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Grey clouds hung from the sky, heavy with the threat of rain. Lower and lower their bellies sagged until Halbarad was sure the razor sharp tip of a pine would pierce one. All the way back from Henneth Annun he watched the sky. Watched and waited, dreading the moment the clouds would rip and dump their load on him.

He almost made it. Only three more miles left when time ran out.  Surprisingly, instead of the stinging torrent Halbarad expected, a soft, thick mist enveloped him as if a cloud fell to earth and a good-sized cloud at that. Skeletal trees appeared and disappeared on either side of the road. Only a few feet of road remained visible around him. Even the steady clop of Mithraug’s hooves sounded muffled. 

After the first mile, Halbarad felt like he wasn’t moving at all. After a second mile of the eerie netherworld that surrounded him, he wondered if he had been magically transported away from Ithilien 
“What do you think boy?” Halbarad asked his horse. “Will we see familiar landmarks to tell us where we are or instead find ourselves staring at an alien landscape far removed from the forest we expect?”

Mithraug’s only comment was a soft snort at the sound of master’s voice. 

Halbarad patted the gray’s neck. “My sentiments exactly. Unless this is some kind of spell, we should see the inn’s lights shortly. Then you will receive a nice rubdown and an extra portion of oats.”

Mithraug shook his head, the reins flapping against his neck. 
“You’re welcome; I thought you would appreciate the idea.” Halbarad pulled his hood further over his face. “I don’t suppose your majesty would deign to allow Milo to perform these duties for once?” He received another snort, complete with flapping lips, by way of an answer. “I figured as much.” 

Halbarad chuckled softly. His friends knew that he often conversed with Mithraug as if the horse was a person. Bob swore the stallion understood every word Hal said and Anardil often teased him that he and Mithraug argued like an old married couple.

Anardil. Halbarad sucked in his breath and steeled himself against the pain. His hands clutched the reins and without realizing it, he pulled back on them. Mithraug came to an immediate stop. After a moment, when the iron bands around his chest came undone and his breathing eased, he let his grip loosen on the reins once more. 
“Sorry old fellow, it won’t happen again,” Halbarad murmured as he patted the grey’s wet neck.

Suddenly eager to be out of the unsettling mist, Halbarad urged Mithraug to a trot. The trip to Henneth Annun was basically a waste since it all turned out the way he knew it would. Anardil was dead. That fact the ranger captain originally accepted in November when the one-armed ranger failed to show at the rendezvous. When the written report arrived earlier in the month, it only confirmed what Halbarad already believed to be true. Nothing was going to change it and any excess of emotion was pointless at this late date. He was the captain and needed to set an example. Not again, he promised himself; he would not lose control again.

~*~*~*~*~*~

In spite of the mist muffling any sounds on the outside of the inn, Elanna’s sharp hearing picked up the steady clop-clop of a horse entering the courtyard. Of course, it didn’t hurt that she sat on the window seat in her bedroom with the window slightly ajar. She pushed the multi-paned glass open further and tried to peer through the shimmering curtain. Even then she could not make out the barn much less who was entering it. Even Firnelin would have difficulty and he had the best eyesight, mortal or elven. 

With most of the familiar features obliterated, it was easy for Elanna’s overactive imagination to whisper that time had stopped. A silly reaction she knew. The logical part of her mind reasoned that it had been barely ten minutes since the creak of the barn door opening. Either way she wished Halbarad would hurry. She had long decided that today would be the day when her beloved would answer her questions as her husband and not as her captain. Regardless of what news he might bear, she would find a way into that part of his heart he hid from her. And in doing so, help him keep the vow they made to each other a year ago.

Finally Elanna watched the familiar lean form emerge from the wet shadows. Hobbit cooking and marriage hadn’t fattened him up properly, at least according to a disbelieving Erin. In Elanna’s eyes he was perfect just as he was and if she allowed her mind free reign, it would take less than a minute for her blood to start racing. Not today.

Her eyes followed him until he reached the covered porch. She waited, imagining his progress through the common room: a moment here to shrug off what had to be a soaking wet cloak; a moment there to greet residents and travelers alike; quite a few more moments at the bar with Morling who turned out to be quite handy at pouring a proper mug. There, that ought to be enough time. Now Halbarad should be at the stairs by the bathing rooms since they were the closest to his and Elanna’s room. 

Elanna tilted her head to one side. A useless gesture since it didn’t help her to hear a sound that wasn’t there. What was taking him so long? 

“You would think he would be eager to get out of those damp, if not sopping wet, clothes,” the young woman muttered under her breath. “Even if he stopped by the kitchen looking for me, it could not possibly take him this long to find I’m not there.”

Perturbed, Elanna shut the window and turned around. The seat was more than wide enough for her to sit in her favorite cross-legged position as she debated whether or not to go search for the aggravating man. She absentmindedly chewed an already ragged thumbnail. 

“If I go look for him now, with my luck, he’ll come up the kitchen stairs right when I’m going down the bath stairs because that’s where he’s supposed to be.”

Sooner or later she would catch up to him. The problem was she wished to talk to him in the privacy of their room. And by the time she was done with him, he’d be glad for the conversation to have taken place there too.

Elanna sighed and hopped down from the window seat. Patience was an elven virtue that had the tendency to disappear the more she needed it . . . like now. She tried her usual method and turned her gaze upwards. 
The domed ceiling was a product from the agile mind of none other than Aerio, an extremely inventive elven carpenter. Constructed originally for the benefit of the Lord Faramir and Lady Eowyn of Ithilien during their stay, it became Elanna and Halbarad’s after they were married. 

Elanna traced the texture of a carved post, one of four, set in each corner. A later addition, the exquisite trees grew from the floor with branches that stretched out as if they were holding up the ceiling. This theme had been repeated with trees on either side of the fireplace, their branches holding up the mantel. The ceiling had been painted deep blue and with crushed mica spread across it. By candlelight, stars twinkled in an evening sky. She knew the young elven carpenter borrowed and then adapted the idea from Elanna's favorite glazing technique.

The hobbit proprietresses had been so enthusiastic in their praise it wasn’t difficult for them to convince Aerio, with his fellow elven apprentice, Gambesul, and the elven master Celebsul’s help, to add special touches to all the rooms in the inn. Now no two rooms were exactly alike. Even their resident healer, Sevilodorf, had to admit that as word spread, they were doing more new business and repeat business than before.

Sevilodorf moved into a remodeled room attached to the elven workshop before Elanna and Halbarad’s wedding so that Aerio could fix up the room that the healer had shared with Elanna. Now Sevilodorf shared the room with Anardil. Or as Halbarad insisted, used to share it with Anardil. 

With a sigh, Elanna returned to the window seat. What was taking Halbarad so long?

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

A deep, long-suffering sigh caught Halbarad's attention and he lowered the mug he had just lifted to his lips.
 
"If you don't mind, Captain," Morling droned, "there just might be others who want to warm themselves."
 
Halbarad frowned at the man, who twiddled his fingers at him, urging him to move.  "With all due respect, sir, you're blocking the fire, and if you get any warmer you’re going to burst into flame,” Morling said.  "We wouldn't want that to happen, now would we, sir."
Halbarad huffed a short laugh and moved aside, turning his mug around in his hands, rubbing the raised design with his thumb. Most times he drew pleasure from the pottery made for him by his wife. Most of the dishes used by the guests had been fashioned by Elanna over the past year or so, a skill she had learned in Lake Nurnen. The potter woman, Melin, had been like a second mother to the young woman before she was killed when Elanna was taken captive by the raiders then terrorizing the former slave settlement. The art Melin had passed on was one of the only good things to have come out of that horrible time.

“That might be preferable at the moment,” Halbarad said with a wry grin.

Morling grunted at Halbarad’s transparent excuse of wanting to warm up and needing a pint of ale, offering no further comment as he twisted a rag in the depths of a mug. The inn’s newest ranger knew why Halbarad went to Henneth Annun. So did Bob. When the report first came, Elanna made it clear what her thoughts on the matter were. It hadn’t discouraged her a bit when she realized it was a stand she made alone.

 

Halbarad’s brow lifted in wry thought. “It is not as if she will allow me to avoid telling her what I've learned.”

 

Morling shrugged and shook out the cloth. “Then what's the use?  Have it done and tell her and let her believe what she wants.” 
 

“I would be doing her a disservice and I think you know that,” Halbarad said stiffly.

 

“Ah, well, I'd hardly know anything about that, not being a captain and all.  But, I can hardly see what's the harm."
 

Halbarad’s grip tightened on the mug in his hands. Morling had been with them for almost a year and the man still had the capacity to drive him as insane as Anoriath had. Morling the morose: a soubriquet most knew him by and the ranger had no problem with it. Why couldn’t the bloody man stick to his normal tendencies and not be so optimistic by taking Elanna’s view on the matter. Though knowing Morling, it wasn’t his view necessarily. And to be fair, the man didn’t get on his high horse the way Anoriath did when she disagreed with Halbarad.  Caustic sarcasm was not Morling’s way. Thanks be to the Valar. 

 

“Only to herself. You know the odds as well as I do Morling. Anardil is not coming back.”

 

Morling shrugged again, muttering something briefly beneath his breath. An annoying habit as far as Halbarad was concerned. “Aye, aye," he droned, "we all will come to our own end, sooner or later, probably the sooner rather than the later.  Surprised there's any of us left, truthfully, sir.  No point rushing it, I suppose, nor rushing the girl to accepting it.”

 

“The point is, Morling, when she realizes the foolish hope she has held on to has no more substance than those bubbles.” The captain pointed to the washtub. “It will not be you who is left to comfort her and pick up the pieces of her broken heart.” 

 

“True, but will you not have to comfort her regardless?” Morling asked, his face without expression, his voice without inflection, as he washed another used pint mug. “Hardly seems to matter when. 'Tis a hopeless case all around.” 

 

Halbarad shoved his empty mug across the bar and muttered savagely, “And I thought Anoriath was bad.”

 

As Halbarad stalked out of the common room, Morling allowed himself a wry twist of his mouth. 

“Who do you think warned me?” The ranger asked the mug as he pushed it under the soapy surface.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Elanna recognized the heavy tread that was Halbarad’s as soon as his booted feet hit the stairs.  Judging by the volume of that sound, Morling must have said something that irritated him . . . again. A brief smile passed over her face. Anoriath was living in Emyn Arnen and, yet, some things had not changed.

The heavy mist outside had developed into real rain. Fat droplets splattered against the glass panes. Elanna opened the window to let the soft patter fill the room and, hopefully, soothe some frazzled nerves. The ever-changing cadence blended with the crackle and pop of the fire. The sweet song of home. 

Taking a thick embroidered cloth, Elanna lifted the steaming kettle from the fire and filled the pot on the table. Returning the kettle, she then added the tea ball to the hot water. It would not take long to steep. She wasn’t sure if Halbarad would want tea. Depending on how much ale he drank while downstairs, he might need a strong cup. 

Elanna tried not to think about the reasons that would necessitate a large quantity of alcohol. Hopefully he hadn’t opened the bottle of liqueur sent to him by their Haradrim friend, Horus. It had only taken a small glass to render Bob into a stumbling idiot and she wanted Hal reasonably clear-headed.

Halbarad’s step lightened as he approached their door; his ill-humor must have gone with it. He paused outside. Was that a good sign or a bad sign? If he didn’t open the door soon, she would and drag him in by the scruff of his neck. Or whatever part she could reach first.

With quick, silent steps, Elanna ran back to her former place and sat on the window seat. Looking out, she kept her back to the room. A deep breath and some advice to herself: Listen to the rain, the fire. Strangling him will get you nothing. 

The door opened. A thump as Halbarad’s saddlebags hit the floor. Dropped alongside his trunk from the direction of the sound. Elanna did not turn around. One, two, three, four . . . even if she hadn’t heard his steps she would have known he was standing behind her. The smell of ale - no Haradric liquor - damp wool mixed with smoke and the indescribable scent of the outdoors. She quelled the temptation to throw herself into his arms and bury her face against his chest. It might have been what Elanna needed but it was not what Halbarad needed at this point.

Warm hands settled on her shoulders. Still she said nothing did nothing to acknowledge his presence. Strong fingers kneaded the taut muscles of her shoulders and neck. Elanna closed her eyes and sighed, giving in, somewhat, to her husband’s ministrations, as they both knew she would. A hand reached past her and pulled the window shut.

“Is that the reason for my reception, which is as chilly as the air coming into the room?” Halbarad said softly in her ear. “You saw me leave the barn and know exactly how long I was downstairs. Too long, perhaps, for my lovely lady who was awaiting my return?”

“Perhaps,” Elanna answered, her voice flat and expressionless.

She felt him take a step back and remove the comforting hand. Still she did not turn to face him 

“What did you learn in Henneth Annun?” 

The tone would be set by his answer to this question . . . and those that were sure to follow.

A chair near the fireplace creaked loudly as Halbarad dropped into it. The music of rain and fire filled the room while Elanna waited for a response. Tea splashed into waiting mug, the pitch sliding higher and higher as the liquid approached the rim. Her nails cut grooves into her palms as she forced herself to remain still and quiet.

“There was no way to identify the man they found other than dark hair and fair skin.”

It had been many months since Elanna heard such weariness in Halbarad’s voice. Though it was difficult, she hardened her heart and pressed on.

“Could they not tell the color of his eyes?”

Weariness was replaced by impatience that she knew was not directed at her. It was the pain in his heart that he hid beneath gruffness.

“Do I have to spell it out for you, Elanna?” His use of her name rather than one of his endearments stood out like burned wood against fresh snow. “There were no eyes, so no color. The body was missing an arm, the left arm. An old dismemberment that had nothing to do with the recent torture inflicted.”  

The man, the body, by his very choice of words Halbarad distanced himself from what he deemed to be truth. Her heart ached for her beloved who believed he had lost his comrade, his friend, his brother. How could he live like that? 

“So you think it is Anardil they found?”

“My love.” The endearments were back and Halbarad’s voice was painfully gentle. “We have been over this before. I ask you one last time, who else could it be?”

Finally, Elanna turned to face her husband. She hopped off the window seat and spoke as she walked towards him.

“Every land that sent its sons to fight the Great War took home men with missing limbs, on both sides.” She stopped a few feet short of him. “Dark hair and fair skin are common to the men of Gondor and of Dol Amroth, to name two. With no identifying eye color, other mark or scar, it is not possible to know from where this poor unfortunate came.”

“Why do you persist in this obstinate absurdity?” Halbarad’s expression hardened and the gentleness slipped from his voice. “You could not accept the report at face value and asked me to go to Henneth Annun to verify it. I have done so. Yet still you insist on refuting the facts.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I do not understand why you find it necessary to torment yourself, us, in this manner.”

Elanna did not answer him, at least not in the way she knew he wanted. He was closer than he had been in weeks. She didn’t know if her strategy would work but if this did not then nothing would.

The young woman walked to the mantelpiece and picked up a spray of dried leaves tied at the top with a bit of red ribbon. The plant might have been a gray-green when it was fresh. The ribbon also showed signs of fading. She held it in front of Halbarad for his inspection.

“Do you remember this?” 
Frustration, puzzlement, annoyance, these emotions and more twisted and turned Halbarad’s features. No doubt he considered her question a deliberate evasion of his. Still, he plucked the spray from her grasp and gave it a token glance.

“A bit of dried plant. I suppose it’s one of Sev’s herbal remedies.” He thrust it back at her. “What does this have to do with anything?”

Elanna took the sprig. Any other time, her husband would have recognized it.

“One Yule, it was a sign of a quaint custom to some.” Elanna couldn’t help but smile at the memories. “For two others, it became a symbol of the fulfillment of hope. A hope that, at times, seemed foolish, futile.”

Though he could not return his wife’s smile, Halbarad did take another look at the spray of leaves in her hand.

“Is it that bit of mistletoe?”

“Aye.” Elanna set it on the table near Halbarad’s cup. “When Milo heard what happened beneath it, he sat on Bob’s shoulders the next day to take it down. He is the one who put the ribbon on it before he gave it to me as a keepsake.” 

Halbarad sighed. In the past half hour his emotions had taken him as high as Mount Carahdras and down to the bottomless depths of Moria. The thought of that time was a ray of light in the dark. 

He reached a finger out and gently touched the mistletoe, repeating her words. “A symbol of the fulfillment of hope.”

Elanna reached out with a trembling hand and, for a fleeting moment, pressed her fingers to the back of Halbarad’s hand. A single tear slid down her cheek and she kept her eyes from his.

“Aye, from a time when I held none for myself.”

Halbarad brushed the tear away with his thumb as he cupped her face in his hands. Her love for him shone in her eyes just as she infused her voice with the private pain she carried.

“I thought I was to be used in the way every woman fears and then tossed to the next man in line once Parcus grew tired of me, if I lived long enough. But Ani came, and you, and Bob, and the others.” 

Elanna cleared her throat. One by one, she had conquered the many aftereffects of her capture and torture by the dark-hearted elf, Parcus who had led the raiders in Nurn. May the evil he spawned follow him into the dark fires that the freed slaves set on his body. Time and the love of her family and friends, especially Halbarad had set her free. The nightmares came rarely now. Yet it was not difficult to summon up the hopelessness she once felt.

 “You did not know if I was alive or dead, yet you came for me.”

Wearily, Halbarad closed his eyes as he said her name, “Elanna . . . “

“You held on to hope then. Why can you not hold on to that same hope now?”

“Because it was different then.”

“Hal-“

Halbarad opened his eyes as he interrupted her. “Do not. You were a means to an end for Parcus, bait for Anoriath. This was obvious by the letter he sent with your lock of hair.” He picked up the mistletoe and twisted it absently. “Torture and abuse you, he would and did, but he would not give you the release of death until he had Anoriath and her son in his grasp. Your situation and Anardil’s are completely different.”

Now it was Elanna who allowed her frustration to show. The dark night when she could scarcely recall the faces of those she loved. Bound and helpless against the final blow that would break what was left of her body and spirit. Oh Anardil.  

“I know what it is to be in Anardil’s place. Can you say the same?” The shocked look on Halbarad’s face cut her to the quick yet still she continued. “If his situation and mine were reversed, is this the face you would show? Would you still counsel Anardil and Bob that we must believe the worst because of the odds? Would you take another’s word of my death without seeing my body for yourself? Would you live without hope?”

Halbarad’s face turned to stone. His hands clenched and unclenched in time to the muscle in his jaw that twitched as her barb’s hit home.

“Why can you not allow yourself that small ray of hope that our friend is alive? Why?”

When the explosion came, it came lightening quick. Halbarad leapt to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor with his abrupt movement. At the same time his arm was a blur of motion as he grabbed his mug and hurled it against the wall where it shattered. Tea ran down the wall, the color of old blood. 

“Because I cannot!” 

He turned to face Elanna. For the first time since Anardil missed his rendezvous, she saw how deeply their friend’s disappearance hurt her husband. Anguish was in every line of his beloved face. And could it be? She had heard, secondhand, of his private tears while she was gone. Personally, she had not seen Halbarad shed tears since her parents died. 

“I cannot.”

Halbarad fell to his knees and Elanna pulled him to her. His head pressed to her stomach, and she smoothed his hair while he spoke on. 

“I can only bear to grieve for him once. To hold onto hope as you do brings the possibility of having to grieve twice.” 

Elanna gently took his face in her hands and tilted it up. “My love, this whole time you have spoken to me as my captain and as a fellow ranger. Even in the privacy of our room you still have kept the true state of your heart hidden. You say you can only bear to grieve for him once, yet I have not seen evidence of that grief.”

His familiar, well loved features twisted in her hands. 

“If you cannot share your grief with me, then who?”

Halbarad’s eyes closed. A broken sob of raw, fresh sorrow burst from his throat and a rain of tears followed. 

“By the Valar, I miss him. It’s not fair. We have only had him back for a year. Such a short time.” 

Elanna said nothing and let the choked, strangled sentences flow. 

“I need him. He’s my voice of reason. He knows when I need a word or a swift boot from behind. He can’t push me away this time. Damn you, Dil, you had to go again. Just once for your King. What about us? What about Sev? How am I supposed to look her in the eye?”

Halbarad ranted and raved and grieved. Elanna held him, running her fingers through his hair. She let him wrap his arms around her and squeeze as hard as he needed to. There would probably be bruises by tomorrow but it was a price worth paying. 

At last the tempest slowed. Elanna slid to the floor, joining her husband on his knees. Softly, gently, she pressed her lips to his brow, his cheeks and his lips until he returned her kiss. Sorrow, hope and passion were melded together as Halbarad pressed her body to his. He took his comfort in the perfume of her hair, the curves that his hands would recognize in darkest night, the sweet honey of her kiss that she gave unselfishly.

“My love.” Halbarad reluctantly broke away. “Forgive me.”

Elanna pressed her fingers to his mouth. “Nay, there is nothing to forgive. I only wish to trade a promise for a promise.”

Halbarad smiled. It did little to erase the exhaustion from his face but she would take it anyway.

“I promise I will not ask you to believe as I do. I understand why you must find your own way through this. ” She sighed. “I will not pretend to understand how it is easier for you this way. All I can do is ask you to let me believe as I must.”

Halbarad stroked her cheek, her hair, his eyes following the movement of his hand. Comforted, he agreed to her request.

“I promise, though I understand no more than you.” He slid his fingers in her hair and pulled her forward until her brow touched his. “I do not think either of us truly need to understand. We only need to allow the other to be their self. I also promise to do better at sharing the dark places in my heart. I know it was what we said we'd do. Help me to remember that I can always share my worst fear with you.”

They sealed their vows with a kiss as was their wont. Halbarad stood first and then pulled Elanna to her feet. He fetched a fresh mug from a small cupboard near the fireplace. Sitting down, Halbarad poured tea for them both. He waited while Elanna picked up the pieces of the one he had broken. She wrapped them in a small towel to take downstairs later.

“Forgive me,” Halbarad apologized. “I did not mean for that to happen.”

“Shh, it matters not. I prefer the broken pottery to your silence.” Elanna smiled warmly at him as she blew on her tea to cool it. “May I ask you one more favor?”

“How can I say no after the fool I made of myself.” Halbarad shook his head. “I am in no position to deny you anything at this point my love.”

Elanna took a long sip before she spoke. “Could you please allow Sev to believe as she must, like me, no matter how she might provoke you?”

Halbarad pretended to be surprised. “Our Sev? Provoke me?”

“Of all the times to get silly on me, I’m serious Hal.”

Sobering up quickly, he replied, “I know. Again I ask your pardon.” 

He didn’t answer right away and Elanna was fairly sure his thoughts ran along the same vein as hers. Though the Ranger captain and the healer had made great strides in their relationship with each other, there were still times when the two were like oil and water together.

With a rueful grin, Halbarad said, “I know better than to make a promise I’m not sure I can keep.” He stopped her protest with a quick kiss. “I will promise to try. I will not guarantee success but I will try my best.”

“More than that I cannot ask.” Elanna’s cheeks dimpled.

“Now that we have settled that matter, I fear I have been remiss in another matter.” 

Confident of her interpretation of the gleam in his eye, Elanna left her chair and stood in front of her husband.

“And that would be?”

Halbarad slid his hands around her waist and she willingly sank into his lap.

“I fear I neglected to greet you properly when I arrived today.”

Elanna snuggled closer. These were the moments she lived for and, Eru willing, it would be many years before she had to live without them. She played with and twisted strands of his hair.

“And just how do you propose to make up for that neglect?”

“Would you like me to tell you?” Halbarad asked as caressed her neck. “Or should I show you?” 

She waited for the first button to slip through the buttonhole before she spoke.

“Do you really need me to answer?

He didn’t.

~finis~
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