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With their curly hair, rosy cheeks and childlike stature, nary a one of the Burping Troll hobbits appeared to possess the qualities of a stern taskmaster. But appearances, as they often say, are deceptive. In regards to the gathering and rendering of the crops grown in the orchards and gardens surrounding that renown inn of northern Ithilien, the halflings proved strict overseers indeed. During the past fortnight, the exotic assortment of residents found themselves being ordered hither and yon: the elves set to gathering the bounty of the harvest; the bartending Balrog assigned to assist with the canning and pickling; and those stalwart Rangers of the Troll commandeered to haul produce from fields to cellars and storehouses. Even Sevilodorf, the itinerant trader and healer, found herself under the direction of a determined supervisor. 

“Now Sevi, don’t forget we left all those roots in the big crate behind the door of the stillroom.” Erin brushed a leaf from her sleeve and smiled up at her friend.

How the hobbit could remain cheerful after so many hours of nonstop labor, the healer did not understand. No one would ever find grounds for accusing the Rohirrim woman of shirking work and she often greeted the sun as it rose above the Ephel Dúath; but all Sev could think of at the moment was a tub of hot water, a hearty bowl of stew and the softness of her pillow. Not necessarily in that order.

“Yes, Erin.” Sev’s rolling accent was thick in her weary voice. “Are you certain I'm not needed in the orchard tomorrow?”

“No, no. You stay here and prepare that bark. You don’t want to keep the apothecary in Henneth Annûn waiting. You do think it will help the poor woman he's tending, don’t you?” 

Sev sighed and shifted a large basket of herbs from one hip to the other. The frenzy of harvest and the continuing restriction that she be accompanied by no less than two escorts whenever she passed the boundaries of The Troll’s lands meant that her trading schedule was in a shambles. Included this afternoon with the Ranger’s daily dispatches had been a plea for assistance from the elderly apothecary of the closest village. Though well versed in his craft, his age forced him to rely on Sev and others to glean the forests of Ithilien for the medicinal plants he required. Additionally, having determined the level of her abilities, the man occasionally requested the Rohirrim healer to produce a special decoction or potion. 

“From the symptoms, she suffers from what I would call ‘swetwǽter’. I can’t remember how it’s named in Westron. Boiling apple bark until it crystallizes is the remedy I was taught and have always used. It will help, but…” Sev gave another sigh, this one born of the frustration felt by healers who know that no matter how much they do, it will not be enough. 

Instantly sympathetic, Erin took the woman’s hand and squeezed tightly. “You fix up the apple bark, and I’ll made a big crock of soup to send with it. When you go to Henneth Annûn the day after tomorrow, Belegalda can go with you. With his elvish healing and your potions, the woman will be totally cured a week from Tuesday.”

A smile tugged at Sev’s mouth. If sheer ferocity would defeat illness, the little hobbit would be the most successful healer in all of Middle-Earth.

“With your soup added in, she’ll be back on her feet by Saturday at the latest.” 

The comment drew a pleased smile from Erin. Too often, the Big People of The Troll refused to take into account a fact that hobbits knew quite well: you could not be happy or healthy on an empty stomach.

“I’ll be sure to include lots of garlic.” The hobbit’s golden curls bobbed earnestly. “That always helps a body to cleanse itself.”

“It also encourages all those tiresome visitors to go away and let a person rest,” Sev said with a wink. Hunching her shoulders and rubbing the stiff muscles of her neck, she paused to study the shadowy path leading to The Burping Troll. “Where did Warg go? It’s not like her to disappear.”

Erin peered back across the garden toward the combination stillroom and pottery shed. “Do you think we should wait for her?”

“No,” Sev replied irritably and again shifted the heavy basket. 

Willing to admit the need for accompaniment when away from The Troll, especially in light of her trouble-attracting history, the Rohirrim woman nevertheless chaffed at the requirement for and the excessive hovering of her furry guardian. During the past few weeks, Warg had become so meticulous in her escort duties that it was a wonder the creature did not follow her into the privy.

The freedom to simply hitch up her trading wagon and wander the road in whichever direction her fancy called her had been hard won, and relinquishing it was not easy, even if caution was the more sensible option.

Not for the first time, Sev wondered why fate had selected her for so many ‘adventures’, as the hobbits liked to call her series of narrow escapes. Others termed it ‘bad luck’. Once, Aerio the elf had gone so far as to plot the alignments of the stars at the hour of her birth and lecture an enthralled audience of hobbits and visiting dwarves as to the influences each exercised upon her life. Decidedly less than amused by the young, at least in the years of the Eldar, elf’s choice of topics, Sev had stubbornly declared, “Every action has a purpose, though we may not recognize it.” 

Silenced by the elvishness of her logic, Aerio begged her pardon and at the suggestion of his mentor, Celebsul, turned his talents to tracing the positive outcomes of her better-known mishaps. The result, a six page manuscript, now rested in the top drawer of Sev’s wardrobe. She had taken to reading it as an anodyne for those times when her anxiety over Anardil’s continued absence reached an unmanageable level. 

It was now over four months since his departure from The Troll. Though Sev knew how impossible it was to accurately estimate the time necessary to complete the information gathering which formed the bulk of his assignment in Rhûn, more than a month had passed since the date he had set for his return. Thus her fears for his safety multiplied daily.

“Sev?” 

“Yes, Erin,” the healer replied absently. Her eyes no longer saw the towering pines and sheltering elms of the Ithilien forest, but the ruins of a pavilion outside the ancient city of Pelargir. Nearly a year ago, Anardil had accepted her pledge and for much of that time they had been separated by the demands of duty: his to his king, hers to her Rohirrim kin. 

“He will be back.”

The earnestness of the hobbit’s voice brought a rueful twist to the woman’s lips. 

“Am I that obvious?”

“What’s wrong with that? You miss him.” Erin put her hands on her hips and frowned fiercely. “It’s only natural. But you should try not to worry so. He’s very good at taking care of himself. After all, King Elessar wouldn’t send just anyone to Rhûn.”

Forced to smile at the comment, Sev drew a deep breath and released it slowly. Indeed the King did not send just anyone. Only the best were sent to search out the secrets of Gondor’s enemies; and though forced by the loss of his left arm to resign from the Rangers after the War of the Ring, Anardil remained one of the very best of the King’s Men. 

“You’re right, Erin. I will try to do better. But,” her voice dropped away to a whisper, “I wish he were home.”

Erin opened her mouth, but the reply came from elsewhere. “Careful what you wish for Sevi.”

The basket dropped from the healer’s side, narrowly missing the hobbit’s toes, as Sev spun to face the darkness beneath the trees. A hooded figure separated from the shadows and stepped to block the path. 

“Anardil,” squealed Erin, clapping her hands in delight. “You’re back.”

Throwing off his hood, the ex-Ranger revealed a lopsided grin and bowed low before them. “Yes, Mistress Erin, the wanderer has returned. A trifle later than expected.”

“A trifle,” Sev echoed, then bit her lip knowing her voice would reveal the worries which had haunted her thoughts as the days passed with no word from the East. Fears not wholly relieved by the grimness shadowing the grey eyes now focused upon her. 

Suddenly conscious of the rip in the knee of her trousers, the stain on the left shoulder of her worn leather jerkin, the mud beneath her nails and the scrape along her jaw from a battle with a tree limb, Sev lowered her head. How was it that he always managed to come upon her when she was at her most disreputable? She had imagined many homecomings, but never one where she resembled a fieldhand returning from a brawl. 

“Forgive my tardiness, Sevi,” Anardil said softly. “The delay was not of my choosing. Indeed, I objected to it most strenuously. Am I forgiven?”

Anxiously, she searched his form for any lingering effects of those objections. Was that the yellowish tinge of old bruises beneath his beard? Or some trick of the fading light? 

Forcing a lightness she did not feel into her voice, Sev answered, “I might be open to persuasion concerning the matter.” 

An all too familiar grin eased the lines surrounding his mouth and his eyes gleamed with sudden mischief until she abandoned all pretence and kicked aside the fallen basket to wrap herself around him. A frantic, mutual need traveled from one to the other as he braced against the welcome assault, then widened his stance to pull her even more tightly against him. 

A low sound was dragged from deep inside her, and Sev locked her arms around his neck. Anardil shifted his hold and sealed her mouth with a kiss fueled by the long weeks of separation, by need, by a fever of desire. It went on and on until she stood nearly senseless: lost in the warmth of his mouth and the strength of his embrace. 

A chuff of lupine laughter brought the world into sudden focus, and Sev returned to reality gasping for breath. Her hands slid down to rest on Anardil’s chest where she could feel his heart racing in time with her own. Burying her face in the folds of his cloak, she muttered, “Tell me it’s only Erin and Warg.”

Tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ear, Anardil chuckled low. “Afraid not, Sev.”

Sev groaned as an unmistakable elvish voice said, “I see you found her.”

Of course it would be Anbarad. She had finally reached the point of being able to meet him face to face without blushing at the memory of the elf chancing upon Anardil and her taking a late night swim in The Troll’s hot spring. While he would never stoop so low as to make overt reference to that event or this one, Sev knew that she would again be subjected to a period of subtle teasing. 

“Hannon le, Anbarad, for pointing me in the right direction.” Anardil gave Sev’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “My lady and I have developed the unfortunate habit of missing each other’s arrivals.”

Taking a deep breath and hoping the diminishing light would hide her flaming cheeks, Sev turned. Amidst the scattered herbs, Erin stood beaming happily, and Warg’s copper eyes gleamed with amusement as she chuffed with laughter again. What expression Anbarad wore Sev did not discover for she studiously averted her gaze from the elf’s fair face.

“Hello, Lover-boy.” Anardil grimaced briefly at Warg’s comment, then shrugged and linked his fingers with Sev’s as the animal continued, “About time you came home, I’m worn to a frazzle following Sev around.”

“No one said you had to do it every minute of the day,” Sev responded tartly. 

Warg’s lips pulled back in a sneer, revealing the teeth which made her the preferred choice for an escort. “Yes, I did. Look what happened when…”

“Enough,” interrupted Sev. “’Tis a tale I will tell myself, if you do not mind?”

“One I will listen to most eagerly,” Anardil said, lifting his brows. “After we have taken the time for proper greetings.”

Warmth settled in the pit of her stomach and Sev found herself captured by the intensity of his gaze. Raising her hand, she traced the bruises’ fading remnants. Yes, they would have many stories to exchange—later. Anardil turned his head to press a kiss into her palm, and she was filled with a desperate need to be alone with him, to be held and allowed to hold him without anyone or anything interfering. 

Unable to take her eyes from his, Sev said, “Erin, would you mind clearing up this mess?”

“But I thought you were going to …” The hobbit blushed pink and her voice trailed off for it was obvious Sev would not spend the evening sorting herbs.

“Put them down in the cellar, don’t let the Balrog near them and they will be fine until I get to them...,” Sev gave Anardil a slow smile, “tomorrow.”

“Or the next day,” the ex-Ranger responded with a broad grin. 

Sev answered with a throaty laugh. “That is a matter open for negotiation.” 

Tugging on his hand, she moved toward the path leading to The Troll. Anardil cast a look of farewell over his shoulder as they disappeared beneath the shadowing pines.

Erin breathed a small sigh of happiness and knelt to rescue the fallen herbs. When Anbarad passed her the basket, she exclaimed, "Oh, do be careful where you step!"

One elegant eyebrow cocked, the elf glanced down at the kneeling lass. "Clumsiness, dear hobbit, has never been a failing of mine."

"Perhaps not." Erin frowned prettily up at him and planted both hands on her hips. "But for whatever you've done to make Sevi blush so, I think you should get yourself down here and help tidy up."

Chuckling softly, Anbarad lowered himself to do as bidden. "If she blushes, be glad, for it means she knows joy."

(
The initial fierceness of their passion appeased, they lay intertwined in the twilight. As his hand drifted down her body and his mouth followed to tease with catlike licks, Sev closed her eyes and drew a long shuddering breath. 

“Insufferable man,” she murmured, feeling his smile against her skin, then gasped when he nipped soft flesh. 

One hand clutched the sheet beneath her while the other moved over the firm muscles of his shoulders, encouraging him to nibble his way back to her lips. 

“I’ve missed you,” she said when he paused to allow her to brush an errant strand of black hair from his forehead.

Anardil’s eyes gleamed. “I reached that conclusion an hour ago.”

“So quickly? I’m impressed.” Sev laughed, and her fingers danced along the line of an ancient scar. He was far too thin. “What was your first clue?”

Twisting to escape the ticklish touch, he rolled over onto his side and grasped her fingers. “You practically knocked me over.”

Sev opened her mouth to protest, then squeaked when Anardil bit gently on a knuckle before saying, “You know you did, so don’t try to deny it.” He kissed the next finger. “After that, you all but dragged me to our room.”

Inhaling deeply as he drew a finger into the warmth of his mouth and swirled his tongue about the tip, she managed to ask, “Who dragged whom?” 

“It was a mutual decision,” he replied, releasing her hand and placing a slow string of kisses up her neck until he could bury his face in the honey scented shadow of her hair.

When he wrapped his arm about her waist, she turned on her side and snuggled against the long length of his body. While his fingers traced the curve of her hip, Anardil nuzzled the soft skin beneath her ear. Placing a hand atop his, she stroked his fingers and released a sigh of contentment. It had been a long four months, but he was finally home. All the thoughts she had squirreled away to share with him would wait. For now, it was enough to be here alone together. 

“But as I think on it,” his breath drifted warmly against her neck, “neither of those events were the first clue.”

“No?” 

“Your eyes, Sev,” Anardil’s voice grew a shade more serious, “speak volumes to me. Of your joy and your sorrow, your pleasure and your occasional moments of anger.”

Sev twisted about to face him; brows arched in disbelief. “Occasional? Are you certain you have the right woman?”

“Yes.” He dropped a light kiss onto her lips. “The only woman.”

And her eyes told him that he could not have said anything else that would have made her happier.

(
Backlit by the returning sun, the tumbled remains of the Ephel Dúath stood silhouette against a palette of purples and pinks when Sev paused on the steps of the bathing room. The shimmering surface of The Troll’s hot spring drew her eye and a smile formed as she moved to kneel at the edge of the pool. Settling her small bundle of clothing at her side, she trailed her fingers in the water and indulged in memories of a night filled with winter stars and warm embraces. 

“Laughter is day, and sobriety is night; a smile is the twilight that hovers gently between both.”

The words, though uttered in the barest of whispers, brought Sev to her feet. Cheeks flaming and fingers suddenly chill, she considered how best to escape the speaker. 

“I pray my words are received with the understanding that I mean no harm. I fear such jesting has long been a habit of mine. One, mayhap, that I overuse among friends.”

Sev gave a jerky nod, but directed her response to the elf’s shoes. “Sir, I owe you too much to take offense at any words you care to speak.”

“There is no debt between us, lady.”

“I beg to disagree.” Sev’s voice was firm though her eyes remained lowered. “Even if I discount your part in saving me from entombment in yonder mountains, there is still the …” 

Swallowing her embarrassment, for it truly was not seemly for a woman of her years to be caught cavorting like an irresponsible teen, Sev pointed at the gently steaming water and continued, “The matter of a certain … indiscreet moment last February which you have been kind enough to refrain from mentioning to anyone else.”

Anbarad waved aside her words. “You do me far too much credit, Sevilodorf. For it has been made plain to me that you have suffered under the teasing whip of my tongue.”

“Made plain to you?” Sev looked up in confusion. 

“Yes, Mistress Erin is of the opinion that my words have inflicted pain I did not intend.”

“Erin?” repeated Sev, dismayed at the possibility of the hobbit having wormed some mention of the midnight swim from the elf. “You didn’t … no, of course, you didn’t.”

“Be at ease, lady. The halfling knows none of the particulars of that evening. In truth, there is little I would be able to tell her.”

“Even a hint is far more than enough. Hobbits are very good at speculation. Not to mention, exceedingly tenacious.” Noting the momentary curving of the elf’s lips, Sev exclaimed seriously, “Pray, sir, be on your guard. Now that Erin senses something hidden from her, she will dig and prod until she unearths it.”

“You have my word, Sevilodorf, that I will be vigilant,” Anbarad replied gravely. “But …”

When he did not continue, Sev expelled an exasperated breath and squared her shoulders. “Don’t you say it too.”

Anbarad tilted his head questioningly. 

“That I am making a mountain out of a molehill. That taking a midnight swim is a perfectly natural way to relieve the tensions of the day. That the elves do it all the time.” Sev gasped and clamped her lips together tightly. Closing her eyes, she murmured, “I didn’t mean to say that.”

His humor held in careful check, Anbarad said, “If you have already heard all the arguments, there is indeed no need to discuss the matter further. Now that I am aware of how it distresses you to recall that night, I will refrain from any comments concerning it.”

Sev knew she should leave well enough alone, after all he had promised to cease his teasing; but honesty compelled her to correct his misconception. 

“I am not distressed by memories of that night. In truth, I am most happy to recall them.” An amused gleam appeared in the elf’s eyes as Sev winced at her runaway tongue and muttered, “I didn’t mean to say that either.”

“There are some memories that one holds close to the heart, to be kept private from the world.” 

“Exactly,” she responded. “It almost seems that if you speak of them they will cease to be. Or become something other than they once were.”

“Aye,” the elf replied and knelt to scoop a crimson leaf from the surface of the pool.

The action did not completely disguise the sorrow Sev glimpsed upon the elf’s face, and she wondered what recollections Anbarad held close to his heart. Little was known of the past of any of The Troll’s elves. Of Anbarad, she knew only that he had long been a friend and comrade to those the inn’s residents referred to as ‘the Elven brothers’ though the kinship was more of spirit than blood. 

“It is my turn to fear that words quickly spoken have caused pain,” Sev proclaimed. When the elf looked up impassively, she hesitated. Again honesty drove her to speak. “If I might be so bold as to offer advice…well, perhaps not advice, but a personal testament to the foolishness of hoarding hurtful memories past their usefulness. It truly is better to have someone to share them with.”

Anbarad nodded solemnly. “A valuable lesson, mellon nin.”

“For those of us who prefer to keep our own counsel a most difficult one to learn.”

A long moment passed, and Sev stood hands clenched and biting her lip as she waited for Anbarad’s response. Would he give her the short shrift such presumptuous remarks deserved? Or would he recognize that she meant only to extend to him the same friendship he had offered her with his teasing words?

“Aye.” The reply was voiced so quietly that for a moment Sev did not realize he had spoken. 

With the grace given to elves, Anbarad rose to face the sun peeking over the heights. The last traces of night had faded and the rugged ledges were bathed in golden hues; a single spray of clouds arrayed itself across the sky. Yet, the promise of another fine autumn day appeared to hold little joy for the elf. Silently, Sev watched as he tracked a flock of geese making their way to the warmer southern lands. 

“Revaíl vyrn dan mínuíal. Ú galad, ú vín arnor hen.”

Again his words were but a whisper, and Sev strained to capture the liquid tones. Though the first phrase was totally incomprehensible, she recognized galad as light and arnor was sun. What did he mean there was no light from the sun? 

Cursing her ineptness at languages, she listened intently as he murmured on seemingly oblivious to her presence. Little of what he said made sense to her, but the intensity of his sorrow was plain to her healer’s eye. For some memories, the clarity of elvish recollection would be a curse. 

Reaching out, she tentatively touched his sleeve. Eyes filled with the sadness of a millennia met hers, and her courage faltered. What right did she have to interfere with his thoughts? What could she possibly do to salve such sorrow?

Then she remembered staring up at the dark ceiling of what could very easily have become her barrow and watching as a slit of light appeared. Anbarad had been the first through that narrow opening, and though the elf would never claim a debt for her rescue, she owed one. 

Taking a deep breath, she spoke the phrases she had practiced diligently during the many months of Anardil’s absence, “Ú i vethed nâ i onnad. Si boe ú-dhanna.”

Anbarad’s face tightened and for a moment Sev was certain she had made matters worse: that he would reject her frail attempt at sympathy and retreat even further into his melancholy. From the inn came the sound of a door opening, followed by the swishing of a broom across wooden planks and a hobbit’s merry voice singing a song about geese flying to the moon. 

Sev sent a silent prayer of relief as Anbarad tilted his head and the shadow faded from his eyes. The unquenchable happiness of hobbits had succeeded in pulling yet another soul from the depths of despair, but not by much. Darkness yet held his thoughts in thrall.

“You have put your time to good use, lady, if those are the words you have chosen to learn. It is indeed a beginning. The Age of Man has begun.”

“Aye, so the Fourth Age is often named,” Sev replied warily.

“For the Elves, it will be a time of farewells. The choice is before us: to quit these shores or retreat to hidden hollows of this beloved land and live out our days lost in the memories of the past.”

Her brow wrinkled anxiously and Sev opened her mouth to demand further explanations from the elf, then shook her head and remained silent. But Anbarad would not allow her to retreat.

“Speak, mellon. By your own words, it is better to share thoughts with a friend, than hoard them past their usefulness.”

Sev frowned, before responding stiffly, “I was speaking of burdensome memories, not of answering a string of impertinent questions.”

A spark of his former amusement gleamed, then faded as Anbarad said gravely, “Ask your questions, Mistress Sevilodorf. Answering them will serve to turn my mind from memories I would do well not to dwell upon.”

To cover her surprise at the openness of his response, Sev urged quickly, “If distraction is what you require, good sir, I insist we retire to the stillroom. I have a task to complete for the apothecary of Henneth Annûn and dare not delay. You may assist me with my preparations while I ply you with the questions I have stockpiled concerning elves and their strange behaviors.”

The final words were softened by a small smile that was answered by a low bow. “The lady’s wish is my command.”

Stooping to gather up her roll of clothing, Sev snorted. “The last male who said that to me landed flat on his back in a mud puddle.”

“Indeed,” replied Anbarad, amusement again flashed briefly across his fair face. “Yet you say that elves are strange?”

Grinning, Sev answered, “Loof. I didn’t order him to do it. He wound up there because he was giving me lessons in self-defense.”

“His teachings proved useful?”

“Most certainly,” Sev said primly. “Item number twenty-seven on Aerio’s list of ‘The Unexpected Benefits Secured by Mistress Sevilodorf As a Result of Experiences The Wise Would Deem Misfortune’.”

Anbarad lifted one eyebrow at the mention of Aerio’s manuscript. Few present the night Sev discovered the young elf lecturing upon “The Influences of the Stars Upon the Life of Mistress Sevilodorf” would ever forget the sight. That the woman now found some humor from the subsequent document was testimony that she had reached another stage of her own healing. 

“Where on the list is the production of Aerio’s epistle?”

Sev bit her lip to control her smile before saying, “He neglected to include it. I’ll have to add it myself. Number forty-two. No, wait. It will be number forty-three for there is another I must add first.” 

In response to the invitation shining in her eyes, Anbarad asked, “What would that be?”

“Being teased and feeling embarrassed over something that did not deserve such emotions, but discovering a friend because of it.”

Anbarad acknowledged the compliment with a regal nod. “Ah, there is also the fact that you are about to receive assistance with the slicing and dicing of your medicinal ingredients.”

“Forty-four,” Sev replied solemnly. “Though it will not be added until the task is completed. And it is a most tedious job, so we best begin.”

Leading the way to the rear of Master Celebsul’s workshop and the door to the private quarters she shared with Anardil, Sev motioned the elf to wait while she slipped quietly inside. Emerging in a matter of moments with a small basket, she whispered, “He’s still sleeping. By the snores, I would guess he will remain asleep for several hours. Enough time for us to at least complete the first stage.”

From the basket, Sev took an apple and offered it to Anbarad, who waved aside the fruit but gently removed the basket from her arm. Shrugging Sev took a bite and moved briskly toward the shadowed path leading to the stillroom.

Adjusting his stride to fit her pace, Anbarad inquired, “The first stage? Mistress Erin mentioned apple bark.” 

“The fresh root bark must first be peeled, then boiled for two hours. After which the water will be decanted off, and the process repeated.” 

Catching the quickly disguised wince, Sev laughed reassuringly. “You are under no obligation to remain the entire time, though I have received hobbit dispensation to absent myself from labors in the orchard and gardens to complete this task. As my assistant, you would be released from those tasks as well.”

“My choice it seems is to toil under the direction of gentle, but determined hobbits or sign on with the stern, but determined lady of Rohan?”

“There is always the third choice.” Sev paused to take a large bite of apple and chewed studiously while Anbarad arched an eyebrow at her. Swallowing and waving toward the trees, she said, “You could just disappear into the woods. I won’t tell. Since there is no way harvesting will be completed today, you can make up for your absence tomorrow.”

For an instant, Sev thought she had overplayed her hand; he would accept the offer and disappear. Given Anbarad’s current mood, she would then be forced to return to the inn and pull Anardil from his bed to follow the elf. 

But Anbarad shook his head. “Nay, lady, I have made my choice. The merry voice of the hobbit and your solemn concern have pushed back the darkness. I will not wallow in remorse this day, but turn my mind and hands to more worthy tasks.”

Sev nodded, then her brow wrinkled. “Does that mean you won’t answer my questions about elves?”

“Mellon, I will endeavor to answer every question you choose to put to me.”

“Good.” The concern vanished from Sev’s face and she leaned toward the elf, eyes gleaming with curiosity. “First, something I’ve wondered about for a long time, do elves snore?”

Anbarad’s laughter filled the woods. 

Part Two

The insistent nudging of a furred head brought him slowly to wakefulness. Eyes still closed; he stretched and savored the feel of smooth, clean sheets. How long had it been since he allowed himself to sleep so deeply? 

"Merowr." 

Abandoning his plan of pulling the blankets over his head and retreating into another hour of dreamless sleep, Anardil opened one eye and muttered, "Tac, you are a nuisance."

The black and white tom granted the ex-Ranger a disdainful slit-eyed glare, and then leapt from the bed to settle pointedly before the door and stare at the handle three feet over his head.

Yawning and stretching, Anardil moved slowly to open the door enough for the cat to slip through. Wincing against the afternoon sunshine, his attention was captured by a bright red ribbon attached to a basket resting on the flat grey stone serving as a doorstep. The bulging bounty covered by a snowy white cloth bespoke hobbit kindness and brought a lopsided grin to his rugged features. Vague recollections of a midnight feast from a similar basket called forth a rumble from his midsection. 

Hobbit cooks and a soft bed. Decided improvements over his accommodations a few weeks ago.

Rubbing carefully along his jaw, he nodded. "A definite change for the better."

Gathering the beribboned offering, he retreated to soothing dimness and settled the basket on the small table alongside its twin. Strategically placed against a pot of honey rested a rather thick packet bearing his name in Sev's rounded scrawl. Last evening, his Rohirrim lady had repeatedly changed the topic of conversation to avoid any serious discussion of her summer trip to Rohan. Frowning at the bundle, he decided any news it bore would be better faced after a large mug of tea and a hobbit sized meal. 

Finding the coals banked and the kettle full, it was only a matter of minutes before he had dressed, tugged the bedclothes into a semblance of order, and pulled from the seemingly bottomless basket a repast fit for a king. His suspicions concerning the message from Sev increased when he discovered his favorite mug had been filled with a combination of chamomile and lavender rather than the customary mint. 

"Sevi," he sighed and filled his mug with steaming water, "what sort of trouble did you get yourself into this time?"

Philosophically he plopped a mound of strawberry jam atop his third biscuit. Whatever the trouble, she had survived it relatively unscathed. Save for the scrape she bore from the low branch in the apple orchard, no evidence of new injury existed upon her body 

Chewing slowly, he considered possible scenarios. Did this relate to the incident Warg hinted at or had Sev's trip to settle family affairs in Rohan turned out even worse than he wished to imagine? Either way, her attempt to stave off his initial reaction with the use of a written report aroused his curiosity. After a judicious sip of the soothing tea, he brushed crumbs from the table and drew the packet toward him.

Breaking the seal, he discovered not one message but two. The unfamiliar hand on the bulkier package intrigued him, but he set it aside to unfold the slimmer missive and begin the task of deciphering Sev's rather erratic writing.

10 July

Anardil,

Halbarad has insisted that I write out the particulars of my visit to the Mark. 
Anardil groaned. When Sev reached the point of following instructions from their worthy Ranger Captain, the situation was indeed most dire.

As you may recall, my plans were to travel with the pack train under the guidance of Alfgard's eldest son to Minas Tirith, then to join with Liam's group for the journey along the Great Western Road.

A brief smile flickered across his face at the memory of Sev's exasperation at the number of times she was required to repeat the details of her plans to satisfy the concern of The Troll's many residents. The same exasperation voiced last night when Warg mentioned following her around. 

However, circumstances resulted in a changing of those plans. 
"Of course," he muttered. Why had he ever thought Sev's trip would remain a simple one?

The very afternoon of your departure, an escort appeared from the Deeping Stream. Halene, Esiwmas' mother, had taken it upon herself to send Conrath and three men to accompany me. 

Anardil blinked. He would have to find witnesses to Sev's meeting with the man. And Aerio's. After only a few days acquaintance, the elf had formed a decidedly poor opinion of the trail master. But what possible circumstances would result in her traveling with the very man seeking to lay claim to the lands she held in Rohan? Especially given the man's connection to Halene, who by all accounts had much in common with the legendary Queen Beruthiel.

After discussing the matter with Halbarad, it was determined that the most sensible

Anardil grimaced for he knew how Sev considered the word an overused Ranger's ploy.

path would be to accept the escort with a few conditions of my own. First, as it would be highly improper to travel such a distance in the company of four men who were not my kin, Elanna and Pippin would make the trip as well. Second, it was to be understood that I was in charge. Third, the trip was to be accomplished as quickly as possible. Needless to say, Conrath was not overjoyed with these demands.

"I can imagine," Anardil murmured. 

However he accepted them as the only means of fulfilling the task Halene had assigned him; my speedy return to the Mark.

His stomach coiled into a cold knot as he mused, "And why did they want you there?" 

The journey went quickly with only minor unpleasantness erupting between Master Conrath and Elanna. Pippin earned the devotion of a young herder and provided us with several amusing moments as she attempted to gently dissuade him from pledging his undying love. 

Even with pen and ink, his lady remained a master of evasion. 

The final evening before arriving at the family landhold, I requested we stop at a pool in the foothills above the crossroads. After almost two weeks on the trail I wished to make myself a bit more presentable; but I am forced to admit I was also overwhelmed by the thought of what I was returning to. The decision to stop was mine. One I would give much to change.

His fingers tightened upon the page until with a precision born of years facing the worst with resolute detachment, he set the letter aside and took a long swallow of tea. Though it was almost certain chamomile would prove insufficient to the task. 

If you would hear the details of the events of that evening, you would be best served reading the report Elanna submitted to Halbarad. All I will say is that I owe her my life. Without doubt, it is due to the abilities of Elanna and Pippin that any survived. Regretfully, not even the prowess of a Ranger and an elf of Mirkwood could prevent the deaths of two of those sent to escort me. To Rypan son of Hengist and Baldor son of Harloth I also owe a debt; one that has yet to be paid.

Thus I arrived. An ill guest bearing ill news. Or so I was labeled by Halene. One might forgive the harshness of her words, as Conrath had been gravely wounded, save for the events that occurred over the course of the next two weeks. 

It is still difficult for me to accept that I was the focus of a hatred so deep that those attempting to remove me from their path cared not who else was hurt along the way. But accept it I must. For Elanna bears witness to Conrath's final confession and the truth of his allegations against Halene were acknowledged by the lady herself. 

All objectivity vanished as he cried out in impotent fury, "Bloody hell, woman, confession to what? What did that harridan and her henchman do?" 

However that is a portion of the tale which has remained secret from all but myself and one other, until now. For the sake of those in the family who do not deserve to bear the stain of Halene's dishonor, I beg of you to make no mention of it to anyone. Let the matter end here.

"Make no mention of what?" Anardil raged to the empty room. "How do I let the matter end, when I don't even know what it is?" 

I am certain this report serves only to whet your appetite for more details, but I find I have neither the energy nor desire to set the facts out so plainly. There is much yet to be explained. Be assured that I am willing to do so whenever you desire, for it was the memory of your voice and the surety of your love that armored my heart and allowed me to emerge from the darkness once again. 

Yours,

Sevilodorf
A measure of his anger drained away with the reading of the final lines. Her lack of detail came more from her determination to move on toward the future than an avoidance of the situation. 

Closing his eyes, Anardil forced himself to consider the facts as presented. For whatever reason the belligerent Conrath had been accepted as an escort on the road to the Mark. The party was attacked; an attack that could somehow be traced to the trail master and the Lady Halene. From the phrase "final confession" it might be assumed that Conrath was no more. The fate of Halene was not so obvious. Did the woman remain free to instigate further malice? Who was the unnamed other who knew of the woman's dishonor? How had matters been kept secret?

Rereading the sketchy account, he determined to track down Elanna's telling of the events prior to confronting Sevilodorf. If Halbarad assigned his Ranger wife to escort Sev, then it was an official matter requiring a detailed report. There was also the letter bound with Sev's. 'Twas surely from one of Sev's Rohirrim kin as the seal bore the impression of a familiar horse head. Could it be from that mysterious other?

Whoever it was from, he would not face the contents with only chamomile and lavender as support. Going to the narrow cupboard beneath the window, he took a tall bottle from behind the supply of nibbles the hobbits insisted they keep stored as a shield against starvation. Pulling the cork out with his teeth, he sipped slowly, then returned to the table to prepare a heavily laced mug of tea. 

Properly fortified, he turned his attention to the second bundle. Flipping to the final page, Anardil nodded at the angular signature of Esiwmas. Chief of Sev's family and a master trader with operations reaching from the Deeping Stream to Nurn, the sturdy Rohirrim would undoubtedly be well informed concerning his cousin's misadventures. Especially since it was at his request that Sev had returned to the Mark. 

Scanning the letter rapidly, several points stood out. First, Esiwmas judged everything settled to the satisfaction of all. As implied in Sev's note, Conrath was dead and, for the most part, unmourned. The trader was either unaware of the role Sev insinuated his mother played in recent events or chose to take the more expedient course and place all blame firmly upon the shoulders of Conrath. Even when relating the news of his mother's death, Esiwmas gave no indication of the depth of the animosity existing between Sevilodorf and Halene; nor, to Anardil's frustration, did he give any hint of the circumstances surrounding the woman's death. 

It was also clear the Rohirrim trader continued to harbor the belief the ex-Ranger must be concerned with the extent of Sev's percentage of the family's herds and trading ventures. Indeed, several pages were devoted to the terms of the transfer of Sev's land rights, the profit to be expected from the use of her herds, and the income to be paid to her quarterly as her widow's portion. 

Carefully disguised by the trader's stiff formality, but visible to one accustomed to attending carefully to every word and phrase, was the undeniable implication that Esiwmas of Rohan accredited many of Sev's difficulties to the absence of the man pledged to stand at her side. Anardil's initial indignation at such an opinion was quickly replaced with the niggling concern that the other man spoke truly. Would his presence have made a difference? If he had been there, would Conrath have continued his campaign to claim Sev's lands? Would he have gone so far as to attempt murder? 

Folding the letters carefully, Anardil stared at the tapestry upon the wall. Haradric runes marched around the edge of a representation of a Southron warrior astride a great oliphaunt. 

"If truth is not whole truth, it is no more a truth," he spoke the words of the hanging thoughtfully. So much of his life was spent shading the truth in an effort to discover those who sought to destroy what was good and right in the world. How much truth was there in Esiwmas' belief, and how did one balance the demands of king and country with those of the heart? His duty had required he go to Rhûn; Sev's pulled her west to Rohan. Was their fate to always be driven by those things they must do? Would they ever find more than brief moments to call their own?

Startled by the timbre of his thoughts, Anardil folded the pages of Esiwmas' letter and rose to place them between two volumes in the small collection of books arranged neatly on the tall case near the desk. Not for the first time, he wished he could ask his father for advice. 

Though a smith did not go a-ranging in the wilds as often as the rest, there were still times his father had been called to duty far from home and hearth. Mother never complained, but with hindsight it was possible to see how waiting for Father's return, and later his own, weighed upon her. Like Sev, her eyes searched anxiously for evidence of new injuries while she spoke lightly to hide the fears which filled her heart. Sev once called it, "the eternity of uncertainty" and declared she would rather die at his side than remain behind to be called upon to bind his wounds or build his barrow. 

Unwilling to follow the line of argument suggested by such thoughts, Anardil pushed them aside and determined to locate Halbarad and read Elanna's report of the events in Rohan.

(
There was at least a cold sort of comfort in sitting amidst an old comrade's silence. Anardil read the neatly penned pages of Elanna's report while Halbarad sat across the table, absorbed in other reading or administrative nonsense. Whatever the captain's task, his hushed presence kept Anardil from audibly grinding his teeth, or perhaps snapping a perfectly good quill pen into little tatters of mangled feather.

Elanna wrote with brisk conciseness, which made reading the whole, tawdry tale of the mechanizations of Halene and Conrath slightly more bearable. Yet the young Ranger's report spared no detail, and Anardil found himself holding his breath and gasping for it by turns. The attempted assassination of Sev's escort; the dark, tainted tea; poisoning a horse - that last alone should have seen the culprits dead thrice over, if they had not so conveniently died - and causing the injury of a child, the list of malfeasance grew staggering. Never had it dawned on Anardil that the cost of land ownership in Rohan might be so dear. With grim satisfaction he read of Halene's death, the unspecified cause less important than the fact the woman was gone; then flipped back to reread the details of Conrath's deserving end. Silently Anardil blessed this unknown Rohirrim warrior, Berethor, for saving him an unscheduled trip to the Riddermark.

In the end, as he laid the last page down, Anardil could naught but growl in wordless relief. Only then did Halbarad glance at him, a wry smile creasing his handsome face.

"She attracts trouble."

Anardil slanted a look up at his friend. "And Elanna doesn't?"

"Elanna is a sworn Ranger," Hal replied. "That makes it different."

"Not to Sev." Running his hand through his hair, Anardil released a deep sigh. The news that Sev had agreed to curtail her wandering the wilderness of Ithilien unless accompanied by two guardians was little short of staggering. "I can scarcely believe you managed to convince her to accept your restrictions."

"It wasn't easy. But after the incident with the orcs in Henneth Annûn, not to mention all that happened in Rohan," The Ranger captain waved a hand at the pages spread across the table, "I thought it necessary. Anyway, she was the lesser of two evils."

Anardil cocked an eyebrow. "There's something worse than persuading Sev to give up her dearly won freedom?"

Hal answered with a grin. "It's pretty obvious I was correct in assuming that trying to explain to you how Sev suffered injury under my protection would be far worse than facing the lady's irritation. After all, you didn't get around to even saying 'hello' for almost a full day. Besides, she's changed." 

"How so?"

"She's more sure of herself." Hal shrugged. "Yet more willing to ask others their opinion."

"You've been too long with the elves." 

"They tend to wear off on you. Even Sev's been taking lessons in Elvish from Belegalda and Esgallyg."

A huff of laughter eased some of the tension in Anardil's chest. "That's because she can't stand not knowing what everyone is saying."

Halbarad shook his head and held out a hand for the papers Anardil had shuffled together. "No, there's more to it than that. She commissioned a shield from the Guard in Henneth Annûn and spends quite a bit of time sparring with Bob. Not to mention…" Hal paused and reconsidered. "No, I wouldn't think she's gotten around to telling you about that, and I will not be the one to bear that tale."

"First Warg, then Sev and now you." The former Ranger cast Hal a balefully narrow look. "If people don't stop dropping hints and leaving me to imagine the worse, I'm liable to do something drastic."

Soberly, Hal held up a warding hand. "I walk a thin line keeping Sev's confidence as it is. I will not risk losing it in order to tell you something you will learn easily enough on your own." 

That Anardil could not argue, and he turned his glance towards the bright sun beaming beyond the window. "Hmm, it seems it is time to locate my evasive lady and extract some unvarnished answers. She mentioned something about boiling apple bark."

"I believe she finished that this morning with Anbarad's help. At lunch, she spoke of sorting out the cellar." 

With a screech of wooden chair legs, Anardil found his feet. "Then I will check there."

Chuckling, Halbarad said, "Take my advice and use the outside door. Avoid the kitchen at all costs."

Anardil shuddered slightly. He had made the mistake of peeking into the kitchen on his way upstairs to the Ranger's meeting room.

"I never thought I would feel sorry for a balrog, but…stirring cream gravy?"

Nodding in sympathy, Hal agreed, "Yes. Difficult to believe how strict these hobbits can be. Which reminds me, I'm overdue back to the orchard."

Anardil's burst of laughter filled the room, and his friend laughed with him. When Halbarad rose, he reached out and laid a hand on Anardil's bad shoulder.

His expression softened as he said, "It's good to have you home again, Dil. Maybe living in peace and plenty nowadays is making me soft, but … I worry."

A brilliant smile lit Anardil's face, though he turned his gaze towards the floor. "Sometimes so do I, mellon nín."

Yet he returned the gesture with a clasp of Halbarad's arm, ere he squared his shoulders and marched to the door. With the pieces of Sev's misadventures at last in hand, he now needed only to make sure he understood where his lady stood amongst it all.

(
Ducking beneath a braided strand of onions and twisting to avoid a row of cabbages hanging upside down from the rafters, Anardil gazed in awe at the foodstuffs piled at the base of the stairs. All of Ithilien could be fed from The Troll's bounty, or so it seemed to him. But then, considering hobbit appetites, perhaps such largesse was necessary. 

To the left, racks of wine and round kegs marked with the symbols of the merchants of Dorwinion and Dol Amroth stretched in rows down a dark tunnel. The clearly penned label --"Bob's Beer – Not to be served to the customers"-- upon a smaller keg drew a grin. In spite of many years of effort, his old friend continued to lack the two qualities most necessary for a good brewer, patience and a feel for the beer. 

The yellow glow of an oil lamp nestled in a nook at the base of a second set of stairs drew him to the right. Looking up, he found the door to The Troll's kitchen stood slightly ajar allowing the tantalizing odors of roast chicken and baked apples to escape. Water gurgled in the clay pipe running from floor to ceiling and the distinctive tones of a hobbity voice admonished someone to mind the crockery. 

Anardil followed the curving earthen wall down a short passage with several rooms opening off to either side. The extent of the cellars surprised him. Tales of the infamous tunnels beneath The Burping Troll had reached as far south as Pelargir, but never had he taken the time to explore them for himself. Peering into the various rooms, he found ample evidence of the industry and ingenuity of The Burping Troll residents. Those rooms opening to the west possessed slits of windows allowing the afternoon sun to light them. The shelves in these rooms told the tale of the balrog's culinary labors. Pickled eggs, beets, cucumbers, carrots, green beans and onions filled crocks covered with brandied paper, while draped over intricately contrived trellises were peas, beans and tomatoes still on the vine. Chambers to the east were noticeably cooler and darker. One crowded with nothing but barrels of apples, while another held bins heaped with potatoes and long, low boxes of sand from which peeped beets, carrots and parsnips. Reaching the end of the tunnel, he went down on one knee to run his hand along an unnaturally smooth stone wall. Dwarvish work it appeared; confirming yet another set of tales. But nowhere in all of this was Sev. 

The heavy thud of footsteps on the stairs brought him to his feet and retracing his steps. 

"Careful of that last board. It's starting to sag." 

Sev's patient tone gave him the necessary warning, and Anardil was able to meet her lumbering companion without automatically reaching for his knife. Try as he might, he could not restrain a shiver at the sight of the orc's eyes reflecting the lamplight. Teeth gritted against the sudden pain coursing down his left side, through an arm that no longer existed, he nodded as the creature reached the foot of the stairs and came to a halt.

"Umph." Unprepared for the sudden stop, Sev ran full into a wide back. "Keep moving, Lugbac. Go to your knife side, then three doors on your sword side."

Awkwardly shifting the weight of the crates he bore, the orc grumbled, "He's in me way."

"He who? Anbarad?" Sev rose on her toes and strained to peer over the orc's shoulder. 

"No. T'other un." 

"Whoever it is won't hurt you," muttered Sev, giving the orc a shove. "Say excuse me and walk around him."

"It's me, Sevi," Anardil announced and backed into a doorway to allow clear passage. 

Eyes firmly on the ground and counting to himself, Lugbac shuffled forward to be followed by Sevilodorf carrying a half-bushel basket rattling with an assortment of freshly washed jars and crocks. 

"You're awake!" Sev set the basket at her feet and smiled up at him. A smudge of dirt adorned her forehead and wet splotches darkened her tunic. "Bob's about to be very disappointed. He wagered you'd sleep clear to dinner." 

"And what will you win from him this time?" Anardil asked with a knowing laugh. "A glass of his fine brew?"

Sev pursed her mouth in distaste. "Even if I were one to drink beer, I would not choose Bob's. Only the orcs can stomach more than half a mug. No, his forfeit will be to do my kitchen chores for the evening. Freeing me to spend time with you. After, of course, you are the guest of honor at a welcome home dinner."

"Roast chicken with cream gravy prepared by none other than the balrog."

Sev chuckled. "You do have a way of finding things out, don't you?"

"A useful habit to have when dealing with a particular lady of Rohan."

All trace of happiness vanished from Sev's face. For an instant her eyes went to the floor, then she straightened and said softly, "You read it then?"

Anardil nodded. 

"And the others'?" As he nodded again, she reached out to take his hand. "I'm sorry. It was a cowardly way of telling you, but I couldn't find the words. Every time I tried to write it out, it sounded even more horrid than it was."

Anardil frowned sternly. "Based on Elanna's account, there is little I would deem worse."

Sev sighed. "Let me put these away, and make certain Lugbac knows what he must do. Then we will go somewhere private, and you may scold me all you like." 

Anardil began to deny any intention of scolding her, then thought again and said, "An excellent suggestion."

Releasing his hand, Sev stooped to retrieve her basket and moved briskly down the shadowy corridor. Settling himself on the stairs leading to the outside, Anardil listened to the murmur of her voice as she patiently repeated a list of tasks for the orc.

From the first moment he met her in that rain-drenched back alley he admired her courage. His Sev met every obstacle placed before her, from river pirates to the High Council of Gondor, head up and chin lifted. Always her healer instincts drove her to ease the pains and cares of others. Yet, behind stern walls of pride and determination, he had glimpsed the scars left by grief and hurt. 

In time, she granted him passage behind those walls. Allowed him to know the fears and hurts that left her huddled weeping in the dark or searching for a new place to hide from the sharp claws of memory. And she had accepted his pledge to stand with her to face the past and move forward together. But duty had called him away, and she had been left to confront the enemies of her past alone. What new scars were left upon her spirit? 

He pushed himself to his feet as Sev reappeared. Holding a finger against her lips, she motioned him back and called up the stairs to the kitchen, "Erin, I forgot something in the stillroom."

The stairwell brightened, and a hobbit's clear voice answered. "What did you say, Sevi?"

Sev repeated herself and asked the hobbit lass to come down in a bit to reassure Lugbac that he had done his job correctly.

"Of course, I will. Poor thing. My garlic soup will be ready to go with you in the morning. You are still going, aren't you?"

"I must. Master Banazîr requires the apple bark crystals as soon as I can deliver them. Belegalda will be traveling with me."

"Will Anardil go too?"

"I haven't discussed it with him yet." 

Sev resisted the urge to glance backwards. If Erin discovered Anardil was awake, there would be no chance for a private discussion. The long days of his absence had been spent choosing the right words to explain her "adventure" in Rohan. At least those parts she could explain. As for the rest, once he moved beyond his initial anger, perhaps together they could unravel some of the remaining knots.

Erin laughed merrily. "No, I suppose you didn't."

Ignoring the faint chuckle from behind her, Sev said, "I will the first chance I get. Prepare your lists, and sort out those items you want me to take to trade. The sutler for the Guard said he would purchase all the fresh produce we wished to send him. As well as more of those pickled beets."

"Did he? I worried that I had added too much cinnamon."

Forestalling what could rapidly become a comparison of twenty different receipts for pickled beets, Sev interrupted, "No, no, he was most enthusiastic. Now, if you will excuse me, I'll run over to the stillroom, then check on Anardil."

"Of course, Sevi. My goodness, but he'll be hungry after sleeping for so long." The swath of light narrowed when the hobbit returned the door to its former position.

"Not a word from you," Sev hissed as Anardil strove mightily to keep a straight face. 

"Merely admiring your ability to dissemble, my dear."

"I didn't lie."

"No, dearest, you only avoided the truth. Something at which you excel."

Sev lifted her chin to respond, "The truth is often more trouble than its worth; however, since that is your desire, let us adjourn to the stillroom."

"As ever, I am at your command, my lady." Anardil placed his hand in the small of her back and urged her up the stairs leading to the rear of the inn. 

Sev snorted and stopped on the step above him; a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "Careful there, I've been known to make some rather peculiar demands."

Eyebrows lifting, Anardil could not prevent an answering grin. "I've been known to make a few of my own."

Leaning forward to rest her forehead on his, Sev whispered, "Shall we skip the interrogation and go straight to the demands?" When he shook his head, she sighed with exaggerated regret and drew back. "Oh well, it was worth a try. Maybe later."

"Most assuredly, my lady."

"Then let's get this over with." Sev took his hand and continued up the steps. 

Part Three

Bowing to Sev's request to allow her to tell the tale once through without pause, in the privacy of the stillroom Anardil listened silently to her recitation of events. It differed only from Elanna's report in the revelation of the measures Sev and her kinsman, Berethor, had taken to protect the family from the shameful actions of one of its most prominent members, the Lady Halene. 

When she finished, he shook his head. "Sevilodorf of Rohan, I don't know whether to spank you, kiss you or lock you in a room and never let you out."

"If you will lock yourself in with me, I believe the last would be my preference. If not, I'll take the second choice." 

Slipping off her high stool, she rummaged in a covered basket tucked beneath one of the long tables and pulled out a brown jug and two thick mugs. "I have the feeling I'll need something to drink before you're finished with your questions. Would you like some cinnamon water? Or…" She paused to take a small tin from the same store. "Some dried fruit?"

Anardil rolled his eyes and settled back in the one chair the stillroom possessed. "Hal's taken to being as ambiguous as an elf, and you're stashing food in every cranny like a hobbit."

"If I prove to them I have food out here, they don't show up on the doorstep with a tray every three hours," Sev answered and waved a dried apricot in his face. "You're not the only devious one in this partnership."

"True enough," he agreed. "Now if you are finished attempting to sidetrack me, I would like a few things explained."

Returning to her stool, Sev sighed. "I knew you would."

To give her credit, Sev attempted to answer every one of his questions, but after nearly an hour of talking there remained several inexplicable points. Ambition he could understand. Greed for position and wealth were motives he was all too familiar with. But there were still pieces that did not fit. 

Who was the driving force behind the attempts on Sev's life? The belligerent Conrath or his powerful lady? If Elanna's report was to be trusted, both Sev and Esiwmas had at first refused to believe Conrath was behind any of the attacks. Though he had ambitions, they insisted, he would never cross the line to murder, especially not kinslaying, which to the Rohirrim was a deed even worse than horsethieving. 

"Your cousin, Esiwmas, is content to assign all the blame to Conrath's ambitions."

"Berethor and I did not tell him of Conrath's accusations. Nor did we allow Elanna to do so. And I told no one but Berethor what Halene admitted when I spoke to her." Sev shrugged and took a slow sip from her mug. "Es is a bit blind about his mother, and it would serve little purpose to destroy the family if we could avoid it. Halene at least lived up to her duty in that respect."

Turning the situation on its side, Anardil declared, "This was not about the land; this was aimed directly at you, Sev. What did you do to the woman to make her hate you so?"

The sudden clasping of her hands was all he needed to know he had discovered a portion of the tale Sev had conveniently neglected to tell. Now to determine the best method for prying the information from her. 

To his surprise, Sev forced her hands flat on her thighs and said, "I was a foolish woman with foolish dreams; and by a turn of fate, I took something she considered hers. And she did not care who she hurt or who she used to assure that I paid for my stupidity. "

Gently, he probed, "What did you take?"

"The man she loved. Or claimed to." Sev's voice hardened. "I would not call what she did to him the act of someone who loves. Twisting a person into what you want them to be is not love. Neither is destroying every chance they have of finding any pleasure in life." 

Much of the remaining puzzle became clear, but Anardil waited silently as Sev continued. 

"I've thought and thought, and the only thing that makes sense is that I did make him happy and that she couldn't stand it. If I were only the minor irritant she claimed, there would have been no reason to do all she did. All she set Conrath to doing." Sev sighed. "What she encouraged in Eswidan." 

A familiar anger surged through Anardil. Eswidan's damnable habit of using his fists was only one of many points the ex-Ranger wished he could discuss with Sev's dead husband. But as the desire to beat the man to a pulp would never be realized, prudence dictated that he keep the thought to himself. Sev's ability to retreat behind internal walls was finely honed and easily triggered. Furthermore, she continued to feel she was somehow at fault for the man's actions. A trait that occasionally drove Anardil to the brink of madness.

"She started the rumors you see. The ones that turned him against me." Sev shuddered. "The tales he beat me for."

"Sev," he began, only to stop when she shook her head. 

"You already knew that. But you don't know how she knew he would believe them. They say a thief is always willing to believe others of thievery. Thus I suppose it follows an adulterer is always ready to believe others guilty of infidelity." 

Her gaze fixed on a distant point both miles and years away. "Blind I was. So blind. You see, I didn't want the dream shattered. She laughed at me. Told me that Eswidan returned to her because he needed a real woman, not a silly daydreaming girl. But no matter what she did or said, he never set me aside. Is it foolishness to believe that he did so out of some small hope of freeing himself from her?"

With effort, Anardil swallowed a heartfelt but useless response, and Sev answered her own question. "I suppose it is. But he was the father of my son, and he died defending our home and people. As there are none now left to prove me wrong, I will choose to remember the best about him, rather than the worst."

Inhaling deeply then releasing the breath slowly, she lifted her chin and sought his acceptance of her words. She found it readily in the warmth of his embrace when he rose and hugged her tightly. From the height of her stool, her head fit just under his chin, and he sighed into her hair as she wrapped both arms around his middle.

With a wry smile he said, "If you can lay even his ghost to rest, then perhaps there was some good in your misadventure after all." He pulled back just enough to look at her and added gently, "Thank you, my lady."

She smiled, and he pressed a kiss to her brow then tipped her face up for a soft kiss on the lips. Thereupon she placed both hands on his chest and straightened.

"Might we consider the interrogation over for now? I would really like to wash and change before dinner. And I was specifically ordered to be certain that you were appropriately dressed."

Anardil glanced down at his nondescript muslin shirt and brown jerkin. "A trifle plain for a guest of honor?"

"By hobbit standards you have nothing fancy enough." Sev thumped his chest smartly. "No embroidered vests. No emerald green neck clothes. No scarlet handkerchiefs. Would you like me to ask Erin to find you something?"

Wincing, Anardil said, "Please no."

Sev laughed, then said, "Now, now. Not two hours ago you were promising to obey my every command, and now you balk at changing your clothes."

"If scarlet handkerchiefs and embroidered vests are what you command, your demands have grown peculiar indeed."

"Oh, they have," Sev replied most solemnly. "Let's go back to our room, and I'll tell you a few more of them."

Anardil's laugh bounced off the walls. Still chuckling he said, "If we're late for dinner, I shall lay the blame squarely at your feet."

Sev slipped from her stool and took his hand. "Don't worry, Anardil. I'm sure you can turn aside the wrath of our hobbit cooks simply by looking underfed and pitiful. Come to think of it, you look that way anyhow."

Their laughter lingered as they left, closing the door behind them.
(
Sev blinked as Tac objected to his removal from the warm nest he had created against her back. Raising up on one elbow, she said through a yawn, "I forgot all about him. Put him outside, or he'll annoy you to death trying to sleep on your pillow."

Anardil gathered the protesting animal more tightly against his chest and frowned at the door. "He's rather a large handful."

"True," Sev replied. Understanding his problem, she slipped from the bed to pull the bar on the door and lift the latch. "I believe he aspires to become as large as Warg."

"If he does," Anardil slid the cat out the door and shut it quickly before the animal could attempt re-entry, "he'll have to find a different bed."

Another yawn swallowed Sev's laugh, and she swayed unsteadily. 

Reaching out, he drew her to him. "Go back to sleep, Sevi. I didn't mean to wake you." 

She wrapped her arms about his waist and rubbed her cheek against the smoothness of his shirt. "Didn't you? Then you must pay a forfeit for doing so."

"What did you have in mind?"

"Nothing too demanding," she said, lifting her head to give him an impish grin. 

"I should hope not. I've barely recovered from the last set of demands."

"So much for Ranger fortitude. And to think you didn't even have to break a sweat to get me to answer your endless stream of questions."

Eyes agleam at the thought of their stolen hour, Anardil said, "I believe it is my turn to make some demands, Sev."

"But you must first pay your forfeit by answering one question."

"Agreed, though there are limits to what I may tell you concerning my mission to Rhûn."

"Oh, it's not about Rhûn."

Immediately suspicious, Anardil stepped back and asked slowly, "What would you like to know?"

"Oh, many things. For instance, I would like to know about the bruises on your jaw and ribs, but that's probably connected to Rhûn. And I am excessively intrigued by that lumpy package you hid under the bed. But what I would like to know most at this moment is whether you would be interested in a midnight swim?"

"In the hot pool?" When Sev nodded, he said, "If memory serves, and I assure you it is a remembrance I strive to keep fresh, the last time we swam you declared you would only do it again if you could find some way to slip a sleeping potion into the evening stew. Given that Aerio and Erin each ate six potions at dinner, should we be concerned that they will never awaken?"

"Silly man. You are ignoring the obvious. Every person sleeping in the inn spent hours today engaged in hard labor under the supervision of a hobbit. You however slept half the day away, and I had the sense to leave you talking to your friends and come away to take a nap."

"You've forgotten the elves. Their habits of slumber differ."

"I've spent months avoiding Anbarad's teasing, so I'm not likely to forget the elves." Sev chewed her lip, then blurted out, "I asked him to keep everyone away."

"Asked who?"

"Anbarad. While he was helping me prepare the apple bark this morning. I started asking questions about elves. Do they snore? How often do they really sleep? What is the difference between sleep and the waking dream?"

"And he saw through this ploy."

'"You don't have to smirk. To cut a long story short, he offered to discreetly ensure that we would not be disturbed."

"You agreed?"

"He already knew, so why waste the opportunity? If, that is, you are willing?"

"Meleth nín, this hardly seems a fair forfeit." As Sev opened her mouth to protest, Anardil held up his hand. "After all, by its very nature, a forfeit should be something at least a trifle demanding. This sounds positively pleasurable."

"You loof, always teasing me. Just for that, I'll force you to listen to the other horrors of my trip to the Mark."

"There were more? I should have known not to trust such easily earned responses."

"Oh, yes, and more terrible than anything you have heard thus far." Opening the tall chest against the back wall, Sev gathered an armload of robes and thick towels. Crossing back to the door, she scuffed her feet into a pair of wooden clogs. "But I believe that I will exact a measure of retribution by forcing you to wait for the listing."

"Ah, a challenge. My dear, you should know better than to issue such a challenge to a King's Man."

"Go ahead, I dare you to get the information from me." Sev pulled the latch and gave a sly look over her shoulder before disappearing out the door.

A flicker of black and white darted in just as the door fell to, and Tac paused in the middle of the room to regard Anardil with a haughty stare.

"She dared me, Tac," he said. "Can you believe that?"


The cat blinked. Anardil slowly shook his head and grinned. "Never dare a Ranger, says I. Meanwhile, you, sir, had best enjoy the pillows while you can."

Chuckling, Anardil opened the door and vanished silent-footed after his ladylove. Glancing upwards, a glimpse of a velvet sky and shimmering stars assured him that it was a very lovely night indeed. 

(
Stretched out on a carpet before the hearth, his head supported by two goose feather pillows wrested from a sorely aggrieved Tac, Anardil watched Sev loosely braid her still damp hair. The shadowy threads had twined about his fingers in the starlight of the pool as Sev had wrapped herself about his heart. 

Always he had sought to avoid entanglements of any type. While never lacking in companionship, he had been careful to spend time only with women who had no more desire than he for a permanent relationship. And after his mother's death, visits to his childhood home became so infrequent that his nieces and nephews scarcely knew him and his sisters treated him like a guest. Dedicating himself to ranging the wilds to protect the common folk from a growing horde of enemies was somehow safer. Only a few of his comrades in arms dared to brave his impassiveness, and he silently blessed Halbarad, Bob and Elros for determinedly drawing a quiet and often lonely young man into their circle of friendship. But even with those he named as his closest friends, he held back.

For long years, such had been his life, then came his captain's call. From the far away north through the Paths of the Dead he came, until reaching the battle before The Black Gate. Desperately clinging to the tattered rags of hope though the constant shadow of the Nazgul drove him ever closer to the edge of insanity, he watched as, one by one, kith and kin fell beneath the bloody blades of Sauron's horde. Like a mad thing, he fought until came the smashing instant when he sprawled in the mire, and stared unbelieving at the obscene whiteness of bone protruding from what remained of his left arm. There he fell into a spiraling blackness, only to awaken and discover it was no nightmare but hellish truth. 

After the loss of his arm came the endless days of recuperation. Weeks spent learning once more to do the simple things that whole men take for granted. Days when he retreated behind walls as thick as any Sev had ever built to wallow in a misery of his own making. So deep did his inner darkness become that he forbade himself to let anyone near, and drove even his friends away, lest he find cruel pity in their eyes. Better that he raged at his own deformity, or wept at the endless clumsiness of infirmity, alone where his self-hatred could stain no other.

There he would have remained were it not for his Captain, Aragorn, now Elessar, King of Gondor. His lord's matter-of-fact expectation that Anardil would continue to do his duty pulled him from the morass of self-pity. Service had been the linchpin of his life since he was little more than a boy, and it could continue to be. The Shadow of the Dark Lord vanquished, his talents were needed to spy out the secrets of human enemies in distant lands. 

Provided with a reason to wake each day, he gathered the shreds of his dignity and began to weave a new life. Yet once outside, he faced again and again the demeaning, useless pity of the well meaning. He discovered two types of tormenters; those who saw only his empty sleeve and hastened to do things for him, and those who pulled away in the seeming belief that his maimed condition was contagious. Each instance drove him once again behind those internal walls, until duty was all that remained. Duty, and a growing emptiness that he steadfastly ignored, for there was no way to fill it. 

Until on a rain-drenched afternoon, he chanced upon an elf battering down the door of a grubby hole in a Pelargir alley. Knowing the occupant of that particular cesspool possessed nothing one of the Fair Folk would desire, Anardil's curiosity had gotten the best of him; and he remained to witness the outcome. By such small decisions is a man's life changed. 

A smile quirked his lips as he watched Sev at her grooming and followed his reminiscences a little further. Perhaps a more prudent man would have known straight away to flee fast as he could from a woman who required rescue from thugs in Pelargir, because she had deliberately walked amongst said thugs. But then Anardil was not a prudent man, he was a former Ranger with a nose for trouble and intrigue. He found both in the rain-sodden, bedraggled woman from Rohan, who appeared as the object of the elf's unusual exercise. She insisted she merely sought information on her brother, missing and presumed a prisoner since the War, possibly sold into slavery. Since then, he had learned that every one of her remarkable escapades and near misses stemmed from equally earnest intentions.

What else he had learned, however, was that she understood about scars and wounds, both the seen and the unseen. Only his king had ever looked beyond the ruin of the man he had been - until Sev. He watched her hands now, swift, sure fingers working the last twists of her long braid into place. The hands of a healer woman - even as his king possessed a healer's touch. Anardil blinked, and he held that thought briefly for study.

"I wonder if it's a gift?" he asked, and Sev turned her head as she tied the end of her braid securely.

"If what is a gift?"

"The ability to truly see people. I wonder if that is a healer's gift." He smiled gently. "Like you. Like my lord Aragorn."


Sev snorted and flipped her bound hair over her shoulder to hang down her back. "I assure you I do not belong in the same breath as the king of Gondor."

"Yes, you do." He watched her brows furrow lightly, a look he recognized as one of fond exasperation. "It just dawned on me that, since I lost my arm, the two people in my life to truly see me, and to truly change me … were you and he. Healers."

Her frown briefly deepened in thought, recalling the tales of how the first deeds of the King Returned had been as a humbly cloaked man binding wounds in the Houses of Healing.

"Then he seems a man of remarkable good sense," she replied. "He must despise waste as much as I do."

Chuckling, Anardil shifted his position against the pillows. "Whatever it is, I owe you both. Him, for reminding me that I still lived. You, for reminding me what living really is."

"I know not what accounting the king holds you to, but you owe no debt to me." Sev slid from her chair to kneel at his side. "Indeed, sir, you have a substantial credit."

"Sev," he began to protest only to be silenced by her fingers upon his lips.

"You are far too modest. All you claim I have done for you, you have done twice over for me. And with none of the demands that were within your power to make." When he cocked his head in confusion, she added, "Esiwmas told me of his conversations with you last spring. How you refused to allow him to formalize a union between us without my consent."

A swift shadow passed in his eyes. "It was not his decision to make."

"By the laws of the Mark, Esiwmas, as head of the family, may marry me off to whomever he pleases." Sev gave a low laugh. "There are many who question his sanity for not having done it years ago. And some who question yours for not accepting his offer."

That familiar half-smile began to quirk his mouth. "Here I was thinking a more prudent man would have left that alley in Pelargir as fast as his feet would take him."

"But you meet the most interesting people in alleys," Sev replied with a light touch to his jaw. "And neither one of us will ever be accused of prudence. But you will not change the subject."

Clasping her hand in his, he sighed. "Sev, the lands and the herds remain yours to do with as you please. I make no claim on them. From what Esiwmas wrote you have settled the matter to his satisfaction and that of Lord Erkenbrand, and I trust to yours."

"Aye. Though they would have preferred to deal with you. I fear I proved a bit stubborn for their liking."

"I don't doubt it," Anardil smiled and drew her down for a kiss, only to have her pull away and stand. 

"Nay, let me finish." 

Pushing himself into a seated position, Anardil regarded Sev carefully. Always before, she shied from conversations concerning the terms of their partnership. After much thought, he concluded that she did so for two reasons. First, everyone she ever loved had died, and in her mind to refuse to announce her love was a way to keep it safe. Second, she was the widow of a prosperous man, thus the object of men who sought to gain the lands and herds while caring little for the woman who held them. Such thinking was alien to a man whose sum total of earthly possessions fit in a handcart and two saddlebags; but with Esiwmas' itemization of the family's holdings and tales of some of the less savory candidates applying for Sev's hand since the death of her husband, Anardil came to understand another factor in his lady's reluctance. With that understanding he gained the patience to wait for her to decide what course they would take with their future. Had her adventures in Rohan helped her reach such a decision?

"Go on, meleth nín, I am listening."

"You always have," Sev replied.

For the long months of his absence, she had thought on what she wished to say and now that the time had come, she found herself trembling. What if … no, she forced the thought away; she would not second think herself. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

"From the first, you accepted whatever I was willing to give freely, never demanding or forcing me to do that which I did not wish to do. Always you encouraged me to set the shadows of the past aside and look forward to the future. You want me, not for any land or wealth that I bring, but for myself. To you this may seem a little thing, but for me it is the greatest gift I could ever be given. No longer do the fears of the past control me, I accept now that I am the product of all that has passed but my future is what I choose it to be."

As she stood before him, Anardil recognized this was what Halbarad had meant. By putting the ghosts of her past to rest Sev had freed herself to become what others had always seen: a woman of courage and confidence, who recognized that accepting the support of friends did not make one weak. For an instant, he felt a fleeting sense of worry that with her renewed sense of worth, she would no longer need him.

But then she knelt once more and took his hand in hers. 

"And if thou wilt have me still, my choice is to remain at your side. To travel the roads you tread and seek the answers to questions not yet asked. For I love thee, Anardil son of Cirion."

Those simple words smote him in the heart with the force of a driven spear. How he had dreamed to hear them - and never reckoned on the strength they would carry. He dared not speak - indeed, words fled his command entirely, and he reached out to her face, towards the emotion in her blue eyes which rendered them luminous as a spring moon. Strange how her dear face blurred in his sight, as his own eyes burned. 

But even blind, he knew the curve of her cheek beneath his hand, the heavy silk of her hair, the warmth of her breath as she turned her head into his touch.

She came willingly to his gentle tug, folding herself into his embrace. Her warm weight pressed him into the pillows, anchored him amidst the great, slow turning of the world. For him, she was his world, and he took a breath that eased the thickness in his chest.

"As I love thee, Sevilodorf of Rohan," he whispered. "As I will always love thee. Here and on all the roads of the earth, and then to the realms beyond."
Part Four

To Anardil, Sev's habit of rising with the sun was unconscionable, and he delighted in using every method at his disposal to undermine it. Thus as the dim light before dawn filtered around the room's heavy curtains, he launched his diversion.

Rolling onto his side, he slipped his hand beneath the quilts. Gently, careful not to yet awaken her, he stroked Sev's arm to her waist. Her nightrobe had become entangled and crept upward; and as his hand moved lower, he encountered the smooth skin of her thigh. Unable to resist, his hand lingered stroking softly until Sev straightened and rolled away from him. Immediately, he paused.

When her breathing slowed once again, he renewed his tactics until Sev stirred again to brush his hand away. This time, however, Anardil was not to be denied and gathered her tightly against him.

"Hmm," Sev murmured and wriggled deeper into the warmth of his embrace. 

His beard brushed against her shoulder, drawing a squirming shake of her head.

"That tickles."

"You're supposed to be too distracted to care," he said, nuzzling her neck.

"I'm sure I will be in a moment," she mumbled. "But never think I don't know what you're really up to."

Anardil traced the outline of her ear with his finger. "Five more minutes, Sev. That's all I ask."

"And five more after that, and then another five. You're incorrigible."

With a familiar half grin, he dropped a kiss upon the top of her head. "Fifteen minutes it is."

"Loof," Sev replied fondly.

Pulling the quilts around her shoulders, he began to hum softly. 

"Elvish lullabies will not aid your cause this morning," Sev said through a yawn. "I have a commission to fulfill for the apothecary in Henneth Annûn, so we must be on the road by midmorning."

"I will not let you fail in your duties, meleth nin," his hand moved in slow circles upon her back, "but an hour will not matter." 

"Half an hour, and not a minute more." 

When he felt her muscles relax into sleep again, Anardil smiled with satisfaction and closed his eyes. 

(
Tugging on the canvas cover of her trading cart, Sev aimed a frown at the faint mist clinging to the tips of the Ephel Dúath in spite of the October sun's attempt to vanquish it. 

Milo fastened the last buckle of the carthorse's harness and remarked sagely, "You'll see rain tomorrow."

The hobbit lad's weather sense being as developed as an arthritic gaffer's, Sev sighed and double-checked that her oiled calfskin wrap was tucked beneath the wagon seat. 

"Coming from the south as it is, it won't be too bad," Milo's cheery voice went on. He gathered the box he used to facilitate his horse grooming, and leaned it against the barn door.

"I suppose," said Sev. "If it looks to be worse than you predict, I may decide to stay an extra day in Henneth Annûn."

"You will be certain to mention that to Hal before you leave?"

Sev rolled her eyes at the admonishing tone. "Yes, Milo, I will warn the worthy Captain of the possibility."

"Good, then he won't be sending everyone off to look for you if you aren't back by tomorrow evening. There's apples yet to be picked." 

"And the hazelnuts to be gathered and the field plowed for the winter wheat," Sev added with a grin. "No time to be running off on wild goose chases."

"No indeed," declared Milo with an emphatic nod that set his brown curls dancing. "There's mountains of work to be done. Speaking of which, I left Lugbac restacking the bags of oats in the feed room."

"Alone? Oh my." She glanced fearfully toward the barn. "You best be checking on him then. Everything here is done. I'll just run over and see what's keeping Belegalda and Anardil."

"Safe journey, Sev." The hobbit lad gave a wave and disappeared into the barn. 

Sev closed her eyes and counted to ten, then breathed a faint sigh of relief at the absence of any exclamations of hobbit outrage. Taking it as an omen of good fortune, she grasped the carthorse's bridle and led him to the front of the inn where two horses patiently waited in the morning sun. 

Though the Burping Troll elves sometimes utilized saddles and bridles to ease in the exchange of mounts, Belegalda, the elvish healer, claimed old habits died hard and chose to outfit his beast in the elvish fashion whenever possible. Thus, the handsome roan he had chosen for this trip wore only a loose halter with a simple rope rein and a thin blanket. The other animal, a smudgy grey who turned in response to Sev's quiet Rohirric greeting, bore Anardil's plain but sturdy saddle.

Rubbing the grey's muzzle gently, Sev whispered, "You will be on your best behavior, won't you?"

Dark eyes seemed to laugh at her, and she wondered what had possessed her to acquire the animal. Though his conformation bespoke the quality of his bloodlines, the grey's looks were unremarkable and the boxy head would undoubtedly provide Anardil with the clue necessary to link the animal's heritage to her own saddle horse, an irascible gelding with the unfortunate nickname of Biscuit. 

The inn's door swung open releasing the sound of laughter and two tall figures. Lithe elf and lean former Ranger walked in companionable step, laughing at something offered by the great Warg who ambled at their heels. They paused as she grumbled a further remark, which sparked more merriment.

Turning from checking her cart again, Sev called, "Are you ready then? The day is fair, and the road is waiting."

"Aye, Sev, if you will allow me to tuck this basket at your feet," Belegalda responded.

The elf nimbly leapt down the steps with the mentioned article clasped in both arms. 

"Good grief," exclaimed Sev and moved quickly to shove a box of cooking gear aside to clear a space for the enormous basket. "We're only going to Henneth Annûn; do the hobbits honestly think we will faint from hunger between here and there?"

"It's all Lover-boy's fault, Sevi." Warg settled upon the top step to scratch behind her ear. "They've decided he suffered severe deprivations during his latest journeying and are determined to restore him to health." 

Sev cocked her head to cast a frankly appraising look at Anardil, whose grin grew wider and more lopsided under her scrutiny. "I suppose by hobbit standards he is rather scrawny." 

"If you like," Warg offered toothily, "I'll follow you down the road and take the roast chicken off your hands." 

"I beg your pardon, ladies," Anardil proclaimed indignantly. "That chicken is a gift to me from the hobbit lasses. I have no intention of hurting their feelings by giving it away."

"In other words," Sev said dryly, moving to the bottom step to grin up at him, "he plans to eat the whole basket by himself. Belegalda and I will be lucky if we see even a smidgeon." 

Eyes narrowed in mock anger, Anardil descended from the porch to wrap his arm about Sev's ample waist. "I see no evidence of you starving, my dear, but rest assured that I will not allow you to die of hunger. I have other plans for you."

"Do you now?" Blue eyes gazed deeply into grey, while her hand traced the familiar planes of his chest.

"Oh, indeed," he breathed, lowering his forehead to touch hers. "Great plans."

"I thought you were anxious to get on the road," Warg chortled. 

Under the eyes of a grinning warg and an all-too-sweetly smiling elf, Sev returned to reality with a fierce blush. Stammering, she said, "Yes, yes, you're right. Anardil, I hope you don't mind, but I thought Baran deserved a rest and picked this fellow for you to ride."

Glancing in surprise at the grey horse, Anardil nodded with pleasure. "A fine idea." 

"I brought him back from Rohan. He's very dependable. He has completed his war training, but he is entirely suited for ordinary travel, as well. A farrier will find him a complete gentleman to shoe, and I am assured of his soundness even during hard use. Plus he will lie down on command - I'll show you his cues for that, and …." She stopped short when she realized Anardil was looking at her strangely. Briskly she concluded, "At any rate, he's really a good horse."

With a bemused smile, Anardil took the horse's reins. "I'm sure he is."

Hastily Sev clambered to her wagon seat, where she took up the driving lines and glanced at her companions imperiously. "Gentlemen, are you coming or not?"

Elvish laughter rang as Belegalda swung to his seat. Anardil merely chuckled while he stepped into his saddle in his odd, wrong-sided way, where, once settled, he bowed lowly.

"At my lady's command," he said.

Belegalda laughed again, ere Sev could reply. "You will say that once too often, friend," he warned.


For her part, Sev simply smiled and slapped the reins to start her cart into motion. In a clopping of hooves and a rumbling of wheels, the little party left the yard.

(
Other than a brief dispute over who would get the final slice of pie from the picnic enjoyed beside one of the many streams winding through this portion of the Ithilien forest, the trio enjoyed an uneventful trip. Turning onto the lane leading from the main road to the village's center, Sev gave a satisfied nod toward the afternoon sun.

"What a delight it is to travel with people who don't dawdle along the way!"

"You are pleased with our pace?" asked Anardil, holding the grey to a walk at the side of the cart. 

"Very much. The hobbits delight in stopping to pick wildflowers; and when Warg is my escort the horses tend to be difficult to handle, making the trip seem longer than it truly is."

"Then my point is proven," remarked Anardil with satisfaction.

"What point is that?" 

An amused gleam brightened his eyes. "Nothing was lost by remaining abed past dawn."

Mindful of Belegalda riding before them, she confined her reply to a muttered, "Incorrigible."

The Elvish healer glanced back over his shoulder and smiled. "Some give their love to the Evening, and some to the Morning, mellyn nin. But beauty is to be found in both, and time enough under sun and stars to complete the tasks appointed us."

Attempting to change the subject, Sev answered, "At least enough to make a good start. Will you be staying with us at the inn, or take your lodgings with Master Morgaran by the river?"

By Lord Faramir's invitation and the leave of King Elessar, several score of Greenwood elves now called Ithilien home. Most resided in roving colonies dedicated to the renewal of the "Garden of Gondor", but Morgaran, once of Emyn-nu-Fuin, had established a permanent settlement here in Henneth Annûn.

Dropping back to flank the cart on the right, Belegalda said, "If you do not mind, after our visit to the apothecary and his patient, I will seek the hospitality of Morgaran, and report on the progress of our efforts in the north."

"By all means, and Master Banazîr will be over the moon to have your help." Sev chewed her lip for a moment before asking Anardil, "Would you mind taking the cart to the stables so I might go straight to the apothecary's? When Belegalda and I are finished, he can escort me to The Whistling Dog to meet you."

"Whatever is your need, Sevi."

No sooner had he spoken than she pulled her cart to a halt. Her smile as she jumped down from the wagon seat to stand at his stirrup was reward enough for far more effort than Anardil had thus far expended. "Wonderful. Let me see, I must take the demijohn of apple bark crystals, this bag of willow bark, and Erin's soup. Alfgard is expecting us and will have stalls and space for everything else. All the bundles are marked. Would it be too much trouble to arrange for a couple of the lads to bring those for the apothecary as soon as possible? The rest can wait until tomorrow."

As Anardil dismounted, Sev was already pulling the named items from her load of stores. Belegalda appeared at her elbow to take the crock of garlic soup.

"No trouble at all," Anardil replied. "And if the lads are not busy, I'll see to having the other things delivered as well." 

"Oh, would you?" Juggling her armload of the apothecary's order, Sev frowned briefly in thought. "The largest portion is for the sutler at the garrison. That will need …but I'm sure you can figure it all out. Don't worry about Gomel, there; he'll follow the cart. Thank you."

With that, Sev breezed a kiss to his cheek and swept away. Belegalda offered a somber wink before following her with the soup crock under his arm and his elven horse following like a great dog at his heels. Only then did it dawn on Anardil that she had left him with his own saddle horse plus her carthorse and a wagonload of goods.

"How did she do that?" he asked of no one in particular.

Exchanging glances with the grey Rohirrim gelding, Anardil gathered the distinct impression of equine amusement. While he and Baran were a team of long standing, Anardil almost felt as if this beast were on the verge of conversation. The bright, dark eyes held his so steadily - could horses truly laugh?

"Gomel is it?" When the horse merely blinked, Anardil laughed at his own foolishness and thumped the grey's solid shoulder. "Come along then, Gomel. You heard the lady; we've chores to do."

Climbing into the cart, Anardil threaded the lines awkwardly between his fingers, then chirruped to the cart horse. Turning north off the main street, he soon found himself nodding in surprised greeting to several hails of hello. The tinsmith and the tanner both called him by name. Moments later, a rotund fellow he vaguely recalled buying a gout remedy from Sev several months before hailed him as an old neighbor.

"Fair day to you, sir!" the gout remedy client cried. "Pray thee well, and your lady, too! How fared your trading ventures to the east?"

Swallowing the urge to squirm on the wagon seat, Anardil answered, "Very well, thank you. Health and good day to you, too." 

Wondering why it suddenly felt as if he were trying to escape, he continued down the lane until he arrived at the large, well-planned stableyard. Used as both a livery and a warehouse for the goods carried by the pack trains of Sev's cousin, Esiwmas, the yard was always a beehive of activity. Alfgard, the manager of this branch of Esiwmas' trading operations, stood upon the covered stoop of the building he used for his office. The tall ash-blond man nodded as he listened to a bowlegged ancient whom Anardil recognized as being another member of the Rohirrim contingency living here in Henneth Annûn. 

"I'll see to it, Lorrast," the stable master said in Rohirric, then switched to lightly accented Westron to greet Anardil. "Welcome back. I hope your ventures in the East worked out well."

"Well enough, Alfgard, though they took a bit longer than initially expected." Anardil paused an instant to assure that his one-armed dismount from the cart did not land him on his arse.

"Aye, Mistress Sevilodorf's been chewing her nails for a month or more. Right irritable she gets when she's worrying over something." 

Anardil's right eyebrow went up slightly and the stable master's lips twitched into a smile before adding, "Course, it can be a bit hard to tell from her normal disposition, if you don't know what you're looking for."

"And you do?" 

The amusement faded from the Rohirrim's eyes as he said firmly, "Known the woman going on twenty-five years. Seen her in all sorts of situations. Aye, I know her well enough, but there's nothing for you to be worrying about."

Wishing once more that he might have a single moment with the long dead Eswidan of Rohan, Anardil said softly, "I know that, Alfgard."

"Good, just didn't want you to get any wrong ideas. The doings last summer stirred up the old stories. And there's some folk," Alfgard jerked a thumb toward the limping figure of grey-haired Lorrast, "who've got little else to do with their time than sit and gossip."

Wearily, Anardil said, "Esiwmas supplied me with all the details."

Alfgard nodded in recognition that the matter had been settled, and said, "I'm betting Mistress Sevilodorf left you holding the bags and ran off to Master Banazir's."

Grinning now, the former Ranger replied, "That she did. Along with The Troll's elvish healer, Belegalda."

"He'll be glad to see them both. In a regular tizzy the man's been. Sent that lump of an apprentice out here three times today, asking if she'd shown up. As if she'd be out here chinwagging with me, instead of hurrying off to help that lady that's sick." Alfgard shook his head at the impossibility of such an event. "Well, let's be getting you settled then."

Calling upon a half dozen stable lads, three of whom addressed him as Fæder, Alfgard had the various bundles unloaded, sorted and on their way to their proper locations in an amazingly short amount of time. After a final word to the lad leading the horses away to the stables, he said, "Now, that's tidied away, would you join me in a pint of ale? Wash the dust from your throat." 

Receiving a nod of agreement, Alfgard gave a piercing whistle. The top half of one door to the main house popped open and a freckle-faced girl leaned out.

"Nora, my lass, do your old dad a favor and bring us a couple of mugs."

With a cheery smile, the girl withdrew. The two men had scarcely seated themselves upon a bench beneath an enormous chestnut tree before she reappeared. In both hands she bore a tray with two mugs and a platter of sliced bread and cheese. 

Shyly responding to Anardil's thanks with lowered eyes, and to her father's smacking kiss on the cheek with a giggle, the girl skipped back to the house.

"You've quite a family, Alfgard."

"Aye, six lads and two lasses. Oldest boy's off to Minas Tirith to work with old Martham in the stable there. He likes the hustle and bustle of the city." Alfgard took a long swallow of his ale and studied the lowering sun. "Can't understand it, myself. But he's happy, so that's all right."

A companionable silence fell upon the two as they focused their attention on an appreciation of the fine ale and the sharp cheese. Then Anardil lowered his mug to point toward the barn where the carthorse and his grey were being led to the adjoining paddock.

"Am I correct in thinking that the grey is somehow related to Sev's friend, Biscuit?"

A wide smile creased the tanned face of the stable master. "You've got a good eye. Same sire, different dams. That boxy head's a dead give away, isn't it? Sevilodorf's got a soft spot for that cantankerous old pastry eater, but Gomelfaex is the better of the two." 

"How so?"

"Easier to show you than to tell you, if you've got the time?"

Brightening at the prospect of watching Rohirrim horsemanship close at hand, Anardil nodded graciously. "Your lads have seen to all my assignments, save for meeting my lady for dinner at The Whistling Dog." 

"Plenty of time," the stable master declared and gave another whistle. Equally as piercing, this one was slightly deeper in tone and drew a response from a shed beside the barn. 

"Sir?" 

"Fetch my bow, will you, Norton? And tell Alfwyn to resaddle the grey. Use my tack." 

"Aye, sir," the young man replied.

In that mysterious way by which good gossip travels, within moments stable hands and hostlers appeared along the fence rails to watch Master Alfgard ride. Behind the barns and pens lay a green field, scattered about which stood the accoutrements used in training the lads in the arts of war. Straw archery targets and butts for spears dotted the sloping grass, and onto this field Alfgard rode, long ash spear in hand.

All voices hushed, and Anardil leaned on the fence in keen interest. Beneath the Rohirrim's saddle, the grey gelding pranced and chuffed heavy breaths, clearly aware of the task before him. Seen thus, the angular head took on an aspect both noble and masculine, while every muscle bunched with latent power. Alfgard checked him briefly, and then man and horse burst into motion, a torrent racing down the grassy field.

Swift as thought the ash spear dove, striking its target dead center, only to wrench free as the rider passed. A thundering turn and on they came, hooves driving as Alfgard's arm drew back for another thrust. This time the spear flew free, soaring surely to thump and quiver center of its mark. Cheers burst from the lads along the fence as Alfgard turned the grey back up the field.

Now he dropped the reins over his high pommel, and left them thus as he reached for another spear one of his sons held out to him. With no discernable signal, the big grey wheeled and turned onto the practice yard once more. Down they galloped, man and horse rocking as one, while the ash spear rose, poised, then plunged to shivering impact. Still without touch of rein, Gomelfaex turned and settled into his stride.

Now Alfgard reached for the bow sheathed beneath his knee, smoothly plucking an arrow from the quiver at his hip. Without a hand on the reins the grey horse sped, while Alfgard nocked an arrow to his bowstring, drew and loosed. Sharp as a dart, the arrow smote home, and another followed unerringly in its wake. At an unseen cue, the big grey spun and settled into a gallop across the meadow. Among the butts thundered horse and archer, swerving this way and that to send arrow after arrow unerringly to their marks. Throughout, the bridle rein hung limply and the bit untouched. At a final turn, Gomelfaex thundered with rising speed straight towards a straw target, at the last moment collecting himself and leaping over it - while Alfgard's last arrow smacked into the mark.

Again cheers rose, but Anardil simply stared in heart-struck awe. He had first seen the Rohirrim in battle amidst the hell of the Pelennor Fields, and their fierce nobility won his eternal admiration. However, never before had he found the chance to truly savor their skill at arms, and here Alfgard rode before him as the epitome of a Rohirrim Rider. Anardil shook his head to think he had been riding such a superb animal as if it were no more than a lady's palfrey. The thought then followed to wonder why on earth Sev brought home a warhorse, and what new plans she had up her sleeve.

Yet amidst the former Ranger's bedazzled musings, Alfgard turned the eagerly huffing horse back towards the barn, and trotted up with a broad smile. He dropped from the saddle with bow in hand, and his blue eyes danced with delight.

"You've a fine fellow, here, Anardil. You'll look long to find any better."

"Aye, but he belongs to my lady, so all credit is due to her."

However, Gomelfaex himself shouldered past the Rider to push his muzzle against Anardil's chest.

Alfgard laughed and clapped the man on the shoulder. "He may be Sev's choice, but I'd say you are his. Come, let's have your saddle back on. I've a few tricks we can show you."

"Thank you, Master Alfgard. You are most kind."


The offer was truly generous, but Anardil followed with an inward cringe. He knew that, given his missing arm and lack of native Rohirrim skill, a man like him could never utilize the grey's full potential. Nonetheless, he would not be so careless as to refuse this good man's openhandedness.

Mercifully, the stable help disappeared to their duties before Anardil took to the field, but his unease proved groundless. Alfgard adopted the brusque matter-of-factness used by good trainers everywhere, and simply showed him how things should be done. Recognizing that Anardil already knew how to ride in the Northern fashion, he wasted no time getting to the point of his lesson. A touch of the heel so, pressure from the legs so, a shift in his seat thus, all were explained with crisp brevity.

"Keep your other leg out of his way, leave him free to move off your inside leg."

Beneath Alfgard's shrewd eye, the movements began to take shape, until Anardil beamed to the sheer physical poetry of feeling a good horse move as one with his very thought. Each flick of a sharp ear seemed to anticipate his next wish, and he lost all awareness of the sun sinking westward in a golden blaze. Ere long he rode laughing, his arm flung wide, while Gomel cantered in a rocking chair pace down the field, weaving smoothly among the butts at no more than the press of his leg or the touch of a heel.

Only as they turned towards the barn did he become aware that darkness was falling, and a second, shorter figure stood beside Alfgard, watching him. His grin widened and he nudged Gomel into a reaching gallop, feeling each surging stride flow into his blood and bones. Then with a last gut-clenching hope that he remembered his lessons rightly, he settled his weight and asked for a stop.

Gomelfaex tucked his rump, his pace broke and slowed to a jog, and then he halted politely as could be. His heavy head hung precisely by Sev's shoulder. Anardil laughed merrily.

"You trust me overmuch, meleth nín," he grinned. "If I made a mistake, I might have run you down."

The last beams of sunlight touched answering laughter in Sev's eyes, and she patted Gomel's arched neck fondly. "He knows better than that, even if his rider does not."


Glancing up at him, she asked, "Do you like him?"

"Like him?" Grinning like a boy, Anardil leaned forward to thoroughly rumple the heavy grey mane. "He's magnificent."

"Good." Sev gave the horse a final pat as Anardil dismounted. "I'm glad you think so. I almost didn't pick him, because I know what you think of Biscuit, and you have probably guessed they are kin. But his name makes him so perfect for you. I mean, here you are a man who names a brown horse Brown in Elvish … so I thought one named Grey-hair in Rohirric is obviously meant for you."

Behind Sev, Alfgard seemed to be grinning with a hand over his mouth. Anardil frowned.


"Meant for me?"

"Why yes, of course. He is yours, you know." Lips twitching at his continued befuddlement, she said, "Surely you didn't think I'd need a war horse?"

"Well I …"

A wheeze of laughter bursting from him and over Sev's head, Alfgard's grin emerged full-grown. Anardil flung his arm around his lady's generous form and crushed her to his chest.

"You, my love, are devious. Devious, managing and … sneaky. Very sneaky."

"Mm." She looked up at him, the picture of innocence. "So it seems. Now, if you are done playing, I'm quite sure Gomel is ready for his supper. I know I'm ready for mine."

"Gomel." He released her, turned towards the horse, and studied those fathomless dark eyes. "What do you think of that, Gomel-lad?"

The grey blew a bubbly gust and bobbed his unlovely head, drawing chuckles from all three of his human companions. With a long sigh, Anardil reached out and stroked the sleek neck, drawing his hand down a well-muscled shoulder, returning to caress the silky mane. A Rohirrim horse. His Rohirrim horse. Perhaps the proudest blood in the equine world, and his lady gifted this noble creature to him. Odd, how his words clogged in his chest.

Sev seemed to understand, her touch light against his back. Anardil turned to capture her fingers in a tight clasp, but still did not speak. He merely smiled, and together they walked towards the barn. Alfgard strode before them, while behind them clopped the steady tread of Gomelfaex, contentedly following at his new master's heels. 

(
Part Five

The following sunrise brooked no delays, and Sev and Anardil rose early to their rounds. With the list of needfuls for The Burping Troll in hand, as well as requests from their elves and even a group of the local road crew, they made their way to various merchants and shopkeepers, careful to keep a watchful eye on the streamers of grey clouds drifting northward. 

As the morning wore on, an inexplicable sense of unease settled upon the ex-Ranger. At first, he accredited it to the fact that all his adult life, he had moved in the shadows with his true self known only to those few others who bore the same burdens of secrecy and silence. Now, everyone, from the ancient gaffer seated outside the mill to the dairymaid delivering the morning milk, appeared to know not only who he was, but what he did and all of them either had opinions upon the matter or questions to ask.

However, while he and Sev moved from one establishment to the next, he concluded that other factors were contributing to his agitation as well. Factors that all had a common thread. Matters came to a head when Galdroth, the blacksmith's apprentice, literally ran from Sev's approach, and spent the remainder of their visit cringing like a whipped pup in the farthest reaches of the shop.

As they left the warmth of the forge for the growing chill of the windswept day, he asked, "What exactly was that all about?"

"What?" Sev looked up, her blue eyes wide with feigned innocence.

"Sev," Anardil growled and pulled her to a stop on the bridge as the renewal of the smith's hammer drowned out the quiet murmur of the stream and the wind whispering through the surrounding trees. "Does this have anything to do with Warg's not so subtle hints the other day? Come to think of it, Hal mentioned something as well, but I didn't pay it much mind then."

"If it hadn't been for that loof of an apprentice, you wouldn't be thinking of it now," Sev muttered and shoved a half-pound bag of nails into the basket over her arm.

"Stop blaming the boy. What have you done this time?"

"Me?" she replied heatedly. "I didn't do anything to the toidi."

"I had thought Captain Tarannon was only being his normal standoffish self, but now I wonder."

Anardil rubbed his forehead at the memory of the Ranger captain's stiff reception the previous evening. Why was it that his abilities to fathom out suspicious behaviors failed when it came to anything connected to Sev? 

"Tarannon's problem is the same as every other Ranger I've ever met. He thinks the rest of us incapable of taking care of ourselves and resents being told to mind his own business." Sev tossed her head and attempted to walk past, only to find her way blocked by Anardil's solid form.

"What did you tell him to mind his own business about?" 

Heaving a gusty sigh, Sev shook her head. "It's over. Can't we just move on?"

"If it has any connection to the behavior I witnessed back there," Anardil jerked his head toward the forge, "I would like to hear it." 

"Insatiable curiosity drives that request, not an actual need to know."

"Very well, I will find out for myself." 

Anardil stepped around Sev and strode toward the smithy; boot heels thudding on the wooden planks. With a muttered curse, she hurried to stop him.

"You'll only stir things up again. Galdroth will get over his pique soon enough. His master told me privately the boy suffered no lasting harm from the episode. Indeed, Thronbor thinks it woke the lad up and makes him pay more attention to what he's doing. Seems he had a tendency to daydream before."

"Before what?" The chill in Anardil's voice was unmistakable, and Sev winced. 

"It's a rather long tale. We are supposed to meet Belegalda at the stable in a short while to leave for home. If your business here is finished."

With great patience, Anardil said, "My final reports were sealed and sent from The Troll two days ago. The only business I have in Henneth Annûn is as your companion and business partner. That is what you've introduced me as."

Latching onto the trace of annoyance in his voice, Sev reasoned, "It's what you are when you are here, isn't it? You've admitted you couldn't remain anonymous in a village this size." 

If the former Ranger still possessed two arms, he surely would have crossed them sternly on his chest now. "Stop trying to change the subject and tell the tale. What happened to make that boy look at you as if you were evil incarnate and avoid your every glance?"

"You're reading far too much into his silliness. He was embarrassed and hoping I wouldn't tease him. Surely you remember being his age and afraid that someone would say something about your last bit of foolishness."

Anardil's jaw tightened. "Sev."

"Oh, very well. Late in August, Lugbac came with me to Henneth Annûn and accidentally dropped a steel-rimmed wheel on Galdroth's toes."

Closing his eyes, Anardil repeated, "Lugbac came with you to the village."

"That's where the story gets long. Are you certain you want to hear it all? We'll be late to meet Belegalda." Sev glanced pointedly at the overcast sky. "Milo predicted rain, and I would like to beat it home."

Anardil opened one eye and frowned down at her. "I believe we might spare a few more minutes. Is the footsore Galdroth the only victim of your pet?"

"He's not my pet. He just likes to be helpful." 

"Answer the question."

"No, Galdroth is not the only victim, as you put it. But none of what happened was Lugbac's fault. Except for the pies."

"Pies?" Anardil raised his right eyebrow.

"He tipped over the baker's stall thinking it would stop the pigs."

"Pigs?" His second eyebrow followed the first.

"The ones that got out when the gate to their pen was left opened."

He opened his mouth, hesitated, and staged a strategic mental retreat. "I see. I seem to recall an episode concerning Lugbac and some chicks. And a rather irate hobbit lass."

"Same sort of thing. Only substitute Strylach the swineherd for Meri, and you'll have the general picture."

"So far, we have several broken toes…"

Sev shook a finger in denial. "They were only bruised."

Nodding, Anardil passed a hand over his mouth and coughed gently before resuming his accounting. "Several bruised toes, an overturned pie stall and a rampaging pen of pigs."

"The pigs didn't rampage. Though I will admit the grocer's wife did a fair imitation."

"Let me guess. The pigs didn't like the pies and decided to eat the grocer's wares instead."

"To be honest, no one likes Bordoc's pies. Too much lard and not enough butter in the crusts. Though he does make very good cream cakes and sweet buns. Oh, I forgot, Erin asked me to bring back some of those buns." Sev rummaged in the basket upon her arm. "Drat, where is my list?" 

With a longsuffering sigh, Anardil pulled the list from his belt and handed it to her. "The grocer's wife, first. If you would?"

Accepting the list, Sev made a show of studying it carefully until Anardil began tapping his foot. With a sigh of resignation, she folded the paper carefully and continued the tale. 

"It was her own fault. Even her husband agreed that if she hadn't jumped up onto the back of the cart, it would never have tipped over. And it was fate she had just taken a basket of eggs in trade."

"Anyone else?"

"Well, everyone was hollering and shouting, so Lugbac got frightened and tried to hide."

"The possibilities are mind boggling."

"He ran down the lane from the marketplace. The one that leads to the stables." She paused and Anardil nodded that he knew the lane. "Alfgard had cleared out a shed for him beside the main barn. Since Cameroth doesn't allow orcs in The Whistling Dog."

A frog seemed to have lodged in Anardil's throat, for he coughed quietly into his hand once more. "One might consider that a highly intelligent decision after this recitation."

"Oh, it has nothing to do with Lugbac. Other than he's an orc, of course. It's too many memories of the siege of Minas Tirith. Cameroth apologized; but even the thought of an orc under his roof gives him nightmares, and then he's horribly grouchy the next day from lack of sleep."

Suppressing a shudder at the sudden vision of Lugbac's sharply filed teeth, Anardil replied, "I know exactly how he feels."

Sev reached out and patted his arm. "I know you do. I've seen how you react when any of The Burping Troll orcs come upon you suddenly. It's hard to meet your worst nightmares sitting at the supper table. But you don't let your feelings interfere with the way you treat them. They respect you for it, and so do I."

He blinked as he gazed down into her shining eyes, marveling how her lips curved so fetchingly when she wore that little smile, and how -. Confound the woman, she was changing the subject again!

Schooling his face to strict solemnity, he said, "We're veering off the track. What trouble did the indefatigable Lugbac fall into next?"

"That's just it. He fell. Tripped and landed smack in the dung wagon. Of course, it was full."

"Of course." 

"Since the rickety thing was not built to stand up to a full grown orc throwing himself onto it, it collapsed. Broke both axles and shattered two wheels."

Anardil's eyes widened. Sev sighed.

"Leaving Lugbac up to his eyeballs in manure and surrounded by an angry mob."

The former Ranger nodded and solemnly stroked his jaw. Meanwhile Sev frowned in remembrance of that day's vexation.

"If all that wasn't enough, up walks Captain Tarannon. You know the man still blames me for Corbat waking the town by howling outside The Whistling Dog, as if I control every orc for miles around." Scowling, she planted one hand on her hip. "It's all I can do to keep myself out of trouble."

Then and there, the thread of Anardil's fraying dignity snapped. At his first near-strangled wheeze, she looked up in surprise and disconcertion. But as the wheeze prolonged into coughing and the coughing became a convulsive fit, her eyes narrowed. His paroxysm abruptly bent him double, and the yowl of his escaping laughter rang in the street like a donkey's bray.

"He fell - he - in a load of - he -." Great hoots and howls shook him as he slapped his thigh and his laughter shot up to a positively juvenile high pitch. "An orc in a - oh, I wish - can you just -."

Sev realized this would be the end of intelligible conversation with him for quite some time.

"Honestly!" she sniffed, and tilted her nose high. "There is no need to make such a spectacle of yourself!"


With that, she turned and swept away.

From behind rang a garbled gale of words and laughter: "No, wait - Sev, it's just - can't you see - I can see it, I can - Sevi, wait!"

She lengthened her stride, leaving him to stagger in her wake, drunk as a lord on his own merriment. "Men," she sniffed, and kept walking.

(
The final miles of their journey home were accomplished in a light rain. Yet, the clouds remained high and moved quickly north proving again the validity of Milo's predictions, at least those concerning the weather. Drawing her oiled calfskin about her shoulders, Sev watched with amusement as Anardil put Gomelfaex through a series of gait changes and sliding halts. Both man and beast were enjoying themselves immensely. 

Before many miles passed, Belegalda felt compelled to join in the fun. In a flash of elvish frivolity, he demonstrated the Fair Folks' way with beasts by showing his roan's paces - with his arms crossed on his chest whilst whistling a little tune. Woman and man laughed as the elven horse seemed to dance, pivoting and turning in pretty, mincing steps. The toss of its mane and bannered tail suggested silent equine laughter, as well.

Later discussion turned to the relative merits of elven versus Rohirrim horses, which predictably resulted in a race at the first straight stretch of road they found. Sev in her cart called the start, and laughed as man and elf thundered ahead in a great spatter of flying muck. Thereafter the pair cheerfully argued over who had fouled whom, which could only be resolved by another clod-slinging sprint several miles later.

The lights from The Troll could be glimpsed between the trees when the horsemen finally paused beside the cart, faces dotted with mud.

"Look at the two of you," Sev scolded though a smile took any sting from the words.

"If a little mud was going to kill me, I'd have been dead long before now, Sev," Anardil replied, running his fingers through his damp hair. "Though my mother delighted in telling me that filthy little boys were sent to live with orcs."

"When I was young," Belegalda said, brushing at a blob of mire on his forearm, "my mother told me the dwarves were made from the earth, and if I insisted upon playing in the dirt she would send me off to live with them."

"Mine would say if I didn't learn to curb my tongue, the little people who lived under the mountain would come to take me away. Truly prophetic weren't they?" Sev laughed. "Though I will wager none of them could predict one of the greatest dangers we would ever face."

Lopsided grin quirking his face, Anardil observed, "Considering you regard a rash from your armor, and the slicing of corset strings as the worst horrors of your trip to Rohan, I would be most interested in hearing your description of great danger."

"Don't forget being forced to wear chain mail beneath a velvet tunic on a summer day. And you may laugh if you will, but Belegalda will support me in this. One of the most fearful situations in all of Middle Earth is tracking dirt onto a hobbit's freshly washed floor."

"Aye," agreed the elf fervently. "What they lack in size, they make up for in ferocity. One does not truly know the meaning of fear until you have looked into the eyes of a disgruntled hobbit."

Anardil laughed and exclaimed, "Let us then be grateful for the ingenuity of dwarves which allows us warm water at the turn of a tap."

"Oh yes, one of the greatest of blessings on Aerio's list," proclaimed Sev.
"List?" 

Belegalda intoned, "'The Unexpected Benefits Secured by Mistress Sevilodorf As a Result of Experiences The Wise Would Deem Misfortune.’ What does it number now, Sev?"

"Forty-four. But I think I'm missing a few. Would you like to read it, Anardil?"

"Gladly, my lady. Might I hope that I have a place upon this list?"

Sev blushed as Belegalda laughed softly, but was saved from answering by an undulating howl from the inn now visible around the final curve. 

As the cart horse shied violently, Sev pulled back on the lines and shouted, "Warg, the next time you do that I'll turn you into a hearth rug!"

Her outrage turned to laughter, however, when Anardil's horse gave a whistling snort and rocketed sideways completely off the road. By the time he got the horse wrestled back onto the lane, Sev and Belegalda were halfway to the barn, their laughter trailing behind them.

"I forgot to warn you, Anardil," Sev cried over her shoulder. "He's still a bit skittish about wargs."

Milo the hobbit lad greeted them at the barn door, a lantern in hand against the gloom inside. "Welcome, welcome home!" he cried. "Thank heavens it got no worse than this! Come in out of the damp."

Moments later, Anardil stood in a shadowy warm stall diligently scraping muck from equine hide, while Gomelfaex chomped his grain, his warg-fright forgotten. Nearby, the voices of an elf, a hobbit and the woman Anardil loved filled the barn with cheer. Welcome home, Milo had said, and the former Ranger pondered how rare it was that he ever heard those words spoken. Yet the great wheel of life turned and here he stood, home.

In a way, it seemed only fitting that his new estate should be as uncommon as ever his life had been. From a solitary life as a Northern Ranger, eating from a tin cup and sleeping like the deer, he now called elves his neighbors and four displaced hobbits his minders. While Milo chirped happily about how something or other should be properly done, Anardil wryly reflected that their hobbit lasses were little different. All who entered The Burping Troll fell under their benevolent dictatorship, nor could a one-armed former Ranger escape their gentle hectoring. Even now, he undoubtedly faced dire warnings about catching his death from the rain and mire, and a lecture on how he clearly had not eaten enough while gone. There were times when he fully expected to hear his elder sisters' voices from the hobbits' mouths.

Sighing ruefully, Anardil drew a wooden comb through the ends of Gomelfaex's mane, and the last beads of dried mud fell away.

"Would you look at me, lad?" he murmured, and a grey ear swiveled towards him. "I'm consort to a Rohirrim and kept by hobbits, and I'm sure before supper Warg will advise me on what I should have bought Sev for a gift."

The horse blew gustily into the manger. Anardil chuckled as he set his currycomb on its overhead shelf.

"A long way from sleeping in brambles with one eye open, and eating stale bread, I'd say. But you know -." He patted Gomelfaex's warm shoulder. "I think I'm getting used to hobbit cooking. Just don't tell them I said so."

When at last the travelers shut the pasture gate and closed the barn doors behind them, a familiar tall figure peered from the inn's porch with a mug of mulled wine in hand. Anardil smiled to see him, a comrade and friend who long had known the same lonely roads as he.

"There you are!" cried Bob. "Supper is waiting. Welcome home!"

Anardil took his lady's hand, their fingers twining, and together they walked towards lamplight and supper.

(
What woke him he did not know. There had been no heart pounding nightmare to draw him from sleep; and for once, his lady was curled against his side rather than pacing the floor, a victim of her own night terrors. Slipping from beneath the quilts, Anardil stood silently beside the bed, waiting for whatever had impinged upon his consciousness to reveal itself.

A melody, so faint he was unconvinced he actually heard it, hovered on the edge of hearing. Stepping softly toward the window, he lifted one corner of the heavy curtain. Beyond the glass stood the trees of Ithilien, not dark shadows as they should be at this hour of night, but shimmering as a fading dream in the glow of elvish lights. Lights created from the stars themselves. 

Elvish voices, fair, yet full of sorrow that threatened to overwhelm the heart, blended together; and Anardil stood enthralled. 

I ngîl cennin erthiel

Ne menel aduial,

Ha glingant be vîr

Síliel moe.

I ngîl cennin firiel

Ne menel aduial,

And-dúr naun i fuin a galad firn

Naegriel moe.

An i natha

An i naun ului

A chuil, ann-cuiannen

Am meleth, perónen.
The final note faded. One by one the pinpoints of light dimmed until only the darkness of the forest and the pale light of the waning moon shrouded by a tattered cloud remained. 

"What were they singing?" Sev asked softly.

Releasing the curtain, he retreated to the bed and slid back into place beside her. "I fear my translation will not do it justice."

"Try." 

She lay her head in the hollow of his left shoulder and draped her arm across his waist as he pulled the quilt up around her. The scent of honeysuckle clung to her skin; and his fingers danced along the line of her collarbone and followed the silver chain she wore to the hollow of her throat.

Stopping his fingers, Sev said firmly, "The elves, Anardil." 

He moved to trace the curve of her cheek and chanted slowly:

I saw a star rise high in the

Evening sky,

It hung like a jewel,

Softly shining.

I saw a star fade in the

Evening sky,

The dark was too deep and so light died,

Softly pining.

For what might have been,

For what never was.

For a life, long lived

For a love half given.

Sev sighed, "So much sadness. I would not wish to live forever unable to forget pain and loss. How can they stand it?"

"Some can not and go into the West. Others cling to the memories of the past and will slowly fade."

"Is there no other course for them? Can they not renew their hope as we have? Ú i vethed nâ i onnad. Si boe ú-dhanna.”

Anardil smiled into the darkness of her hair at the Elvish words spoken with the rolling accent of the Rohirrim. "I amar prestar aen, Sevi. Those who were once the bitterest of enemies now work to build a future free of the Shadow."

"To move beyond the shadow of the past that is what you taught me to do, perhaps our elves will be able to do the same." 

"There is always hope, and when that fails, there is stiff determination. That is what you have taught me."

He felt her smile against his skin, then she laughed softly, "And if that doesn't work, we'll try apple pie. That is the lesson of the hobbits."

"And there is the lesson of Aerio's list, meleth nin. With friends, one need never face sorrow or hardship alone."

"Number forty-five," Sev murmured, tipping her head to begin a slow line of kisses along his jaw. "To be added tomorrow."

Whether life long-lived would be his, none could say.  But love half given?  He held her closer, a once broken man now made whole.  Here he had come home, and here he would give all that heart and will could offer.  Outside, the stars flickered and did not fade.

Persons Mentioned in Homecoming

The Inn of the Burping Troll:

Sevilodorf: a Rohirrim trader and healer

Erin: a hobbit lass

Anardil: Ex-Ranger, now a King's Man

Anbarad: an elf

Warg: sentient, though her bite is worse than her bark

Aerio: an elf

Celebsul: an elf 

Tac: cat who would be King

Lugbac: a friendly orc

Halbarad: Captain of the Rangers at The Burping Troll

Elanna: Halbarad's wife and a Ranger in her own right

Pippin: an elf

Bob: a Ranger at The Burping Troll

Milo: a hobbit lad

Rohan: 

Esiwmas: head of Sev's family, a Master Trader

Berethor: master at arms for the family

Halene: Esiwmas' mother 

Conrath: Trail master for Esiwmas

Henneth Annûn:  

Morgaran: leader of the elves 

Banazîr:  apothecary

Galdroth: smith's apprentice

Thronbor: blacksmith

Strylach: swineherd

Bordoc: baker

Alfgard: manager of the livery and representative of Esiwmas' trading ventures 

Lorrast: one of the Rohirrim working with Alfgard

� Henry Ward Beecher


� From "The Retreat from Osgiliath" in Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King Black wings against a pale morning. There is no more light, not in this sun.





� This is not the end. It is the beginning.





� "The Evening Star" by Philippa Boyens





1
1

