repair a seam. If you will hand me my belt, I’ll be ready.”

Pippin took the belt from a peg near the door and ran it gently through her hands. Intricately braided, its horsehair length was a unique example of the handicraft of the Rohirrim. Created from strands taken from the mane and tail of the mare that had carried Sev away from the Vale, it served as a remembrance of the beast’s loyalty and companionship. 

"She gave me hope when despair threatened to overwhelm me," Sev explained and reached out her hand to take the belt. “Like all my friends.”

The elf shook her head slightly. “Nay, like a family. We of The Burping Troll have become more than friends.”

“Aye, we have.” The Rohirrim woman knotted the belt about her ample waist and reached up to smooth her dark crown of braids. “There are few friends who could succeed in doing what you have done today.”

An arched eyebrow was the elf’s response to this puzzling statement. 

“My dear Pippin, it would take much more than friendship to get me into a shirt of chain mail. Have you ever worn it? Terrible stuff. Your back itches, and you can’t scratch.”

Laughing together, the lithe elf and her plumper than normal friend departed for the festivities.

~~~

Breathless, Sev allowed Esiwmas’ eldest son to escort her to a seat beneath a fluttering awning. Congratulating him on his abilities on the dance floor, she laughingly refused his offer to partner her again.

“I’ll sit this one out, Esdav, but I would be most delighted to take another turn with you later.” 

The twelve-year-old made a formal bow, volunteered to find her some refreshment then disappeared in the direction of a long table laden with enough edibles to feed an éored of Riders. Fanning her face with her hand, Sev gave scant attention to those others who also sought relief from the afternoon sun. Trelayne soon appeared with a tray of cups. He whispered, “Mistress Leneswyn sent it. Esdav had to go dance with one of his Dierkson cousins.” Trelayne’s tone filled with disdain. “She’s got freckles the size of hazelnuts.”

“The poor girl,” Sev replied and hid her smile until the youth disappeared into the crowd.

When the musicians began another spirited tune, Sev sipped deeply of the tart fruit punch. The wedding festivities were proceeding as planned. At first there had been inquiries regarding the whereabouts of Elanna and Berethor; those who knew diverted the questions with vague reassurances that the pair would be along shortly. As the day wore on, with several wine casks broached and an ocean of ale consumed, most of those who had wondered about the absence of the Ranger and the master-at-arms found topics of greater interest. 

“My dear, do you truly think it wise to be making such a public exhibition of yourself?”

The unexpected voice nearly caused Sev to choke, but with exaggerated care, she lowered the cup and turned to give Halene a bland smile. 

“Whatever can you mean, Halene?”

“Such cavorting,” an elegant hand waved toward the open area before the raised platform holding the quartet of musicians, “is simply not appropriate.”

“Perhaps someone should tell Es and Irosa that,” Sev replied and pointed to the family’s leader and his wife nimbly following the pattern of a rollicking country dance. 

“I meant, of course, for a widow of your status. Such behavior implies a certain…” Halene gave a falsely apologetic smile, “looseness of morals.”

“My word! I suppose I should have refused to accept Lord Faramir’s invitation to dance at my friend’s recent wedding.”

Halene’s eyes narrowed, either at the flippancy of the reply or the mention of the Prince of Ithilien. “You are no longer in foreign lands, Sevilodorf, and are expected to comport yourself with appropriate decorum.”

Sev stared slack jawed at the woman. How could Halene possibly believe she could lecture anyone on proper decorum? Recalling Conrich’s battered face and the boy’s broken voice as he told his tale to Esiwmas, Sev considered asking if she considered beating one's son and poisoning horses proper decorum. 

Taking Sev’s silence as acceptance of the reprimand, Halene continued. “It is your responsibility to see that your guests behave appropriately as well. After my son and his wife have gone to such lengths to make them welcome, for your friend not to attend this gathering is rather lack-mannered.” The older woman’s voice dropped, “Especially as Berethor appears to have disappeared at the same time.”

The temptation to draw the knife from the sheath upon her arm was almost too great; but prudence won out and Sev restricted herself to saying, “I warn you, Halene, that tune will not play well. Elanna takes her commitment to her husband very seriously. Being young, she's been known to be rather vehement in defense of her beliefs.” 

A momentary flash of anger in the pale blue eyes proved that neither the threat nor the subtle reference to age had gone unnoticed. Deciding it best to retreat while ahead, Sev gathered her skirts and stood.

Eyeing her adversary thoughtfully, Halene said, “You have changed, Sevil.” 

“You are mistaken. As with Eswidan’s ring, I have merely regained what was once lost.” Lifting her chin, she nodded stiffly at the older woman. “If you will excuse me.” 

Unfortunately, her grand exit was not to be. As she turned, she found herself confronting the solid bulk of a slightly tipsy horse herder. Knocked backward, the unfamiliar weight of the chain shirt caused her to lose her balance and fall rather inelegantly at the man’s feet. To further her humiliation, the horse herder, while attempting to help her rise, succeeded in emptying the contents of his beer mug into her lap. 

Well clear, of course, of even the smallest splatter, Halene rose gracefully and proclaimed, “I was indeed mistaken, you have not changed in the slightest, Sevil.”

Too busy assuring the horse herder that it would be best if she found her own way to her feet, Sev was not even given the satisfaction of responding. 

~~~

Wrinkling her nose at the stench of beer, Sev wondered why fate seemed determined to spoil her finest clothing. As she stepped free of the sodden skirt, Irosa tapped once at the door then slipped into the narrow bedchamber. 

“Take your choice of one of these, Sevil.” The round faced woman spread three freshly ironed skirts upon the bed and stooped to gather up the beer soaked one. “Phew. I’ll take this to have it washed and returned to you tomorrow.”

“Wait, I almost forgot,” 

Irosa stood patiently as Sev pulled a folded letter from the skirt’s pocket. “Oh dear, is it ruined?” the younger woman asked.

Holding the parchment with two fingers, Sev said, “A trifle damp that’s all.” 

“If you’re certain. Miss Pippin is waiting in the hall to escort you back whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Irosa. I’m sorry to be such a bother.”

“Don’t be silly. It wasn’t your fault. Just hurry back. The skald will be reciting Kathwyn’s and her new husband’s family lines soon.” 

“I’ll only be a few minutes.”

Irosa smiled and bustled from the room.

With gentle precision, Sev began to unfold the wet parchment. If she set it to dry, hopefully the contents would remain readable. If not, she would have to attempt to recopy the message. In all the years as keeper of this letter, she often wondered why Eswidan, if he indeed felt a premonition of his death, had not left a note for their son. Essel was ever his father’s shadow, and Eswidan’s love of the boy had been obvious to all. Ah well, another unanswered question the man took to his barrow. 

She meant only to scan the letter to see if the ink had smeared; but the words "my son" caught her eye and unable to resist, she began to read.

Esiwmas, 

The dark shadow, which has settled upon our land, has found purchase within my thoughts, and fills my dreams with portents of death. If you hold these words within your hands these foul omens have come to pass, and I would that you search within your heart for the means to forgive me for the burden I place upon you. Alas, there are no pleasant words for the telling of this sordid tale, thus I will speak plainly. 

You are my son. A fact I acknowledge with equal parts pride and shame. Pride, for you are a man of strength and honor; one whom any man would be proud to name his son and worthy of more than the ignobility that would be your portion if the truth were known. Shame, for I committed the gravest dishonor one man may commit against another, and against a man deserving only respect and admiration. 

The knowledge of my shame wore upon my spirit until there were days I failed to recognize myself. Driven to the edge of madness, I confessed my transgression; and received not the castigation I warranted, but forgiveness. ‘Twas mercy I did not deserve, yet I was convinced to accept to shield you and this family from disgrace. Only two demands did mine uncle place upon me. First, that I would not reveal the truth of the matter to you until after the death of your mother; and second, that I marry. 

Thus I took a wife, who in time bore me a son, your brother, Essel. Often I have watched the two of you. You, already grown to manhood, and he, yet a child, are much alike. Always you believe that goodness will overcome evil, and that all people are at heart decent. Your spirits remain unshadowed by the doom that haunts our lands. Though I have no right to lay any claims upon you, I would ask that you do not tell him of his father’s disgrace, so that there will remain one person who continues to believe there is good in me. 

I do not ask that you look after Essel as a brother, for you already do; nor will I ask that you serve as a guide for this family through the coming darkness, for you already assume many duties of leader. Never doubt my son that you are deserving of the position of head of this family. Through the understanding and mercy of Esrob, whose spirit ever merits honor as your father, no taint of my offense touches you. Under his tutelage you have become a man of honor, a man of compassion, a man capable of leading this family into the dawn of a new age. 

Come now, my son, I name thee 
Of my blood, to carry on
When I have reached the end
Of my glorious warrior's trail

Call upon the spirits of our fathers
Ask them for truth and courage
When trouble is in your way 
Listen carefully to what
The Wise have to say

Oh, hear the hoofbeat’s thunder
Greetings from our fathers long time gone
Tell, so that no one ever will forget
What is in the heart goes from Father to Son 
Feel the power of the horses’ pounding hoofs
Take it to your heart and understand
What must live on from Father to Son 

Eswidan son of Esroy

The faint sounds of the wedding festivities vanished beneath the roaring in her ears. She staggered towards the bed, only to stumble. The parchment slid from unfeeling fingers to the floor where it lay mutely accusing. She should never have read it.

Swirling blackness threatened to engulf her. Gasping for breath, she closed her eyes; her fingers fumbled for the high collar of her tunic. But it was not the familiar smoothness of the pendant they found, but the surprising warmth of the mail shirt hidden beneath her clothing. 

Where did one find armor for the heart?

A voice spoke, faint at first, then increasing in strength as if the speaker drew ever closer; “I can promise you, lady of my heart, that you will not face either grief or shadow alone."
But it wasn’t true. He wasn’t here, and she needed him. She wasn’t as strong as he thought. 

Her features twisted; she had thought Halene the worst of what she must confront on this expedition. Yet fate could always find new levels of cruelty. So much of what Sev long accepted as truth had been proven false: a manufactured façade. Lowering herself to the floor, she buried her face in her hands. Everything she ever believed was suddenly suspect.

“Everything?” that internal voice questioned placidly. 

Controlling the urge to shriek, Sev pressed her hands to her ears. 

Stern now, and edged with the icy control Anardil managed when he was angry, the voice spoke again, “Everything?” 

“Yes,” she whimpered, expecting to be berated. But there was only silence. 

An intense sorrow welled up inside her. She was alone. Again. Alone, with the doubts and the grief and the shadows. Hugging her arms tightly against her chest, she began to rock. Soon the desire to lie down and never move again would descend upon her. This time she would not fight against it.

But the apathy she had experienced in the months after fleeing the Vale did not appear. Instead of a chill that numbed mind and heart, there was growing warmth accompanied by a cacophony of voices.

“We care for our own.”

“You are bound to this family, Sevil.”

“For you, my friend.”

“A member of this family and under my protection.”
One voice rose above the others. “To live afraid of giving or receiving love is no kind of life.”
Then all was silent, but the certainty that she was not alone remained. There were people who cared for her: friends and family whose love would shield her heart from fear and grief. All she need do was reach out, as she had dared reach out and accept the love Anardil offered. 

“Meleth nín.”

The words were a mere whisper like the lightest of kisses; but she doubted their meaning no longer. If all else in her world proved false, this would remain truth - unchangeable, through time and darkness. 

Ignoring the faint trembling of her fingers, she stretched forward to pick up the letter. There was no need to read it again. Eswidan’s tortured cry for forgiveness was etched into her mind forever. The man had faced demons stronger than her own. 

She saw, with startling clarity, why he became consumed with the belief that she was unfaithful, and what had driven him to lash out with fists and hard words. Why had he not set her aside? It was a simple matter, given that she had proven unable to bear more children. Yet, he had not, and the pain he inflicted upon her had hurt him as well. So, why? Was she correct in thinking he had considered her skills as a healer valuable to the family? Or was there more? Had he harbored, as she had, the small hope that someday they might regain the harmony which had graced the middle years of their marriage? There could be no way to know, but there was no harm in thinking it true. 

Eswidan had failed to overcome the demons of jealousy and distrust, but he remained faithful to the ideal of maintaining the family honor. To the end, he accepted all the blame, though Halene was surely a willing partner. No shame had been allowed to fall upon Esiwmas, the innocent by-product of their indiscretion. 

Esiwmas. Sev flinched at the thought of passing this message to him. He did indeed see the best in everyone until forced to believe differently, and in regard to the behavior of his mother, he had a special blind spot. This letter would ever change his perception of her, and of himself. 

The thought came that she could destroy the letter. No one living knew of its existence. But duty demanded she complete this task, and to ignore her husband’s final request was not to be decided lightly. Thankfully, she was not required to do so immediately; her orders were to give the letter to Esiwmas when both his parents were dead. Halene was very much alive.

Settling the letter in a spot of sunlight to dry, she climbed, ever hampered by the weight of the mail shirt, to her feet. Hastily, she selected the dark blue skirt from the choices before her and pulled it on. Fastening the waistband, Sev wondered whether either Esrob or Eswidan had told Halene of their agreements. Somehow, she did not believe they had. What would the woman’s reaction be if she discovered her husband had been aware of her infidelity and not only pardoned the man involved, but set out to redeem him? Would it cause her world to come crashing in upon her? Would Conrath’s regard be enough to support her when the rumormongering began? 

Checking the parchment and deciding it was dry enough to refold, Sev slipped it inside her tunic, then brushed aside all thoughts of retribution and prepared to present a façade of her own to the family. By no sign would she reveal what she had learned. A sardonic smile twisted her lips; her ability to hide her emotions was a legacy of her determination to prevent Essel from learning of his father’s behavior towards her. It was indeed as the elves said, “Every action has a purpose, though we may not recognize it.”

~~~

June 20th 

Late evening

At dusk the bridal couple and the groom’s friends staged a riotous mock bride napping and were chased to the border of the landhold by the bride’s father, stepbrothers and assorted male relatives. There Sejard formally accepted the bride price of twenty golden coins from his son-in-law, Landry, and in return officially transferred guardianship of Kathwyn and her dowry herd of ten horses to Landry. The couple was then escorted, with much merriment and ribald jesting, to their new home: a small house built near the border between the lands held by the fathers of the bride and groom. As the youngest son, Landry was unlikely to inherit land rights, but he received a portion of that which the land produced and maintained his own prosperous herds of cattle and horses.

By all standards, even those of the family’s few romantics, the match was a fine one. That phrase struck a raw nerve with Sevilodorf. A fresh round of gossip began when the healer abruptly stood and hurried away from a group of older women who had been happily rehashing every event of the long day. As Pippin set her glass aside to follow her friend into the gathering gloom, a large hand touched her elbow.

“Nay, Miss Pippin, you remain and enjoy the hospitality of the table. I will see to Sevil.”

A wave of her hand and an easy smile indicated Pippin’s agreement. Her eyes followed the broad shoulders of the man weaving with alacrity through the crowd until his longer stride overtook Sevilodorf and halted her headlong escape. The sudden resumption of music by the quartet upon their dais defeated even the ability of the elf to hear the conversation that passed between Esiwmas and her friend. The elf’s mouth drew down in a momentary frown before she laughed softly at herself. It was hardly necessary to guard Sev from her cousin. Taking up her wine, Pippin settled back to listen as the ancient skald joined the musicians and began to lead the crowd in a song that, while totally incomprehensible to the elf, set feet to tapping and put a smile upon every face. 

~~~

A prisoner to her promises, Sevilodorf waited with waning patience for Pippin to appear and escort her back to their lodgings. All day, she felt passed back and forth like one of those mathoms the hobbits delighted in telling about. The only solitary moments she managed were those when she changed her beer-splattered skirt. But then, considering the trouble she created for herself in those few minutes perhaps she was better off not being alone. 

No matter how she tried, it was impossible to keep her thoughts from returning to the contents of the letter. Though she had, she hoped, kept the knowledge she now possessed from her face. Speaking to Esiwmas proved difficult, but the man appeared to have credited her almost surly responses to a belief that the day’s festivities called up unpleasant memories of her own marriage. Sev had experienced a difficult time listening calmly to the constant characterization of the match as “a fine marriage” - that same phrase had been the watchword of the ancient healer of the Westfold Village, during the week before her wedding to Eswidan. 

Ah, and there it was again. The knowledge gleaned from that letter affected her understanding of an event long considered ancient history. Eswidan had married her at his uncle’s orders. No, that was not quite the truth. That he married was due to his uncle, that he had chosen her was surely the workings of another strand of fate. Her mother-in-law insisted there were connections between her father and Eswidan that explained his choice, and gently chided her for worrying overly much about why the marriage had taken place. 

“’Tis done, and ‘tis now your job to make what you can of the match,” the woman had said often, and then proceeded to impart another helpful hint on the proper management of her son. Hints that Sev employed successfully, until the evil spreading across the land turned Eswidan’s thoughts dark, and pain from his injured leg drove him to seek wine’s false comfort. 

As always when she felt troubled, her fingers sought the surety of the silver chain bearing the pendant with her son’s name. By wearing it, all knew her as a member of the family of Esthomas of the Deeping Stream. Even during the worst of times with Eswidan, she never thought of removing it. Only after her son’s death at Helm’s Deep and Halene’s continued accusations of incompetence regarding treatment during Esrob’s final illness, only then did she break the ties it symbolized. The result of anger and grief, her decision to toss the chain at Halene’s feet and leave the Vale brought regret when she finally regained her senses; but she possessed too much pride to come crawling back to Halene. Her fingers now clutched the chain as almost forgotten words suddenly became clear. 

Revealing anger she seldom allowed to be seen, Halene had hissed, “You know not the reason for my dislike of you. Then you are a greater fool than I believed.”

How incredibly naïve she must have seemed to Halene. However, if one considered the situation in the right light, having the woman actually feel threatened enough to harbor such an intensity of dislike for so many years was a compliment. To think, the elegant Halene, jealous of her. 

Overwhelmed by the absurdity of her thoughts, Sev snorted loudly and decided it was time to track down her elvish escort and retire for the night. Rising, she peered toward the house. Surely, there had been enough time for Pippin to fulfill her promise to sing the younger children an elvish song: that being the payment exacted before they would go peacefully to bed. Maybe she should ask Esiwmas to walk her back to the cottage. Or send Treddan or Trelayne to find Pippin?

Turning to search for the boys, Sev was startled to find herself the object of Halene’s scrutiny. The hairs on her neck rose. After experiencing one conversation with Halene today, Sev did not intend to repeat the incident. Nodding to the older woman, she began to walk stiffly past.

“My dear,” the silvery tone sent a shiver down the spine, “I neglected to apologize this morning.”

Far too conscious that she held proof of this woman’s indiscretions, Sev strove to remain impassive. 

Her voice filled with false concern, Halene said, “I fear my words caused you some distress the other day.”

“I am quite certain you knew exactly what effect your words would have, so no apology is necessary.” Unable to resist, Sev added, “For the first time in our long years of acquaintance, I feel I know exactly why you dislike me so.”

“Do you indeed?” Halene responded with the hint of a smile. 

Perhaps it was the smile, but Sev found herself saying, “Yes, I do.”

Halene went still, knowledge of a secret she had long thought safe was present in the icy depths of Sev’s eyes. For a moment, the two women remained, motionless, unspeaking, waiting to see what the other would do. 

Then the older woman gave a nod. “Congratulations, Sevil, you’ve finally grown up. How unfortunate that you did not do so years ago.” Halene’s voice dropped to a whisper as she stood and spoke into Sev’s ear. “Perhaps you might have been able to keep your husband in your bed. But no matter how amusing he found you, Eswidan always did need a real woman.”

Somehow, Sev hid the shock that surged through her. She had only thought she understood, deluding herself with fantasies of Eswidan growing to love her. Conscious suddenly of all the eyes watching their exchange, she backed away from Halene. Not trusting herself to speak clearly, she bit her lip until she tasted the hot copper of blood. The sound of Halene’s mocking laughter followed her into the darkness. 

~~~

Only a few steps on the path to the cottage, Sev came to an abrupt halt. If it was time for Elanna to stop crying and blaming herself for all the events of Nurn, it was past time that she stopped running away. She had come to the Vale to settle the ghosts of the past, and she would settle them or die in the attempt. 

Did this newest revelation change anything? Only her perception of events: the latest of which proved her far more naïve and foolish than she had believed. But if she erred, was it not better that she had chosen to endow Eswidan with more nobility than he actually possessed? She had preserved her son’s image of his father, and that was an honorable accomplishment. 

Did others know? Would it not have become common gossip? People had been aware of Conrath and Halene for years, even before her husband died, though they kept silent then out of respect for Esrob, and now for Esiwmas. Had a similar respect silenced their tongues about a relationship between Eswidan and Halene? Was it possible that Halene lied? Or was that more wishful thinking? 

She rubbed at her temple and forced herself to think more calmly. This was all in the past, Eswidan seven years dead. Did any of this matter? 

The past had only the power that she allowed it. Yesterday, she danced on the hillside, ready to leave the past behind and walk into the future. This afternoon, she read the outpourings of a tortured soul and determined that, armored with Anardil’s love and that of her family and friends, she could forgive the hurts Eswidan had inflicted. Did she possess so little fortitude that a few bitter words could shatter her resolve? 

No, she would not allow the past to control her. Whatever had been between Halene and Eswidan, it was over. It had no power to harm her now. 

“Sevi?” 

Sev turned to see the shimmering form of the elf standing above her on the hill. 

“I know, I know. It was wrong of me to run off without you.” Sev held out a hand to Pippin. “If you like, you may scold me. Though if you will, save it until morning. It’s been a rather exhausting day, and I would dearly love to get out of this mail shirt.”

“Agreed,” responded the elf, sliding her knife back into its sheath. Hesitantly, she asked, “You are well?”

Sev smiled and lines of care that had formed during the journey to Rohan vanished. “Better than I’ve been for a long while. Come, tell me what you think of our wedding customs.”

Chapter Twenty-Three

June 21 

At the Fords

Another day's fruitless hunt ended and another night passed. Elanna woke to muted, alien daylight. The sun was rising or it would still have been pitch black, but the swirling grey mist hid the orb’s exact location. 'This must be what it is like to be inside a cloud,' she thought, forcing her protesting body out of the bedroll. Slowly she stood and stretched her stiff muscles.

“You’re much too young for your bones to be creaking that loud,” Berethor observed with a smile. To her annoyance, he was not only wakeful but he already had his bow slung across his back, his sword girt at his side, and his horse readied for saddling.

Kneeling, she replied, “I blame the dampness.” She matched the master-at-arms hushed tone. Something about the dense fog discouraged loud voices. “We need to catch up to Conrath today.”

“And why is today more important than yesterday?”

Elanna held up the blankets she had just finished rolling. “Spending the day tied to a saddle is not the best way for these to dry out, even if the Sun finds her way through this pea soup.”

“Damp blankets never hurt anyone.”

“Fine. Then what if I said that once Conrath makes it over the Ford and through the Gap, finding him will be thrice as difficult.”

“True, and there are a couple more places I can think of where he might try to throw us off his trail.” Berethor paused as he reached under his horse’s belly for the cinch strap. “Personally, I would make straight for the Gap of Rohan as fast as I could. The King’s jurisdiction ends there.”

“Aye, King Éomer's does,” Elanna said. “On the other hand, King Elessar’s influence again extends into the old kingdom of Arnor.

“Once more you are right, but we are not provisioned for a drawn out chase,” Berethor pointed out.

“We cannot allow him to get away with what he has done.”

Berethor’s lips peeled back from his teeth in a grin that did not bode well for the unlucky trail master. “Then we should do as you suggested and find him today.”

“You will get no argument from me on that score,” Elanna agreed, her smile a mirror of Berethor’s.

~~~

They climbed the road that mounted a small hill, causing it to veer slightly to the northeast. To their right, the plain began to drop away at an ever increasingly steep angle. The pace became slower than either hunter cared for, but the murky light forced them to take extra care not to miss any sign that Conrath might have left the road. Though steep, the descent would not have been impossible.

“Berethor, hold,” Elanna called out.

The two were coming down the far side of the hill and she had noticed a spot to their left where the terrain dipped into a small dell. Swinging her leg over the saddle and alighting on the ground, Elanna knelt to examine the grass and soft earth.

“A horse left the road here and has not returned.” She frowned. “I think last night sometime.”

Berethor dismounted and joined her. Elanna waited on pins and needles. Tracking was something she had done for fun as a child, an advanced game of hide-and-seek, Ranger style. Only recently had she worked at recapturing what had come so naturally as a child. In a sense, the expertise of Halbarad and her elven tutors was on the line as much as her own. She resisted the urge to chew on her thumbnail.

“Good call.” At Berethor’s pronouncement, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Late last night would be my guess, though the fog keeps the tracks damp. Shall we follow on foot? I think we both know why he left the road.”

Thirty yards down into the dell, Berethor found the confirmation they had been seeking. "Someone has been here recently and I would say they slept over there, under that small oak.”

“The horse was tethered here for several hours at least, judging by the trampling. It seemed to have more room than just reins would allow,” Elanna added, studying another small tree. “But would Conrath have enough presence of mind to think of taking rope?”

“He is a trail master and a good one. Picking up rope would be as natural as picking up food.

Walking down the tree-dotted dale a little further, Elanna paused and knelt again.

“Berethor, look at this.” She waited for him to join her. “How fresh do you think this is?” she asked, pointing to a pile of potato-sized horse droppings.

Bending to study the sign for moisture and coloration, Berethor frowned. “We’re much closer than we thought.”

“Why would Conrath choose to delay so long?”

Gesturing to the sky, he replied, “For him, the sun rose behind that hill.”

Understanding dawned brighter than the day had. “Delaying morning.”

Berethor nodded. “And when you take that and the fog, add exhaustion and nerves to the mix.”

Elanna continued. “You have a trail master who woke up to what he thought must have been early morning.”

“And who is confident he still keeps his lead,” Berethor finished. “We can use this to our advantage.”

“Then carry on.” She put her foot in the stirrup and swung on to Dusul’s back. “I have some business with this worm that won’t wait.”

~~~

They heard the wagons before they saw them, both pulled by a pair of large, strong horses and driven by a man with the trademark flaxen hair of Rohan. In the second wagon, the driver sat with a boy who appeared to be about Trelayne’s age. In silent agreement, Berethor and Elanna steered their mounts to the side of the road to wait. 

As the lead wagon drew near, the master-at-arms called out in Westron. “Hail, friend.”

Raising an arm high to signal to the man behind him, the driver of the first wagon pulled back on the lines. 

After a quick inspection of the people who had greeted him, he answered in the same tongue. “Hail, friends.” Pointing to Elanna with blunt curiosity, he said, "Does Gondor send its shield maidens afar? How come you to the Westfold, mistress?" 

“We seek information,” Elanna answered. “We search for a man who is fugitive from the justice of Rohan and Gondor, and who brought grievous injury to members of the Esiwmas family.”

Sparks flashed in the man’s blue eyes, though his voice was calm and unhurried, as if this were a rare occasion to savor slowly. “I see. Is it a Dunlender returning to his land after wreaking more havoc in Rohan? It would be bad for those people, if one should break the terms of pardon given them by Théoden King.”

“Nay, I regret to say it is a man of Rohan we seek,” she corrected him.

The driver’s face turned to stone and Elanna could easily guess why. Since the downfall of Wormtongue and Saruman, betrayal was one of the worst crimes anyone in Rohan could commit.

“I’ve seen him,” the driver said curtly. “He rode west on a chestnut horse - looked rather haggard and rumpled.”

“How do you know this is the right man?” Berethor asked.

“He’s the only person we’ve seen all morning and yesterday for that matter,” the driver answered and twisted in his seat. “Ho, Garoth, have you seen anyone else?”

“Unless you count that herd of deer we saw just before we crossed the river.” The first driver turned around when Garoth spoke again. “He was running that horse of his pretty hard.”

Waiting to make sure his companion was finished, the driver tried again. “We passed him a mile or so this side of the Ford. He had that horse at a full gallop as if the Wargs of Saruman were at his heels. Garoth is right, if he expects to get through the Gap, he’d better ease up.”

Berethor and Elanna exchanged glances. If the report was correct as to distance, Conrath could be already across the Fords, moving steadily beyond their reach towards the Gap of Rohan. 

“Thank you, good sirs,” the Ranger said. “You have provided us with the very information we sought. May the rest of your journey be a pleasant one.”

Without waiting for a reply, the two riders urged their mounts past the wagons and back on to the road. Behind them, the creaking wheels rolled off into the mist.

“Berethor, why does a fleeing man allow himself to be seen, when it is possible to remain hidden?” 

“Good question, one I asked myself, also,” Berethor replied. “He could have remained out of sight in the fog, or walked his horse parallel to the road, until the wagons had passed.”

“Yet he did not. Why?” Elanna frowned and mused aloud. “Unless he wanted to be sure we suspected that the Gap was his objective. He achieved that. Still, why announce his route to his pursuers? Unless . . . “

“Unless what?”

“What if we’re wrong? What if the Gap of Rohan is not his objective?”

Thoughtfully, as if unsure of his own statement, Berethor said, “It is the quickest way out of Rohan. Eventually, the road leads to Bree and the Northern Kingdom. A man could disappear forever up there.”

“Agreed, but for the sake of argument, if he makes it across the Isen, is there another way to escape?” Elanna asked.

“There is,” Berethor replied, scratching his bearded chin. “It’s not a true road, more like a path. It follows the north shore of the river, more or less, for fifty miles before you reach another crossing. Only that route doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not?”

“Crossing the river onto the south shore puts him back in Rohan.” Noting Elanna’s quizzical look, the master-at-arms explained, one finger tracing in the air. “The Isen flows from north to south until a few miles past the Fords. There it bends to westward and flows towards the sea. About one hundred and fifty miles later, it meets the Adorn, which flows from the White Mountains to join the Isen. The land between the two rivers forms a great triangle, all of which is part of Rohan, all the way back to the mountains. That is the lands into which Conrath would go, if he made the other crossing.”

“I never knew Rohan’s border extended beyond the mountains. Is it inhabited?” Elanna’s interest pricked.

“Not that I am aware of.” Berethor shook his head. “At one time they say folk who were loyal to Freca lived in those lands, but Helm slew him and they nevermore lent their loyalty to Edoras. If any remain, they are mingled with Dunlenders and the like."

“So if he went through the Gap he would have the entire Northern Kingdom to choose from.” Elanna worried at her lip. “But if he re-crossed the Isen and then the Adorn, he needs only to make it through the lower branch of the White Mountains to have the whole of Southern Gondor to hide in.”

“Yes. Though both rivers are strong. A man would need great luck and great desperation to swim them both."

Whether Conrath had luck, neither hunter could say. Nonetheless, they doubted not that he possessed the desperation to try almost anything to make good his escape. For a long moment, they rode in silence, the thudding of their horses' hooves the only measure of time in a fog-shrouded world.

Finally, Elanna spoke again. “If we went to the far end of the Gap only to find no sign of him going that way, how much time would we lose retracing our steps?”

“From the Fords to the point the road bends north around the mountains' feet spans some thirty miles,” Berethor answered. “And if we left the road and cut across country to the other crossing, that is nearly fifty miles.”

The young Ranger's heart sank. Either option presented a very long day's ride, even without the trouble of hunting a devious quarry. Meanwhile, every miscalculation the trackers made was another moment Conrath used to put distance between himself and his foes.

The master-at-arms' face grew grim. “I suspect our worthy trail master may be more canny than I thought.”

“What is it?”

“There are two places where he can hide and make sure we are following the diversion he left for us, before taking his true path,” Berethor said. “Between the Ford and the road to Isengard, there are two earth-forts that once were capable of holding a full éored of men, minus their horses. They’re in ruins now, never rebuilt after the Battle of the Ford.”

“Yet still capable of hiding one man and his horse, I take it?


“Yes. The other place would be on the island itself." The Rohirrim raised one arm to sketch shapes in the air before him. "The road crosses on the northern end. On the southern side lies the mound of Théodred. The Tree-shepherds planted two large willows there to weep for his untimely death.”

As one they halted, faces somber while they considered their choices. However errant his behavior had been, clearly Conrath had reached a decision. Odds were he lengthened his lead even as they spoke. Two possibilities for Conrath's route meant they must divide their efforts, now, before he escaped and their time ran out.

“Which do you choose?”

“I know the earth-forts as you do not.” A shadow of old pain flitted across the master-at-arm’s face. “You take the island. I’d leave Dusul on the bank.” The Ranger nodded and Berethor added, “Be wary, he’s as treacherous as a rabid dog and has nothing left to lose.”

“So Sev said when we left. I will be careful.”

Reaching to un-sling his bow for use, Berethor eyed her sternly. "If I do not find sign of him swiftly, I will come to find you. You do the same, if you see nothing at the Fords."

Elanna dipped her chin in acquiescence once more, the unspoken implication understood. Neither of them would leave the other alone to face a madman seeking escape.

~~~

Nearing the Ford, Elanna picketed her horse where he could graze and hopefully remain undetected. Before her lay the uneven line of Conrath's tracks, each deeply-driven hoofprint proof that he had plunged into the water at a clod-slinging pace. Across the rippling silver of the river's flow lay a grey-green, fog-shrouded lump of island. Aye, Conrath might be across the Fords and miles gone, or he might be waiting just there, within easy arrow shot of the shore. If there, would he wish to ambush her, or let her cross, unmolested, so he might flee the other way once she passed? The skin prickled at the back of Elanna's neck, and she silently blessed the fog that now concealed her own efforts.


Taking a quick breath, she stepped into the shallow rush of water. The River Isen ran fast and cold, numbing her feet within seconds. However, she could pass with silence that a horse in rock-strewn water never could, and so she eventually reached the island's near bank. She dropped to a crouch when, at a sudden whisper of breeze, the fog began to lift. Though thinning, it did not entirely clear; rather it vacated some places to coalesce in others. Staring through the swirling veil, Elanna listened for clues in the mist-strange air. 

Neither movement nor sound reached her ken, however, and she began to walk. A broad green hillock rose from the haze before her, cloaked in thick grass and flowers like tiny white stars. For an instant she paused, her breath tight in her throat. Here lay the barrow of Théodred Théoden's son, buried where he had fought and died in the Riddermark's darkest hour. If Conrath lurked on this sacred ground, he had truly forsaken honor.

Shaking herself back to the task at hand, Elanna chose to go around the knoll near the water's edge, moving as silently as she knew how, her tread masked by the Isen’s gurgling song. The river ran shallow next to the eyot, no more than six inches deep, she concluded. This was the same depth as the crossing, though minus the stepping-stones laid long ago. The grass oozed liquid when her weight rested upon it. With slow stealth, she picked a careful path, toes testing the ground before heels impelled her forward.

Thud-thud-thud-thud. Elanna’s heart beat as fast as the rushing river next to her. Fog shrouded sight and made sound seem odd. Her breath echoed in her ears, as loud as the thumping in her chest. She froze. Up ahead, another thud like a stamping hoof caught her attention, followed by low words in a soothing tone, then nothing but the rippling rush of the water.

Berethor had not exaggerated when he said the small island was still large enough to hold a company of one hundred and twenty men. Was it the unexpected size or her taut nerves that made it feel as if she had been walking for hours? At last, she could see the crowns of the two willows, bent forever in graceful mourning at the yet-unseen door of Théodred's tomb. She was close.

“Not much longer,” Conrath murmured, sliding his hand down the length of his horse’s neck. “Give them just a little more time to get down the road and we’ll be off.”

Though he did not notice the almost inaudible rasp of a blade leaving a scabbard, his horse did. The animal's ears swiveled in the direction from whence the sound came. Instantly alert, Conrath drew his sword as he turned.

“Who is it?" 

Silently Elanna cursed herself, and bloody horses that heard as well as elves, not to mention suspicious masters who paid attention to them. Secrecy just went out the window, so there was no further point in hiding.

Stepping around the nearest willow, she said, “Well met, my good Conrath. It seems we have been in a similar position before.”

By the narrowing of his eyes, Elanna knew he remembered the standoff during the journey to the Vale. His glance swept around her briefly, checking if she were alone, then he focused contemptuously on her face.

“With a few exceptions,” he growled between gritted teeth. “You have no elf to stand at your back, we are both armed, and I have every intention of being the only person to leave this island.”

The two circled, taking each other’s measure. Chilling how it seemed he had grown in his madness, the Rohirrim's height and breadth of shoulder formidable as he moved. Low in one hand, his sword glinted silver-grey.

“Then your intentions are doomed to failure,” Elanna said easily, her voice belying the adrenaline rushing through her veins. “I know it was you behind the attempts on Sevi’s life, and the harm you caused to Eadric and to your own son was monstrous, even for a murderer.”

The trail master’s eyes bulged as his face turned red. “My son! You turned my son against me! You and that elf with your twisted lies!”

On his last word, Conrath charged. 

Like a mûmak blinded with wrath he came, Elanna parrying his blows and passing aside amidst the cold wash of realization. Here would be no courteous exchange of sword meeting sword, with salutes for blows well struck. He followed with a lunge faster than a man his size had any right to make, yet she slid under the shock of parrying his blade, carrying her into a riposte that nearly laid his arm open.

There, let that teach him caution, and they circled upon the grass-grown stones. Neither wore armor, nor did they bear shields, and wariness glittered behind the rage in Conrath's eyes. Yet it was not his eyes she needed to watch, and his steel sliced only to meet the swift guard of her blade. She feinted a shoulder-cut to draw him wide, and slashed beneath his reach, to retreat and sidestep once more. With a roar, he attacked in a hacking series of blows that she warded in ringing sureness. Grey stone loomed amidst the green and on a quick turn, she glimpsed the graven door of Théodred's tomb. No time for that thought: steel clashed as her swift feet kept the measures of their deadly dance.

'Move your feet!' cried the ghost voice of her brother in her mind, and move she constantly did. She could not match Conrath’s strength or reach, but she began to think she could outlast his ability. He fought with rage, not clarity, with force, not skill, while she read his methods from the cool remove of every training bout she had ever fought.

Thus, it must be, the falcon and bear, while the crossing of the Isen rang to the sound of battle once more. Up the flanks of the barrow and down again they fought, she giving ground only to sting him with her own swift attack from the side. She would have him in but a moment more -. Then her foot turned beneath her, her ankle buckled and she fell with stunning force.

She scrambled to recover, but an instant too late, for she stared up the length of Conrath’s blade. Its cold point pressed the skin of her jaw, and the stone door of the tomb loomed at her back.

“Drop it,” he growled.

The Ranger pressed her lips together and tightened her grip on her sword, dew-damp grass cold beneath her fist. Conrath responded by lifting her chin with the tip of his blade. 

“I will slit this pretty neck of yours unless you drop your sword . . . now.”

Furious and frustrated, Elanna's mind raced through her choices. Fight and die within seconds, surrender - and perhaps live a moment more. Her only hope lay in the fact that though Conrath could have already killed her, he had not done so. Why? 

Letting go, Elanna winced as the bright blade clattered against the gravel. “Why not just slit my pretty neck, as you put it, and run while you still have the chance?”

The only answer she received was the sword forcing her to stand. Her shoulders now nearly touched the silent tomb's door.

“By the time Berethor has searched the earth-forts and returned, you will be dead and I will be long gone,” Conrath said. His expression turned gloating at the surprise she was unable to keep off her face. “Your presence here means my attempt to misdirect you didn’t work, so it was not difficult to predict your next move. Which means we still have some time; plenty, in fact.”

Elanna swallowed hard when she saw the grotesque light of madness glittering in the trail master’s eyes. She had her answer.

A mirthless smile twisted his mouth. “I am also certain that his pursuit will be delayed by the dilemma of what to do with your body. Maybe I should make his decision more difficult by ensuring you are quite unrecognizable.”

Cold fear slithered up Elanna’s spine. Conrath had gone over the edge of sanity. She prayed that his sense of time was as warped as his mind. She had to find a way to delay him in hope that Berethor would return swiftly. 

“Does this mean that I, alone, will have the honor of dying at your hand?” The half-elf cast her eyes around the small dell. “Of course there seems to be a decided lack of assassins nearby, which limits your choices.” She stared straight into the soulless depths of his eyes. “I suppose I should be grateful Baldor and Rypan had to settle for only your provocation to cause their death. Your blade, your hand; what a privilege you are according me.”

The instantaneous change in the man’s face from haggard paleness to the red blotchiness of rage made Elanna fear she had pushed him too far. 

“I had nothing to do with that!” Conrath exploded. "You'll not name me kin-slayer - lies! You speak lies!"

A sharp hiss escaped her lips as the point of the sword bit painfully into the soft skin under the center of her jaw. She dared not move her head or even swallow, lest the blade bite deeper and find a vein or artery. In desperation, she rose to her toes and flattened herself against the door of the mound.
Her awkward pose nonetheless lifted her chin slightly off the sword's pressure, and a thin bead of blood trickled down her neck, spreading as it merged in the hollow of her throat with the sweat that seemed to come from everywhere. Yet she was still not free, a fact attested to by the war drum that beat in her chest and the short, shallow breaths that her position allowed.

“It was all Halene!" he continued wrathfully. "She hired Helm. She gave him his instructions behind my back or I would have stopped her. At least I would never have taken Rypan.” The unnatural gleam faded a little at the cousin’s name. “She told me they were all dispensable.”

Conrath’s shoulder’s slumped and his sword followed. Her sigh of relief went unnoticed, fortunately, and she let her heels find the ground. Her muscles continued to tremble from the strain, but at least she no longer felt as if she were about to be skewered.

“Rypan was my cousin. I did not want his death.” A note of exhaustion crept into the trail-master’s voice, his gaze wandering in queer bafflement as if speaking to someone other than Elanna. “But I thought that once I had Sevilodorf's land, I could at least care for his mother and sister so that they would never want for anything again.” Then his eyes sharpened, nostrils flaring as his anger began to crest anew and his blade rose until the tip trembled before her breast. “Now his death is meaningless, thanks to you.”

Elanna suppressed a shiver. She only knew of one other whose mind could take the truth and twist it until it was unrecognizable. Thank goodness that person, the bandit captain Parcus, died during the explosive raid that freed her from the nightmare of Nurn. Did Conrath really believe Rypan to be a martyr rather than a victim? And could he so easily disregard that his cousin was not the only fatality? 

“You forget, my good Conrath.” The half-elf allowed her anger to show. “Baldor died that night also. What plans did you have for his widow and son, so that they should not suffer unduly?”

“They are not blood kin to me. They matter not,” he said indifferently.

Foolish or not, the rising flame of her outrage would not let his comment go.

“I see," Elanna hissed. "They are not family, so they are of little consequence. Then what of Conrich? You beat that boy to a bloody pulp!”

Conrath’s eyes narrowed. “He got exactly what he deserved. I’m his father, I have the right to discipline him.” The man spat on the ground. “The boy is weak, like his mother. Thought I should toddle off to Esiwmas and throw myself at the master’s feet to confess my sins and be forgiven. Pah!”

Elanna recalled the youth’s bruised and battered face. “Thank Eru and all the Valar that boy is nothing like you. He has a heart and a conscience, and he will grow to be a good man. And I will do everything in my power to see he is given the chance to rise above the stigma of being your son.”

“You want him?" Conrath barked a hard laugh. "Pity you won't live to take him - he is worthless. He had the wrong mother,” he sneered. “And she has the wrong son.”

Some fragment of remembrance clicked in Elanna’s mind, but there was no time to examine the connection now. Especially when a whisper on the wind reached her ear. Bless Berethor! He dared everything on the chance her half-elven senses might perceive him.

“If you can hear me, say something about Halene.”

Heart in her throat, Elanna watched Conrath to be sure he had not also heard. “I suppose you mean Halene should have been the boy’s mother, so that he could be as corrupt as you two.”

"You know nothing!" Conrath exploded, spittle frothing his lips while the tip of his sword jabbed a swift arc beside her head. "All my life I've bowed to lesser men, but Halene - my lady knows my quality. She knows who I truly am. She sees me as I -."

Much as she wanted to hear nothing about him and Halene, it appeared that the trail master had not heard Berethor’s voice. 

“When I say ‘now’, leap to your right, away from his sword.”

"Enough!" Elanna interrupted the tirade. “I think I have heard enough about the sickness you profess to be love. You have no idea what that is, either of you,” 

“NOW!”
"Pathetic Stoningland scum, I'll -."

His sword whipped back and Elanna had only a split second to see Conrath’s fury turn to pain and shock as she flung herself away from his blade. But the arrow that smote his shoulder jerked his arm in a way unforeseen. White-hot pain seared her left arm and black spots exploded in her vision. With a groan, she slid down the stone door to the rocky ground, her sight tunneling to a dizzying grey blur.

She heard footsteps stumbling in the direction of the east arm of the river. Conrath’s horse snorted and scrambled as someone collided with it. The pounding of running feet, someone else, started above and behind and came to a sliding halt in front of her. 

Elanna blinked rapidly, hoping it would help clear her vision. Though blurred, the Ranger recognized Berethor’s face. Concerned-filled eyes swam into focus along with brows pulled together and a forehead wrinkled with a frown. She sucked a deep breath he may have interpreted as distress, but her thoughts moved in order once more.

“Elanna, I’m sorry,” Berethor said, touching the fingers she clutched around her wounded arm. She glanced down, unable to remember moving her hand. “I couldn’t see any other way.”

“I’m fine, Berethor, honestly. It could have been much worse when you consider he could have hit my neck.” She tried to reassure him with a lop-sided smile. “It sounds like he went that way.” The slight gesture of her hand allowed blood to seep faster through her fingers. Grimacing, Elanna increased her grip on the wound, and her voice tightened with the white-hot flare of pain. “Don’t let him cross the river.”

“Stay put,” Berethor ordered. “Try not to move and keep as much pressure as you can on that arm.” He touched her cheek in a manner that reminded her sharply of Hal. “I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

Berethor leapt to his feet and sped off beyond the willows, earning another snort from the horse. As soon as he disappeared, Elanna released her lip from her teeth and let the tears come. Oh, she hurt now, the haze of shock fading even as the fog faded before the round face of the sun. Gold, it appeared to her tearful sight, shining like the coins in dead Helm's pockets.

'I promise, Hal, when I get home I won’t ask for any more excitement. I will be content to stay at your side in peace.' Smiling faintly through her tears, she amended her thought. 'I will be content to stay at your side and enjoy the peace of The Troll, in whatever form it may come.'

She could feel blood oozing sticky as warm syrup between her fingers and her stomach surged. How bad it might be, she dare not look to discover.
Over the babble of the river, a watery clatter of stones turning and then a metallic ring caught Elanna’s attention. Swords clashed their deadly, staccato measure for a minute, maybe less. Then a splash and then silence followed a choked scream. Nervously, she strained her hearing, listening to the gentler splashes of someone wading to shore. There she breathed a loud sigh of relief when she recognized the sure tread of the master-at-arms. The grim satisfaction on Berethor’s face fled the moment he glimpsed Elanna’s wet cheeks.

“Ah, forgive me," Berethor sighed, as he dropped to his heels before her, his sword across his knees. "I regret leaving you alone, but ...."

Feeling very much like a child caught crying for her mother, Elanna sniffled. “I know, and I seem to remember insisting that you not let him cross the river. I was just.” The half-elf’s voice faltered briefly. “I was just wishing my husband was here. Silly, I know.”

Berethor frowned gently. “No, you don’t sound silly at all. You’re hurt, a time when we all wish to draw comfort from those who are dearest to us." 

Her eyes followed him when he stood up and walked to Conrath’s horse. Berethor scowled and shook his head when he did not find what he was looking for. Carefully he wiped his sword on the horse's saddle blanket before sliding the blade back into its scabbard. 

He came back and knelt in front of Elanna. “I need to get our horses. Conrath has nothing I can use to dress your arm.”

“Speaking of, why didn’t you bring Conrath back with you?” Elanna asked, grateful for the distraction. 

“Because he’s dead,” Berethor answered shortly.

“Then where is the body?”

The master-at-arms ignored the question as he stood. “I’ll be right back. Again, stay put and don’t move if you can help it.”

“And just where would I go if I was foolish enough to try and get up?” Elanna muttered at Berethor’s retreating back.

While she waited, she brooded and her thoughts darkened. It probably could not be helped, but she had so wanted to take the trail master back alive. He should have stood in judgment for his crimes. And now that he had confirmed Halene’s duplicity, it would have been the icing on the cake to have him present when they confronted Halene.

Ah well, at least there would be a body to lay at that dreadful woman’s feet; a tangible reminder that all her grand schemes had come to ruin. Would that impenetrable reserve finally break down and leave Halene weeping over her slain lover? Or would the ice queen not even blink an eye and deny all allegations? It would serve the she-warg right to be brought to her knees, bowed and beaten. The way she had done to others.

'Stop that!' Elanna ordered herself. Evil witch she might be, but Halene was still Esiwmas’ mother. As for Conrath, she and Berethor had just made his son an orphan. If Halene and Conrath’s actions were the moral compass she used as a guide, then gloating would be an appropriate and understandable reaction. But that was not who and what she was.

“You need to focus on the one who will truly mourn Conrath’s death,” Elanna scolded herself aloud over the sound of approaching hooves.

“I am going to assume you are referring to Conrich?” Berethor asked, dropping the reins of the two horses that trailed him.

“Aye,” Elanna replied. “Conrath may have secretly been Sauron’s second cousin, but he was still the boy’s father.”

“That he is, or was.” 

Berethor untied his bedroll from his saddle. A few, swift strokes of his knife and he separated several strips from one of the blankets. Very early in proceedings, Elanna decided that keeping her eyes on the master-at-arms was preferable to watching him bandage her lacerated arm. She used the moment to rephrase her previous question.

“I shouldn't wish to parade our deeds before everyone's eyes like the fruit of a hunt. How are we going to take Conrath’s body back?”

“We’re not.”

Pain shocked a sharp intake of breath hissing through Elanna’s teeth when Berethor tightened the first strip of cloth around her open wound. The knife-edged throbbing in her arm eclipsed all concerns about Conrath's body, and she forced herself to take slow, deep breaths. Berethor was wrapping the last strip around before she felt she could address the issue one more time.

“Why are we not taking the body back?”

Berethor tied the final knot before he answered. “Because it’s gone, the river’s taken it for now.” He met her eyes steadily. “It is better this way.”

Somewhere in her heart, Elanna felt Berethor spoke the truth, but she could not think clearly enough to fathom the reason. They had a long ride ahead of them, plenty of time to try and figure it out.

“Fine, I will not argue the point.”

The half-elf let Berethor help her to her feet and steady her against the swift assault of dizziness. She further waited until she sat solidly in her saddle before she added, “At least I won’t argue right now, but that doesn’t mean I won’t have something to say later.”

For the first time that day, Berethor let a genuine smile lift the corners of his mouth. “Now why does that not surprise me?”

He picked up his reins and turned his horse; Dusul willingly fell in behind without Elanna's bidding. Together the hunters splashed across the Ford, back into Rohan's lands, leaving the willows alone to watch over Théoden's tomb and all other ghosts of the dead.

Chapter Twenty-Four

June 21

Family Landhold

Only memories of celebration lingered in the quiet house. The night before, with wedding and feast over, friends and family joyfully bid farewell and departed amidst much rehashing of the mock kidnapping of the bride that crowned the festivities. All agreed that Kathwyn's shrieks of dire peril were not likely to be matched any time soon. Now most folks were about their chores and only an occasional voice or clatter from the kitchen remained. Meanwhile Sev paced the confines of the sheltered porch, and attempted to enjoy the peace and quiet. However, her eyes and her thoughts continually found their way to the road leading to the landhold, and she puffed a heavy sigh.

Boards creaked behind her and Irosa asked, “Still weary from all the revelry?”

Sev snorted as her cousin came to her side.

Shaking her head, Irosa smiled at the familiar sound. “Come, it's been a trying week, but we've both worked hard. We should enjoy the respite."

“It’s been two days.” Sev voiced her concern, eyes flickering to the road.

“I know,” Irosa affirmed. “It makes you wonder if they’ve found Conrath and are on their way back as we speak.” Her face was unreadable. “Or if our less-than-worthy trail master made it through the Gap of Rohan.”

“If that is the case, then we had best prepare for a long wait,” Sev said. “Elanna is as bad as all the Rangers. Give them a cause to believe in, a mission to defend, and they will not stop until they complete it.” The healer laughed mirthlessly. “Or until they fall down dead in the process. Even then, it will be passed on to their comrades and their heirs who will carry on until the thing is done and finished.”

“So it is true that the Dúnedain labored since the fall of Isildur to return a King to the throne of Gondor.” Irosa chuckled at the surprise on her cousin’s face. “With Es being the way he is, do you think the rest of us would not learn our neighbors' history? I wonder, though, could we have kept that same sense of purpose for so long?”

Sevilodorf did not answer, but put her finger to her lips. In response, Irosa cocked her head to one side then the other. Within the house, Leneswyn’s voice sang a nonsense song to soothe a child’s cry. From outside came the faint clatter of multiple hooves. 

“At least three horses and they’re at the bottom of the lane.”

Sev nodded. “I think there are four.”

“Shall I send for Es?” 

Sev pursed her lips and thought. Earlier, Esiwmas had spent two hours pacing the same boards she now trod, growing surlier by the moment. Finally, Irosa suggested that since his mood certainly could not be made any worse, he should go rebuild the pigsty for Great-Uncle Eadan, and sent him grumbling off to do just that.

“Not yet,” the healer answered slowly. “If it is news, there will be time enough.”

'A snail would crawl quicker,' Sev thought as the moments of waiting stretched endlessly. At first, there appeared to be one rather large rider and four horses.

“Four - you were right,” Irosa said. “But only two riders, both on the same horse.” 

"There is only one reason Elanna would ride double," Sev groaned. A wounded woman ranger was not something she wanted to explain to the man who was both Elanna's captain and husband.

The riders confirmed the healer’s observation when they turned towards the house, rather than continuing on to the barn. Elanna's black gelding, Dusul, stayed close without having to be led, as if the horse knew his mistress was hurt. Behind him ambled Conrath's chestnut gelding - riderless - and following came another homely, familiar face. Here plodded Biscuit, occasionally lowering his big head to nibble roadside greenery. Missing since the riding accident, the irascible gelding seemed, for once, quite willing to stay with familiar horses who would lead the way home.

Only the half-elf’s face and right hand were visible from the cocoon of her cloak. The fingers of that hand clung firmly to Berethor’s supporting arm. 

Sev hurried down the steps as the horses came to a stop. Berethor eased his leg over the saddle and slid carefully to the ground. Once his feet were firmly planted, he shifted his hold and bore the Ranger as effortlessly as if she had been a sickly foal. 

“Put me down," Elanna said irritably. "I can walk on my own."

“Of course you can,” Berethor agreed without obeying.

Sev took quick stock of her friend’s condition. The pallid face, a sheen of fine sweat beading the brow and upper lip, together with the trembling of the visible hand, told the healer much. How long had Elanna been in shock?

Sev looked back over her shoulder. “Irosa?”

“The back room on the right. It's already been cleaned.” Irosa pushed open the wide doors.

“Berethor, I said put me down.” Elanna struggled but failed to accomplish her goal. Frustration worked in her face as the man stoically carried his unwilling burden up the steps.

"First let me see what you’ve managed to do to yourself this time, while you tell me where Conrath is,” Sev touched the young woman’s arm beneath the cloak only to watch her grimace.

The young Ranger tried to push Sev’s hand away. “I’m fine. Don’t paw at me. I need you to get Halene, right now.”

“I assume that whatever injury you’ve sustained is painful enough to cause you to phrase requests as orders," Sev said dryly.

Elanna attempted once more to break free of Berethor’s grasp, only to wince and fall back with an exasperated groan. “Sev, would you please get Halene? It is important.”

“First things first, and I assure you Halene is not on the top of any list I maintain.” 

Once inside, Irosa led the way down a side corridor, away from the prying eyes of the main hall. 

“What happened?” Sev asked in a low voice. 

The Ranger briefly lowered her lashes, lips pressed tight. Then sapphire eyes opened, their normal brilliance dimmed by pain and some yet to be explained turmoil.
“We found Conrath. He would have killed me if it hadn’t been for Berethor.” Elanna’s gaze flicked to the face of the man carrying her. 

“I only did what was necessary," he said gruffly. "Besides I don’t need your husband, or your brother, descending on me.  Not to mention my brother."

“Conrath is dead, then,” Irosa broke in, a hand on the door of the waiting bedroom. “Where then is …?”

“I had to shoot him from a distance. Unfortunately, Elanna was wounded in the process.” Berethor shushed the woman in his arms as she began a protest. “He staggered to the river, I followed, we fought. He lost, and fell in the river. It took him before I could retrieve his body.”

Sev searched Berethor’s face for the information he was withholding, then exchanged glances with Irosa. “So, it is over.”

“No, Sev, it’s not,” Elanna protested. “Conrath did not act alone. I must see Halene, it’s important.”

Catching the slight shake of the sword master’s head, Sev answered, “Berethor and I will take care of Halene and -.“

Elanna interrupted, “But -.“

Briskly, Irosa opened the door to a narrow bedchamber and strode to turn down the coverlet.

“But nothing," Sev replied tartly. "Proper measures shall be taken. You will allow Irosa to tend to you, without arguing. Do I make myself clear?”

The dejected, defeated look that appeared on Elanna’s face made no dent in the healer’s resolve. Nor was there any resisting Berethor's gently inexorable strength, as he settled her upon the bed.


At once a blur of firm efficiency, Irosa said, "When I’m done, Berethor can take her back to the cottage. Meanwhile I’ll need some help.”

Her glance touched on Sev, but Berethor interjected. "I must speak to Sev immediately."

"Of course." Irosa's expression remained placid as she carefully began peeling back Elanna's layers of clothing. "All I require is a steady pair of hands."

Sev nodded. “I’ll fetch Pippin; she’s with Leneswyn and the children and would probably be the best assistance right now.”

"But-" Blue fire blazed in the injured woman's glare, and she tried to sit up. "Ouch!"

Three Rohirrim faces gazed implacably down at Elanna.

Sev clicked her tongue. "If you damage that arm any further, you are likely to be confined to bed for at least three weeks."

"Aye," Irosa agreed. "And if she loses any more blood, she'll need a diet of raw liver for at least that long."

To hide her grin as the injured Ranger shuddered with distaste, Sev swiftly turned and headed for the corridor.

Elanna offered no more protests as Berethor touched her shoulder, smiled, and then followed Sev out the door.

~~~

Hands clasped tightly in her lap, Sev bowed her head when Berethor finished his tale. Unlike his earlier explanation, this time no detail was spared. 

“Esiwmas knows nothing of this?” she asked quietly.

Berethor rubbed a weary hand along his unshaven jaw. “Not yet. The stable master will have sent a boy for him, so he’s certain to be here soon.”

“Don’t tell him.” Her head remained lowered, but her voice was firm. She had spent the day preparing herself to hear the very story Berethor just related. 

“Sevil, the woman tried to kill you. Two good men died because of her.” 

“I know that. Will destroying Es bring them back?” 

“No.” The simplicity of the answer spoke of the many hours Berethor had considered the problem.

“Forcing Es to take his mother before Lord Erkenbrand would rip this family apart. I will not let that happen.” Sev unfolded her hands and set them upon her knees to hide their shaking. “You knew that, or you would not have brought the tale to me before taking it to Es.”

Berethor refused to meet her eyes. They both knew why he had come to her first. Silently, Sev rose and left the room. 

~~~

The barn's hollow silence echoed like a tomb until broken by a horse's rubbery sneeze. In the aisle, Conrich froze, staring in disbelief at the animal standing half-asleep in the stall before him. He would have known his father’s chestnut anywhere. Why had no one told him that the hunters were back? Did it mean Conrath had been captured and brought back in disgrace? Or -? Spinning on his heel, the boy sped from the barn in search of answers.

He ran hard enough to earn a stitch in his side despite the short distance between the barn and the main house. In his haste, Conrich entered pell-mell without wiping his feet or announcing his presence. And ran smack into Berethor.

“Easy now, lad!" The master-at-arms caught him sternly. "What orc is on your tail?”

One of the very people he had been looking for; but now that he had found what he sought, Conrich was suddenly afraid.

Stating the obvious, he exclaimed, “You’re back.” 

“I am,” Berethor replied, offering nothing else while his mind raced ahead. These were not the circumstances he would have chosen for the bitter news he bore. However, it was too late for that now.

Fear of the answer, and the desperate need to hear the same, fought inside the boy’s heart. His face contorted as he struggled to get the words out and when they came, they burst forth all at once.

“Where’smyfather?”

Silently Berethor firmed his hands on the young man’s shoulders, surprised at how high that was. Conrich had added a couple of inches to his stature this summer. The lad was growing up and would have to mature even more in the next few minutes.

Berethor held the boy’s eyes and put every ounce of compassion he possessed in his gaze. “I am sorry.”

The youthful face aged in the space of a single heartbeat, while the body seemed to shrink. "He's dead?"

Berethor found himself unable to speak and settled for a sharp nod. He caught a glimpse of anguish before Conrich cast his gaze to the ground. The man wished he could offer comfort, but he instinctively knew that now was not the time; not when the lad's strength hung by a fraying thread.

Yet Conrich looked up, jaw clenched against inner turmoil, and he briefly inspected Berethor. “You are safe - what of the lady Ranger?” he asked in a voice hoarsened with pain and anger. 

Reluctantly, Berethor recounted the events surrounding Conrath's death, as gently as he could. Conrich listened, but kept his eyes averted, his body hunched. When he was done, Berethor stood in silence, not knowing if his words would meet with grief, rage, or silence.


However, after a moment, the youth straightened. When their eyes met, the boy who had been Conrath’s son was gone and Conrich, the man, stood in his place.

“May I see the Ranger? There is something I must do.”

Berethor drew in a long breath. “Come with me, and we’ll see if she’s ready for visitors.” 

~~~

Without waiting for a response to her knock, Sevilodorf lifted the handle and entered Halene’s room. 

“Ah, Sevil. To what do I owe the pleasure? Surely, we have said everything that needed saying between us.”

Refusing to respond to the woman’s false pleasantries, Sev closed the door firmly and crossed the room to the low table placed to catch the afternoon sun. Before Halene, the standing needlework frame held a swatch of pale linen stiff with an embroidered garden. The floral fragrance Halene favored hung thick in the air and Sev resisted the urge to sneeze as she settled rigidly onto the chair across from the older woman.

“Not quite everything.” 

An infinitesimal straightening of Halene’s spine was the only indication of concern at this pronouncement. The bright spear of her needle dipped into the cloth before her, leaving a crimson thread in its wake. “Very well, what would you like to discuss?”

Sev drew out the letter she had guarded for seven long years. “This is addressed to Esiwmas. It is from his father. His real father.” 

“How very foolish of Eswidan.” Tipping her head inquisitively, Halene asked, “What do you plan to do with it?”

“That is entirely up to you.”

Halene chuckled softly. “Ah, Sevil, surely you don’t mean to threaten me with making the relationship public knowledge?”

“You have confessed.”

“To what? An ancient indiscretion?” A sneer briefly distorted the smoothness of the woman’s face. “The man is dead. Who will care? You will only make yourself the object of further ridicule.”

Sev paused and appeared to consider the matter before asking, “What of Esiwmas?”

With a flick of her fingers, Halene dismissed the letter. “My son will forgive me. He will understand that I remained silent for his sake.”

“He would want to, because he loves you.” Sev chose her words with deliberate care. “But to know would destroy him. He would no longer be what he always believed himself to be. Would you do that to him?”

“’Tis you that holds the letter, Sevilodorf.”

“Yes, but you are the one who planted a cuckoo in the nest.” The harsh edge to the words sparked a gleam of amusement, and Sev reined in her temper. She would never win a verbal sparring match with Halene if she did not control her tongue. “Such behavior is not looked upon with favor, especially when the leadership of the family is involved.”

The crimson thread stretched taunt, then slim fingers smoothed away the tension. 

“Would you exact a petty vengeance upon me at the expense of my son? The man who has restored you to your place within the bosom of this family.”

“A place that you have done everything within your power to take from me.” 

The needle did not falter as Halene shook her head. “My dear, your pride is pricked by my little admission.”

An icy calm enveloped Sev as she forever cast aside the tongue-tied girl hiding her anger behind lowered eyes and carefully erected inner walls, and the silent woman hiding the bruises inflicted upon her body and soul by hard fists and cruel words. The woman of courage and confidence, that her friends and loved ones had always known existed, emerged from beneath the long years of heartache, and regained her voice.

“Pride? What pride could I possibly possess? You spent years destroying my reputation. Making me appear the fool at every opportunity. Tell me, why did you do it? What threat was I to you?”

“Threat? Why, none.” After making a careful knot, Halene drew a small pair of scissors from her workbasket and snipped off the crimson thread. “You did become a minor irritation for a few years. Eswidan was rather infatuated with that child of yours. But that problem was solved when you proved unable to produce another, and then you were obliging enough to become so friendly with the young man hired to escort you about the Vale. A few careful words in the right ears put Eswidan back where he belonged. Poor man, he was so devastated by your betrayal.”

Sev drew herself up to respond, but Halene waved her to silence. 

“You must understand, Sevil, that Eswidan was always meant to be mine. It was most unfortunate that he was not the head of the family. But we managed to work around that little problem, until you came along. I simply was not prepared to share.” Pulling free a long strand of leaf green thread, Halene sighed. “Of course, none of that matters now, for dear Eswidan is dead. I’m sure if you take the time to consider your actions, you will see that nothing would be served by making the contents of that letter public.”

Dumbfounded by the woman’s total lack of remorse, Sev watched in silence, as she threaded the needle and began to stitch again. The sound of a footstep in the hall recalled her to the passage of time.

Gathering her wits, Sev said, “I would agree with you, but there is more. Elanna and Berethor found Conrath. He told them the most interesting tale.” 

The faintest line of consternation creased the corners of Halene’s eyes, and then she blinked and lifted a cold gaze.

“I am not responsible for Conrath’s actions. He has ever been ambitious.”

“His ambitions never included murder until you encouraged him.” 

Two small stitches were set, before Halene repeated the word as if it were unfamiliar to her. “Murder?”

“The brigands were hired to attack. They were paid, with new coins, to kill.” 

“Have you proof to accompany this imaginative tale? Or only the accusations of an overly ambitious horse herder? Who will believe his word against mine?”

“I am convinced. Others will be as well. Remember, there is the question of the assassins' wages. Conrath could never call that much coin to hand." Sev paused, watching Halene, watching the needle dip and pull. "You will lose the only two things you appear to value: your son and your position.”

“Such a tale would never be believed.”

Sev held up the letter again. “Combined with this, there will be enough doubt so that an investigation will be required. Somewhere, someone saw something. Now that the details are known, it will be easy enough to ask the right questions.” She shrugged. “Rangers are very good at finding out things, and they are exceedingly tenacious.”

The needle jabbed into the linen.

“Be careful, Sevil, I do not take threats lightly.” 

“I do not make them lightly. Too many people have had time to think about Conrath’s disappearance and all of the ‘accidents’. The connection will soon be made to you. The question is will you take the family down into dishonor with you?”

“With me? Conrath’s actions are his own concern.”

“How typical, Halene.” Sev considered all the times the woman had employed this technique successfully. Her status within the family had enabled her to escape the consequences of her actions far too long. “You deny the man who attempted murder for you. It’s over. You went too far. People died. A child was nearly killed. You will be accused, and you will be found guilty. Es will not be able to ignore that even if he wished. Berethor is preparing to ride to Lord Erkenbrand at this very moment.”

The needle slipped, pricking the tiniest point of blood from Halene's finger, which she instantly dabbed to her tongue. "Berethor is a fool."

"He has been second in command for seven years, and your dear Eswidan trusted him as master at arms even before that. He is a fool to whom Lord Erkenbrand will listen most carefully." Sev brought her arms across her chest, left elbow propped in her right hand. "How many secrets do you suppose Berethor has witnessed, but left unspoken, in all that time? Many of your secrets are no secret at all."

Halene's hand jerked, pulling the floss free of the needle's eye. She attempted to rethread it, but her fingers had become unsteady. Abruptly she clenched them into fists and jerked her chin up, cool eyes now blazing.

“Is that why you came? To gloat over me? To crow in triumph? To exact your moment of revenge?”

“No. To warn you.”

“Why?”

“For the family. Must the consequences of your shame darken their lives?"

Breath almost whistling through tight nostrils, Halene hissed, "It is you who brings down this shame, Sevilodorf widow of Eswidan! Not I! It is you who persist in flaunting the bloody shirt of your failures! Not I!"

"Whose coins bought the deaths of Baldor and Rypan, Halene?" With strange dispassion, Sev noted the complete lack of color in Halene's face, the skin drawn tight against elegant bones. "Whose voice whispered in Conrath's ear and nearly caused the death of Baldor's son? Eadric also deserves justice."

Halene's lips clenched so white her words could scarcely force their way through. "He should never have been permitted on that miserable horse."

To the last, Halene could not speak acknowledgement of her sins. Yet the shadow of defeat darkened her eyes like rising smoke. Unexpectedly, Sev found she felt neither anger nor relief. In fact, she felt little at all, aside from a remnant of curiosity. "Why, if I was no more than a minor irritation, did you go to such lengths to see me dead?"

"What a fool you are, Sevil." Halene's hatred mingled with scornful disbelief. "'Twas the landhold, of course. With it, Conrath would have proven an adequate consort for me. I was finished with you when I sent you off with your tail between your legs, but my son proved too charitable. Half-breed wretch, you should never have been a member of this family!"

The irony of the situation set Sev’s brain reeling. She would never have been a member of this family if Eswidan had not sought forgiveness from his uncle. The rippling effects of Halene’s greed and dishonor seemed overwhelming until Sev focused again upon the purpose of her discussion with Halene. This tragic chain of events must end here.

Meeting the older woman's glare one final time, she said, "But I am of this family and place its honor higher than my own. Thus I charge you to prove you deserve the title Lady Halene of the Family of Esthomas.”

Sev rose and slipped quietly from the room. The message had been delivered; she had fulfilled her duty. 

~~~

Chapter Twenty-Five

June 21

Family Landhold

Pippin came out the bedroom door, a large bowl in her hands, as the two men approached. Conrich grimaced when he saw red cloths in water of the same shade.

Though Treddan and Eadric had done their best to bolster his spirits, the last two days had been an agony for the boy. Conversations tended to stop whenever he appeared. Gossip was rampant as to how the sudden disappearance of his father connected to the absence of the female Ranger and Master Berethor. There had been moments he wished to run away and hide from all the knowing looks. Nevertheless, Master Esiwmas had been firm in his request for all the boys to stay close to the house and assist Miss Pippin in keeping an eye out for any trouble aimed at Mistress Sevilodorf. Now, Conrich took one final task upon himself.

“Irosa is finished?” Berethor asked the elf.

Before Pippin could answer, the lady in question spoke for herself, voice wafting through the open door. “Not yet. I’ve cleaned the wound, but it must still be stitched to reduce the scarring. You may come in, Berethor."

Pippin stepped aside to allow the men to enter. As Irosa caught sight of who accompanied the master-at-arms, she raised her brows.

Berethor knew exactly what she was thinking. “He knows.”

Studying the young man, Irosa said, “’Tis a good thing, you’ve come, I could use your help, both of you.” The woman looked past Berethor’s shoulder. “Pippin, would you please bring back some materiel for a sling, after you empty that? When I am through, the arm should be kept immobilized.”

“Of course. Is there anything else you need?”

Irosa shook her head. “I think that will do for the moment. This bit will go easier with the extra hands, and if you need a few minutes for yourself, please take them.” 

“Thank you. I’ll be back shortly,” Pippin said before drawing the door shut behind her.

Conrich grimly studied the child-like figure resting against the small mountain of pillows. A fine sheen of sweat filmed ghost-pale skin. If it weren’t for the muscles that still trembled, it would almost appear that Irosa readied a body for burial. Seeing Elanna like this made it easy to forget that she was a woman full grown, with the skills of a warrior almost comparable to Berethor. And his father nearly killed her, amongst others.

Meanwhile, Elanna heard the conversation around her but made no effort to open her eyes. Cleaning the wound had taken longer than anticipated. The blood-soaked, makeshift bandage had dried in places, sticking to her skin, creating a slow, painful process that, thankfully, was over. In a minute, she thought, she would look up and ask Berethor if he and Sev had spoken to Halene. In one more minute.

“How is she?” Conrich whispered.

At his voice, Elanna forced her eyes open and saw a face that, if she only knew it, was as white as her own.

"She is wounded," Irosa replied crisply. "Yet she possesses the strength of the young."

On the exhausting ride back, the Ranger had repeatedly rehearsed what she would say to this young man. Now that he stood before her, he looked drained, and the angry hurt that shadowed his eyes all but broke her heart.

“Berethor, come sit by me." Irosa accompanied her orders with swift gestures. "Conrich, pull up that chair by the door and sit on that side.”

After gingerly taking his seat, Conrich’s features stiffened. He dragged his eyes away from the torn flesh of the exposed wound, as Irosa explained to Berethor how she wanted the arm held for suturing.

Elanna felt fairly sure Conrich’s reaction was due more to the circumstances than the sight of the injury. She was willing to wager that he wrestled with shame over the actions of Conrath whom he could not control, though Eru knew the young man tried. The two-day-old bruises from his father's rage lingered, dark and blotchy.

“Conrich, may I hold your hand?” Elanna said softly, extending her own.

Startled, the young man glanced at Irosa. 

“Go ahead; it’s what I was going to have you do anyway.”

With a nervous cough, he took the Ranger’s hand. Elanna felt grateful for the older woman’s wisdom that allowed Conrich to relieve some of his guilt by helping.

“Thank you. It really is better than a piece of wood between my teeth, and I promise I will try not to squeeze too hard,” Elanna teasingly assured him, though she managed only a faint smile.

“You’ve had to do this before?” Conrich’s surprise was obvious.

“Aye, I had stitches in my leg, amongst other things,” she replied. “A comforting hand to cling to makes it less painful.”

Conrich’s presence also served a second purpose during the excruciating procedure. Having an unexpected audience lent that extra ounce of courage, enabling Elanna to keep her vocalizations down to a few pained grunts. The effort tightened her grip on the warm hand that held hers, and the faint, slightly absurd thought crossed her mind that she hoped she wasn’t hurting Conrich.

Meanwhile, Pippin reappeared on silent feet to offer her aid where possible. It seemed like hours but in reality, barely a half-hour passed before Irosa tied the last knot in the last stitch. 

“There, that should do it,” Irosa pronounced after checking her work one last time. “I know Sevil originally planned on leaving in a few days, but I’m not sure how much riding that arm will take. You’ve got the beginnings of a nice little quilt there.”

A soft laugh that could not be denied felt wonderful to Elanna. “I think you will find that I will be fit enough when the time comes. Being half-elven does have its advantages at times.”

Irosa did not look convinced. “Possibly, but if the arm is not healed enough, you, Sevil and Miss Pippin will simply have to avail yourselves of our hospitality for a little longer.”

While Elanna and her audience regained their breaths, the woman gathered her paraphernalia. She paused to cast the two men a measuring glance. Clearly, their purpose here went deeper than a wish to see a wound tended. 

“Berethor, would you mind staying with Elanna while Pippin and I fetch some water for tea?”

Though phrased as a question, Irosa did not wait for an answer. In the next moment, she and the elf slipped from the room, leaving Elanna to her two visibly awkward companions.

“I wonder what she would have said if I had told her no?” Berethor asked no one in particular. 

“She would have taken a switch to you,” Conrich answered with a weak smile.

“More than likely,” Berethor chuckled and asked Elanna, “How are you?”

Elanna shifted a bit on her pillows. “I have been better.”

“Do you feel up to a little conversation?”

Truthfully, she felt as though a herd of horses had done a dance on her arm. Sweat plastered strands of hair to her face and her clothes to her body. Yet something in Berethor’s tone alerted her. Any complaint she was about to make died in her throat amidst the jolt of realizing that Berethor had undoubtedly been the one to tell Conrich how his father died. Why else would he and the boy be here together?

The master-at-arms confirmed her thoughts when he rose and came around the end of the bed to stand at Conrich’s side. Placing his hand on the young man's shoulder, Berethor’s tone softened to surprising gentleness.

"Go ahead, lad. Speak and have done."

Elanna turned her eyes to Conrich, who carefully disentangled his hand from hers. She had forgotten that she still clutched it. A pang of guilt struck her as he flexed the abused digits.

However, once Conrich was upright, he stood straighter and taller than she had ever seen him. From a window, slanting sunlight across his face cast his high cheekbones into sharp relief, and deepened the smudge of bruising beneath his eye. The only legacy his father left to him.

"Ranger Elanna, I have come to apologize to you in my family's name."

"Conrich!" Elanna gasped in dismay, but he rushed on in hard tones.

"My father could have made many choices, but he chose a path of dishonor. He allowed another to rule his head and harden his heart, even against those who had done him no ill. Like Treddan. Like Eadric. Like you."

The sternness of manhood newly come warred on Conrich's features with the helpless yet stifled grief of youth. Heartbreak, Elanna knew, was called thus for the very real pain such sadness wrought. Her promise to Conrath at the Fords proved, in hindsight, unnecessary. The boy, the man, was rising above the circumstances of his father’s betrayal.

"For all that," he continued, his voice at last wavering, "I offer my apology. And I hereby swear that, I, Conrich of the Deeping Vale, do owe you a blood debt, which I will one day fulfill by deed or recompense in any fashion you may ask."

Instantly he stepped forward and dropped to one knee at her bedside, again offering his clasp. She seized his fingers tightly, ignoring the white bolt of pain the movement caused.

"You are not your father!" she said fiercely. "The things he did were his transgressions and his alone, not yours. You cannot be blamed for his ambitions or greed, and certainly not for that final descent into madness that claimed him."

Nonetheless, Conrich gently tightened his grip and his youthful face softened to an expression of sad fatalism. "You know that is not true. Once the news is released, wagging tongues will eagerly spread the tale. How Conrath the trail-master tried to climb above his station over the bodies of women and children." Bitterness briefly twisted his mouth. "I cannot blame the tale-tellers when it is their nature. They will wonder if the son shares that same weakness."

Such grim insight in one so young was unbearable to Elanna, and she shook her head vigorously, ignoring the dizziness it caused. "You share no weakness! Look at you, you are here apologizing to one who feels she should beg for your forgiveness, and that takes a stronger person than I am."

"You met him in fair battle, Ranger Elanna," Conrich reminded her. "He defied the rule of our people's law. I no more blame you than I do Berethor. My father's end was just."


When Elanna blinked the tears escaped, scalding as one ran down each cheek. Yet she did not care, and squeezed his hands, hard at first, then more gently when he winced.

"If you owe me a debt, I claim it thus. I bid you to live well, Conrich Conrath's son. I bid you to be strong for the defenseless, to be kind to the weak, to give your heart to those who love you, and to treasure your friends and family all your days." She hiccupped a breath that was nearly a sob, and added, "One day you will have a son, Conrich. Let him grow up knowing what a good man his father is."

Ah, he was still so young, those blue eyes staring back at her with wide astonishment, and a shimmering that might have been tears of his own.

"On my honor, I swear it," he replied.

She let go his fingers, then, but only so that she could reach her own small hands to cradle his face. Clear blue eyes, strong cheekbones - he would grow into a handsome man, an honorable man as he was already proving himself to be.

"Live well," she whispered.

In the hall, Irosa balanced her burden and edged the door open with her toe until she could push it farther and give it one final bump with her hip. She entered the room to find her charge with the arm that was to remain immobile sitting upright, and sporting a tear-streaked face; the latter being odd since Elanna had shed not a single tear during the cleaning or the stitching.

“Berethor, kindly take this and set it on the table over there.” Irosa thrust into his hands a wooden tray filled with small pouches of various aromatic herbs, fresh linen strips, a steaming pot and an empty cup. “And one of you better have a good reason for upsetting the young lady.”

Conrich rose and squared his shoulders. “The fault is solely mine, Mistress Irosa. I did not mean to cause distress, but there were certain things I had to say.”

A glance at Elanna's weary smile confirmed no harm done. The annoyance melted from Irosa's posture, and there was a twinkle in her eye when she spoke.

“You are a good man, Conrich.”

Conrich seemed to add another inch to his height at Irosa’s compliment, and the stiffness eased from his features.
“If you no longer need me Mistress, I have neglected my chores and should attend to them.” Irosa answered by waving her hand towards the door, but he turned to face Elanna one last time. “I won’t fail you.”

The intense emotions of their conversation sapped the last of Elanna’s remaining strength; still she reached deep into her heart.


In a voice almost too soft to hear, she replied, “I know.”

Wearily she closed her eyes and did not see the swift bow Conrich made before he left.

In his wake, Berethor leaned close and said, “Rest, Ranger Elanna.” At his voice, the young woman opened her eyes to see a sudden grin part his beard. “One day I might wish to claim a rematch with swords … perhaps I would pit you against my new student."

The corners of Elanna’s mouth lifted slightly before falling back into place as her lids closed once more. The master-at-arms shut the door quietly, leaving Irosa to her ministrations.

~~~

A little later, at another door, Sibley knocked softly and called, “Mistress Halene?”

Receiving no response, the young maid frowned. The older woman had looked a little weary when requesting a cup of tea a short time ago. All the hustle and bustle of the wedding, combined with the uncertainty surrounding Trail Master Conrath, must have worn the poor woman out. Perhaps she had lain down and fallen asleep. 

Easing the door open, Sibley peeked into the room. The curtains, drawn against the late afternoon sun, cast the room into a half-light. Over the high back of the elegantly carved chair set at an angle to the door, she could see the top of a head. 

“Mistress Halene?” inquired the maid. She stepped hesitantly inside then wrinkled her nose at the heavy air. “‘Tis nearly time for dinner. Would you like…?”

The girl fell silent as she drew near enough to be aware of Halene’s unnatural stillness. Reaching out, she gently touched the woman’s slack hand.

“Mistress?”

With a gasp, Sibley backed away, nearly tripping over the needlepoint frame. Regret that the intricately wrought design would never be completed flashed through her shocked mind, but then the maid’s practical nature asserted itself. Lady Halene, who had ruled this household longer than Sibley had been alive, was gone. She must tell someone. 

Hurrying from the room, she was startled to come face to face with Conrich. The swelling around his eye had lessened enough for the boy to see, but the bruising still looked painful. 

“Oh, Conrich, thank goodness!" Her fingers flitted out to touch his sleeve, and retreated as she glanced behind her. "There’s something amiss with Mistress Halene.”

“Shall I fetch someone for you?” The youth resisted the urge to peer over Sibley’s shoulder. 

Her attention swung back to him and her expression softened. “Would you?” 

“Of course, Sibley. Who would you like? Mistress Irosa?”

The maid’s forehead wrinkled with uncertainty, and then she leaned closer to whisper, “Isn’t she seeing to the Lady Ranger? I heard she was hurt, but Master Berethor said not to spread the news until he could call the elders together.”

His face paled. He had not realized knowledge of the Ranger’s injuries already spread. After staring into Elanna's forgiving eyes, all his troubles receded and the world seemed bright again. However, there remained grim realities to endure, and he clenched his fists as he turned his gaze to the floor.

At the soft touch of Sibley’s hand on his arm, Conrich raised his head. The sympathy in the girl’s eyes was almost more than he could bear.

“I’m sorry," she whispered. "No one’s told me anything about your father. I’ll be sure to listen for any news.” 

“I’ll find Mistress Sevilodorf,” Conrich said brusquely, unable to find the words to tell the girl he already knew what happened to his father, and stepped out of her reach. Abruptly, he stopped, and without looking directly at her said, “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” was the gentle reply as Sibley stepped back into Halene’s room to hold vigil. 

~~~

Much later, Sev left Irosa and Halene’s daughters to tend the body and slipped away in search of Berethor. She found him in the small room off the main entry where so much of the household business took place. Seated on a low stool before the empty hearth, he looked up expectantly as she closed the door firmly and leaned against it. 

“'Tis done,” Sev said in a tight voice.

As a healer, she was all too familiar with death. But this time, she had done nothing to fight it. Worse, she had encouraged it.

Reading her emotions clearly, Berethor spoke in stern tones. “We did what was best for the family, Sevil.” 

“Don’t tell me my duty,” she hissed through clenched teeth, knuckles whitening against her skirts. “I have never shirked it before and did not this time. But I won’t be the bearer of these tidings to Es. I won’t.”

“I would not ask it of you, Sevil. ‘Tis my task.” Berethor rose and stepped toward her, his blue eyes holding hers as if willing her to courage. “You did no more than present the option to her. It was her choice to make.”

“So long as she made the one we desired. The one that will allow us to place all the blame on Conrath, and avoid the stench of guilt clinging to one of the highest members of this family." Bitterness spun Sev's words tightly. "Tell me, Berethor, how do we justify the total ruination of Conrath? How do we keep the stigma of this from his son? Eswidan taught me that this family was all those who are bound together by blood, marriage and obligation. Was he wrong? Has that changed with our sudden prosperity?”

Yet the tall Rohirrim man stood fast in the face of this storm of words.

“We did what needed to be done,” Berethor answered stubbornly. “No blame will fall on Conrich’s head for the actions of his father.”

“It already has. Haven’t you heard the whispers? Maybe your ear is not as finely tuned to them as mine. But the insinuations are already circulating.” Sev lifted her chin, pinning the man with her gaze. “My claim on you, for being your weapon today, is for you to see no harm comes to that boy.”

“So be it, Sevil.” Berethor raised his hand in testimony to his words then let it fall, pausing fractionally as if he might have touched her sleeve. “Now I must go and find Es.” 

Sev nodded stiffly and stepped away from the door. She wanted only to seek out Pippin and retreat from this house to the sanctuary of their lodgings, but that would be impossible. Duty required she speak to Esiwmas, so she would shut herself away until Berethor had time to tell the head of the family about the events of this day. 

“Send someone to find me when you’re finished speaking to him. I’ll be in the stillroom.”

~~~

“I’m sorry, Es." Sev straightened in her chair; the better to assure her voice remained calm. "Irosa told me she’s been taking small doses to ease her heart. She might have become confused and taken too much. It happens sometimes.” 

Frightened at how easily the lie slipped from her lips, Sev fell back on the habits of old. Chin high and jaw tense, she let no emotion show in either word or action. Careful to keep her hands unclenched, she made the necessary replies to the questions put to her. However, her composure hung by a slender thread, and she could not manage to offer the man the sympathy he so obviously needed. Whatever else Halene had been, she was Esiwmas' mother.

“She had felt rather tired of late.” Her words dropped like stones between them.

A glittering trail of tears coursed down Esiwmas’ face. Here in the privacy of his own room, he was free to show the emotions that he must keep hidden in public. That he chose to release them before Sev was an honor she would gladly have forsworn. She settled her hands in her lap, fingers laced tightly together, and focused upon the thumbnail she had bitten almost to the quick. 

“Did she suffer?” he asked. 

Sev shook her head and released a pent up breath. This, at least, she could answer honestly. 

“No. She would simply have felt confused and exceedingly tired.”

The door behind Sev opened and Irosa entered carrying the toddler, Esgyre. Behind her followed the four older children, all mute and solemn-faced. Upon seeing her father's sorrow, Kembryll jerked free of twelve-year-old Esdav’s restraining hand and ran to throw herself into Esiwmas’ arms. Sev knew it was exactly what the man needed: to be wrapped in the arms of those who loved him. 

For her, however, there could be no such comfort. Silently Sev stood, watching as the children surrounded him with the unshakable shield of a loving family. Irosa looked like the image of all that motherhood should be, as she bent to kiss her husband's bowed head, settling Esgyre in his arms. They could not know, must never know, yet Sev felt the stain of culpability like ink upon her heart.

As Sev turned, Irosa straightened and two sets of weary blue eyes met. Neither woman had ever earned Halene's friendship, but of the two, Irosa had carved a tenuous peace. Yet whatever Irosa thought or suspected, there was naught but kindness in her gaze. Her lips stretched into a wan smile, but Sev could only nod and reach for the door.


Now let there be peace. Please, at last, let peace come.

~~~

As the lanterns burned on in wakeful houses, the cottage wherein Elanna rested remained quiet. Or where she should have rested, lying propped on several pillows with a supper tray on her lap. Yet she only picked at her plate, her gaze and her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

At the table nearby, Pippin ate with true appetite, yet kept a wary eye on her companion. The young Ranger had spoken not a word in some while, which was not at all usual. While the elf watched, Elanna unthinkingly stretched her left arm for the cup of water beside her bed - and hissed a sharp breath of pain. With a wry smile, Pippin leaned from her seat to hand Elanna the cup.

"Thank you," Elanna sighed, and settled back carefully. "I feel like Sevi's shredded bodice, all stitched and patched together. I am not looking forward to explaining this whole trip to Hal. He'll never let me out of his sight again."

Pippin merely smiled as she sedately forked another bite. "Oh, I think perhaps a bit of sympathy might be in order. If you play it well, he might become quite the obliging nurse." She glanced from beneath one cocked brow, eyes twinkling. "I can imagine certain …benefits to that arrangement."

Instantly Elanna's face flushed pink and she giggled - the first sound of enjoyment she had made since she and Berethor returned with their grim news. Though she had born Irosa's ministrations with stoicism, both stitching her wound and binding it with healing herbs, the discomfort of her body did not let her heart rest. Nor had the sight of Conrich’s bruised face, as he apologized for his father’s actions.

Her laughter faded but her smile remained, albeit softening to wistfulness. "All is well that ends well, really," she said, poking her fork at now-cold meat. "Conrath has met justice, Baldor is avenged, and Halene is no more -." The fork made a sharper jab. "So why don't I feel like this is the nice, clean ending we wanted?"

"Possibly because we are now guests of a house in mourning, and revenge is not what drives you."

Sighing, Elanna abandoned the pretense of eating, sinking deeper into her pillows. Swiftly Pippin rose and removed the tray from her lap to set it on the table's edge.

"Halene's death is at least convenient for Sev's situation," Elanna mused wearily. "But I would not wish such grief on Esiwmas. I wonder how strange it must be for Sevi, to finally be rid of such an ancient enmity."

Both women cast a thoughtful glance towards the closed door to Sev's room. Their Rohirrim friend had retired for the night with barely a word, wan of face and sparing of words.

"I do not think it brings joy," Pippin replied softly. "But perchance it might bring peace."

Nodding, Elanna closed her eyes, willing tired muscles to relax. The strain of past days had begun to tell, and her fingers wandered without thinking to trace the lump of bandages beneath her left sleeve. Perhaps it was oddly fitting that the last pain Conrath ever dealt had been to her, who had taken an oath to defend and protect others.

"I hope we'll see Eadric at The Burping Troll soon," she said. "If not this year, then the next." A smile quirked her lips as she added, "I've told him a few stories, but I can't wait to see his face when he meets the rest of our elves and the hobbits, and Warg and the Balrog."

Pippin laughed quietly. "Has he been in to see you, then?"


"Yes, he and Treddan and Trelayne." A quick glint of mischief lit her eyes as she added, "Treddan asked after you, of course."

The amusement to be gleaned from the youth's fascination with the flame-haired elf might be growing thin at last, but Pippin smiled nonetheless.

"He is a fine lad." Her expression sobered. "And Conrich?"

Elanna's humor vanished like an extinguished candle. "He has gone through the fire and become a man. He apologized in the name of his family for the harm done to me.” The young woman’s eyes started to fill. To stave off weeping she made a weak attempt at humor. “And this was after I did my best to crush his hand while Irosa stitched me up.” Her elf friend's gentle smile helped and she managed to blink back the tears. “We made him an orphan, Berethor and I. What will become of him now?” 

No answer could Pippin make, and she shook her head. "Try to rest, Elanna. I'll return our dishes to the house, and I'll be back."

Wordlessly Elanna nodded, eyes closing on her troubled thoughts. She listened to Pippin's whisper-soft steps and the clack of dishes stacking, and then the door closed on silence. In the stillness, she could feel the rhythmic pulse of her own heart, as the blood beat its healing warmth beneath her bandages. The herbs eased all but a dull, insistent ache which she knew would render her sleep fitful. If only her own pain could remove the hurt of others, or undo the evils wrought by Halene's net of deceit.


Yet Baldor's son would grow to manhood without a father, and Conrich must live with his sire's disgrace. Elanna could almost hate Halene anew for such cold blindness to the echoes her actions set in motion, and the unseen ways in which they affected so many lives.

It was as if Eru took pity on her. Coming from the near distance, she heard voices through the window on the path that ran past to the house. 

“I tell you, that's what he said.” This voice still had not found its true pitch, wavering between boyhood and manhood.

"Go on with you!" An equally unsteady tenor Elanna recognized as Treddan. "But you're not eighteen, yet!"

"Be that as it may -." Cheerful smugness was clearly audible in Conrich's tone as they drew closer. "Master Berethor said these very words." He then spoke in commendable imitation of the arms master. "'Pack yourself up, young man, and be thorough about it. In two days, I expect to see you at the men's barracks promptly at sunrise. You are mine for the next three years.'"

A chorus of youthful laughter revealed the presence of Eadric and Trelayne with the two other lads.

"Watch out, Con!" laughed Eadric. "If you make a mistake, Master Berethor is liable to throw you to the wargs!"

"Or assign you to the kitchens," hooted Trelayne.

Yet Conrich replied evenly, "I'll not make any mistakes. Or if I do, it will only be for trying to do things right."

The companionable shuffle of their footsteps now passed the side of the cottage, as Elanna held her breath. She tried to tell herself she was eavesdropping and should close her ears. Obviously, this conversation was not meant for her, but then why should she ignore good news, however it came?

"You'll do well," Eadric assured him, the muffled pat of a hand to a shoulder dimly reaching Elanna's hearing. "Master Berethor wants you to succeed, and so do you. Just you watch, lads! One day we'll be calling this scoundrel 'captain.'"

Their burst of merry jeers drowned whatever Conrich's reply might have been, but within her quiet room, Elanna closed her eyes. The tangle of their voices began to fade while she listened to their footsteps crunch away. Smiling at last, she inhaled a long, cleansing breath and let it ease out again. With it seemed to flow a greater weight of cares than she had even realized she bore.


On impulse, she eased from the bed and went to the door. Opening it quietly, she peered out and down the dark path. There against the pale grays of starlit grass she watched them, Conrich walking in firm strides with Treddan's hand on his shoulder. Two other silhouettes walked with them whom she immediately recognized as Trelayne and Eadric. They jostled each other roughly and laughed anew, before the four of them walked on together. In the soft shadows of a summer night, they looked very much alike: tall, square-shouldered and fair.

~~~

Chapter Twenty-Six

June 24th

Aglarond, Helm's Deep, Lord Erkenbrand's holdings

The Glittering Caves were unlike anything Elanna had ever seen before. Fingers of stone sprang from the ceiling and reached in yearning for their mates that stretched upwards from the floor. A clasp most had spent thousands of years attempting, only to miss by a hair's breadth. The palette of colors appeared endless as crystalline rainbows winked and sparkled everywhere. 

“It’s the lamps,” a grizzled dwarf informed them with pride, his deep voice echoing about the great chamber. Clearly, he took personal satisfaction in her slack-jawed wonder. “It was the first thing Lord Gimli ordered. No work could be started until everything was properly lit.”

Elanna could see why. Objects of beauty in their own right, the metal and glass lanterns were placed with such care they brought to life each area they illuminated.

Against one limestone wall, a natural fissure had been enlarged to reveal the grotto beyond. In the far corner of the vaulted room, a waterfall fell in a series of stone steps to a still pool at its base. The stone falls glimmered, giving the illusion that water rushed silently down from ceiling to floor.

“Why do I feel like its alive?” Elanna asked, her wonder increasing as her own voice returned in curious hollowness.

“I have no idea,” Pip replied distractedly.

Elanna shot a look in her friend’s direction and noticed a subtle tension to the set of her shoulders. Though a stranger would not recognize it, Elanna swore that underneath Pippin's outwardly calm composure a nameless fear fought for control. Their dwarven guide paid the elf's subtle distress little attention.

“Go on, touch it,” he urged the Ranger. “Don’t mind her.” He tilted his head towards Pippin. “I hear the King's companion, Legolas, was not impressed his first time, either. Elves rarely understand the beauty of stone.”

Elanna bit her lip to keep from laughing and hoped that her friend would not be offended. But it appeared that Pippin either did not hear, or was ignoring the dwarf’s remark.

With the gentlest touch she possessed, Elanna pressed her fingers on the delicately hued formation.

 “It’s wet! The water is real!” She tried another spot. “It goes all the way down, yet it doesn’t even make a ripple in the pool.”

Glad at least one of his guests appreciated their work, the dwarf said, "Of course the water is real, these are living caves.”

“I don’t understand.” Elanna glanced at Pippin, but the elf seemed lost in thought.

“This type of cavern is formed by water,” he explained. “As long as the water flows through, no matter in what amount, creation goes on. These . . .” The dwarf gestured to the main cave. “Will still change, but over the span of ages.” Sneaking a sidelong glance at Pippin, he added, “In a sense, I guess you could say they’re immortal.”

“And alive,” Elanna breathed, her imagination captured.

“Elanna, are you ready to go up?” Pip asked, her tone ever so gentle and polite.

The Ranger was about to answer negatively until she saw the strange, stiff look on her friend’s face.

“I … uh … aye, I’m ready.” Elanna turned to their guide, who was almost as tall as she. “Thank you so much. Your people are taking the raw beauty of this place and transforming it into something magical.”

The dwarf bowed to the half-elf as if he were a monarch accepting his due. “I hope you will return again, my lady. To see our work light your face with pleasure is the greatest accolade a craftsman hopes to receive.”

Once they returned above ground, Elanna hoped Pippin would become her normal self. Yet her friend remained silent and withdrawn when they made their way down the narrow ravine to Lord Erkenbrand’s keep. Pippin had not protested the suggestion to see the caves, but perhaps the confinement of being underground was more than an elf could bear. Elanna let the silence remain while they continued through the keep and climbed the winding stairs up to the Burg. She forgot about Pippin for a moment as the view from the heights took her breath away. 

Today they beheld a green vale traced by a silver stream, whispering endlessly with the voices of the wind. But on one fateful night, beyond the Deeping Wall and the Hornrock, a sea of evil faces, with spears glinting in the torchlight, stretched as far as the eye could see. What a daunting sight to the common people who had sought sanctuary, and to the untrained men and boys pressed into service to fight a foe whose hatred of Man was beyond their comprehension. Yet they had stood their ground against Saruman’s forces until Lord Erkenbrand had arrived, a testament to the enduring strength of the people of Rohan.

“Thank goodness there were few men of Conrath’s disposition defending this Keep,” Elanna commented. “Else the battle might have ended differently.” 

Silence. The Ranger turned to see Pippin focused on the line of mounds on the grasslands below. Sev stood there alone, a forlorn figure gazing at the barrow where, from what they knew and guessed, her son, Essel, lay buried. 

Pippin appeared not to have heard a word of Elanna's musings when she asked, “Do you think Sev’s claims were settled to her satisfaction?”

'Claims?' Elanna wondered if she had used the plural by accident. “Aye, you heard Lord Erkenbrand. Her husband's lands go under Esiwmas' stewardship, until his sons are of age to receive their shares.”

Haunted green eyes begged for something Elanna would have gladly given, if only she knew what.

“All her claims?” Pippin asked softly.

Hidden undercurrents that tasted of pain and sorrow swirled around the Ranger, all of which felt very familiar. Pippin had the air of someone sinking in a pool of quicksand and grasping at the straws that might save her. Carefully, gently, Elanna held out what she hoped would be a sturdy branch for her friend to grasp.

Conrath paid for his misbegotten loyalty to his lady. “ The Ranger paused, trying to gauge the reaction to her words. “And Halene, well, I suspect she weighed the evidence we gathered against her and ended a life of lies and betrayals with what tattered bits of honor she still possessed.”

 

 “Honor?”

 

“Aye, honor. The family, especially Halene herself, was saved from an excess of scandal.” Elanna curled her lip. "Thankfully Esiwmas holds the honor of that family, not Halene." 

Pippin’s gaze seemed to lose focus for a moment, as if she listened to an inner voice for guidance.

“What of you?”

Elanna blinked. “Me?”

“What of your claims? Or should I say, the claims your dead have on you?”

Something about the elf’s rephrasing struck a chord in her memory. Elanna looked out over the battlements to gain time and then her mind flashed to the conversation she and Pippin had the night before Eadric was hurt. Pippin said something similar that night and Elanna thought her friend held something back, even then.

All too well, she understood the frustration of being unable to speak of tragedies that could overburden a heart. This inability caused one to suffer alone. How long had Pippin kept her suffering hidden?

Taking a deep breath, she said. “You call it their claims; I see it as my debt to them. I think I finally understand the terms of repayment.” Elanna turned back to face Pippin. “And I am willing to honor those terms the best I can.”

Together they stood, eyes locked. How long they might have stayed that way would remain a mystery as Elanna acted on a sudden impulse. 

“I hope that someday I might go to Belfalas and discover if any of Melin’s family yet live.”

At mention of the potter who had befriended Elanna in Nurn, only to be brutally slain by brigands, Pippin’s brows pulled together. “And if you find them, what would you tell them?”

Somehow, Elanna knew that she was on the right path and plunged ahead. 

“I would tell them everything I knew of their daughter, my friend,” the Ranger replied. “How she lived after gaining her freedom from Mordor's slavery.”

“And how she died?” Pippin asked bluntly. “What if they resent that you lived instead of her?”

“In my heart, I know that I did the best I could and I would not hold their resentment against them.” Elanna paused. “And I would hope that in time they would see that too.” She sighed and picked at a chip in the stone wall “It would be enough that they knew Melin survived the bowels of Barad-dur, created beauty from lumps of clay, and found the love of a good man.”

“That would be enough?”

The silent pleading in Pippin’s gaze shouted out to Elanna and tore at her heart.

“Aye.”

Pippin closed her eyes and held so still that she reminded Elanna sharply of Aglaran, the blind elf of Nurn who could disappear inside his mind. Torment and grief gouged hidden scars far beyond what living eyes could see. Hour-long seconds crawled by, and Elanna feared that if Pippin remained this way much longer, she was going to have some tough explaining to do to Sev.

She felt dizzy with relief when her friend lifted her head and came back at last. The green eyes seemed clearer, and she had the distinct impression that the elf had grabbed the offered branch with a vengeance.

“Do you know why I couldn’t bear being in the caves?” Pippin asked. Elanna shook her head and listened to the explanation. “Like Carcharien, I was once a prisoner in Dol Goldur. Along with my twin brother and -.“ Pippin's voice faltered for a moment. “And my younger brother, Aranna.”

“Ah, I understand.” Elanna touched Pip’s shoulder. “If I had known, I would never have asked you to go with me.”

A smile flitted across Pippin’s face then was gone. “May I tell you about him?”

“Of course, please.”

The two women walked side by side and the Hornburg heard another tale of sorrow caused by Sauron’s evil. Yet as the words flowed, another heart found its freedom from darkness at last.

~~~

The wind sang its own song of mourning for those who lay beneath the mounds guarding the quarter mile from the Dike to the Hornburg. It sighed a tale of sacrifice; of courage in the face of insurmountable odds; of the indomitable spirit that was the people of Rohan. Accompanying the passing breeze, the nodding blossoms of simbelmynë added a chorus to remind the heart of rippling laughter, smiling eyes and simple moments with friends and family.

Sev had come here with her kinsman Esiwmas, to settle old accounts and lay to rest old affairs. Within Lord Erkenbrand's hall, the tedious business of estate settlement found completion, but there remained one final matter of the heart. That loomed as the most difficult of all.

Head lowered, clenched fist to her lips, Sev stood before the northern barrow mound. She would not dishonor her son’s spirit with tears. A warrior he had died, and so he would be mourned. 

“Do you think my father would have been proud?” 

The wind whispered the words, and she replied as she had that day three years before, “Yes.” 

Her skirts whipped against her legs, and a cloud scuttled across the sun. While its shadow passed over, Sev reflected on how she once refused to walk in the shadows of these barrows. She had traveled a long way on grief’s road. 

Lowering her hand, she opened her fist to reveal the silver band with the single garnet; a legacy, meant to be passed from father to son. One son lay buried; another yet lived. ‘Twas her duty to the dead to hand the ring on. 

Yet, to fulfill that duty would bring grief to the living. And there was not only the ring, but also Eswidan’s letter. With Halene dead, honor called for Sev to complete her commission and deliver the message to its intended recipient. 

“How very foolish of Eswidan,” Halene had said. Sev found herself in unusual agreement with the woman. What purpose did such a letter serve? What possible good could come of telling Esiwmas the truth concerning his parentage? 

Tradition called for leadership of the family to pass from father to son. With Essel dead, there was no one with greater claim to the position. All the others passed first through a female line. More importantly, Esiwmas had proven his abilities. The family now moved in directions no one else would have imagined possible. But there were always those who preferred to remain unchanged; if they knew the truth, they would create a great deal of trouble. Was it not better to prevent the dissension altogether?

Also, her involvement in the situation with Halene weighed heavily on her mind. Knowing that she and Berethor had done what they thought in the best interest of the family did not make it easier. The guilty had paid; the dead were avenged. Still, the means for achieving that justice continued to gnaw at her. Might there have been a better way? 

The wind shifted and murmured over the sheer walls of the Dike. Lifting her face to watch the rippling grass, Sev drew a deep breath. Second-guessing the past did no good. She remembered her father saying that honor was composed of both compassion and duty; and striking the proper balance between the two was the sign of true nobility. She would accept Berethor’s assurance that they had found the best balance possible. Could she find it again? 

A shout broke her reverie. She turned and waved to acknowledge the approach of Esiwmas and his middle son, Estev. Often in his father’s company these past days, the boy had ridden with them to the Hornburg. While the adults conferred with Lord Erkenbrand and settled the terms for a formal transference of Sev’s claims to her husband’s lands, one of the dwarf caretakers escorted the lad into the Aglarond Caverns for a lengthy tour. Now, taking two steps to every one of his father’s, the boy bounced along talking nonstop about his experiences, while at his heels trotted the black and white herd dog who served as his constant companion. 

His clear high voice carried over the mutterings of the wind. “Faeder, can dwarves see in the dark like cats? It was so dark in some places that I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face.” Estev paused for a moment and looked back toward the Wall. “But then you wouldn’t want it any other way. A cave shouldn’t be lit up as bright as day.” 

As the boy ran a few steps to catch up with his father, Sev clasped the ring tightly. She knew now what to do. 

“I’ve heard that said before, Estev,” she said. 

“You have?” The boy brushed a windblown lock of pale hair from his eyes, and signaled the dog to sit. “I didn’t know you liked caves, Cousin Sevil.”

“Not me. I’ve had enough of caves to last two lifetimes, my boy.” Hoping to halt the flood of questions such a statement was certain to induce, Sev held up a hand and explained hastily, “It was my son Essel who liked caves.”

Estev glanced up at his father. Certain that Esiwmas had cautioned the boy to avoid any mention of her son, Sev frowned up at the man.

“Es, one of these days, I’m going to…” She stopped and shook her head. “Well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but it is time to speak of Essel. He deserves to be remembered.”

Understanding shone in his eyes and Esiwmas nodded agreement. “Aye, that he does. He was a good man.” 

“And he liked caves?” Estev interrupted in an attempt to take the conversation back to his current obsession. 

“Very much,” Sev responded. “If you would like, I will draw you a map this evening to one he found near the high meadows. You might have your father take you and your brothers up there later this summer.”

When the boy nodded eagerly, she opened her hand and held out the silver ring. “It suddenly occurred to me that you are the person this was meant for.” 

“Me?” the lad said with surprise. Then, recognizing the ring, he hesitantly added, “But it was Essel’s.”

“For a time, but before that it was his father’s; and long before that it belonged to Esthomas, who received it as a gift on the day he marked the borders of his landhold.”

Eyes wide at this recitation of the ring’s heritage, Estev asked, “But why me? Shouldn’t Faeder have it, or Esdav?” 

“No, for they do not qualify. This ring is meant to be given to the second son, whenever there is one. Your father is not his father’s second son, and your brother, being the oldest, can’t have it either. By tradition, it is yours. Will you accept it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” answered the boy soberly. 

“I’m certain your mother can find a chain for it until your hand grows large enough,” Sev said, setting the ring in the boy’s palm. “Essel wore it that way for a few years after he received it.”

Looking up, Sev caught a strange expression on Esiwmas’ face. Had she tripped over her own tongue and revealed more than she planned? 

“I’ll take good care of it,” Estev assured her earnestly, and slipped the ring onto his thumb. 

“’Tis a remembrance to treasure, Estev,” said his father, reaching out to gently ruffle the boy’s hair. “It comes to you from a line of honorable men, Esthomas, Esroy, Eswidan and Essel. From father to son, it has been passed, and you will do the same in your time.”

“Yes, sir.” The boy’s grin flashed brightly. “Modor said the other day that if there were any justice in the world, I would have six sons just like me.”

Esiwmas grimaced. The boy, though possessing a good heart, proved adept at falling into situations that sorely tried his mother’s patience.

“If the fates are kind, that will be many years in the future.”

The boy wrinkled his nose and spoke with sincerity. “It will be. I mean, you have to kiss a girl. The last time I tried to kiss Alodia, she punched me in the stomach. I think I’ll wait a while before I do it again.” 

Sev clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the bubble of laughter that threatened to burst free as Esiwmas said weakly, “Yes, son, that would be a good idea. Why don’t you run back to the keep and get the horses ready? Your mother wants us home in time for dinner.” 

Eagerly the child accepted his task and bounded away with his canine companion barking enthusiastically at his side. 

“Six, just like him,” Sev marveled. Her voice undercut with the laughter she sought to control. “A curse or a blessing?"

“A mixture, like most things in life.” Esiwmas nodded toward the tall mound. “And death. Blessings may come from those things we curse the most.”

Sobering, Sev replied, “Aye.” 

Together, they stood, listening to the wind sing its song of honor, while the white blossoms of evermind murmured tales of the smaller moments that made up men’s lives. Finally, Sev bent to pluck a handful of flowers. Dried, they would serve as a remembrance, though she knew that if she lived to be a hundred she would never forget. Esiwmas took a blossom from her hands and twirled it between his fingers.

“They have passed like rain on the mountain, like a wind in the meadow.” The sadness in his voice brought sharp tears to Sev’s eyes. Tears she had sworn she would not shed. “So many of our best, Sevil. But few I miss more than my brother.”

Sev froze, the blood pounding in her ears. Staring upward, she realized for the first time his eyes were exactly the same shade as Eswidan’s. She licked suddenly dry lips, but could only manage to shake her head.

Then in a strangled whisper, she said, “You know.”

“I suspected, and you now confirm it. After Helm’s Deep, bits of half-forgotten conversations and words my father spoke before I rode to the wars in the south began to form a picture I sought to ignore.” Es heaved a long sigh and looked to the mound. Yesterday, he had recited the words of farewell to his mother; she was safe now from any shame. “I was not quite so blind concerning my mother as everyone believed, so I have spent many hours speculating upon the truth.”

“You’ve said nothing to anyone else?” 

“What purpose would it serve? My father -.” Es’ voice did not waver and Sev understood that he would always consider Esrob his true father. “- was dead, as were Essel and Eswidan. Only my mother remained. Was I to call shame down upon her for an act that occurred years ago? An act which my father clearly forgave.”

“Esrob was good at forgiveness. As are you,” Sev responded bitterly.

Again, events confirmed her as the fool. Everyone, it seemed, knew of Halene and Eswidan’s affair, save herself. Halene’s mocking laughter filled her mind. 

“Did you ever speak of this to Essel?” Had this knowledge been behind the final words her son spoke?

“No, for I never thought on it seriously until after the war. Then, of course, it was too late.” Catching her hand and squeezing it, he added, “And I never had the chance to speak to you. You were gone when I returned from the south, Sevil. After I found you, it was obvious you were not ready to return to the family. I decided to wait. Then Conrath petitioned for the land to be taken from you. Believe me, I have no wish to deny you anything that by right should have belonged to Essel or yourself.”

Indignation filled her. Did Es play her for a fool as his mother had for so many years? 

Jerking her hand away from his, she railed at him. “A convenient time to say so, Es. Considering that we just spent half the day convincing Lord Erkenbrand to allow Eswidan’s lands to be formally merged with those you inherited from Esrob, until your sons’ come of age to receive proper shares.” 

“I thought that was what you wanted!” Es exclaimed, and reached out for her. Then, when she stepped away from his touch, he ran his hand through his hair. "To be free to go to Ithilien or wherever the wandering feet of that man of yours lead you. That is what you have declared ever since you arrived. Anardil said it was your decision to make.”

“Anardil?” Sev replied sharply. “When did you discuss this with Anardil?” 

“In the spring. March. When he was in Minas Tirith. Before I came home for the season. I knew Conrath was interested in the land, so I explained the situation to Anardil.”

“And?” 

The heat of Sev’s anger passed, leaving an icy chill that made Esiwmas hesitant to answer. When she folded her arms and began drumming her fingers, he sighed and muttered, “I suggested that, as head of the family, I make a formal declaration of your union. With a Ranger at your side, I did not think Conrath would be fool enough to file a formal petition.”

Rolling her eyes, Sev retorted, “He was fool enough to attempt murder.” 

“Do not chastise me for not believing him capable of such behavior,” Es said sternly. “You would not believe it at first. Only your friend, Elanna, was able to recognize the evil in the man.”

Sev opened her mouth to say that Conrath now bore more than his share of the blame for the attacks, and then decided to focus on the matter more important to the future.

“A formal declaration? You offered to make a formal declaration? Without consulting me?”

Es recognized the trap immediately. “Of course not,” he denied. But Sev was no longer listening. 

Instead she pointed toward the causeway to the gate and snarled, “I have half a mind to go back in there and tell Lord Erkenbrand I want not only that yearly income you are to send me, but a percentage of all the trading ventures in Nurn, Rhûn and Henneth Annûn. As well as an independent accounting of the herd records for every year since Eswidan’s death.”

“Now, Sevil, you know you wouldn’t do that.” His conciliatory tone earned him another glare. 

“I should. Arrogant, overbearing man. Just what was Anardil’s response to this suggestion of yours?”

“He wouldn’t hear of it.” Esiwmas said ruefully, broad shoulders slumping in resignation. “Said you pledged yourself to him freely and that if you wished to make the relationship formal, you would do so. I tried to explain how many of the horses in the stables in Minas Tirith belonged to your brand, and about your shares of the family herd. He refused to even listen.”

Sev snorted. She remembered all too well certain “discussions” with Anardil. His campaign for a more formal relationship began soon after the February wedding of Halbarad and Elanna. But not once during the past months did the man mention that Esiwmas had offered to make the announcement as head of the family. Nor let slip the fact he knew anything about the lands and herds she could claim. Always, he willingly accepted what she gave. The man was a member of the Grey Company, a kinsman of the King of Gondor. He had walked the Paths of the Dead and faced Sauron’s forces at the very gates to Mordor. Yet, he wanted her - as she was - without consideration for wealth or position. Suddenly, she felt light enough to fly.

Controlling the desire to laugh in Esiwmas’ face, she said, “He heard every word you spoke, and many you didn’t. He is a Ranger, you loof. A man who walks the shadows and sifts secrets for the King of Gondor. And you don’t have a devious bone in your body. You didn’t tell him where you keep your supply of Frewulf’s plum wine, did you?”

The man’s abashed look was answer enough. He might be a Master Trader; but against a Ranger who loved to search out secrets, he was no match. 

“There might be a bottle or two left, if you’re lucky.” Casting aside the worries now proven so pointless, she said, “Since we are pledged, his debts are mine; so as payment for the wine, I offer you a letter. Written by Eswidan.”

Esiwmas adopted a blank expression and asked, “Do I want to read it?” 

Sev considered the question gravely. “Yes, though it tells you little you do not already know, Eswidan deserves to be heard. Like Essel, it is time he was remembered with kindness.”

“Very well, I will read it upon your say so, Sevil.” 

Es took her arm, and they began to walk toward the Hornburg. About them, the wind's song subtly changed, softening to whispers that spoke not of mourning, but of dear memory: a child's laughter, a young man's clear voice. The bright faces of simbelmynë winked like stars in the grass. For a moment, they swayed to the passage of swift feet, which ran for the joy of a June day and then were gone. 

~~~

Away across the wind-touched hills, where deep waters gurgled and flowed, a crow tipped its ebony wings and skated on paths of air. Dark and hungry the River Isen flowed as it made its long way towards the sea, and safe crossings were few to be found in the Gap of Rohan. Thus, crows understood the swift current oft claimed those creatures found foolish or simply unlucky. Sometimes the remains sank only to rise to light later, and the carrion birds could feed. This day proved that truth once more.

In a broad, shallow bend where green waters flowed beneath the bones of a storm-twisted tree, something floated with sodden slowness. Lank blond hair drifted in the stream, the torn remnants of a green cloak. Ignoble as the man had been in life, he would remain an ignoble corpse in death. The crow cawed to its scattered mates and winged downwards.

~~~

Chapter Twenty-Seven

June 25th
Landhold of the Family of Esthomas

The sun peeked above the eastern horizon, slowly painting the green swales of the Westfold in warmth, and clouds of tiny insects danced on the golden beams like wisps of animate mist. However, the household of Esiwmas would not be caught sleeping. Before dawn, the ring of the anvil began announcing hooves well shod for a long journey, as busy stable boys examined every equine back and each animal's legs to assure soundness. Now the yard between house and barn churned with packhorses, saddle horses, and preparations for a travelers' leave-taking. Hooves stamped, children shouted, youths loped about on various errands their elders gave them, whilst the objects of the excitement double-checked their state of readiness.

"Confounded horse," Esiwmas grumbled, eyeing the nondescript grey mount under Sev's saddle. "I can't decide if it is a good or a bad thing that he came back."

As if understanding, Biscuit pinned back his ears and swept his boxy head towards the trader threateningly. Sev laughed and shoved Biscuit's face aside, halting the exchange of unpleasantries before it could begin.

"Es, you know good and well that he'll out-last any other horse either of us own. Besides, without him you'd just find something else to grouse about."

Moodily Es replied, "If it involves you, cousin, the opportunity would march right to my door."

Nonetheless, his eyes twinkled mischievously, and Sev swatted the big man's stomach. Chuckling, Es wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into a hug.

"If that beast will bear you safely home, and one day safely back again, then perhaps I'll not complain as much."

"Of course you will, Es," said Sev, and smiled sweetly as she pushed her towering cousin away. "If you continue your discussions with Anardil, the two of you will undoubtedly compile entire libraries of complaints in my name."

Es merely laughed, and cast a glance at the horse standing behind Biscuit. Though unremarkable in appearance, a smudgy tin-grey with not a speck of white anywhere, the gelding was clearly of Rohan's better bloodlines and its dark eyes shone with alert intelligence.

"Oh, I doubt Anardil will find room for fault, when he sees your princely gift." The trader frowned. "Though you might have chosen a fancier gift horse. Something to make a man feel … handsome while riding."

Laughing, Sev shook her head. "The hobbits have a saying, 'handsome is as handsome does.' This fellow is trained within an inch of his life, and I daresay after their first brush with mischief together, Anardil will feel positively dapper."


A sudden slapping of hasty feet interrupted them. Both Rohirrim turned when two young whirlwinds came to a halt before them.

"Everything is ready, Master Esiwmas," Eadric announced. "We gave Liam the extra horseshoe nails to take along, and Con made sure Irosa's seeds were safely packed."

Conrich grinned and added, "Along with a loaf of apple bread for Biscuit from Eadric - he says he has forgiven the old nag for nearly killing him."

"Seeds?" inquired Sev.

She ignored Conrich's comment to cast her glance at the smiling woman who now appeared at Es' side. With Irosa came Kembryll, held captive by her mother’s firm grasp and wearing the pouting face of a child caught at an earlier mischief.

"I recalled that at one point you mentioned we have herbs that are not found in Ithilien," Irosa replied. "If you plant these as soon as you are home, they should establish themselves well before frost."

"Thank you, Irosa," said Sev, warmed unexpectedly by the thought of a small, green touch of home flourishing amidst the Garden of Gondor. "If you've included herbs for cooking, our hobbits will bless your name forever."

"Hobbits!" A new voice piped up as Trelayne made a high-speed appearance at Conrich's side, nearly colliding with the older boy. "I hope to meet your hobbits one day."

Conrich grinned and dropped a steadying hand to the lad's shoulder, yet another sign how unlike his late father he was. "One day, but only if you slow down and remember your manners."

"But you have to tell us all about them when you get back!  Promise!" Trelayne twisted to scowl at his taller friend, and then at Eadric. "It's not fair you two get to go, just because you're older."

"Slow down!" laughed Eadric. "We're not going anywhere until this fall. Besides -." He flicked a stiff finger against the boy's ear. "There has to be some benefit to being older."

"But," Sev noted sternly, "they have to do their chores, mind their lessons, and be on their best behavior from now until then."

Trelayne's brow puckered in thought. "They have to be good for the whole summer?"

Laughter rang across the yard while Trelayne shuffled his feet.

A piping voice cried, "Cousin Sevil!" and a small hand tugged at her tunic. Sev looked down into the beaming face of five-year-old Rengarth. His mother, Leneswyn, stood shepherd-like behind him with a sleepy Renhelm cuddled on her shoulder.

"Why, hello, young imp," Sev said with a smile. "Have you come to say goodbye?"

In lieu of an answer, the lad thrust a brightly polished wooden whistle into her hands.

"This is for your elf who carved the toy animals," he lisped. Belated he added, “If you please, Cousin Sevil.”

Exchanging bemused smiles with Leneswyn, Sev replied, "Thank you, Rengarth. I will be sure to see that he gets it. Aerio will like this very much."

"Tell her who made it," Leneswyn encouraged, her free hand nudging the boy's back.

"I made it!" the boy blurted. "I used a knife and everything. Liam helped, and he showed me how."

"Did he, now?" Sev examined the whistle more closely, seeing in it both a child's unsteady hand and an adult's gentle guidance. "That was very good of Liam. You and he are excellent whistle carvers."

At that, Rengarth cast a supremely smug look at his cousin, Kembryll, still imprisoned by Irosa's stern hand.

"Thank you, Cousin Sevil!" he cried.

Then away he dashed across the yard, towards where Liam supervised ten-year-old Renald's assistance with tying down a pack. Leneswyn's gaze followed him, and her indulgent smile lingered to include the handsome trail master as both boys swarmed about him.

Irosa raised a hand to cover the knowing smile that bloomed on her lips and gave Esiwmas a warning look, but Sev chose not to be so subtle. Instead, she reached to touch the young widow's arm.

"There are not enough days in our lives to spend them denying any happiness we could have," she said. "And you’ve never lacked courage before."

Leneswyn's cheeks warmed gently pink, her attention still on the tall, smiling man now tending her sons. "I know. Or at least I know now." She met Sev's glance with a shy smile of her own. "I'll try to be brave."

Satisfied, Sev nodded. "That's all any of us can do."

And so the business of preparing for travel continued. Closer to the barn, a black mare plodded behind two slender figures, one blond and one crowned with long, flame-red hair. The awkwardness of parting was visible in Treddan's slightly slouching stride, but a shy smile nonetheless graced the young man's face.

"I know you'll all be safe going home with Liam," he said. "But I hope you don't mind if I wish you safe journey, anyhow."

Smiling, Pippin glanced aside at him and replied, "I am grateful for your good wishes, Treddan." Her smile became an impish grin as she added, "Given our record of late, undoubtedly we should accept all the luck we can get."

Treddan laughed, but then sobered as they reached the gathering of horses and people. He stopped, and Pippin halted to face him. For a moment, he stood, eyes downcast, clearly trying to order some weighty thought.

Then he looked up and said quietly, "I will also wish you peace, Mistress Pippin. Whatever regrets you have from the past, you have done much good since. For one thing, I wouldn't be here, if it weren't for you."

The elf maid's face softened. "And that would do the world a grave loss. Thank you, Treddan."

"I mean it. You can't undo things, just like Con can't undo anything his father did. But you can make everything else …" He fumbled for the words before ending, "better. You already do that. So don't worry so much. Just wake up every morning and do the best you can with that day."

His earnest, so-youthful blue eyes sought and held hers. "If you keep doing that … someday it will all come even. After all, you're an elf. You've got time."

For a moment, Pippin dared not speak, and her smile wobbled briefly. "The young oft become wise beyond their years," she said. "Again, I thank you."

Treddan shrugged, instantly all boy again. "What else are friends for?"

They turned and resumed walking, threading their way through the maze of waiting horses and pack animals. Without realizing it, ageless elf and Rohirrim youth walked in step with the unconscious ease of friendship.

Nearby ambled another pair of equal dissimilarity, Berethor the tall arms-master and Elanna the diminutive Ranger, deep in discussion.

"I will send a message to my brother as soon as possible," the master-at-arms said. "There is much that needs setting right, and if he should bring a child to the family, that child must know he - or she - has a place in the land of its fathers."

Elanna laid a gentle hand on his arm as they walked. "You know Beregrid may never come back to stay."

"Aye." Berethor's bearded chin dipped in a brief nod. "He is not the only leaf blown from the family tree by winds of war. But he must know home still awaits him, and that his children and grandchildren will be part of us." He hesitated briefly before adding quietly, "And I should like to see him again. Some day, when it is time."

Swallowing a sudden knot in her throat, Elanna squeezed his arm. "You will. I'm sure you will. And knowing Beregrid, perhaps it will happen sooner than you think." 

Berethor's small, unbidden smile spoke clearly of his hope that those words would come true. Then he glanced down at the woman beside him, sobering once more.

"Are you at ease with the way matters ended?" he asked.

Elanna bit her lip then nodded. "Aye. The world holds many shades of grey, even if we may wish otherwise. Part of our duty in protecting others is to ensure that those left behind do not pay the price for those who pass on."

Their gazes turned towards Conrich and Eadric, laughing now with Esiwmas and Sevi. There no longer remained any just purpose for exposing to light the true depths of Halene's duplicity.

Yet, never one to brood for long, Elanna's eyes suddenly brightened like two shards of blue sky. "I wish I could be there to see the day you officially become Uncle Berethor."

Her laughter fled into the waiting gathering while the master-at-arms harrumphed and sputtered. On this bright June morning, all things seemed possible under the sun.

Then the moment of leave-taking was upon them. Liam nodded understanding of Esiwmas' final instructions, while the others found their saddles. Sev leaned forward to pat Biscuit's witch-knotted mane with unfeigned fondness, the horse blowing a rubbery sigh of contentment in return. Berethor meanwhile noticed Elanna debating how to swing into her saddle with the use of only one arm, and solved the dilemma by hoisting the petite Ranger shrieking to her seat. Pippin's musical laughter rang from her place atop her black steed, and so the company was ready to go.


The laughter faded as Irosa reappeared carrying a tall pewter cup, which she gravely gave into her husband's hands. Esiwmas stepped forward to face his friends and kinswoman, the cup held high.

"Today we speak words of parting to those who are dear to us. If we remember one thing, it should be that though we do not all share the bonds of kinship, family is more than those related by blood." He paused, scanning each face. "Family is also created by the bonds placed on us by those who make claims upon our hearts."

His glance touched in turn upon Sev, Elanna and Pippin, and his pale eyes warmed. "Family is whom we choose to love, and those who choose to love us. Friends and kinsmen, I say to you now - we here are truly blessed. No, we do not say goodbye. We only say fare well, until the road brings us together."


Raising the cup again, he said, "Beloved travelers, until we meet again, westu hal! Receive now this cup and drink in happy hour. Health be thine at thy going and coming."

With that, he brought the cup to his lips and drank. Then he walked forward and handed it up to Sev, who took it gingerly.

In an undertone he said, "'Tis only sweet cider, cousin."

Truly, it was, and Sev smiled as she sipped and then leaned to pass it to Elanna. Pippin drank afterwards, then Liam, until finally the cup came back to Esiwmas empty.

"Trail-master Liam!" the landholder barked, and the younger man straightened in his saddle. "See that you mind your duties well, and keep your wits about you on the road. There is absolutely no telling what mischief these women may find between here and Minas Tirith."

Laughter swept the yard as Esiwmas' sternness vanished into a broad grin. Sev merely snorted and shook her head, chuckling quietly while Elanna's voice raised in sharp, laughing protest to some jibe Conrich made. Aye, family was those who claimed one's heart. Sev came here to settle old claims, but in the end, she found she acquired new ones, both given and received. Looking over the heads of well-wishers she met Irosa's eyes, then Leneswyn's, and thence to Kathwyn with her new husband close by her side. The warmth Sev saw touched her heart and soul.

Perhaps, as some said, there was no going back once home was left behind. But mayhap a wanderer could find home anew, in the hearts of those who remained.

Now Liam moved, nudging his horse forward towards the lead of the company. He paused briefly, a moment of leaning from his saddle to clasp a certain fair hand, and to tousle the sleepy blond curls nestled at the woman's shoulders. Then as a needle draws a strand of beads, the train of riders and pack animals began moving into place in Liam's wake.

At Sev's urging Biscuit stepped out eagerly, Elanna's and Pippin's horses of old habit falling in with their equine comrade. Clattering hooves echoed from buildings and across the green fields, as the wide blue sky of the Riddermark opened above them. Almost it seemed a person could shrink and vanish, disappear amidst these broad lands, never to be seen by living eyes again.


However, unlike that day a lifetime ago when Sev fled Rohan in bitterness and sorrow, now she found she could look both forward and back with equal peace. Behind lay all she had once been. Before her lay all she had found and all she would yet be.

"Sevi!" cried Elanna. "Let's get ahead of the dust for a while!"


Sev glanced at Elanna's bright face and Pippin's shining eyes then grinned from the bottom of her heart. Suddenly the urge to be not sensible felt overpowering.

"Catch me if you can!"

At her whoop, old Biscuit leapt to full speed, ears back and mane flying as his hooves drummed out an ever-increasing tempo. The road flashed behind to the green of open fields until the flaring nostrils of Dusul and Maegloth drew even and held pace to either side. Leaving the pack train behind, Liam laughing at its fore, the three women galloped headlong into the bright, golden morning and the boundless days to come.

~~~

End of June: Beginning of July:

On the Road

The turning of days and the churning of hooves put the slow miles steadily behind. From the fields of Rohan to the walls of Minas Tirith, and thence along the ancient road at Osgiliath, the travelers made their way. After crossing the mighty Anduin, it was not long before it seemed the very air changed, and the warmth of newborn July carried scents of green herbs and flowering things.

Perhaps Pippin the elf noticed first, her eyes alight as she gazed far beyond mortal sight and breathed in long, gentle breaths. Ithilien, verdant Ithilien welcomed them once more. A stop in the village of Henneth Annûn meant a chance for hot, soaking baths, cheerful leave-taking between the women and their Rohirrim escort over a hearty supper, then deep slumber in beds free of grass or twigs. The first light found the three wayfarers in their saddles once more. As the sunrise burst in glory over the crags of the Ephel Dúath, the green woods embraced them in its hush. Hoof beats and heartbeats thudded gently together, marking the miles towards home.

"How are we going to tell them?" Elanna mused, breaking a long silence in the leisurely journey.

"That's not the question," Sev replied wryly. "You should ask, 'what are we going to tell them?'"

Slightly behind the two, Pippin heaved a large, notably insincere sigh. "Honestly, friends, how hard can it be?" Pitching her voice to sugary tones, she exclaimed, "Hello, my dearest love. Oh, we had a splendid holiday. We took a marvelous tour of Rohan, where some assassins tried to kill us, the mother of our host nearly poisoned us, and her mad lover started picking off various members of the household …"

Two sets of blue eyes glared daggers at the elf, who laughed gaily. Sev snorted and Elanna gave in to a grin.


"Oh well," the Ranger said, reaching lightly to touch the bandages still swaddled beneath her left sleeve. "The good part is, at least we survived the experience and we're coming back with a whole summer's worth of stories to tell."

"Personally, I intend to tell this tale once and no more." Sev slanted Elanna a narrow look. "You may have the honor of discussing particulars with our dear Captain Halbarad, as I lack the patience to listen to all his reasons why we should be locked in the root cellar for the rest of our natural lives."

She ended that conversation by firmly kicking Biscuit into a trot, but she could not silence her friends' laughter that followed. Despite qualms over explaining their misadventures to the men in their lives, the steady lifting of her heart held fast to one thought: they were almost home. Even the gift horse trotting beside her looked eagerly ahead as if sensing the journey's end.

Familiar woods and glades slipped past to the beat of their horses' hooves, until at last the summer breeze carried with it the thin tang of wood smoke. A moment more and the trees fell away. There atop the curve of a familiar lane stood the sturdy walls and gently smoking chimneys of The Inn of the Burping Troll. Even before the riders clattered through the gate, people were moving onto the porch.

Down the steps sprang a familiar tall man, Elanna's brother Bob with his perennial ale mug in hand, while at his heels jostled an excited gaggle of three hobbit lasses. An equally tall form with silver hair marked the elf, Celebsul, who leaned from the porch rail with a welcoming smile. Beside him, Warg thrust her great head between the spindles of the railing, and lolled her tongue in a fearsomely fanged grin. From the barn then appeared another man, who instantly burst into a long-legged run towards the oncoming riders.

"You're back!" Halbarad shouted, seconds before skidding to a stop and turning to jog beside Elanna's horse.


Smiling archly, Elanna said, "Did you think I wouldn't be? Did you fear I would be swept away by some handsome Rohirrim Rider?"

"Wench," Halbarad replied, his white grin spreading from ear to ear. "He would have to fight his way past me, first!"

Rosy-cheeked, Elanna reached down to clasp her beloved's hand, and Dusul slowed unbidden to match the lovers' pace. Ahead of them another tall elven figure appeared: Carcharien, golden and smiling. Without hesitating, he strode to meet them, holding his hands up to grasp one of Pippin's and speaking words only she could hear. The red-haired elf slid from her horse and into his arms. As the other people and animals moved past, they seemed anchored in the earth itself, as if the seasons might turn around them.

Sev looked ahead to cries of "Sevi! Sevi!" from the hobbit lasses, and sighed wistfully. Her own sweetest greeting would have to wait, for Anardil still rode afar at the request of his king. Nonetheless, these voices, these faces, the very walls before her and the trees about her surrounded her with unexpected peace.

"Careful!" Elanna yelped.


The half-elf fended Halbarad's hand away from her bad arm as she swung down from her horse. Then she looked up with a guilty start, for she had not intended to so inelegantly bring to light the mischances of their journey.


However, Halbarad simply winced in sympathy and shifted his touch to her face. "Forgive me, my love. That was thoughtless of me. Is it your left arm?"

"My - how did you know?" Elanna blurted.

Halbarad smiled and leant to kiss her brow, then her lips. "I know many things, my love. That is why they name me captain."

Sev halted her horse and turned, meeting Halbarad's mild blue-green gaze. The Ranger captain tilted an eyebrow and shrugged.

"Your cousin, Esiwmas, sent a very kind letter ahead of you, which arrived by special messenger the night before last." Before she could mutter any curses about meddlesome relatives, Halbarad added, "I am grateful you are all safely returned. And I must needs reassure Trader Esiwmas that he bears no blame for the over-ambition of one of his underlings."

The Captain slid a careful arm about his wife and smiled. "But time for that later. The hobbits have been beside themselves ever since the letter arrived, certain you would all return starved and fainting."

As if conjured, the round, smiling face of the hobbit lad, Milo, appeared by Sev's horse. "Let me take him, Mistress Sevi," he said.

Glancing from Milo to the shining smiles of Meri, Erin and Camellia, and last back to Halbarad who now appeared wholly engrossed in greeting Elanna, Sev nodded once, slowly. Perhaps Esiwmas had done her a favor, by sending word of events so that the shock of their perils would pass before the travelers faced uncomfortable explanations. Furthermore, judging by Halbarad's brief comment, Es might have also saved her from discussing painful things for which she might never truly find words.

"Hardly starved and never fainting," Sev replied. "But I am looking forward to the comfort of my own bed and a hobbit-cooked meal. Thank you, Milo."

Only then did Milo notice the strange grey horse behind Biscuit. "Say, who is this new fellow?" When Sev fumbled for an apt reply, the hobbit abruptly gave a wise grin, one finger laid alongside his nose. "Oh, of course - he's a special surprise for someone. I'll take extra good care of him."

Sev slid from her saddle only to wobble on weary legs, but a hand caught her elbow. Glancing up into twilit eyes, she nodded her thanks.

"Celebsul, I think I'm getting too old to travel across entire lands," she said.

The elf chuckled. "Never that, Sevi. But the miles do wear, and we are glad to have you safely home."

Home. A word that echoed with every stride until it fell into the silence of being truly here. She turned to look back towards the empty road and smiled softly. Out there, far along the miles between here and distant Rhûn, rode a grey-eyed man with a lopsided grin, who held her heart in his keeping. Within her, something leapt awake with a fierce, sweet pang, and the full extent of the changes came clear. Now, at last, she looked forward and not back, to the future and not the shadows of the past.

"He'll be here," Celebsul said quietly. "In no time at all, you'll look up and there he'll be."

"Yes." She turned her smile to the elf as Milo led Biscuit away. "I know that. Meanwhile, I do believe I'm famished."

"Oh, Sevi!" A veritable barrage of hobbit voices erupted as the lasses found their opening at last. "We have hot supper all ready for you - with pork roast - and pies - and Meri made a marvelous soup - well, Erin made the currant-cinnamon bread - yes, but wait until you taste Camellia's dumplings, they are simply the fluffiest! - And Bob made some beer!"

At that, Sev stopped dead, and Elanna turned in the circle of Halbarad's embrace to join her in staring.


"He did what?" they asked in unison.

Erin's smile wavered. "He made beer?"

Elanna looked at Sev. Sev looked at Elanna.


"Do we want to know?"

"Probably not."

"But it's really not bad!" Erin cried.

"Not bad at all," Camellia echoed.


"It's only a little green," Meri added.

"I knew it!" Elanna declared.

Her laughter soared as the object of their mockery drew close to tower over hobbits and women alike. Thereupon he swept his sister into his arms and lifted her bodily off the ground.

"Into every life a little green beer must fall!" Bob bellowed joyfully.

They were truly home at last.

~ THE END ~

Who’s Who in Settling Claims

Residents of the Inn of the Burping Troll, located in Northern Ithilien

Sevilodorf: Traderwoman and healer, once of Rohan, companion of Anardil. 

Elanna: Female Ranger, married to Halbarad.

Pippin: Female Elf, once of Mirkwood, companion of Carcharien.

Anardil: Former Ranger, now in covert operations, companion of Sevilodorf.

Firnelin: Male Elf, once of Mirkwood.

Carcharien: Male Elf, once of Mirkwood, companion of Pippin.

Camellia: A hobbit lass from the Shire

Milo: A hobbit lad from the Shire 

Halbarad: Captain of the Burping Troll Rangers, husband of Elanna.

Bob: One of the Burping Troll Rangers

Meri: A hobbit lass from the Shire

Erin: A hobbit lass from the Shire

Celebsul: Male Elf of the Eldar

Aerio: Male Elf, apprentice to Celebsul

Warg:  Sentient Warg who has adopted The Burping Troll residents as her pack

From Rohan, bound to the Esthomas Family by blood, marriage or obligation:

Eswidan: Sev’s husband, died seven years ago during a raid on the landhold.

Essel: son of Sev and Eswidan, died at Helm’s Deep, age 19.

Esiwmas: blond giant of man, cousin to Sev, head of the family.

Irosa: Wife of Esiwmas.

Esdav, Estev, Rolfe, Kembryll and Esgyre: children of Esiwmas and Irosa.

Halene: mother of Esiwmas, daughter of Dierkson, widow of Esrob. 

Leneswyn: youngest sister of Esiwmas, widow of Renthil, mother of three sons: Renald, Rengarth, Renhelm.

Brywn: middle sister of Esiwmas, married to Malgard, mother of Malthor, Malbred and Rethea.

Conrath: Trail master for Esiwmas, does the route from Minas Tirith to Rohan and occasionally to Henneth Annûn.

Conrich: son of Conrath, almost 18, trailhand for the family. 

Rypan: Conrath’s cousin, trailhand and herder, son of Hengist

Baldor: bald, older, thin, freeman, hired by the family, son of Harloth

Mercia: wife of Baldor, thin 

Eadric: son of Baldor, 15.

Treddan: 18, blond, beardless, herder and trailhand, son of Warian

Trelayne: 14 year old younger brother of Treddan.

Sewulf: foster son to Sev and her husband from age 8 to 13, now Master Trader based in Nurn.

Sewold: brother of Sewulf, foster son of Sev and Eswidan, died on the Pelennor Field 

Segild: brother of Sewulf, foster son of Sev and Eswidan, died at Helm’s Deep in final attack, was also at the Battles of the Isen Fords. 

Kathwyn: sister of Sewulf, foster daughter of Sev and Eswidan, to be wed to Landry.

Sejard: father of Sewulf and Kathwyn. 

Mordara: wife of Sejard, stepmother to Sewulf and Kathwyn, friend and follower of Halene.

Leosil: oldest son of Mordara, stepson to Sejard.

Beregrid: younger cousin and partner of Sewulf.

Berethor: Beregrid’s older brother, arms master for the family. the second in command for the family.

Beregorn: Beregrid and Berethor’s middle brother, died on the Pelennor Field

Beregild: father to Berethor, Beregorn, Beregrid.  Holds land linked to the family on the northern side of the Deeping Stream.

Thamewyn: mother of Beregrid and Berethor, friend and follower of Halene

Sibley: young kitchen maid

Ceara: kitchen maid

Kasweld: young trader, sent to Eastern borders to establish trade with Sube tribe.

Martham: stable master in Minas Tirith.

Liam: Trader and trailmaster for the Linhir to Rohan route. 

Alfgard: Master Trader in Henneth Annûn

Alfthane: stable master in Rohan

Brigands:

Helm, Shepgrom, Coltbayn, Graydern, Alfwyth

Of Minas Tirith: 

Valtir: King’s Man

Isengrim: sergeant of the guard at the gate
As we borrowed the setting of Middle-Earth from JRR Tolkien, the following were also borrowed. 

“Father To Son”

All words and music by Quorthon

This is the original version and was slightly modified within the story to fit the culture of Rohan.

Now born, my son, I name thee
After the sound of my Hammer's
Beat upon the anvil
On this chilly springtime day

The Hammerchild of my flesh,
Of my blood, to carry on
When I have reached Oden's end
Of my glorious warrior's trail

Call upon the spirits of our fathers
Long time gone with thunder
Ask them for truth and courage
When trouble is in your way

Learn to read and understand
The signs too few can clearly vision
Listen carefully to what
The Ravens have to say

Oh, hear the Thunder's roar
Greetings from our fathers long time gone
Tell, so that no one ever will forget
What is in heart goes from Father to Son

Oh, watch the lightning strike
Feel the power of the Hammer's pounding on
Take it to your heart and understand
What must live on from Father to Son

Promise me my son to always
Cherish what is home to you
What is the truth and to
Defend all of your race

Never lose the values
I have taught to you
Always keep your morals and ideals
Do never bring your flag disgrace

Promise me my son before my corpse
Is turning pale, to
Grab my sword, hold it to the sky
And call out my hail

Listen for the bronze horns
Watch the lightning strike then.

You know I have reached Oden's end
Of my warrior's trail

Oh, my child, please take heed
Through you I am granted to live on
These words, more worth than you will ever know
Make them live on from Father to Son

@ALBUM: "Hammerheart" by Bathory, 1990 Quorthon Vocals, Electric & Acoustic Guitars, Backing Vocals & Fx Kothaar Electric Bass guitar Vvornth Drums & Percussion All words and music by Quorthon

~*~

“Open Range”

by Kathryn and Bryon Jackson

Prairie goes to the mountain,
Mountain goes to the sky.
The sky sweeps across to the distant hills
And here, in the middle,
Am I.

Hills crowd down to the river,
River runs by the tree.
Tree throws its shadow on sunburnt grass
And here, in the shadow,
Is me.

Shadows creep up the mountain,
Mountain goes black on the sky,
The sky bursts out with a million stars
And here, by the campfire,
Am I.

~*~

� “Father to Son” from Hammerheart by Bathory, 1990 All words and music by Quorthon 


� Open Range by Kathryn and Byron Jackson





� “Father to Son” from Hammerheart by Bathory, 1990 Words and music by Quorthon, slightly modified to fit the culture of the Rohirrim.
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