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Chapter 1: 2993 Early Fall

Rohan

Winding its way down from a meadow high in the White Mountains, the trail passed from shadow to sunlight and back. In the shadows, the morning air was too cold for the light shirt and leggings Sevilodorf wore, and she rubbed her arms briskly. Eyeing her brother’s warm cloak with envy, she began to regret her refusal when he had offered it as they broke camp at dawn. Sighing and shivering, she wondered how he always managed to be prepared. It was something Father kept telling her to be; but try as she might, she never seemed to do it. When the trail widened slightly, she urged her horse forward to move alongside.

“Father will be angry. “ She knew most of that anger would be directed at her for running off without actually asking permission.

“I know,” Nathirem replied with a careless shrug. “What choice did we have?”

“None. But you are going away, and I’ll be the one that has to listen to him and Mother go on and on and on.” Sevilodorf brushed impatiently at the strands of long brown hair hanging in her eyes.  The thong she used to tie back her hair had fallen out somewhere; and though she had braided her hair, the braid kept unraveling. 

 “You worry too much.” Nathirem replied calmly and glanced sideways at his disheveled younger sister. The overlarge shirt she wore to disguise her plumpness was not warm enough for early morning this high in the mountains, but after her earlier reaction he was not going to again suggest that she take his cloak. Why she had to be so difficult, he could not understand.

“And you don’t worry at all,” she retorted, kneeing her horse to move in front of him as the trail narrowed once again.

“No, I plan. Therefore, I don’t have to worry,” he paused and added, “Evil.” Nathirem flashed a grin and waited for the reaction he knew would come. 

Twisting in her saddle, she glared at him. “I told you not to call me that.” 

Laughing, Nathirem looked back at the mare following him on a lead line. The search for the mare had resulted in them spending the night in the upper meadow. But the horse was one that belonged to him, and he had to follow her trail once he discovered her missing. Sevilodorf coming along without permission had not been in his plan. He considered admitting that he too was worried about Father’s reaction, but shrugged again and said, “Father will understand, Sevil. I couldn’t very well send you home alone, could I?”

“If I were a boy, you would have,” she muttered with a dark look over her shoulder.

“But you aren’t. And I couldn’t.” Nathirem frowned with exasperation. “Give it up, Sevil, this is an old discussion.”

“All right,” was the grumpy reply. As the trial began to widen again, she grumbled, “But next time, do you think you could plan some food?”

Laughing again, he reached into his saddle pack and tossed her a hard travel biscuit as he drew beside her once more.

“Just delightful,” she said sourly and tossed it back. “I’ll pass. We should be home soon.”

Nathirem caught the biscuit deftly and returned it to his pack. It always amazed him how his sister knew exactly where she was in these hills. Better than he did, though he would never admit it to her. Of course, she had spent every summer of her thirteen years walking and riding the lands around their summer pastures. Helping father with the horses or going to gather plants used for medicines and seasonings with their mother. Sevil was never happier than when she was here. Unlike during the months back in the winter quarters with other families of the Lower Westfold.

Last winter had been especially difficult. Raids by the men of Dunland in league with goblins of the Misty Mountains had been reported on the northern borders. None had yet reached this far south, but their brown hair, a result of their mother’s Dunland heritage, served to make them targets for childish tormentors. Nathirem managed by using both humor and fists as his weapons; but Sevilodorf was often reduced to outbursts of tears and temper, which fed the egos of her tormentors and, of course, escalated their attacks.

Clicking to his horse, Nathirem moved into a trot. Father would start searching the hills for them soon. Winding their way down the twisting path, the two fell into a companionable silence. Unlike many siblings, they had always gotten along. Nathirem knew the coming winter would be exceptionally difficult for his sister. At fifteen, he looked forward to joining the other boys in the final stages of training to become a Rider of the Mark; but he understood that without his presence Sevil would be very much alone.

‘Sevil,” he said turning in the saddle. “You’ve got to try harder this winter.’

His sister’s jaw tightened and her eyes got that stubborn look. The one that made their mother throw up her hands in frustration. 

“I do try.  They just don’t like me. They make fun of the way I look. The way I talk.” In a smaller voice, she muttered, “They make fun of mother.”

“I know. But when you get angry and argue with them, it makes them want to do it more.” Nathirem saw the glistening of tears in her eyes, but continued on. “You can’t let them know it hurts you. They see tears or anger, and they think you are weak.”

“I can’t help it. I can’t fight them the way you do. I get all tongue tied and can’t speak.”

“But I won’t be there this winter, and you have to find a way.” He struggled for words that would give her a way to protect herself.  “Imagine a wall surrounding you. Their words and actions are arrows, but the wall protects you.”

“Is that what you do?”

“Sometimes. It’s hard, but it works.” Nathirem looked over and tried to catch her eye, but she kept both firmly fixed on the path before her. “Will you try?”

She nodded, but still refused to look at him. 

Crossing the final stream into the small valley that served as home during the summer months, Nathirem signaled a halt to allow the horses to drink. Suddenly, something felt wrong. Nathirem tensed and studied the thinning stands of trees. Nothing. But something was wrong. Sevilodorf opened her mouth to speak, and he waved her to silence. Silence. That was it. It was too silent. No birds. No squirrels. Nothing. From here, he should be able to hear the movement of the horses in the valley. Sevil’s eyes widened as he drew his dagger and pulled the head of his horse up. 

Silently cursing himself for setting off without bow or sword, Nathirem hesitated. Should he leave Sevil here or take her forward?

“Don’t even think about it,” she whispered; and seeing the determination in her eyes, he gave in to the inevitable.

Rounding the final hill, they held the horses to a cautious walk. Beyond the line of trees lay the narrow valley where their father had long ago built a sturdy small cabin and barn. The family horses, allowed to roam the upper meadows during the summer, were gathered when the weather began to cool and moved down to the lower elevations to spend the winter months. Yesterday, during the final gathering, the siblings had discovered the mare missing and gone off to search. 

“Where are the horses?” breathed Sevilodorf wide eyed.

Nathirem shook his head. The horses were as accustomed to the rhythm of their lives as the small family, and knew the time had come to move down from the mountain pastures. Though not penned, the herd would not have wandered from the area without reason. 

Tossing his reins to Sevil as he slipped from his horse, Nathirem signaled firmly for her to stay within the last of the trees. Wishing again for a weapon larger than a simple dagger, he approached the house. Nothing appeared amiss, save the absence of the horses.

A dark stain marred the stone steps to the small house. Glancing back to check that Sevil had stayed where he had left her, he moved closer before realizing it was blood splattering the front door and steps. Heart and mind froze as he pushed open the door and eased inside. 

***

The quiet call of his name shook Nathirem from his daze.  He couldn’t let Sevil see this. He had to stop her. 

“Nathirem,” she called again urgently, and he heard her dismount. Realizing she would have seen the blood splashed across the door he forced himself to move.  He reached the door as she did and pushed her back. 

“No, Sevil. You don’t want to go in there.”

The emptiness of his voice caused her to pause for only an instant. As she pressed forward, he grabbed her and jerked her back to the yard. 

“No,” he said violently. “No!”

All color drained from her face. “Both of them?” she asked in a bewildered voice.

He nodded and pulled her to him. Time passed as the two gave each other what little comfort they could, then Sevilodorf stiffened and stepped back from his embrace. Meeting his eyes squarely, she said, “I… We… must do our duty as son and daughter of Nathrum and Ytteb. It is all we can do.” Nathirem grasped her hand tightly, and they climbed the step and entered the house.

***

Together they did what had to be done. At nightfall, Nathirem, hands blistered and bruised from the one task he would not allow his sister to share, thrust a torch into the pile of wood she had gathered and lit the bonfire to honor their parents. The recitation of the family history would have to wait, but this they could do.

Refusing to look at the flames, Sevil raised her eyes instead to see stars slowly appear in the darkening sky. Her father’s voice whispered the stories of the stars in her mind.

Finally, Nathirem said tonelessly, “We must leave tomorrow. Go down to our uncle’s house. The Captains in Lower Westfold must be told.”

Sevilodorf kept her eyes on the stars. “The packs are ready. I did them while you were tending the horses.”

Nathirem nodded wearily and stared into the flames, “We leave at dawn.” 

“I’ll be ready,” she said quietly. 

All at once, she whirled and rushed past the house to the barn. Awkwardly climbing to the loft in the skirt she had decided was an appropriate honor to her gentle mother, she wrapped herself in one of her father’s shirts and burrowed into the hay. Using the names of plants her mother had taught her as a litany, she practiced building walls.

Chapter 2: 2997 Late Fall

Rohan: Lower Westfold 

Hurrying from the stillroom, a shawl over her head against the damp air, Sevilodorf called a hasty good bye over her shoulder. The November sun was almost gone from the sky, and a fog was forming close to the ground.  She was late for the evening meal, and Aunt Thura would scold her before the others as if she were a five-year-old instead of seventeen. It had taken longer than Bethwyn had thought to prepare the willowbark, and feverfew. A smile flitted across her normally solemn face as she considered that due to Bethwyn’s non-stop talking everything took longer than planned.  

Stepping carefully around the puddles in the narrow alley between two households, Sevil reviewed the decoctions and powders they had prepared that day. Winter was always a time of illness with the damp weather and close winter quarters. The remedies made up today would be available to any that needed them. The sound of a splash and a quiet curse pulled her from her reverie. Nervously looking back over her shoulder, she did not see the tall man step around the corner in front of her.

“What have we here?” the man laughed and grabbed her hands before she could push herself away from his chest. “A plump brown bird, I think.”

“Let me go, Nathrild,” Sevilodorf jerked back, but her cousin held tight and pulled her hands above her head. Spinning her around, he shoved her into the arms of another man who had stepped up behind her.

She staggered and slipped in the mud, falling to one knee before the second man roughly grasped her upper arms to lift her up. 

“I believe you’re right, Rild,” he said pulling her close with one arm. With his other hand he forced Sevilodorf to raise her chin.

Looking at him was like looking at a reflection of the first. So alike were the two brothers that many considered them twins. Both stood tall with the same golden hair and high cheekbones, and both had the piercing, deep blue eyes of all their family. A small scar across Nathrild’s right eyebrow was all that made it possible for those who did not know them well to tell them apart. 

With a swift twist of his hand, Nathrold snatched the shawl from her head, and yanked the combs from her hair.

“Yes, a delightful little brown bird,” Nathrold whispered in her ear and ran his fingers through the dark hair that cascaded past her waist. 

Struggling to keep her voice level, Sevilodorf declared, “Aunt Thura is waiting dinner. Let me go.”

“Ah, but there you are wrong, little bird. Dinner has been served, and the places cleared.” Nathrold pushed her away from him, back toward his brother. “We were sent to find the missing.”

“And find her we have.  What should the punishment be for tardiness?” Nathrild grabbed her hair tightly as she twisted to break free. “I know, let us pluck the little bird.”

Sevilodorf stared up at them. Uncertain how far they meant to take their torment this time. The two had been the instigators of many episodes of childish tortures in the past, but this time something was different.  

Sevil tugged at Nathrild’s hand. “Let me go.” She gasped as he tightened his grip and dragged her back into his embrace. 

“Not this time, little bird.” With the slurring of those words, Sevilodorf became aware of the strong smell of ale upon his breath. Her eyes widened as he released her arm to stroke her cheek. “You are not going to get away this time.”

Clasping a hand tightly over her mouth, he half dragged, half carried her from the alley. Nathrold following at his heels.

********

Her uncle’s voice bounced off the walls of the small room.

Sevilodorf closed her eyes and slumped back on the pillow. She had answered his questions so many times. She had answered all their questions again and again. But no one ever answered hers. 

Why had this happened to her? What had she ever done that made them do this to her? Were they right? Was it her fault? She had tried to stay out of sight, but somehow they had found her. What else should she have done?

Raising a shaky hand, she fingered the strands of what remained of her hair with disbelief. Her fingers traveled on to gently trace the puffiness around her eye and the gash on her left cheek. As if that were a signal, all of the aches and bruises began throbbing at once. She forced her eyes open with a grimace as her uncle shouted again.

“Answer me, girl. Why were you in the alley?” His clenched fist hovered over her, until he turned from her with a gesture of disgust. 

 “I’ve told you. I was on my way back from Bethwyn’s,” Sevilodorf stammered. “I know you don’t believe me, but I speak the truth. The truth.” 

“No, you lie. I don’t understand why you are telling such lies,” said her aunt harshly, stepping to the bed. Thura’s thin face was stretched, and her eyes red from tears that Sevilodorf was certain had never been shed in sympathy for her niece. “It can not be true.”

Hurried steps thudded in the hall. “Nathgold! Come quickly.” 

Fixing his niece with a dark glare, Nathgold said, “I will have the truth when I return.” He stormed through the door brushing aside the man who waited anxiously in the hall.

When he had gone, Sevilodorf gathered her courage and asked her aunt once again, “Where is Nathirem? Why has he not come?” 

“He’s been missing for hours,” Thura replied shortly, standing over the bed with her arms folded tightly across her breast. “Since they brought you back. Tell me, girl, has your treatment here been such that you must tell horrible lies to hurt us?”

“You and my uncle have done much for me. I’m sorry that it hurts you, but…” Her voice cracked as she pleaded, “I am not lying.”

Thura shook her head. The girl lied, of that she was certain. The alternative was so much worse. 

Heavy steps were heard in the hall, and both turned to look as Nathgold, face drained of color, stepped through the door, followed closely by Sturgrid, a Captain of the Lower Westfold. 

Thura rushed anxiously to meet the men. “What is it? What’s happened now?” 

Nathgold waved his wife to silence as the Captain gave her a grave nod and moved toward the bed. 

Sturgrid noted the shorn hair and the gash running across the girl’s cheek. The left side of her face was swollen, and Bethwyn, the healing woman, had told him of other less visible injuries. He reached out and lifted the girl’s hands to turn them over and display the scrapes across her palms. Pulling a chair from the wall, he sat beside the bed and looked solemnly down at her. “You are to tell me everything. Hold nothing back.” 

Sturgrid stopped as Thura rushed forward screeching, “She lies. It’s all lies.’

“Nathgold, remove her from the room, or force her to be silent.” Sturgrid ordered sternly, then turned back to Sevilodorf and waited patiently.

******

As Sevilodorf stammered out the last of her tale, Sturgrid said softly, “You are certain of who they were?”

“I would not say it if it were not true.” Sevil pleaded, wanting at least one person to believe her.

Gravely, Sturgrid stood and turned to Thura and Nathgold. “Nathrold has confessed his part.  He tells us they started out meaning only to frighten her, and that Nathrild is the one who took it farther. Sevilodorf’s story is much the same, so I believe she is telling the truth about the rest as well.” Thura moaned in Nathgold’s arms and slid to the floor. Nathgold stood without expression as Sturgrid continued, “By law, Nathrild must be brought before the Marshal of the West Mark for judgement. Where is your son?”

Nathgold shook his head in defeat. “No one has seen him since early this morning.”

“I have seen him,” said a quiet voice at the door. Sevilodorf struggled to sit up as a young man, his brown tunic ripped and splattered with mud, stepped quickly across the room to kneel beside the bed. Her hands reached out hesitantly toward the narrow cut along his hairline, and he took her hand gently and studied the raw palm.. He looked up at Sturgrid through hair matted with blood and mud to say, “I give myself to your judgement, Captain.”

Tears, she would not shed for herself, raced down her cheeks, as Sevil whispered, “No, Nathirem. No.”

“What am I to judge?” Sturgrid asked though he feared he already knew the answer.

Nathgold moved to speak, but Sturgrid’s stern look caused him to stop.

“Nathrild, my cousin, lays dead. By my hand,” Nathirem stated and looked toward Nathgold as if to speak to him directly; but the man’s impassive stare and clenched fist made him reconsider. He turned back to Sturgrid with a sigh.  “Borgard and I tracked him into the hills. When we found him, he drew blade on us.”

Thura began wailing helplessly at Nathgold’s feet. 

Sturgrid looked from the sobbing woman huddled on the floor to the girl clutching her brother’s hand, and then to the resolute face of the young man before him. “Borgard will speak for you?”  

“He will, Captain. He waits outside with the horses.”

“Very well,” Sturgrid said and heaved a sigh. ”This matter is now beyond my authority and must be taken before a Marshal of the Mark. Until that time, you will be in my custody.”

“I understand, Captain,” Nathirem returned calmly. Releasing Sevil’s hand and rising to his feet, he said,  “Before we leave, I would ask one favor of you. Captain.”

Sturgrid studied the young man standing before him.  Sternness unnatural to one so young clung to the youth, and the solemnity in his dark blue eyes told of understanding the likely outcome of this situation. With a jerky nod, the captain replied, “What would you ask?”

“I wish my sister removed from this house before nightfall, and placed in the care of Bethwyn, the healing woman.”

“Aye, I can see that would be best,” Sturgrid said looking down at Thura’s wailing form, then up to Nathgold’s angry face. Moving toward the door, he motioned Nathgold to pick up Thura and go before him. “I will wait for you outside.” 

When they had gone, Nathirem turned back to kneel once more beside the narrow bed. “I’m sorry.”

Sevil shook her head. “For what? You have nothing to be sorry for. It was my fault. I should have been more careful. You warned me often enough.”

“It is my duty is to protect you, and I did not.” Nathirem said forcefully. Reaching out to trace the cut on her cheek with a single finger. “I should have taken you away from here long ago.”

“It is not your fault.” Reaching out for his hand, she said hesitantly, “Nathirem, what will happen now?”

“I don’t know.  I just don’t know”

Chapter 3: 2998 Spring

Rohan: Lower Westfold

Her hair had grown several inches in the last few months, but she did not like to see the stares that resulted when she went about uncovered; so Sevilodorf tied the brown scarf tightly around her head. Things were bad enough without adding to the problem without cause. 

Gathering her baskets, she headed to the door, calling out, “Bethwyn, I’ll be back by noon.”

“All right dearie, you be back on time for dinner. I’m fixing up a special treat for you.” The reply came from the next room, in the quavering voice of the very old.

“I will.” said Sevilodorf more calmly than she felt. Only recently had she been able to face going about alone. Terrified of meeting her aunt, uncle or cousins, she had refused to leave the cottage without Bethwyn at her side. What exactly the ancient Bethwyn could do in a confrontation she did not know, but she felt better with the healer at her side. 

Many people still turned their heads to whisper when she went by, but the number was growing fewer; almost she could ignore them. Swinging her baskets she went the long way around to avoid the alley and headed into the foothills behind the village. Passing a field where planting was being done, she waved at the workers who acknowledged her and hurried past the others with her head lowered. 

Climbing the gently sloping hills, Sevilodorf looked back to see the village spread out below her. The scattered buildings surrounded by the fields and on the outmost edges large corrals for the horses, which now roamed free in the pastures beyond.  Soon it would be time to move the herds to summer pastures higher up in the mountains. A wave of regret rushed over her, it had been so long since she had been allowed to go to the summer pastures.  Resolutely she focused on gathering the spring plants that Bethwyn had requested. 

Moving across the hills, she picked out the first flowers opening and took note of the location of berry bushes and stands of beech that would be useful for their nuts later on. As the sun rose higher, she untied the scarf from her head and used it instead to dip in a small stream and wipe her face. Seating herself on a nearby rock, she took from a basket the slices of bread she had packed and began to eat.

The slow steady beat of hoofs brought her to her feet in a near panic. Brushing hastily at the crumbs on her skirt, she gathered her baskets and prepared to slip into the trees. 

“Ho, Sevilodorf. Wait.”

 Sevil turned to see a dark horse coming ever closer. Shading her eyes against the sun, she recognized her brother’s friend, Borgard. Rushing forward to greet him, she stopped short as she saw his eyes went first to her hair, and then to the scar on her cheek. All eagerness to see him drained from her, and she stood head down awaiting his approach.

Borgard shook his head at the sudden change, but determined to say nothing. Instead he dismounted and reached into a pocket to retrieve a folded paper. “A message, I bring you, my lady,” he said playfully, with a deep bow as he presented the page to her. A hint of a smile formed then faded as she snatched the paper from him. With fingers trembling, she unfolded the missive and looked it over quickly. Moving unseeingly she returned to the rock by the stream and sat down to puzzle over it.

Admitting defeat, she looked up and held the letter out to Borgard. Her cheeks stained red, she said, “I can not make it out. Will you read it to me?” 

Borgard nodded and standing before her, read the letter with her eyes fastened intently upon his face. When he finished, he handed the letter back and watched as she traced the words with her finger, repeating what he had just said. 

Folding the paper carefully, she tucked it into the waistband of her skirt and turned anxious eyes to Borgard. “How is he truly, Borgard? He would never admit anything is wrong, but I trust you to tell me the truth.”

Reflecting quickly on what he should and should not tell her, Borgard smiled and said teasingly. “Ah, but my dear, trusting me would be a mistake.” Leaning over her, he was startled by the look of fear in her eyes. Stepping back, he sobered and said, ‘I am sorry.  I did not mean to fright you. Of course you can trust me. Ask what you will.”

Taking a deep breath and pushing the fear aside, Sevilodorf sighed. “I know, Borgard. I’m sorry. It’s just …. just…”

Borgard knelt down to pat her arm but stopped when he saw her flinch away. Patting the rock beside her instead, he said, “May I sit?”

Sevil nodded and slid over to give him room. She looked into his normally merry face and saw that this time he was focused on her eyes. Giving him a polite smile, she said, “Tell me Borgard. Tell me everything you can think of.”

Borgard frowned and ran a hand along his jaw. “There is not enough time to tell you everything. For telling everything would take as long as the doing of it, and therefore would take far too much time.”

Lowering her head, she smiled at the ground.

“Aha, a real smile. For that I will attempt the impossible.” 

And he did. He told of the East Enmet where Nathirem had been sent by the Marshal’s judgement. The dark forests that covered the hills near the Anduin. The flat plains where ran the mouth of the Entwash. He told of the men Nathirem rode with. Making everything seem right, though inside he raged at the judgement that had been passed. 

Exiled for kinslaying on the disreputable word of Nathrold and others that swore Nathirem had long held an enmity for his cousin. By Helm’s hammer, what decent man would not have sought vengeance on such a worm. Captain Sturgrid had not been pleased by the decision either; however, there had been little he could do in the face of Sevil’s inability to speak plainly before the Captain’s Council. Her stammering and stutterings had been made to seem an inept attempt to shield Nathirem from the consequences of a blood feud with kin. 

Sevilodorf hung on each of his words; and when he stopped, she said quietly, “Thank you.”

Borgard looked down at her. Her short dark hair curling and dancing in the slight breeze that rustled the grass around them. He thought back to the day four months before when he had followed Nathirem into the hills. Perhaps the price paid was not too much after all. It would only be a few more months before Nathirem reached his twentieth birthday, and Sturgrid would make the arrangements for Sevilodorf to be placed under her brother’s protection and escorted to the Eastfold.

Jumping to his feet, he said with a laugh, “Now, my dear, we must away. It is noon, and I am famished. It took me longer to find you than I expected. Come, my horse can carry two and we will arrive at the good Bethwyn’s in time for a splendid repast, which she promised to me upon delivery of your message.” Reaching out his hand, he said, ”Come.”

Hesitantly, she accepted his outstretched hand, and he pulled her to her feet. 

“But wait,” she protested. ‘The baskets. I can’t leave them behind.”

“No matter, we tie them on. Like so,” Borgard grabbed up the baskets. Careful not to spill the contents, though to his eyes they were full of weeds, he tied them to his saddle. Mounting quickly, he reached down and held out his hand again. “Step up.” 

Tucking up her skirt, she grasped his hand and stepped into the stirrup, then swung up behind him. At first she sat stiffly and touched his back only to keep her balance, but as they went along, with him rattling on about his journeys between the East and West Mark, she relaxed.

Borgard reached back and pulled her hand around his waist, “Hold on, I don’t want to be late for that meal.”

He urged the horse into a trot, then into a lope. Leaning forward, Sevil held on tightly and reveled in the movement of the horse and the feel of wind rushing through her hair. 

******

Borgard slowed to a walk as they neared the village. The planters in the fields were settled near the road with their noon meals and eyed the pair askance as they went by. Borgard felt Sevilodorf stiffen at their looks and murmured, “Pay them no mind.”

“I try not to.” she responded quietly, but he could tell from the sound of her voice, that there had been numerous unkindnesses shown her. 

Arriving before the door of Bethwyn’s cottage, they found a small group of horses tended by a broad shouldered youth. He smiled pleasantly at them and rushed to help Sevil down. Moving away from the unknown boy as soon as her feet were on the ground, she was uncertain who was inside as the horses were unknown to her and stood waiting nervously as Borgard untied the baskets and passed them to her. The youth reached out for the baskets and said, “Allow me. I am Esiwmas, son of Esrob.”

Tongue-tied, Sevilodorf gave Borgard a beseeching look, as Esiwmas took the baskets from her and waited for her to introduce herself.

“Borgard, son of Borharir.” Borgard said, slipping between them. “And Sevilodorf, daughter of Nathrum. I believe I have heard of your father, Esrob. Do you not have a holding to the north, near to Helm’s Deep?”

“Aye, sir. My family has holdings throughout the valley there. I am here with my father and my cousin, Eswidan.” Inquisitive blue eyes studied Sevilodorf as he smiled broadly. “I believe we are here for you.”

“For me? I don’t understand,” Sevilodorf turned to Borgard in confusion and felt the all too familiar sense of panic filling her mind and slowing her tongue.

“Ah, there you are, niece,” boomed a voice full of false jocularity from the doorway of Bethwyn’s cottage. 

Sevilodorf felt her knees give way, and Borgard’s arm reached out quickly to steady her as she sagged. Raising a white face in which the scar across her check stood out clearly, Sevil looked into the gleaming eyes of her uncle, Nathgold.

Her uncle stepped forward to take her arm, but Borgard blocked his movement. The mask of pleasantness dropped, and Nathgold glared at both of them. Esiwmas stared in puzzlement from one face to the other. Borgard’s voice was hard as his face as he said tersely, “You have naught to do with her, Nathgold. Why are you here?” 

“You are wrong there, Borgard,” Nathgold answered in a harsh whisper. “I am the head of her family, therefore I am in charge of her well being.”

“And just think how well you have cared for her.” Borgard’s sarcasm caused Nathgold’s face to flush with anger. “You are not the head of her house. Her brother is. He has placed her in the care of Bethwyn.  It was witnessed by myself and Sturgrid at the judgement.”

“Her brother is not yet of age, thus can not make decisions for her. I am the rightful head of her father’s family and have been guardian to her for these past five years. I will decide her fate. But let us not discuss such private matters here in the open.”  Nathgold glanced toward Esiwmas, then spun about and reentered Bethwyn’s small house.

Sevilodorf heard these words through a roaring in her mind. It could not be. How could this be possible? Numbly, she allowed Borgard to escort her into the cottage, leaving Esiwmas looking down in confusion at the baskets he held.

Inside the tiny room, Bethwyn sat overshadowed by two men dressed in a dark blue similar to the clothing of the boy outside. One was an older man with gleaming white hair, while the other a somber fair-haired man of middle years. Both turned pale stern eyes on Sevilodorf as she entered. A third, dressed in a mail shirt and carrying the helm of a captain of the Riders stood at the farthest end of the room, and waited until Borgard pulled a second chair forward for Sevilodorf and stood behind her with his hand lightly resting on her shoulder. Bethwyn reached forward and patted her knee with a wrinkled hand. In a trembling voice, she said, “Your uncle has arranged a fine marriage for you, dearie.”

“What?” Sevilodorf squeaked in disbelief. Her eyes going first to her uncle, then to the men in dark blue. 

The middle-aged man stepped forward and nodded his head briefly. “I am Eswidan, son of Esroy.” Indicating each man in turn, he said, “ My father’s brother, Esrob. And Renlith, a Captain at Helm’s Deep.”

As the men nodded, Sevilodorf tried to return their courtesies, but could only stammer out her name. Borgard squeezed her shoulder before he stated coldly, “Nathgold has no right to arrange a marriage. Her brother is the head of her house, thus has the right and duty to decide such matters.”

Nathgold sputtered, “Her brother is not of age. I am the head of her household.”

Borgard looked down. But the girl refused to meet his eyes, instead keeping hers firmly on the floor at her feet. 

“Nathirem does lack a few months of being of age, but it was witnessed by Sturgrid, Captain of the Lower Westfold and myself, that Sevilodorf was to be removed from the household of her uncle and placed with Bethwyn until such a time that Nathirem reached his coming of age.”

“We are aware of that judgement,” Eswidan said coolly. “And we are aware of the circumstances behind the judgement. Only the place she would reside was established by that judgement. The fact is that Nathgold’s rights as head of household were not dissolved by the judgement.”

Renlith nodded in agreement and pulled out a small scroll. “Here is a ruling on this matter, signed and sealed by the Marshal of the West.”

 As Borgard reached for the scroll, Nathgold said, quickly, “As is my right as head of household, I formally agree to a marriage between Eswidan, son of Esroy and Sevilodorf, daughter of Nathrum.”

“Heard and witnessed,” said Renlith just as quickly. 

Borgard read through the scroll. Everything appeared to be by the law. Going down on one knee, he attempted to hand the scroll to Sevilodorf, but she refused to acknowledge it. Turning her head and clasping white knuckled hands in her lap.

“The wedding will take place in three days time.” Esrob spoke in a voice firm despite his age. 

Bethwyn patted Sevil’s knee again. “A fine marriage.”

No one in the room moved, until Sevilodorf gathered her courage and looked up into the pale blank eyes of Eswidan. 

“I do not wish to marry, sir. If you know the circumstances here as you have said, you will understand.” Her voice dropped away, and she lowered her head again.

Eswidan stared down at the girl. Plump and brown of hair and skin. Nothing at all like the women he preferred. And there was as well the incident with her cousin. Debts of honor sometimes required difficult payments, but not outrageous ones.

With a slight frown and directing his words to Nathgold, Eswidan said archly, “You assure me she is not with child.”

Sevilodorf gasped, and Borgard stepped forward with fists clenched. “How dare you!” he exclaimed.

“Given the situation it is a reasonable question.” Eswidan said coolly and looked down from his superior height at Borgard. “Is she?”

“No,” Sevilodorf whispered after an uncomfortable silence in which every eye in the room was fastened on her abdomen. “I am not.”

“Good enough. We will soon know if you have lied. And be warned, I do not look upon liars, female or male, with kindness.” Eswidan took another step toward her and reached out to place a finger beneath her chin. Fearing his reaction if she jerked away, Sevilodorf allowed him to raise her eyes to meet his. “Hear me well, girl. If you perform your duties as wife and mother as you should, you will have no complaint.”

He released her chin and turned to Nathgold and Renlith. “Is it settled then? A marriage in three days time.”

When Nathgold and Renlith gave their agreement, Eswidan drew a fine silver chain from around his neck.  “By wearing this, all will know you as a member of the family of Esthomas of the Deeping Stream. It brings with it certain privileges, but in return it requires much duty and service. Do not take such requirements lightly and all will go well.”

Borgard protested, “But it is not settled. You have consulted neither her brother nor herself.”

Nathgold jumped forward to protest that no such consultation was needed. Renlith and Esrob supported his argument and the four men began shouting at each other while Eswidan stood still as post with the silver chain dangling from his hand. 

The walls of the small room closed in. Her hope of being rejoined with Nathirem had vanished with her uncle’s declaration that he still controlled her fate. She now realized that he would never release her, save as it suited him. It was his right to sell her off to whomever he pleased. Her mind raced through the alternatives available to her as the battle raged about her head. Then the pale, cool hand of Bethwyn reached out and patted her arm. 

“’Tis alright, dearie. A fine marriage.” 

As the old woman gave her a solemn wink, Sevilodorf gathered her wits and stood to tug on Borgard’s arm. 

Speaking slowly and deliberately, desperately searching for words that would sound convincing, she said, “Borgard, do you not recognize the inevitable when it presents itself? Raging at this is like cursing at a storm. Bethwyn has said it is a fine marriage.”

His eyes troubled, Borgard began to protest, but Sevil shook her head and continued, “I have been made well aware of my worth in the last few months. I would be a fool to turn down an opportunity for an honorable marriage. Few would make such an offer to one such as I.” 

Knowing that if she did not do this quickly, she would not be able to do it at all, Sevilodorf turned to face Eswidan. He stood tall before her, fair of hair with eyes cold and pale blue. His tunic was of rich material, and she did not doubt that his family was one of power and privilege. Duty and service he required. She was capable of that. 

In a voice that belied the quivering of her insides, she said, “I realize that my agreement is not required, but perhaps it would be desired.” He gave a small nod. Drawing a deep breath, Sevil stated, “I understand the duties and requirements of a wife and mother and to the best of my abilities I will perform them. I will make all effort to not bring shame or dishonor to your family.” 

Eswidan nodded once more and slipped the silver chain over her head. 

Chapter 4: 2998 Spring

Rohan: Lower Westfold

Acceptance of Eswidan’s offer of marriage had resulted in a bewildering assortment of kindnesses from her uncle. New clothing was delivered to Bethwyn’s cottage, an evening meal for the more important members of the community was arranged, and her cousin, Rathara appeared the morning of the ceremony to help her prepare. Knowing that he must hope to reap the benefits of having a niece married into a powerful family, for it was obvious Eswidan and his uncle, Esrob, were wealthy and powerful men, Sevilodorf had first thought to refuse the clothes. But then she realized she might as well accept them. Eswidan did not appear to be a man easily fooled by people like her uncle, and it would be better to go into this marriage with some goods rather than as a complete beggar.

For a moment, she considered the situation with confusion. Eswidan clearly did not want a wife, or at least he certainly had given no reason for wanting her. Why then did he seek this marriage? A marriage everyone told her she should be very happy about. She understood why everyone thought it was so wonderful for her, but what did he get out of it? A woman to manage his household and bear him children? He could have chosen any number of girls. Why choose her? “Damaged goods” as she had heard someone say, and decidedly lacking in any sign of a dowry. Fingering the silver chain she had worn since he placed it around her neck, she stared at her wavering reflection in the burnished metal mirror her uncle had sent over the previous day. An act she might consider a kindness if a grinning Rathara had not told her that her uncle did it because her Aunt Thura had refused to allow Sevilodorf to prepare for the ceremony in her uncle’s house. 

“Plump, brown bird.” echoed in her mind and nothing that she saw denied it. A garland Rathara had woven from flowers gathered in the foothills adorned her brown hair. Her face and hands were tanned brown from the time she spent gathering plants for Bethwyn. The blue dress she wore did little to disguise her plumpness, and had certainly been designed with one of her tall slender cousins in mind. Rathara knelt at her feet now. Hastily turning up the hem and basting rapidly, while Bethwyn sat in her chair nearby chattering on about marriage and how handsome Eswidan was and how lucky Sevilodorf was to have such a marriage arranged for her.

Sevil was just stepping down from the small stool where she had been standing when there came a knock at the door. Rathara hastily bent to gather the pins and bits of thread littering the floor, while Bethwyn made her way slowly to the door.  Opening it barely a crack, she peered out. Borgard’s voice was heard asking if he could come in for just a moment. Bethwyn protested that it was not appropriate, but Sevil pulled the door from her hand and motioned him inside.

It had taken many arguments to stop him from going to the Captains and trying to halt the ceremony until word could be sent to Nathirem. He had finally seemed resigned to it after she had spread out before him the alternatives for her and confronted him with a fact he could not deny; Nathirem did not need the burden of his sister. She hoped fervently that he was not here to renew those arguments, as she was not at all certain she would be able to convince him while her own uncertainties were in full force. Borgard nodded to Bethwyn and Rathara, then looked Sevil over from head to toe. Faking a confidence she did not feel, she stood straight and with pretended haughtiness asked him to declare his business. 

Borgard smiling slightly at her playfulness took her hand. 

“My business should be to steal the bride away, but instead I come bearing gifts.”

“Gifts?” 

“Ones I know would be presented if your brother were here.” Borgard said. “And ones your uncle is none to happy to part with.”

Sevilodorf motioned quickly to Rathara. Everything that was said here would no doubt be reported directly to Nathgold. 

Borgard waved away her protest. “I care not for what she reports back, for I have said all this and more to Nathgold’s face. Outside are the four horses belonging to Nathirem which he was not allowed to take with him. Your uncle was reluctant to part with them, but I spoke with Sturgrid, who was none too happy to have had a Captain of Helm’s Deep interfere in matters he had already decided.” 

“But the judgement came from the Marshal of the Mark not from the Captain.”

“It is Sturgrid’s opinion that this issue should never have gone before the Marshal. He has every intention of investigating Renlith’s involvement here.” Borgard said firmly.

“No, please. It might make matters worse.” Sevil exclaimed with another gesture toward her young cousin.

“That is for Sturgrid to decide, Sevilodorf. But I have pried Nathirem’s horses out of your uncle’s grasp, and they are to be considered your dowry. Furthermore, I have been to see Eswidan.”

“You what? Borgard, the man already thinks the worst of me.” Noting Rathara listening carefully, she pulled him to the corner of the room and hissed, “How could you?”

“Sevil, you can not go to him as a beggar.  Men like Eswidan respect only power and if you do not stand up to him, your life will soon be worse than anything you have ever imagined. Even worse than it was with your uncle.” Borgard’s face grew stern, but he left unsaid the truth that once wed Eswidan would have the right to control every aspect of her life. 

“You are trained as a healer, and deserve respect for that. You have agreed to be the mother of his children, and deserve respect for that. You are the daughter of an honorable man and sister to another. If you do not insist upon respect, he will grind you into dust.”

For every reason Borgard gave that she deserved respect her mind whispered a reason she did not and the disbelief showed plainly on her face. Borgard took her shoulders and gave her a shake. “You have chosen this course, now live up to it. You will become the wife of a powerful man. He is not the head of the family. But his uncle is old, with a son too young to take over, so that may come to pass soon enough. As Eswidan’s wife you will be due respect, but if you do not insist upon it from the start…. “ 

Borgard’s voice faded away, and Sevil heard only the voices in her mind. The voices that whispered she had been at fault for Nathrild’s attack; that said she had been the cause of Nathirem’s exile; that said she deserved to be shunned and ridiculed. Then another voice intruded. One that had been trying to get through for months, but which she had kept shoving aside, “You can’t let them know it hurts you They see tears or anger and they think you are weak.” Once before Nathirem had shown her the way to build a protective wall, and his words were as applicable now as they had been then.

”You’re right,” she whispered and Borgard stopped midword. In a stronger voice, she said again, “You’re right. I have to be stronger. I will be stronger. Nathirem would expect it of me.”

As Borgard regarded her doubtfully, Sevil adjusted the skirt on the ill-fitting dress and indicated the door. “You said you have a gift for me.”

*****

The spring day had begun sunny enough, but a scattering of clouds rushed away east as Sevil stepped from Bethwyn’s cottage just before noon to find Borgard leaning against the wall idly tearing leaves off the plants in the window box. 

 “Why is it that women are late for everything?” he asked impatiently taking her arm.

“Why is it that men feel being on time is so important?” she retorted, automatically giving the response she had given countless times when Nathirem asked the same question of her. “And I’ll have you know you just destroyed that peppermint plant.”

Surprised by her spirited response, Borgard stopped abruptly and looked down at her. A slow grin appeared before he started off again at a fast walk. “It’s about time. Nathirem, has told me the truth, you see?”

“What did Nathirem tell you?” Sevil asked, eyes narrowing and nearly tripping on the edge of her skirt as Borgard pulled her along.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” laughed Borgard, steadying her. “Another time perhaps, it would not do for you to be late for your own wedding. But I am very glad you took our little talk earlier to heart."

“I did, and thank you.” Sevil wondered if he would be so glad if he knew all her reasons for her change in outlook.

“Just remember it.” Borgard gave her a hard look. “Are you certain about this?”

“No, I’m not. One moment, it seems to be an opportunity sent from the gods. The next I think how can I possibly think I can do this?” Sevil answered, dragging him to a halt. “For the past three days, just about everyone has managed to tell me how powerful a family he has and what a wonderful match this is for me.”

Sevilodorf continued on in a rush of words. Speaking freely of her thoughts to someone for the first time since Nathirem was sent away. “ I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen Eswidan. First, of course, was at Bethwyn’s cottage. Next, at sunset that day when my uncle announced the betrothal to the village.” She stopped and thought about the utter looks of amazement most of the village had displayed at the announcement. Eswidan’s stern face had prevented anyone from doing more than quietly congratulating them before rushing off to safer places to whisper. 

“A third time was two days ago at the evening meal my uncle hosted.” Sevil laughed, “The best that can be said for that meeting is that I did not spill anything. No, wait ….the best thing was that my skinflint of an uncle had to pay the bill.”  Borgard shook his head. He had not been at that dinner though several people attending had described it to him. Nathgold had certainly loosened the purse strings for that event.  Very uncharacteristic of him, Borgard thought.

“And the fourth and last time, was last night.”

Borgard repeated with puzzlement, “Last night?”

Sevil nodded. “Yesterday evening, Eswidan accompanied by his uncle, Esrob, and his cousin, Esiwmas, appeared at the door. Bethwyn chattered away in her usual manner, and Esrob, kept trying to involve me in the conversation. His son, as well. But I fear I did little but sit there and reply with one-word answers.”  Seeing Borgard’s look of exasperation, Sevil said, “I know, I know. But remember that was last night, it all does seem much clearer to me today.”

“Any way. He didn’t say any more than I did. In fact, the only time he did talk was to ask me if I would be prepared to leave soon after the ceremony today.”

“But your uncle has arranged…”

“He will just have to cancel his arrangements. Or carry on without our presence.” Sevilodorf said firmly. “It was then I started realizing there are a lot of reasons for a marriage FAR away from my uncle.” 

Borgard said thoughtfully, “But Sevil, he arranged this, you must know he is trying to make some profit out of all of this. Somehow.”

Pushing back the short strands of hair that were blowing across her face, she replied, “I lived in that household for nigh on five years. Of course, I know he’s trying to get something out of the situation. But,” Sevil gave Borgard a small smile. “I believe he has met his match. Can you imagine Eswidan doing anything that benefits my uncle? Have you watched the two of them together?”

“Only that time in Bethwyn’s cottage.” 

“Eswidan all but sneers every time my uncle draws near. Truly, it was amusing last evening to watch Esrob keep my uncle away from Eswidan. Whatever Nathgold plans to get, he won’t be getting it from Eswidan.”  Sevilodorf said in a satisfied tone, and reached up to repin the garland, which was threatening to blow away in the quickening wind.

Glancing up at the gathering clouds, Borgard took her arm once again and headed for the center of the village. “I suppose that I should be happy that you will be well protected.”

“Protected, yes. But Borgard, I promise you, I will no longer be meek, mild and scared to death. As you said I must live up to my choice. He talked of duty and service, privilege and power. Those run both ways. And in spite of tutelage at my aunt’s hand, I fear that I am still outspoken enough to demand the respect that as you say is due to me. So you may honestly report to Nathirem that my situation has improved.”

Rounding the corner of the last house in the narrow lane, Sevil was almost knocked to the ground as she ran full force into Eswidan’s hard chest. As he grabbed her shoulders to prevent her fall, her mind replayed the moments when Nathrold had grabbed her in the same fashion. Jerking away from her soon to be husband’s touch, Sevil was steadied by Borgard’s arm. Realizing what she had done, she began to stammer an apology. Eswidan waved aside her words. 

“There is no need for an apology. I should not have handled you so roughly.” His eyes flicked from the garland in her hair to the tight blue dress. 

An expression of distaste flashed across his face, and Sevilodorf opened her mouth to begin another set of apologies. She closed her mouth with a snap and drew herself up stiffly. It was time to do some insisting.

Raising her chin, she calmly held out her hand. “There was a slight problem with the hem of this dress. Shall we go now?”

Eswidan’s eyes widened slightly and for a single instant a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth; but the set look returned to his face before he took her hand and drew her away from Borgard. 

Watching her walk away, Borgard gave a small nod of satisfaction. Perhaps he would not have to lie too much when he gave a report to Nathirem.

Making their way through the crowded square toward the spot where a low platform had been erected, Sevilodorf let her hand rest lightly in Eswidan’s. His was much larger and to her surprise felt callused and worn. Looking down she saw her own thin brown hand held in the palm of his. It had always annoyed her that in spite of her plumpness, her hands remained thin and long. In spite of their slim figures, her cousins, Rathara and Therwyn, had plump white hands The gods must work overtime coming up with such situations.

People moved quietly back to create an aisle for them, and there were many that smiled at her as they made their way to the platform. Most were those she and Bethwyn had treated during the past winter. Smiling back though she understood that the majority of the village now found it acceptable to acknowledge her only because of the tall man at her side, she watched with admiration as he nodded graciously to those of the village brave enough to speak to him. The fair hair he possessed was threaded with strands of silver and she suddenly wondered how old he was and whether he had been married before. A thousand questions flooded her mind. Questions she knew she should have asked before. The incredible lack of knowledge she had about him or his family staggered her for a moment, and she stopped on the edge of the platform. 

*****

The clouds, which had threatened to roll in, held off and no rain fell on the ceremony, though at times the wind snatched the words from their mouths and tossed them away. Afterward Sevil had few clear memories of the ceremony or the brief celebration in the village square. Sturgrid placing her hand on Eswidan’s and tying the marriage cord about their wrists; Esiwmas laughing with Borgard with large tankards of ale in their hands; and through it all Bethwyn’s repeated pronouncement of  “A fine marriage, dearie.” 

Changing into a dark brown riding skirt and vest, she wondered that there were no clear memories of either her uncle, her aunt or her cousins. Looking around the tiny room she had occupied for the last few months to assure herself she had packed everything, she came to the sudden realization that every attempt by one of her relatives to approach her had been blocked by either Eswidan or Borgard. 

‘At least it would appear we are all in agreement on one matter,’ Sevil thought and a small seed of hope was planted.

As she prepared to close her saddle pack, Bethwyn appeared in the doorway holding a rolled bundle of cloth.  “Here you be, dearie. My gift to you.”

“Oh, Bethwyn,” said Sevilodorf, rushing to embrace the frail old woman. “I’ll miss you.”

“And I, you.” Bethwyn returned the embrace, then pulled back and settled down on the narrow bed with a sigh. “Open your present, girl. I want to know if you like it.”

Sitting beside Bethwyn, Sevil untied the bundle.  Unrolled, it became a folded rectangle of white cloth. Lifting the fold, she found a row of pockets of various sizes. Inside each pocket was either root, seed or cutting of the plant that was embroidered on the pocket. 

“This is wonderful,” Sevilodorf breathed, touching each pocket carefully. “However did you do it?”

Bethwyn gave a twittering laugh. ‘Oh, dearie, I just came up with the idea. You gathered the plants and everyone took a turn sewing a pocket. We had to work right quick. You only gave us three days."

“You did all of this in just three days,” Sevil marveled. “Oh, thank you. Thank everyone, who worked on it.”

They heard the front door to the village open and Esiwmas’s cheerful voice calling out, “Cousin, are you ready?”

“Coming!” She carefully folded and rolled the medicine bag. Tying it tightly, she tucked it into her pack. After gathering Bethwyn in her arms for one final squeeze, she carried her pack to the door. “Here you go, Esiwmas.”

“Wait,” said Bethwyn. ‘You forgot your dress.”  Sevilodorf turned to see Bethwyn holding up the blue dress her uncle had sent for her marriage. 

“No, I didn’t forget it. I left it on purpose.”

“But why? It’s a beautiful dress,” Bethwyn said, stroking the material.

“You take it, Bethwyn. Do with it what you will.,” She said firmly and with a wave of her hand followed Esiwmas through the open door.

One of the few clear memories she had of the entire afternoon was Eswidan leading her from the dais just after the ceremony. He sped her away so rapidly that for a brief time they left the crowd of villagers behind. Stopping near the tables piled with the flat bridal cakes of honey and nuts, he had leaned down and asked her where she had gotten the dress. Her face had reddened for she knew this inquiry was not meant as a compliment. No dress could have been more ill fitted to her plumpness than this one, but it was the best she had. Stammering that her uncle had sent the dress to her and beginning an explanation of how they had tried to refit it, Sevil was amazed when Eswidan had waved her to silence and asked, “Do you like it?”

Stunned by the question, she had blurted out the truth, “No, I despise it,” then clapped her hand over her mouth and looked up fearfully. 

Staring down at her, Eswidan nodded and said, “Then you would have no problem leaving it behind.” Sevil shook her head slowly as the villagers caught up to them. “That is well. Then do so. I will have better made for you.” he murmured, turning to greet Sturgrid with a polite smile.

The same polite smile was on his face now in the lane before Bethwyn’s cottage. Only this time, there was a tightening of his jaw that bespoke an attempt to control his words. Working her way carefully around the saddle horses, pack animals and the string of horses which Borgard said were now hers, Sevil followed Esiwmas to where Eswidan stood listening to his uncle and Borgard.

Waving his hands about to emphasize his words, Esrob said forcefully, ‘If you insist upon leaving now, Nathgold will consider your departure a grave insult.”

“Uncle, what should I care whether Nathgold feels insulted or not? His agreements with us are firm and binding, no matter his feelings on the matter. I begin to doubt that such a man could be insulted,” Eswidan replied calmly and turned to Sevil as she joined them. “Do you care?”

The three men stared down, and she understood the question to be directed at her. Shaking her head mutely, she stood between Eswidan and Borgard and turned her eyes to the ground. Eswidan placed two fingers beneath her chin and firmly lifted her head, “Look up and answer, girl.”

Her face reddened with embarrassment, but she looked into his eyes and replied, “No, I care not. If you wish to leave now, we leave. If you wish to stay, we stay.” As he began to turn away, she added, “And as to my uncle being insulted. From such as you, my uncle would never truly feel insult, no matter what his blustering.”

“As I thought.” To his uncle, Eswidan said gently, “If you choose to stay, sir, no one will nay say you. But we are leaving. Now.”

Taking Sevil’s hand firmly, he led her to the mare and cupped his hand to help her to the saddle. Reaching up and gathering the reins, she stepped lightly into his hands and swung her leg over. Adjusting her skirt, she looked down into his grave eyes, once again noting the silver streaking his hair. 

“We do not ride far this evening.’ he said quietly.

She nodded, then looking over his shoulder met Borgard’s eyes. Eswidan frowned slightly as he turned and saw who she looked at. His face tightened; and brushing past Borgard without a word, he began calling orders to the pack handlers and Esiwmas. 

Leaning down, Sevil whispered, “What did you say to him this morning? That is twice he has asked my opinion.”

Borgard lifted an eyebrow. “That’s what I said to him. Ask.”

Sevil sat back in her saddle and shook her head. “Ah, and I suppose I should as well.” Seeing Eswidan mounting, she reached down a hand. “Thank you, and you will take news to Nathirem?”

“I leave on the morrow. I will arrange for his messages to reach you, if I cannot come myself. Fare well, Sevilodorf.” He stepped back and Sevil, with eyes full of sudden tears, tapped her mare lightly with her heels to follow Eswidan down the lane. 

Chapter 5: 2998 Spring

Rohan: On road to the Holdings

Spring runoff from the White Mountains caused every stream along the trail to be icy cold and fast flowing. Allowing the mare to pick her own way across the third stream of the afternoon, Sevilodorf wondered when they would be stopping. The spring days were still short and making camp in the dark was not her favorite activity. She supposed she should ask, but Eswidan’s impassive face did not encourage questions. In contrast, Esiwmas’s countenance was an open book of enthusiasm and when he pulled alongside her as they reached the banks of the stream she answered his wide grin with a timid smile.

Given such encouragement, Esiwmas spent most of the next hour riding beside her and asking questions about the horses that Borgard had arranged to be her dowry. Sevil found herself responding to the youth who was only slightly younger than herself and telling him the history of each horse in the small string. Some things though she did not mention. Such as, the mare she rode and the gelding in the string were the saddle horses she and her brother had ridden from the hills that day four years ago when they found their parents dead. She did tell him that the youngest mare in the string was the offspring of the other. 

Esiwmas eyed the younger mare with the critical eye of a horse breeder and insisted that that she must be of the Mearas. Telling him that no one knew for certain, but that Nathirem had thought the same led to a discussion of how bloodlines could be identified. Conceding his superior knowledge, she sat listening as Esiwmas embarked upon a one sided conversation of a subject obviously dear to his heart. Esiwmas continued enthusiastically until Eswidan rode up and directed him to go and assist with the packhorses.

Tossing her a rueful smile, Esiwmas dropped back in line as Eswidan moved alongside her. 

“He will go on for hours if you do not distract him,” Eswidan murmured.

“He is very knowledgeable. For one so young,” Sevil replied. 

Eswidan shrugged. “It’s the family business or part of it. He’s been trained in it since birth.”

“Oh….” Gathering her courage, she asked hesitantly, “What exactly is the family business?”

Eswidan cast her a disbelieving look. “You honestly do not know?”

Blushing, she shook her head. Ashamed that she had been so self centered that she had not gleaned even the smallest bit of knowledge concerning her new husband and his family.

“Everyone told me over and over you came of a rich and powerful family, but they never actually said why you were so rich and powerful.”

A faint look of scorn showed on his face. “And finding a rich and powerful husband was of greater importance than discovering something about him.”

Her chin rose defiantly as she replied, “If you recall, sir. I told you from the beginning I wanted no husband.”

“Ah, but you did agree, and swore to do your duties.”

“Yes, and I will.”

“Then recall that you are my wife, and cease your flirting.’ Eswidan said harshly.

Sevil stared at him as if he had lost his mind completely. “Flirting? Me? With who?”

“With Esiwmas for one. With Borgard for another.” Eswidan’s stare dared her to deny his accusations.

Rising ever to the bait, Sevil declared hotly, “I do not flirt sir. Until recently it was all I could do to talk to a man. Any man. Without becoming so tongue-tied I could not speak. I can not imagine how you can imagine I am flirting.”

Eswidan leaned over toward her. “You smile at them.” Then wondering why it mattered to him, he said, “And you do not smile at me.”

Sevil could not believe her ears and simply stared. Eswidan returned her stare with a tilt of his eyebrow. “Deny that if you will, girl.”

She shook her head and chose to reply with honesty. “I can not.” 

“You have vowed to be faithful to me. I will find that hard to believe if you smile only at other men.”

“And I will find it hard to believe you want me to smile at you, if you insist upon calling me ‘girl’,” she retorted with a lift of her chin and a flash of anger.

Eswidan gave a jerky nod. “You are correct. I should not call you that. You are not a girl any longer.” He paused, then said, “You are my wife. It would do us both well to remember that.”

Spurring his horse, he moved forward leaving Sevil to stare after him.

**** 

Not long after their conversation, Eswidan called a halt in the shelter of a narrow stand of oak trees. Lifted from the saddle by Eswidan, Sevil staggered slightly upon being released. Responding to his look of inquiry, she said, “It has been years since I rode so long. My uncle did not allow it.”

Sevil noted the tightening of his jaw at the mention of her uncle, but he merely nodded and turned to give quick instructions to the men unpacking the tents.

“Come, my dear. We will walk out the aches together.”

Glancing first at Eswidan, who merely raised his eyebrows before walking away, Sevil took Esrob’s outstretched hand. The older man drew her arm through his and began walking among the trees. 

“It is not a good thing to sit after riding so long, one stiffens up and it is difficult to move at all,” he whispered, as they moved away from the bustle of those setting up camp.

“That it is, sir,” Sevil replied shortening her steps to his pace. 

Esrob patted her arm with his hand. “No need to call me sir, I am your uncle now. You may call me that or simply Esrob.”

“Thank you, sir… Esrob.” Sevilodorf looked up to find him studying her intently. She felt the familiar tightening in her throat, and knew she soon would be unable to speak. 

“Sevilodorf. What kind of name is that, my dear? Most uncommon, I’m certain.” Esrob continued walking, drawing her along beneath the cool shadows of the trees.

She breathed a faint sigh, this question she could answer without problem; having had many years of practice. 

“It is uncommon. My mother was of the Dunlenders and a great believer in dreams. She claimed to my father that she heard the name in a dream before my birth and insisted upon using it. No matter how uncommon.”  Sevil stopped, awaiting the questions about her mother that typically followed.

Esrob simply nodded, and patted her hand again. He slowed as they reached the edge of the trees and looked out over the rolling foothills. The mountains behind them already stretching out their shadows as the sun set behind the peaks. Away to the east the grass-covered plains could be seen, the last rays of sunlight were sparkling on the myriad of streams and rivulets winding down from the mountains. 

Without looking at her, Esrob said somberly, “I knew your father. And I knew of your mother, though I never met her.”

“You knew my father?” 

“Yes, my dear.” Esrob looked down at her. “It is because of him that Eswidan agreed to make this alliance.”

“I don’t understand.”

Esrob reached out a hand and patted her cheek gently. “Will you take the advice of an old man, my dear?” Sevilodorf nodded. “Let Eswidan tell you. It may take him a while, he is not accustomed to telling others his thoughts, but it will be best if it comes from him. Do you think you can wait?”  

“I’ll try.” 

Esrob patted her cheek again. “You have his eyes you know.”

Sevil’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears as she nodded. “I know.”

“He was a man of honor,” Esrob said softly. “Come, let us go back to the others. I feel the need for dinner.”

Taking his arm again, she said, “Yes, so do I, Uncle.”

***** 

After she and Esrob returned to camp, he settled her at his side for the small meal and engaged in a laughing conversation with Esiwmas concerning some plan the youth had for breeding a sturdier draft horse. Watching father and son exchange witticisms, Sevil yearned to join in, but across the fire Eswidan’s eyes followed her every movement. Gradually she withdrew until she found herself staring fixedly at the ground while conversation swirled about her head. Her mind filled with confusion as to what her role here should be, then as the evening deepened confusion turned to dread at what would be expected of her by Eswidan. 

Bethwyn had attempted to settle her fears as to the demands Eswidan would make upon her; but the old woman had been full of reminisces of her own marriage bed, one made of affection and mutual choice. Sevil held little hope that such a state would come about for her. Eswidan’s silent study of her was not based upon affection, she was certain of that. The images of herself in the polished metal of Thura’s mirror rose before her. Shorter than most, dark brown hair instead of the glowing gold of her cousins, hands and face tanned brown from exposure to the sun and overly rounded in so many places, where her cousins had been slim and elegant.

A plump brown bird. 

She was so deep in her thoughts that she failed to notice Eswidan rise from his place until he stood before her, hand out. “Come, it has been a long day and the morrow will be long as well.”

Raising her eyes, she bit her lip and took his hand. With a gentle pull, he lifted her to her feet; then maintaining his hold on her hand he bade good night to his uncle and cousin. Esrob nodded and smiled good night to them both, while Esiwmas bid his cousin a rather embarrassed good night refusing to meet Sevilodorf’s eyes at all. Her cheeks grew hot, and she could do little but nod to Esrob as Eswidan led her out of the circle of firelight and into the darker shadows beyond. 

Three tents had been set up for the night. One near the horses’ picket line for the two handlers and a second closer to the fire. Their feet crunched gently on the scattered debris beneath the trees as Eswidan led Sevilodorf to a third set beneath the leading edge of the oaks. Lifting the tent flap, he motioned her to remain outside as he entered and lit a small candle set in a lantern hanging on the nearest tent pole. Reaching out his hand, he waited until she placed her own in his to draw her inside and pull shut the flap. 

Eswidan stared down at her. Barely making it to his chin, she seemed so small and young. Young. He shook his head. Very. More than twice her age, he was. At this moment, every one of those extra years lay between them as a chasm to span. As did certain shameful events in his past, which had created circumstances in the present he fought daily to control. 

Reaching out, he lifted her head and sought her eyes.  Fear, bordering on panic, was what he found. Soothing her terrors would not be easy; and brushing her cheek with his thumb to wipe away the silent tears that ran down her face, he sighed. This was not going to be easy for either of them.

“I will not harm you, little one. I mean for us to get to know each other. We have all the time in the world and will let matters move at their own pace. Come, sit down.”

Eswidan settled onto the pile of blankets spread along one side of the tent. Pulling packs around to lean against, he patted the blankets beside him. “I promise not to bite. Though many say I bark often enough.”

Sevilodorf attempted a smile at this, but ended by biting her lips in an effort to stem a fresh stream of tears. She stood, head lowered with her eyes tightly shut until he clasped her hand and pulled her down beside him. 

“Here,” he said, pushing a small metal cup into her hand. “Drink this.”

Putting the cup to her lips, her nose wrinkled at the smell of the contents. Sevil started to lower the cup, but Eswidan tipped it up and said, “No, drink it. You will feel better.”

Tilting her head, she took a mouthful and swallowed. A fiery path burned its way to her belly, and she gasped, opening her eyes wide. 

Eswidan tipped the cup again. “Finish it off, the second gulp is easier to take.”

She stared at him in disbelief, but followed his direction. The second gulp settled in her stomach and filled it with warmth that slowly spread throughout her body. Muscles she had not known she held clenched loosened.

“I told you, the second gulp was easier. Would you like a third?” Eswidan’s voice seemed to come from a distance; but Sevil nodded, and she watched as he poured a small amount of a golden brown liquid in the cup. Handing her the cup, he said, “Sip, this time. Don’t gulp.”  

She sipped as he drew a second cup from one of the packs and filled it half full of the liquid. Propping one leg up and leaning back on another pack, he took a slow drink, eyes studying her over the rim of the cup. Stirring uncomfortably under his gaze, Sevil pushed her hair back from her face impatiently and attempted to straighten her skirt. A faint look of amusement appeared in his eyes as she pulled at the twisted fabric. 

“Why don’t you just take it off?”

Sevil froze and stared at him.

“Surely, you do not intend to sleep in it?” Eswidan said, taking another drink from his cup, but otherwise not moving.

“Of course not. But….” 

She stopped as he tilted his head and said, “I have told you. I will not harm you.”

Studying him in the pale light of the single candle, she noticed again the silver strands amongst the blonde and the tiny lines etched around his eyes. Without thought, she said, “How old are you?”

“Old enough to be your father, little one,” he replied, tossing back the final swallow in his cup. 

“Nay, my father was much older than you, as you…” Sevil clapped a hand to her mouth and stared at him with a guilty expression. 

“As I?” Eswidan sat up slightly reaching for the bottle he had set safely in the midst of the packs. Pouring another half cup for himself, he looked to her and held up the bottle. “More? Though I do not recommend it. You are not accustomed to it and did not eat much. Such powerful spirits on an empty stomach might have unusual effects.” 

Sevilodorf shook her head. “I do not wish more.” Then after a short pause, “Thank you anyway.”

Eswidan nodded slowly to her and returned the bottle to its place. “You said, ‘As I.’ I take it then that my uncle has been telling tales.” 

The slight edge in his voice caused Sevilodorf to hastily shake her head. “He did tell me that he knew my father, but told me nothing of you. He asked me to wait and you would tell me in good time.” Seeing that his face was settling once again into the impassive lines of the past few days, she lowered her head and added faintly,  “I did not mean to say anything. It just slipped out. I will wait until you are ready to speak of it.” 

Eswidan turned the cup in his hands, rubbing the slight imperfection along one side with his thumb. How much to tell her and yet keep hidden the errors of the past? A grimace of distaste crossed his face at the thought of the lies and half-truths he lived. Gulping down the rest of his drink, he forced his thoughts away from that well trod path of despair and to the girl kneeling beside him, hands folded tightly in her lap and her eyes fastened on the cup she had set before her. He had gone into this marriage from a desire for children to inherit the lands his father had passed on to him and that would require her cooperation. Never having forced a woman yet, he was not about to begin with his own wife. There was little hope for a relationship of openness and affection, like he saw in the marriage of his cousin, Sejard, but he ached to have something more than mere duty. How to make a connection with this girl?

Setting aside his cup, he lay one hand upon her shoulder and with the other lifted her chin once again. Softly he said, “You must look at me when you speak, little one.” Then leaning toward her, he whispered, “I will tell you a secret few others know.”

She raised her eyes as he rubbed his fingers along her jaw, but pulled away as he traced the scar on her cheek. “What secret would you tell me, sir?”

“One that you must promise never to reveal, for it is a matter of great embarrassment to me.’ Eswidan said solemnly.

“Then perhaps you would prefer to let it remain a secret.” 

“Nay, it is one you must know, or else you will think me even more hard hearted and arrogant than you already do.”  Eswidan’s voice dared her to deny this characterization of him.

“I know you not well enough to call you hard hearted, though I will admit to thinking you arrogant a time or two in the past few days,” said Sevilodorf carefully. 

“Only a time or two?” Eswidan shook his head. “Your diplomacy is amazing.”

Sevil reddened and thought of her mother’s gentle admonitions to think before she spoke and her aunt’s more forceful responses to her bluntness. “I am not known for tact. Though my mother and my aunt tried to teach me, both despaired of me learning.” Sevil attempted to lower her head once again, but his hand held her firm.

“Nay, do not lower your head. I need to see your face when you speak to me.” 

She studied him for a moment in puzzlement, then understanding dawned. “You need to see me speak?”

Eswidan nodded. “A blow to the head in my youth. Seeing your lips makes it easier. But,” he held up a finger, “this is a secret few know. I prefer to be thought arrogant.”

 “I can see that you would.” Sevil’s look of horror as she realized what she had said, brought a faint glint of amusement to Eswidan’s eyes. 

“Finish your drink,” he said, picking up the cup near her knees and pressing it into her hands. “Then we must rest, for there are still many miles to travel.”

He saw her stiffen at his words, but chose to ignore it and tucked the bottle and the cup back into the pack from whence they came. Taking her cup as she drained it, he returned it to the pack as well and rose to his feet. Reaching down, he pulled her to her feet noting the slight unsteadiness. Well, she would sleep all the better for the drinks. 

“Your things are over there.” He gestured to the corner, then unfastening his belt, he pulled his leather tunic over his head and tossed it onto the packs beside him. As he stretched to do the same with his shirt, Sevil turned away and began opening her pack. Sitting on the packs, he bent down and pulled off his boots and set them at the foot of the pad of blankets. Looking up, he saw that she stood holding a bundle of white cloth simply staring at his bare chest. 

In a low voice, he said, “I told you I will not hurt you. I am not some overeager young fool.” Rising, he mentally cursed the man who had attacked her and considered it unfortunate that he was already dead. “Will you not trust me in this?”

For an instant her head went down, then she lifted it and to her credit attempted to return his gaze steadily. “I will try. I know what is expected of me.”

Stepping toward her, he took the bundle from her hand, and stroked her hair softly. “Ah, little one, you have no idea.”

Chapter 6: 2998 Spring

Rohan: Arrival at the Family Holdings

By late afternoon, Sevilodorf was certain she would fall from the saddle before ever they reached their destination. The long day coupled with little sleep left her riding dazedly through most of the afternoon. The slow pace required by the wide patches of boggy ground did not help matters. Runoff from the White Mountains allowed the growth of the tall grassy plains of Rohan, but during spring many places became quagmires to catch the unwary.

Shortly after midday, a packhorse had mired in the heavy mud. The handler, a man of the Lower Westfold taken on at the last minute to assist with the extra horses, had made matters worse by attempting to bully the animal from its predicament. There had been an instant when Sevil was certain that Eswidan would snatch the whip from the man’s hand and use it on him. The handler must have believed as well for he dropped the whip and backed away as if goblins confronted him. Eswidan and his cousin had coaxed the horse from the bog, an exercise that resulted in all three of them and every bundle the horse carried being coated with sticky black mud. Then with barely concealed fury, Eswidan had told the handler he would no longer be needed and dismissed him back to the Lower Westfold. No doubt to spread tales of the horrible injustices he had suffered.

With his dismissal, Esiwmas was placed in charge of the packhorses and had no time for talk. Ever mindful of Eswidan’s comments of the previous day, Sevil knew she would not have been able to speak to the young man sensibly if he had found a free moment for conversation.

How could he have accused her of flirting? Flirting? While living with her uncle, Sevil had watched her cousin Therwyn conducting endless flirtations with the men of the village, but had never done it herself. Aunt Thura had made it plain that she expected Sevilodorf to stay out of sight whenever there were visitors, especially the men Therwyn was interested in. Only too happy to comply, Sevil had never pursued the art of flirtation. After she had gone to live with Bethwyn, it had been almost more than she could manage to speak to any man without hanging her head and stammering out her words like a child guilty of raiding the pantry.

Carefully she considered Eswidan’s words, “You do not smile at me.” Did he wish her to smile at him? Heat rose to her cheeks as she thought once again on the events of yesterday evening.  He had been correct, she had had no idea what was expected of her.  But whether it was the drink or his surprising patience, she began to understand some of what Bethwyn had been telling her about the joys of marriage. Eswidan was certain to be a demanding taskmaster, but seed of hope planted the previous day had sent out a tiny tendril that this marriage might become more than just duty and service. 

The clouds of yesterday had disappeared, and the sun shone full upon them as they followed the path up and down the rolling hills. Pulling up the water bottle tied to her saddle and uncorking it, she poured a small amount into her hand to splash upon her face. Sitting up straighter, she stretched one leg out straight and pushed up in the stirrup, after a moment she switched legs. A rabbit started from the brush at the side of the path and dashed between her mare’s legs. The startled mare gave a hop sideways, and caught in the act of shifting her weight from one leg to the other, Sevil swayed in the saddle. A firm hand pushed her upright, and she turned to see Esrob beside her.

“Thank you,” Sevil said, gathering the reins and soothing the horse with a pat. 

“You’ve been riding along half asleep.” Esrob said, gesturing to the road ahead. “Do you need a stop?”

“How much further is it?”

“Not far now,” said Esrob wearily. 

She looked up with concern at the older man, but he merely pointed forward. “There, past that stand of trees. Then an hour or so across the plains and we will arrive.”

Esrob waved a hand to the surrounding hills. “Parts of the land here are of our holding as well. Our timber lands. If you look closely you should see the trail to the upper meadows.”

Sevil studied the hillside carefully. Stands of trees clothed in various shades of greens created a patchwork upon the hills. Here and there she could see trails winding between the trees. Some led to areas thinned by woodsmen in the quest for fuel and lumber. Other trails led even higher into the mountains. Her heart rose at the sight, and she longed to follow the trails to the upper meadows.

“Who accompanies the horses into the mountains?” she asked.

Esrob watching her saw the longing in her eyes and replied regretfully, “Eswidan seldom goes. We usually send Sejard or Sepaul.”

Setting aside her disappointment, she took up the task of collecting information. “Are they family or herdsmen?” 

“My sister’s sons. My own children are too young. Esiwmas is my eldest.” Esrob glanced over his shoulder at the youth leading the packhorses and regaling a rather bored looking herdsman with his plans for horse breeding.

Sevil also looked back at Esiwmas, then to Esrob. ‘Your eldest?” she said with surprise. Mindful of how tactless that sounded she started to apologize.

Throwing back his head, Esrob gave a hearty laugh and waved off her apology, “I know, my dear. I am very old to be the father of such a young son. My secret is, of course, a young wife." His eyes glittered with amusement as he continued. “Halene is my second wife. Esiwmas is our only son.” 

Remembering Borgard’s words, she nodded. Looking ahead to where Eswidan rode alone, she asked, “Was Eswidan ever married before?”

“No, my dear. He has never married until now. We had doubted he ever would.” To her inquiring look, he smiled and shook his head. “No, you must ask him yourself. My nephew has decided opinions on tale spinners.” In a joking tone, he added, “I dare not tell any more tales, or I shall be in for another scolding.”

With dismay, she exclaimed, “Surely, sir, he did not dare to chastise you. You told me nothing of him in any case.”

Esrob’s eyes gleamed merrily, “My dear, if my nephew will continue to manage all of the family matters as he does and leave me in peace, he may chastise me as often as he wishes. I fear I am a very bad manager, and if Eswidan did not hold the reins so well, we would all be in a dire situation.”

“Indeed,” Sevilodorf said in some confusion. She began to speak then stopped as they reached the edge of the hills to and found themselves at the top of a winding trail to the plains below. Unconsciously, she reined in her mare and just sat absorbing the beauty of the land spread out before her. Behind them loomed the northern arm of the White Mountains, the high peaks still covered in winter snow. To their left, the same range ran down to end in a series of rugged cliffs, amongst which Sevil supposed lay the fabled fortress of Helm’s Deep. Across the forty-mile Gap, hazy clouds shrouded the heights of the Misty Mountains. While east of the mountains base, the low dark shadow of a great forest ran in a continuous line. Above all the pale blue of the sky was broken only by a high thin streak of white clouds.

Esrob drew his own horse to a halt along side the girl to watch her as she sat still as stone only her eyes moving from mountains to plains in a slow circle. This view had been his for all of his sixty-three years, yet it still called to some part of his soul. He was delighted to see that it affected this newest member of the family in a like manner. While he recognized some of his nephew’s reasons for choosing this girl, he had nevertheless been uncertain as to the wisdom of the action. Now watching her, he knew once again that Eswidan had been proven correct.

As Esiwmas and the herdsman caught up to them, Esrob and Sevilodorf kneed their mounts forward and down the winding trail. North before them across the plain a broad road ran some sixty miles to the Misty Mountains. While to the northwest a second road angled off to meet and follow the winding glitter of Deeping Stream as it flowed from the caverns behind Helm’s Deep. Esrob pointed to the stream’s easterly flow and said, “Along its banks lie many holdings. Ours among them.”

As they reached the plain, they followed the road to the northwest for a time, then seemingly without purpose, they left the road and headed due north. The early grasses of spring stretched green and soft before them, for now they reached only inches from the ground, but by summer’s end the grasses would be waist high to a man. Occasionally they would pass small holdings consisting of a thatched cottage, a barn, and a small garden. Once they followed the edges of a great field being prepared for planting. Workers could be seen at the far end gathering their equipment and heading home for the day. Reaching the end of the field, they came to a rutted road and turned to follow it to the east. 

The sun was slipping behind the mountain peaks, and Sevil was beginning to sag in the saddle once more as they came to a branching in the road. Under Eswidan’s direction, the two packhorses were separated with Esiwmas retaining control of one and Eswidan receiving the lead line of the other. The herdsman continued down the left-hand fork of the road leading the three horses, which were her dowry, while Esrob said farewells to Sevilodorf and Eswidan.

“Eswidan, will you bring her over to meet Halene tomorrow or the next day?” said Esrob.

“Tomorrow. And if I do not have the time, Lengada will escort her or Sejard,’ Eswidan replied shortly.

“Then, my dear, I will see you tomorrow,” Esrob nodded cheerfully. After Esiwmas made his 

farewells, father and son moved off down the right hand fork discussing the possibility of a good dinner upon their arrival.

Eswidan sat for a moment watching their departure; then gathering up the lead rope, clicked to the horses to follow and headed off down the left-hand road after the herdsman. Sevil kicked her mare into a trot until she came even with Eswidan, then slowed to match his pace.

 Looking first to see that he was listening to her, she asked, “You do not live with your uncle, though he says you manage much of the family businesses?”

“No, I have control of my father’s holdings which run alongside my uncle’s and my father’s sister’s dowry lands were joined with the holding lands of her husband and run upon the other side of my uncle’s. The family’s interests are combined.” Eswidan said pointing north, then further east.

Her throat tightened as she began to realize just how vast a holding the family controlled. “And you are in charge of all three?”

Eswidan nodded, “My aunt’s husband felt we worked well together and accomplished more as a united group. Upon his death a few years ago, my cousins chose to leave matters as they stood rather than go out on their own.”

Sevil replied, “Your uncle mentioned Sejard and Sepaul. Are they the cousins you speak of?”

“Yes. No doubt you will meet them tomorrow. Halene likes any excuse to have a large gathering.” Eswidan said with an edge to his voice.

Unsure of the reason for the sudden change in his tone, she decided not to pursue the hundreds of other questions she had gathered during the passage of the day. Ahead, lights appeared as if a door had been opened or a curtain pulled aside from a window. In the deepening twilight, the dark shapes of buildings loomed. There seemed to be a great many and she wondered what they were. 

Eswidan’s voice cut through the dimness to say, ‘These first buildings are the cots for the men during harvest and gatherings. They are empty now, of course. Beyond them are the cottages of the herdsmen and the drivers and their families.”

“Drivers?” said Sevil, a little louder than her normal voice to make up for the gathering darkness.

“The family maintains wagons for delivering and receiving goods.” In a dry tone, he added, “And one or two people are determined to expand it into trading company.”

 Sevilodorf grinned in the darkness. “I would guess that you speak of Esiwmas. He seems full of plans.”

“Yes, the trading plan is his, though that will have to wait until he comes of age, for I have more than enough on my plate at the moment.” Eswidan said firmly.

“I would think you do,” she said. “I hope that I will be able to help you with all of your duties. But I fear that I know little about managing such a large holding.”

“I will take you about the holding tomorrow and explain your duties. Or Lengada will.” 

“Lengada?” Sevilodorf asked.

“My mother.”

Sevil’s eyes widened. She had never considered that his mother might be living, for no mention had been made of her. And she would have to meet her after a long day traveling. Dismay overwhelmed her, and she stammered, “You n.n..never said…”

“You never asked.” Eswidan jerked his chin forward. “There she is at the door.”

Silhouetted in the open doorway of a long low wooden building was a tall thin woman. For a moment Sevil felt her throat tighten, then the woman stepped forward and held up a small lantern. Gray braids encircled her head in a crown and a calm smile lit her face. As they came to a halt, the woman rushed toward Sevil’s horse handing the lantern to the boy following on her heels. A herdsman ran up and took the reins of Eswidan’s horse and the lead line to the packhorse. Stepping to Sevil’s mare, Eswidan lifted her from the saddle as the woman reached them.

“Finally! I looked for you hours ago,” the woman said in a chiding tone.

Without letting go of Sevil’s arm, Eswidan faced the woman. “Mother, this is Sevilodorf.”

“Of course, she is. Who else would she be? I am very glad you are here. Now perhaps I can make this boy behave.” Lengada searched her face closely.

Doing her best to return the woman’s intense scrutiny, Sevil did her best to make a curtsy as Eswidan said, “This is of course, my mother, Lengada.”

Lengada exclaimed, “None of that, my girl. We are partners here.” 

Open mouthed with astonishment, for she could never imagine her aunt saying such a thing, Sevil almost missed the moment when Eswidan shut his eyes and shook his head wearily. 

“Mother, please do not begin teaching her your bad habits, so soon.”

Lengada slapped at Eswidan’s arm, “Certainly, I’m going to teach her my habits. How would you ever get along without someone to do all the things I do?” Turning back to Sevil, she said, “He never once mentioned all this or me, did he?” She waved her arm back toward the house and then toward herself.

After shaking her head, Sevil watched in disbelief as Lengada roundly harangued Eswidan, who simply folded his arms and stared down at his mother. Finally Lengada said, “I suppose he kept you in that saddle all day long too. Up at dawn and ride ‘til dark. You must forgive him, he knows no other way.


Without waiting for a response, Lengada continued, “I have a hot bath waiting and a warm meal for you.” 

Linking her arm with Sevil’s, the older woman directed her toward the door. Stopping on the doorstep as the boy with the lantern went on inside, Lengada said loudly over her shoulder, “Yours is ready too. So hurry along.”

Shaking his head once again, Eswidan turned on his heel and went to check that the new horses had been settled and the packhorses had been unloaded properly. Hot baths and meals would wait until he was done. Besides, he did not want to be anywhere close by when his mother discovered how little he had told his wife.

Chapter 7: 2998 Spring 

Rohan: Family Holdings along the Deepening Stream

As his plate was all but tossed onto the table before him, Eswidan tightened his jaw and looked up to find his mother standing with her arms folded staring defiantly down at him. “You wish to speak with me, Mother?” he said carefully, picking up a fork and stabbing at a sausage.

Lengada rolled her eyes. “No, Eswidan, I wish to stand here and stare in astonishment at you.” 

Eswidan raised an eyebrow, but continued to chew slowly. Knowing from past experience that any response he made would be quickly turned against him, he chose to battle his mother in silence. Long moments passed, but Eswidan held his peace knowing that eventually the dam of her anger would burst. His mother’s sharp tongue was a force to be reckoned with. Scolding all from the kitchen boy to Esrob equally, his mother made certain everyone was aware of how she considered their duties should be carried out, yet no where in all of Rohan would any of them find a stauncher defender from attack outside the family. 

Pulling his mug toward him, Eswidan took a long drink of the hot strong tea. Over the rim, he saw Lengada still glaring at him.

“Why did you not tell her about me?” Lengada burst out, arms crossed and eyes flashing, “Can you not imagine how she felt?”

“She didn’t ask,” Eswidan said shortly settling his fork beside his plate.

Lengada gave a loud harumph. “Like she would know what to ask. Think how young she is.”

“Mother, you try my patience. I am well aware of her age. One reason for marriage was her age. Easier to train."

Lengada shook a finger at him. “Dogs and horses are to be trained. People are to be taught and loved.”

“If you truly believe that, then you love her.”  Eswidan said harshly. Then cursed himself for he knew it was the opening his mother had been waiting for.

Lengada said. “She is a perfectly acceptable girl or will be once she overcomes that idiotic habit of staring at the floor. What did that uncle of hers do to her? Beat her?” Lengada waved her arms to emphasize her point.

“Probably.” Eswidan said. Taking a moment’s delight in stilling his mother’s tongue with the knowledge. “Or the aunt. I could discover nothing but rumors.”

“And I suppose you did not bother to ask your wife directly?” Receiving only a raised eyebrow as a response, Lengada sat down at the table beside him and said. “Thank goodness, you took her out of there. She has training as a healer, you know.”

“So I was told,” Eswidan replied with narrowed eyes. “Her duties are to be my wife and the manager of this household, not to become a healer for all the Holdings.  She is to learn your duties. If I recall that was another of the arguments you used to convince me to marry. That you were growing old and needed a rest from your arduous tasks.” 

Lengada waved her hand airily. “What do you expect me to do if this girl takes over all my duties? Sit in the corner and spin?”

Eswidan leaned back in his chair with a snort of laughter. “Nay, Mother. No one would ever expect you to do that.” Then he added dryly, “ Especially if they have ever seen the thread you spin.” 

Lengada laughed and slapped at his arm. “Eswidan, I am not a fool yet. I will most assuredly teach the girl to manage this household. After all, she is your wife and must learn to do so. However there is no need to deny our folk her healing skills. Let us try it my way for a month. Then we will talk and see how things go.”

Eswidan looked thoughtful, then nodded. “Very well, a month. Now, might I eat what is left of my breakfast in peace?” He picked up his fork and a piece of bread.

“One other matter.” Lengada smiled coldly. “I understand I might be accompanying her to meet Halene today. Do you think that wise?”

“What?” Eswidan said in a suddenly cold voice. “My wife meeting the wife of the head of our family or my mother accompanying her?”

Lengada folded her arms. “Considering it is Halene, either is to be considered unwise. Though at least you do not plan to go yourself.”

Eswidan’s face hardened and his eyes became blank slates. Curse the day his mother had discovered the truths he had thought to hide from the world. Speaking through gritted teeth, he said, “You go too far, Mother. If you wish to remove yourself from my household, do so. If not, recall that Halene is not a subject for conversation.”

Lengada leaned toward her son. “What do you wish me to tell your wife? What do you plan to tell her about Halene?”

Eswidan shoved his chair back and stood. In a quiet voice, covering a river of suppressed anger, he said, “Nothing. I plan to tell her nothing, and neither will you. There is nothing to tell. That is the past, and has nothing to do with the present. Do you understand me?”

Lengada stared at him impassively. “As you say, Eswidan, as you say.”

Eswidan glared, then whirled and stalked from the room. Soon Lengada heard him crossing the courtyard to the stables shouting for a horse. 

*********

Sevilodorf woke to a knock at the door and sat up in confusion as she realized the sun was streaming brightly through small windows of oiled sheepskin placed high in the walls of the unfamiliar room. Moaning, she struggled to make her aching muscles move. At the sound of a second louder knock, she called out, “A moment.” 

Lengada pushed open the door and stepped in carrying a large brown bottle of what Sevil recognized as the same liniment she had been rubbed down with the previous evening. 

“Bless you, Lengada. I don’t think I’ll be able to walk without it.”

“Ignorant men. Throw a body on the back of a horse for two days. Lie down and turn over, it’s too awkward to do it yourself.” Lengada pulled the cork from the bottle and filled the room with the liniment’s pungent odor.  Pouring a large dollop in the palm of her hand, Lengada allowed the liquid to warm as Sevil dropped her voluminous nightgown to the floor and stretched out on the bed. With hands made strong from years of kneading bread dough and washing clothes, Lengada massaged the warming liniment into Sevil’s aching leg and back muscles. 

“There you go,” Lengada said recorking the bottle and used water in a metal basin on a small table to rinse her hands. 

“I may be able to walk now,” Sevil said with a shy smile. “Is it as late as it seems? I am sorry, I don’t normally lie abed.”

Lengada snorted, “And you are unlikely to again. Consider it a present.”

Pulling clothing from the chest Lengada had shown her the previous evening, Sevil paused and looked at the woman straightening the bedclothes with a few quick tugs. “A present? Most certainly, and I do thank you for it.”

“Nay, do not thank me. It is Eswidan, you must thank.” Lengada smiled as the girl quickly hid her astonishment at this statement. “My son, you will find, is a grouchy old bear most of the time, but not completely heartless. Besides, you will work all the harder for being well rested.”

“No doubt,” Sevil said in a small voice. Hooking the waistband of her skirt, she smoothed her shirt and sat to pull on stockings and a pair of sturdy half boots. Picking up her comb from the table with the basin, Sevil made a few quick strokes through her short hair, then stood with her eyes down. “I’m ready. What do you wish me to do first?”

Lengada sighed. The girl really would need more backbone if she were to have any hope of managing Eswidan or this household. Ah well, she had taken worse looking prospects and turned them into something worthy of the family name. “Lift up your head, and let us go get you some food.”

****

By mid day, her mind whirled with the names of the many people she had met. All seemed to be connected somehow to the family. Close to twenty people settled at the long tables in the large dining hall for the noon meal, though Eswidan was notably absent. Watching them joke and tease and discuss their day in the room well lit by lamps adding to the sunshine from the row of windows, these she noted in wonder were real glass, Sevil compared it with the stiff meals in her uncle’s household. There, meals had been times for her uncle and aunt to enumerate the minor and major transgressions of the household and to deal out punishment in the form of suitable chores or sharp quick blows. 

What was even more telling was that these people simply included her in their group as if she had always been a part of their family. It became obvious that few of them had known Eswidan planned to marry, but for the most part thought it was just like him to go off and do the deed quickly and without fuss. One cousin laughingly remarked, “Eswidan is not much for parties,” as the rest shouted agreement and told tales of the great lengths he went to avoid the large gatherings that Esrob’s wife Halene held.  Sevilodorf had taken note that Lengada’s face became stiff whenever Halene was mentioned, but could discover no clue to the reason in the conversation at the table.

At first, she had felt very awkward seated at the end of the table. Lengada had insisted that it was to be her place, and in fact had said that she was more than happy to be giving it up for it interfered with her meal to always having to be watching the servers and paying attention to the guests about the table. This statement had been met with hoots and jeers. One man a few seats down from her had even offered to lay a wager with Lengada as to how long it would be before she was once again ordering people about. Shaking her finger at him, Lengada had taken a seat to the right of Sevil saying, “Only until Sevilodorf learns to do it, then I plan to sit in the corner and spin.”

The howls of laughter at this pronouncement were met by laughter from Lengada who declared, “Which I will do in spite of Eswidan forbidding it.”

“A wise decision on his part,” called out the man who had offered to wager with Lengada. 

As servers came from the kitchen carrying the platters of meats and breads, attention turned to the meal and general conversation slowed. Lengada whispered an occasional direction to Sevil to relay to the servers, but for the most part engaged in an intense conversation with the older woman beside her about the state of the weaving sheds. 

Looking to her left, Sevil met the curious stare of the young woman there. Giving a rueful smile, she said, “I am sorry, I have forgotten your name.”

With a shake of a blond head so pale as to be almost silver, the woman gave a short laugh, “Quite all right. It must be difficult to suddenly find yourself among strangers. I am Judath. My husband,” Judath nudged the man beside her, “is Sejard. He is cousin to Eswidan.”

Sejard turned and nodded while forking a large bit of meat into his mouth.

“You are Mathasa’s son, are you not?” Sevil asked hesitantly, unsure of whether or not she had the name of Esrob’s sister correct. 

Sejard nodded and continued to chew while Judath rolled her eyes at him. 

“You must forgive his manners,” Judath said with a laugh. “’Tis the first time in months that we’ve been able to come for the noon meal, and the excitement has gone to his head.” 

Responding to Sevil’s look of inquiry, Judath went on. “Our youngest boy is just three months, and we have been kept close to home save for the obligatory visits to Esrob’s.”

Sejard swallowed his mouthful of food and wiped his beard to say, “That’s because she can’t stand to let me out of her sight.”  Sejard heaved a heavy sigh. “Ah, to be the object of so much affection is truly a burden.”

Poking her husband in the ribs, Judith exclaimed, “Tell her the truth, Sejard. It’s that I don’t trust you out of my sight.” Turning back to Sevil, she said, “If I let him get away, he doesn’t return for days. Comes over here and moves in. Claims the meals are better.”

Sejard raised another forkful of meat and said, “They are.” Then he drew back in mock terror as Judath threatened to stab him with her fork.

After using the fork to steal a slice of meat from her husband’s plate, Judath turned her back on her him. “He’s right. The food is better here.”

“You said your youngest was three months old. How many children do you have?” Sevil asked.

Dark eyes alight with pleasure, Judath answered, “Sewold is our third. All boys. Our oldest is six, and the middle one is three.”

“Aye, and a right handful they are at the moment,” Sejard said around another mouthful of meat. 

“And what would any sons of yours be but handfuls?” Judath laughed and accepted a basket of bread from a serving girl.

“True. True. Next time we should have a girl,” Sejard’s eyes gleamed with amusement as he accepted a thick piece of brown bread.

“Next time, he says,” exclaimed Judath with another laugh. 

“Where are your sons?” Sevil said. There were several children seated at a side table under the supervision of a nursery maid. “Did you bring them with you?” 

“Only Sewold. He’s in the nursery at the weaving sheds. Sewulf and Segilde are home with Sepaul’s wife, Tamarith.”

Searching the names that tumbled through her mind, Sevil asked, “Sepaul is Sejard’s brother, right?”

“Yes. That’s him over on the other side of the table.” Judath pointed to the shaggy haired man who had offered to bet with Lengada. Seeing them looking at him the man smiled. “He’s another one that has to be watched or he moves in. Tamarith made me promise to return him to her tonight.”

“Oh, I thought Halene was hosting a gathering of some sort tonight,” said Sejard. “You know if that’s true we will have we can do to keep him sober, much less return him home.”

“That I leave up to you, but go home he must as must we,” Judath responded fervently. “Halene will have to make do with a short appearance by us. And if Sevilodorf has just completed a two-day journey with Eswidan, she will need rest. Why Halene is insisting on this gathering tonight I do not know.”

Sevil looked down at her plate, her appetite suddenly gone, as Sejard replied calmly, “You know why, she likes to imagine that we are all her beck and call. It is only out of respect for our uncle that we will go.” Seeing Judath prepare to speak again, Sejard waved his hand. “Peace, Judath. We will most certainly go home tonight, and I will do all within my power to see that Sepaul is returned safely into Tamarith’s loving arms. Now stop, you are frightening Sevilodorf.”

Judath spun back to see Sevil give a small shake of her head. “Nay, I am not frightened. So far I have been made welcome by all, and I look forward to seeing Esrob again. He was very kind. As was Esiwmas.”

Sejard’s laugh boomed out. “No doubt he talked your ear off about horses.”

Sevil smiled. “Yes, he did. But I found it all very interesting. Esrob mentioned that you and your brother take the family herds to the mountain pastures.” 

Judath sighed. “Yes, and though I love the mountains I wish we did not have to go this year.”

Sejard frowned. “I’ve told you. You may stay home, and I will go.”

Judath shook her head. “I’m not leaving you to go alone.”

“Is there not anyone else who could do the job?” Sevil waved at the table. “There are so many of you.”

“Yes, but changing one assignment would mean changing many.” Sejard said regretfully.

“But surely….” Sevil stopped. “I’m sorry, I should not interfere.”

“It’s not interference. You are family now.” Judath insisted. “Everyone offers suggestions.”

Wiping the last of the meat drippings from his plate with another slice of bread, Sejard cautioned, “Yes, but don’t you dare make a suggestion to Eswidan without having all the facts straight, or he will rip the idea to shreds and stuff the pieces down your throat.”

“That’s not fair,” Judath protested. “He has much to do, and he really does listen to you.” She turned and said earnestly to Sevilodorf. “Always looks straight at you and pays close attention.” 

Sevil hid a small smile as she thought on the reason behind Eswidan’s close attention to the speaker. His slight deafness worked in his favor here.  Then her smile faded as she realized that the object of her thoughts was standing at the doorway to the dining hall, staring at her. Flushing, Sevil looked down at her plate, then remembering Lengada’s constant reminders to keep her head up she lifted her head to meet his stare.  Judath looked over her shoulder to see what had caused this reaction, then jerked her chin toward the door to let Sejard know he should turn as well.

As others at the table became aware of Eswidan’s presence, heads turned toward the door and men rose to greet him. Sevil watched as he made his way across the room, stopping briefly to focus on the words of each person who spoke to him. Though he returned their laughing comments about his marriage, Sevil saw that he did not laugh himself and that his smile never reached his eyes. Finally he made his way to the end of the long table; giving his mother a nod across the table, he clasped hands with Sejard and asked of his newest son. 

Sejard responded that all was well in his household, and with a gleam in his eye said, “And soon we will be drinking to the health of your own sons, I suspect.” 

Sevil reddened as Eswidan replied, “It will be many months yet, Sejard; so don’t go starting the celebration yet.”

Judath looked from Sevilodorf to Eswidan carefully, and began to say something, then closed her mouth firmly. Whatever was between them was best worked out in private, not in the crowded dining hall.

“If you will excuse us,” Eswidan said looking over at his mother, “I must speak to my wife before she leaves for Esrob’s house.”

“Are you not going with us?” Sejard asked with surprise. “You know Halene will expect the two of you.”

Eswidan answered firmly, “I must send my regrets to both my uncle and his wife. My absence for the past week has left a small mountain of work for me to get through. If you would tell Esrob that I will see him on the morrow, I would appreciate it.” At Sejard’s nod, Eswidan turned to Sevil and held out a hand. "If you are finished with your meal, I would speak to you before you go.”

Immediately she pushed back her chair and stood. “Whenever you wish, sir.”

Sejard laughed. “Ah, Judath, take note of how quickly she rushes to meet his request. You should take lessons.”

When Judath frowned at her husband and started to scold him, Eswidan interrupted her saying,  “We will leave you two to work this out.” Looking across the table as he took Sevil’s hand in his, he added, “ Mother, will it be possible for me to get some food brought to my workroom?”

Into the small silence this request created, Lengada sniffed, “Why do you ask me? Now that you have a wife, I am free to sit through a meal without having to jump up and down seeing to your every whim. Thank goodness.”

Eswidan paused for only a second, then nodded, “Forgive me, Mother. I would hate to disrupt your spinning.” 

The hall filled with laughter as Sevil studied the smooth wooden boards of the floor. In a small voice, she said, “Do you wish the tray now, sir, or after we talk?”

“After,” Eswidan replied. Then to the added amusement of all those at the table, he added, “Talking will increase my appetite.”

Sevil blushed furiously as the room erupted once again in loud laughter. With eyes fixed firmly on the floor, she followed as he led her from the dining hall to a small room lined with shelves filled with ledgers. Pulling a chair from the small table covered with piles of papers, jars of ink and writing utensils, Eswidan indicated Sevil should sit. Stiffly she lowered herself into the chair, keeping her eyes down. 

Struggling to regain her self-control, she folded her hands tightly in her lap. Taking a deep breath, she raised her head to meet his eyes. For an instant, he was startled by the intensity of her expression, then leaned back against the table and folded his arms. As the silence stretched, Eswidan realized his wife was not of the same cloth as his mother. Lengada would rant and rail and slice with her sharp tongue, but could not control her anger. This girl seated so stiffly before him looked as if she had every intention of sitting there unmoving forever. Anger raged in her eyes but she held it in control and no other sign was to be found but the tightening of her hands.  Realization dawned that this attitude was undoubtedly the one that had caused the rumored beatings. 

“Is that why you look at the floor so often?” Eswidan said quietly, walking around the table to sit in the only other chair in the room. “To hide the anger in your eyes?”

For a moment, Sevil was uncertain as to the reason for his question; then not trusting her stumbling tongue, she nodded. 

“Yet you hold your head up before me?”

Speaking slowly and carefully, though both anger and fear threatened to seal her throat, she replied, “I have been warned that if I do not demand your respect you will grind me into dust. I do not wish to live my life as dust beneath your boots.”

“Do I thank my mother for that advice?”

“Nay, sir. Your mother said little about you, other than that though you are a grouchy old bear at times, I should not consider you completely heartless.”

“And do you?”

“What? Consider you completely heartless?” Sevil paused for an instant before saying, “I would not call it heartless, so much as I call it inconsiderate.”

“In what ways am I inconsiderate?” Eswidan picked up a quill from the table and twirled it idly between his fingers.

Eyes narrowing, she looked at him intently, but he did not appear angry. Gaining courage from this and from the way she had been welcomed by the family this morning, she felt her throat relax and the words burst forth. “You just asked your mother to fix you a tray of food. That would be my duty even if you did not expect me to manage the whole household. I realize it meant nothing to you, but she knew and I knew and every woman in that room knew, that it is my duty to serve you, not hers. Yet you asked her.” 

“Your mother tells me she is to teach me how to manage this household. I tell you I will do my best to learn, but Eswidan, I have no hope of succeeding if you do not show me respect. Every person in that dining room takes their lead from you, as I am quite sure you know.”

Eswidan stifled a momentary urge to reach out and shake her. Where had this tirade come from? For the week that he had known her, she had seldom had more than a few words to say at one time to anyone. But years of managing three holdings had forced him to learn to listen to the concerns of others. She was right, what he had said showed a lack of respect for her position. Slowly he nodded, “My apologies to you. I was inconsiderate.”

Sevil tightened her lips and gave a jerky nod. His apology was almost too easily made and lacked sincerity, though she doubted he would give another.

But to her amazement he went on. “You are correct, if you do not have the respect of the people you will be incapable to perform your duties. I will endeavor to show my respect for you more publicly.”  Standing, he moved around the table to stand before her. “Though you must do something for me as well.” 

Tilting her head back to look up into his pale blue eyes, she was once again struck by his height and the leanness of his body. Aunt Thura would say he needed fattening up. Sevil wondered if he took all his meals on trays in this room.  “What do you require of me?”

Eswidan suddenly realized that the one thing he wanted most from this solemn faced girl was a smile of the sort he had seen before she noticed he was there. Though she had responded well enough considering the circumstances to his attentions, he had yet to receive a smile from her. She seemed to have no problem smiling at other people, but with him she was all solemnity.

Staring down into her searching eyes, he brushed a strand of her short brown hair from her face. Taking her hands from her lap he separated them and traced the marks her nails had made as she had clenched them so tightly together. 

“Remember that you are my wife. People will think it strange if every time you see me your smile disappears.”

“No doubt they will.” Sevil rose in response to his firm pull on her hands, and tilted her head. “Very well, I will try.” 

For a moment she thought he was going to lean down to kiss her, but he released her hands saying, “I will be unable to accompany you to Esrob’s, but Sejard will escort you, as will my mother. Please make my excuses to my uncle.” Waving his arm at the table piled with papers, he added, “Work prevents it.”

“I understand. Would you like me to send in that tray of food now?”

“Yes, and send my clerk to me. Leothil. He was seated on the end near the door.”

“The man with the dark green tunic?” At Eswidan’s nod, Sevil said, “Anything else?”

“Not for now. Enjoy yourself at the gathering this evening.”  Once again, he appeared to start to lean toward her, then pulled himself back.

Sevil gave a small shrug as he turned to the papers on the desk and began sorting. Slipping out into the hallway, she looked back at him with a sense of loss. What had she missed? 

As the door closed with a snap, Eswidan sank into his chair. Why was he feeling this way about this girl? A marriage of convenience, to protect her out of respect for her father from the consequences of the harm done to her and to provide him with the children he desired. That was all this was to be, why did he suddenly want her smiles? Brushing his hand across his face, he sat up at the sound of a sharp knock upon the door. When Leothil, entered Eswidan pulled the first stack of papers toward the edge of the desk and pushed thoughts of his wife away.

“We will need the ledgers for the rents on the timber land.”

“Yes, sir.”

Chapter 8: 2998 Spring

Esrob’s Holding

Sevilodorf had heard enough veiled remarks to know that meeting Halene was something she would prefer to avoid. Sejard’s comment at the noon meal of Halene liking to keep people at her beck and call was the most blatant condemnation, yet the number of unfinished sentences was telling in itself. Those few people she had categorized as sniping discontents appeared to adore Halene, while the more sensible ones pursed their lips and changed the subject. Lengada, herself, spoke of Halene in a clipped voice that spoke of careful control on a tongue unused to such bridling. 

Seated beside the older woman in the small cart driven with a competence Sevil greatly admired, her eyes were constantly drawn to the north and the smoky blue smudge of the Misty Mountains. How far away were they and would she ever get to them? She knew her father had traveled those mountains for he had told the tales often enough. A small sigh escaped as she thought of her father and mother and life before their deaths. 

“It is hard to leave behind family and friends.”

Sevil shook her head. “The only person I left behind with any regret was Bethwyn, the healer.”

“I know your parents are dead, but did you not live with your uncle and his wife? Surely, you will miss them?” 

Watching carefully, Lengada was delighted to catch a flash of anger in the dark blue eyes before they were turned to examine the distant mountains once more. So, not all the spirit had been beaten out of the girl. 

Softly, Lengada said, “I know only what Eswidan has chosen to tell me, and what little more I could get from Esrob. Eswidan is a firm believer in allowing people to keep their secrets. If you wish me to know more, you must tell me yourself.” 

Sevil was silent for a long while, studying the passing fields with their workers. Finally, she said in a voice barely heard above the rumbling of the cart, “It is your right to know. My mother was of Dunland.” 

“Yes, we heard of your father’s wife, but never met her.” Lengada maneuvered the cart into the lane that Esrob and Esiwmas had taken the previous day. The easy tone of her voice caused Sevilodorf to look up in surprise. The few people who spoke of her mother usually did so with subtle reproach for her father’s selection of such a wife.

“Esrob mentioned he knew my father and before you say it, I already know. ‘Wait for Eswidan to tell you.’” Sevil gave Lengada a wry grin. “Someday I might get very tired of waiting for Eswidan to tell me what I need to know.”

Lengada snorted, “My dear, I hope the day is not too far off. My son needs someone to shake him out of his complacency. I try, but most walk around in awe of him or scared spitless.”

“I’ve noticed.” Sevilodorf’s dry rejoinder drew a laugh from Lengada, who reached over to pat her knee.

“As I told you this morning, he is a grouchy old bear, but not heartless. He growls and roars, but seldom bites.”

“The growling and roaring serve him well enough, as do the long silences with the stern looks. And the slight curl of the lip.” She smiled in memory of her uncle’s responses during the dinner party preceding the wedding. “Grown men quiver when Eswidan sneers.”

Lengada waved a hand dismissively. “Some do. But those are generally not worth knowing anyway.”

Sevil flushed at this categorization of her kinsmen, though she held the same opinion herself. Seeing the flush, Lengada said, “Oh ho, your uncle shivers and shakes, does he? Nathgold of the Westfold was ever a fool. How came you to live with him?”

“After our parents died, he was the only kin we had in a position to take on two orphans.” 

“We?”

“My brother, Nathirem and I.” Beginning slowly, Sevil related the tale of her parents’ deaths and the early days of living in Nathgold’s household. Responding to Lengada’s quiet concern, the trickle of words continued until she found herself telling of Nathrild and his death by Nathirem’s hand. “Nathirem was judged to have acted in self defense, but to prevent a blood feud he was sent to serve in the East Mark. I had thought to be sent east to be with him when he came of age in the fall.”

The girl’s face was a stoic mask, but the tightly clenched hands in her lap revealed the depth of her emotions. For a moment, there was only the sound of the wind passing through the grass and the creaking of the small cart. 

“I suppose my uncle waited only until he was gone for certain, before arranging a marriage for me.”

Given the opportunity for Eswidan to appear in a more favorable light, Lengada grabbed it. “That’s not the case exactly.” 

“What do you mean?”

The older woman shrugged. “Despite my considerable efforts, Eswidan has refused to contemplate marriage. Until a month ago. When he informed his uncle and me that he had contracted with your uncle to wed you. And it is my understanding ‘twas my son who initiated the bargaining. Don’t look at me to know why, for I have not the slightest idea why he changed his mind.” Lengada paused. “No, that’s not true. Now that I’ve heard your story I do have an idea.”

“And what would that be?” Sevil asked.

“Can you not guess? My dear, he seeks to protect you. And that I believe is a far better reason than some for a contracted marriage.” Lengada nodded at Sevil’s astonishment. Then motioning forward, she said, “This is the road to Esrob’s holding on the left. If you continued east for about two miles, you would come to Sejard’s. Sepaul’s is beyond that and the smaller holding of their sister, Thamewyn, and her husband, Beregild is across the stream.”

Accepting the change of subject, Sevil nodded and asked about Sejard and his wife Judath. Lengada’s reply was interrupted as a trio of young boys popped up from where they had been crouched in the spring grass playing some game. 

Lengada waved and called, “Are you the guards today?”

The tallest, a slender boy near to thirteen years, rushed to swing back the bar blocking the road and wave them through while the two younger headed for the wagon waving and shouting, “Auntie Len!”

Once past the bar, Lengada drew the wagon to a halt to allow the sturdy boys to scramble up over the wheels and give her dusty hugs. “Oh, boys, what have you been playing in? You be sure to wash well before you come to dinner.” Lengada laughed as she brushed a streak of dirt from her skirt. Pointing to Sevilodorf, she said, “Sevilodorf, this is Beregorn and Beregrid. They are Thamewyn and Beregild’s sons. Boys, this is Sevilodorf, your cousin Eswidan’s wife. Make your greetings boys.” 

Balancing carefully on the narrow seat, the two boys attempted to make small bows and mumbled fast greetings. Sevil smiled at their dusty faces and said, “I am happy to meet you, cousins.” 

Beregrid tugged on her hand then opened his mouth widely to display a gap in the top row of his teeth. “I juth loth two teeth. Gornie knocked ‘em out.”

“He did? Why ever did he do that?” Sevilodorf said after admiring the empty space.

“They wath looth anyway. But he knocked me down and my teeth fell out.” Beregrid smiled his gap-toothed grin again. “Papa thayth at leath they were firth teeth. I can grow thome new.”

“And tell them what else happened.” The third boy said coming up to the cart after returning the bar to its former position. “Good afternoon, Aunt Lengada.”

“So Berethor, they’ve gotten into some mischief, and you got the duty of keeping them away from more trouble.” Lengada said, reaching out to give the boy a pat as he stood beside the wagon. 

With a slight shrug of thin shoulders, he said, “I don’t mind. Gets me away from Lenesywn.”

Lengada gave him a look of amused sympathy. “Still trailing after you?”

“Yes, and dressed like a boy.” Berethor’s voice filled with disgust. “You know what Halene thinks of that. And she blames me. As if I can stop the silly girl.”

Sevilodorf grinned as she remembered herself dressed in Nathirem’s cast off clothing and following him everywhere. Berethor grinned back and said, “Greetings to you, cousin. Esiwmas has told everyone about you.”

“And to you, cousin. I hope that his remarks were favorable.” Sevil nodded to the youth as Berethor motioned to the two younger boys to climb down. 

“He said you didn’t complain once and that Eswidan thought you rode well.” Berethor reached up and lifted Beregrid from the wagon and dusted him off.

The unexpected compliment caused her to duck her head in embarrassment, then as Lengada nudged her elbow, Sevil managed a quiet, “Did he? Well, I learned to ride dressed as a boy, following my older brother around the hills above the Lower Westfold.”

 “I don’t mind her. Truly, I don’t. It’s just all the trouble that it causes with her mother and then with mine.” Berethor said hastily. 

Picking up the reins and giving a cluck to the horses, Lengada laughed. “Yes, mothers are like that sometimes. We’ll see you boys at dinner. The others are about ten minutes behind us.” 

Berethor grinned. “Escaped your escort again, Aunt Lengada. Cousin Eswidan will have something to say about that.”

“He may say what he wishes, you young scamp. I have been traveling the roads of the Deeping Vale for nigh on six decades and will continue to do so at my pleasure.” 

Berethor laughed loudly as the trio waved and ran back to their game.

The road curved gently and the glint of sunlight on the Deeping Stream could soon be seen. A flock of sheep grazed alongside the road, and the shepherd saluted them with a lift of his staff.  His dogs trotted out to investigate, but at his whistle they returned to settle at his side with eyes ever watchful on their charges. 

“We run flocks on all three holdings and in the mountain pastures as well. The small cottagers take the wool and spin it to thread. And the dyeing and weaving sheds are on our holding. Cloth made here is traded all over the West Mark. Saratha is in charge of all that.” Lengada informed Sevil as she returned the shepherd’s salute. 

“I fear I know nothing about such things. Though my aunt made certain that I know the basics of managing a household, my main duties have always been the stillroom and the gardens. My uncle’s household was much smaller.” Her voice was filled with trepidation that she would be expected to assume responsibility for such endeavors as well as managing the household itself. 

“Though Saratha is well able to do her job, you will need to learn the basics for it is to you she will report and then you to Eswidan.” Lengada said. Seeing Sevil’s look of dismay, she went on, “But don’t fret, we will take it slowly. Wouldn’t want you to go running off in a fright.”

Sevil forced a tremulous smile, then her eyes widened as the road curved again and a large two-storied house came into view. Not as sprawling as the house on Eswidan’s holding, but surely twice the size, the house’s newer boards and thatched roof glowed golden in the late afternoon sun. Low hedges had been recently planted along the base of the forward walls and glass gleamed in two large windows set to either side of a large double door.  The courtyard to the side of the house, which separated it from the barn, was filled with arrivals. At first all seemed chaos, but as Sevil watched carefully, she saw that in the center stood a man quietly directing drivers and stable boys.  Some horses were led away to the barn or the nearby corrals, while others were driven into orderly rows across from the house. 

“Just a small family gathering? Oh Lengada, I can’t face all of these people. I won’t be able to talk.” Sevil exclaimed, feeling her stomach begin to clench and her mouth drying at the sight. Looking down at the long blue skirt with a vest embroidered with pale white flowers given her by Lengada that morning. “I’m not dressed for a gathering of this size. I’ll embarrass Es…everyone.”

“You’ll do what has to be done, as do all members of this family,” Lengada said firmly. Then in a gentler tone, she added, “I didn’t warn you because if I had you would have spent the last half-hour worrying rather that just the next few minutes. It is only family. It’s just that there is such a lot of family.” 

Turning away, she called to the stable boy darting up to the wagon. “Alfgard, how are you today? Did your mother get over that cold she had last week?”

As the youth replied that his mother was recovering well, Lengada passed him the reins and pushed Sevil to climb down. Setting her feet numbly on the ground, Sevil turned to assist the older woman from the wagon. 

Lengada paused before stepping away to say, “We won’t be staying the night, Alfgard; be sure you leave the wagon somewhere convenient.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the boy replied. “I’ll put it off to the side. Might be a longer walk to get to it, but it will be easier to leave from there.”

“Good thinking, lad. You’ll grow up to be as fine a barn master as your father.” Lengada’s praise drew a wide smile from the boy, and he gave them a quick wave before driving away.

Lengada tugged at Sevilodorf’s arm and whispered hastily, “We will only stay for dinner and you will know many of the people from this morning. None of that head hanging and no matter what happens, smile.” 

Nodding, as her throat had tightened to the point where she was unable to speak, Sevil forced herself to take a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and followed the taller figure of Lengada to the open doorway. As they reached the broad stone step, a slender woman appeared in the entryway. Pale blonde hair, unbound like a maiden’s, hung to her waist, and she wore a blue dress of a kind of cloth Sevil had never seen. It shimmered faintly and clung to reveal every curve when the woman, for that she was despite the unbound hair, motioned to them to enter. About her head she wore a circlet of silver and around her throat was a chain of silver like that Eswidan had given to Sevilodorf. Dangling from this chain however were three jewels, one red, one blue and in the center, a clear stone faceted so that it caught and reflected the light. Though a smile of welcome was on her lips, it was not reflected in her eyes and the pleasant words of greeting rang hollow to the ear.

Lengada’s smile was equally as false as she greeted the woman. “Good afternoon, Halene. Eswidan sends his regrets. Sevilodorf, this is Halene, Esrob’s wife.” 

For a moment Sevil halted uncertainly between the two women as Halene’s eyes darted a look of intense hatred at Lengada. Lengada’s impassive expression was enough to let Sevil know that the form of the introduction had been deliberate. As Esrob’s wife, and the elder, it would have been proper to name her first. A minor detail, but to anyone who placed great importance on position, as Halene obviously did, it was an assault upon her authority. 

Hoping that she would not somehow end up in the middle of a feud, Sevilodorf dipped a slight curtsy as was appropriate from a younger woman to an older one, but not so deep as to be that of an inferior. After all, Esrob might be the head of the family in name, but it was evident that Eswidan did the work, and he was landholder as well. Once more, Halene smiled a smile that never reached her eyes, and in a lilting voice said, “Welcome. Esrob and Esiwmas have done little but sing your praises for the last day. How lucky we are to have such an addition to our little family.”

Speaking very slowly, Sevil responded, “I am certain that I am the lucky one, Halene.” 

With a tinkling little laugh, reminiscent of the one Cousin Therwyn had spent hours practicing, Halene turned and lead the way to a room filled with people. Guiding Sevilodorf about the room, Halene introduced her to several groups. Each introduction was extremely formal and phrased in such a way as to reinforce Halene’s position as wife of head of the family. 

With a loud laugh, Esiwmas and Esrob entered the room together. Father and son, tall and broad shouldered and with the same bright smile that caused others to want to smile back at them, separated and began to move about the room greeting guests. Seeing Sevil with Halene, Esrob called out, “My dear Halene, such formality for a simple family gathering will not do. Let me take Sevilodorf. You must have countless details that need your attention.”

Halene gave that tinkling laugh again and placed her hand upon Esrob’s arm smiling up into his face. “My dear husband, you know me only too well. I do have other little chores that need to be attended but felt it was most important to introduce Sevilodorf properly. Eswidan has simply chosen to desert her today, and I felt it my duty to take her under my wing.”

Flushing slightly at this statement, but catching Lengada’s eye on her, Sevil held her head up with determination and found the courage to say. “Good afternoon, Uncle Esrob. Eswidan sends his regrets. He found there was a great deal of business requiring his attention, and felt sure that you would understand his absence at such a last minute gathering. Aunt Halene, has been very gracious in taking me about.”

Sevil knew that she deserved the flash of malice from Halene for that last statement. It was obvious from her manner of dress and behaviors that Halene preferred to think of herself as a young maiden. The gleam of amusement in Lengada’s eyes reinforced the thought that Halene would not like the reminder that she was Sevil’s elder and aunt by marriage.  

Afterward, she wondered if this one incident was the beginning of Halene’s enmity toward her. Esrob who smiled indulgently down at Halene might have overlooked her subtleties but the needlepricks of comments made about her dress, background and hasty marriage were all too obvious to Sevil. Comments of this sort had been the daily fare for the years within her uncle’s household, and she knew all too well how to build walls to keep them away and had learned that being unresponsive was usually the best course of action.  Putting a false smile upon her own face, Sevil concentrated on keeping her head up and the anger from her eyes. 

Later, at the head table in the dining hall, Sevil watched as servants moved through the crowded tables with platters of elegantly prepared dishes. Unlike the noon meal served at Eswidan’s holding, they did not appear to be family. Aunt Thura had always hired two girls and a man to help with the heavy chores and to relieve Therwyn and Rathara of the necessity to do any real work, but Halene appeared to have a very large staff. A swift glance at Halene’s hands confirmed that she took no active part in the myriad of household duties, but chose instead to supervise. Sevil thought back to Lengada’s strong capable hands massaging the liniment into her aching muscles that morning and decided that Lengada was the model she preferred to follow. 

The memory of Eswidan’s strong callused fingers stroking her cheek brought a faint smile. His hands were workworn as well; so hopefully, it was the model he would prefer, for there was no chance she would ever be like Halene. Glancing down at her tanned hands, with their short clipped nails, she frowned. However could you get anything accomplished when constantly worried about keeping your hands soft and white? Hearing again the tinkling laugh that had begun to cause her to cringe inwardly, Sevil understood how things were accomplished. Ah well, hard work was to be her path for she would sooner die than learn to laugh like that.

“Would you care for more, Sevilodorf?” asked Esiwmas ex tending a basket of bread toward her. 

“No, thank you. I have had enough for now.” Sevil smiled as Sejard on her other side stretched across to snatch the basket.

“I’ll take some more. If you don’t mind, Es.” Sejard piled several slices of the fresh brown bread on his plate and set the basket in front of him. “For later.”

Judath spoke from his other side, “How you can eat so much after all you ate at noon, I’ll never figure out. And where does it all go?” She studied her rail thin husband with a shake of her head.

“Got to keep my strength up to chase after those sons of ours.” Sejard said through a mouthful of bread.

Sevil leaned forward to speak to Judath. “Where is Sewold? Did you leave him at home?”

“No, he’s in the nursery with the other children.” Judath smiled at the thought of her son. “Halene has several girls watching all the children. She has chosen not to allow the children to attend meals.” 

Sejard and Esiwmas burst out laughing while Sevil glanced from one to the other with confusion. 

Wiping tears of laughter from his eyes, Esiwmas attempted to speak. “You have to understand that Sejard’s boys are not the only handfuls in this family.”

“As if you are perfect,” Judath cried indignantly. “I seem to remember a certain bowl of punch and a pack of dogs, not that long ago.”

Esiwmas grinned with a gleam of devilry in his eye. “No, but Mother likes me.”

Sejard laughed again, choking on the bread he had just placed in his mouth. “Good thing, too. Or you might have been banished to the nursery like all the rest.”

“Is that where they are? I wondered, for I did not see the boys who were gate tenders this afternoon,” Sevilodorf said.

Esiwmas’s grin grew wide again. “It is a wonder Mother did not banish those three from the entire holding.” 

“Why? What did they do? Surely, Beregrid is no more than seven, and the nursery is suitable for him. But Berethor looked to be in his teens. Certainly he, at least, should be here.” Sevil looked carefully around the room. 

“No doubt Beregrid told you of his missing teeth.” Sejard laughed. “He’s been showing off the hole to anyone who will look.”

“Yes. He said Beregorn pushed him.” 

Sejard and Esiwmas exchanged glances and laughed again. Sejard continued, “He pushed him all right. Right into a table. Of course, Beregrid tried to stop his fall and grabbed for the table. He caught the cloth instead and managed to bring the entire meal down upon his head.”

“Mother was a trifle upset. And banished them all to the nursery.” Esiwmas struggled to maintain a straight face.

“Trifle!” Sejard shook his head. “She was enraged, though I do admit she manages to keep her voice down when ready to tear people’s heads off. Unlike some women I could name.” Sejard gave a smiling glance at his wife. 

Judath snorted. “You deserved everything that I’ve ever said to you.”

Sejard caught her hand as she slapped at his shoulder. Turning it up, he planted a kiss in her palm, then glanced up at her with a smile. “I know, especially the times you’ve said you love me.”

Judath frowned, then laughed. “Odious man. I can’t stay mad at you, can I?” 

“Your most beloved trait, my dear.” Sejard smiled broadly. “When do you think we might be able to leave? The sooner we get Sepaul away from here, the less time he will have had to drink.” Sejard nodded to the end of the table where Sepaul sat laughing uproariously with a large tankard of ale in his hand.

Judath bit her lip slightly. “We have to at least stay until dinner is over.” Turning to Sevilodorf, she said, “We do not mean to slight you, after all this gathering is meant to welcome you to the family; but….”

Sevil shook her head at Judath’s hesitation. “Believe me I understand. I will not take it as a slight. Lengada means to leave as soon as dinner is over as well.”

“Father tried to tell Mother to postpone this for a day or two. To give you a chance to rest, but she insisted that it must be tonight.” Esiwmas looked to the central table where Halene sat with candlelight reflecting off her pale blonde hair. Her eyes were fastened on Esrob and a slight smile tilted her lips. “He seldom denies her anything.”

“He must care for her a great deal.” Sevilodorf said quietly. From the fond glance Esiwmas was bestowing upon his mother, it was obvious Esrob was not the only one to indulge Halene’s every whim.

At that moment, Esrob stood and held up his hands to gain the attention of the room. “I wish to thank you all for coming to dine with us and to celebrate the arrival of our newest family member.” Esrob smiled toward Sevil and raised his cup. “To Sevilodorf, may her life with us be joyous.” 

Sevil’s cheeks reddened as with a scraping of chairs and benches the company rose and raised their cups. Sejard reached down with a firm hand and pulled her to her feet beside him. Farther down the table, Lengada smiled and tipped her chin up in silent reminder. Raising her head she met Lengada’s eyes steadily.  

Chapter 9: 3000 Late Fall 

Rohan: Family Holding Southeast of Helm’s Deep

Glad to hurry into the warmth of the kitchen after the cool of the late autumn day, Sevilodorf pulled off her gloves and unwrapped her shawl from her head. She was equally glad to see dinner preparations well in hand under Lengada’s capable supervision. Today was not a day to have Eswidan glowering over a dereliction of her duties. Giving her mother in law a quick hug, Sevil said, “I’m late, I know. But things were worse than we expected. Where is Essel? I would have taken him with me if I had known it would be this long.”  

Lengada pointed to a large basket between the wall and a long table scrubbed white from years of use. “He fell asleep. I told you he would be fine.”

“I know. I know,” Sevil leaned over and gently brushed the top of the infant’s head. Fingering the wisps of light brown hair. Then tossing her gloves and shawl on a chair, she said, “But can you imagine the commotion, if he had started crying, while I was gone.” Sevil rolled her eyes and grinned at Lengada.

“Only too well. I have told you before, he does well with me. And he is of an age to begin mashed cereals.” Lengada nodded toward the kitchen girl holding up a quantity of scrubbed carrots.  “That should be plenty. Slice them fine and we will mix them with the other vegetables.” 

“Sit down, and tell me what you found,” Lengada pointed to a chair and hurried to the hearth to rap the knuckles of the boy turning the spit. “Steadily, boy. Or you’ll burn it. Pay attention to your task.”

Sevilodorf shook her head and sat down wearily. It had been a trying few hours and the worst was yet to be faced. Taking up the knife set on the table, Sevil began slicing the loaves of bread for the evening meal. Tending a household of this size was a difficult job and she constantly thanked every god she could think of that Lengada was here and willing to help her with her duties.

She could still remember the shock she had felt two years ago arriving before a building large enough to be an inn and being told that it was her new home. Rich and powerful, indeed, she snorted in remembrance.  And Eswidan not bothering to tell her the extent of the riches, nor that his mother would be standing at the door to greet them. Lengada had realized the situation immediately and scolded him roundly for his behavior, much as she was scolding the hapless kitchen boy again. This time for plucking off a strip of meat.

“Lengada, leave him be. Come sit. We must plan our campaign for I must get Eswidan to act quickly.” Sevil said.

“Very well. But Tarthan, I have my eye on you. Once more and I take a ladle to your head.” Lengada shook her finger at the boy, who had the impudence to duck his head and grin.

“That one will never make a kitchen boy,” Lengada said, gathering the sliced bread and placing it in shallow baskets.

“Of course not, Tarthan will be a Rider of the Mark,” said Sevil, grinning at Tarthan.

Lengada rapped her knuckles. “Don’t you encourage him. He’s impudent enough.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sevil replied shaking her stinging hand. 

“Now, tell me the news. How was it at Sejard’s? You said worse than we expected,” Lengada placed cloths across the bread to keep away flies and sat down to look intently at Sevilodorf.

“Much worse. Sejard sits and stares at the wall. Direct a question to him and he will answer, but the answer is nonsense.”

“And the children?” Lengada said. “What of them?”

“Scared, dirty and hungry. The nurse was nowhere to be found when I first entered, and I dare not tell you where I did find her, for you would go there and thrash her.” 

“I might still. Or better yet, Sejard, for allowing it.” Lengada said firmly. “Why did you not simply take the children and come away, he would probably not even notice?” 

Sweeping the crumbs from the table into her hand, Sevil replied, “I almost did. But knew that if I did, it would serve no purpose. You might have done it, but not I.”

Lengada snorted. “You continue to tiptoe around the man as if he were King Theoden.”

Sevil frowned slightly. “Lengada, we have been through this before. He may your son, but he is my husband. It is entirely different. But you must admit I have made great progress from my first days here, and I believe that if he goes and sees the state those children are in, his sense of duty will bring about what we desire.” Sevil glanced slyly at Lengada. “Especially if I point him in the right direction.”

Lengada chuckled, “You are certainly learning.” Then at a small sound from the child in the basket, she turned and smiled. “Ah, and there is the most certain appeal to his heart.”

Sevil pushed back her chair and pulled the basket from behind the table. Lifting the child to her, she smiled as he reached out to pull at her hair. “Are you hungry, my little man? Well, let us go and take care of that matter, then I will beard the bear in his cave.”  

Lengada reached out a wrinkled hand to caress the child’s head, then pushed Sevil toward the door. “Hurry, it would be better to catch your bear before dinner. Afterwards he plans to go to Esrob’s to discuss the fall shipments and you will have no time.”

******

Eswidan looked up from the ledger he was checking over as Sevilodorf called his name from the doorway. A determined look was in her dark blue eyes, and he wondered what new project she had embarked upon. In the two years of their marriage, he had learned to recognize the look well and knew that he would be listening to a list of reasons why he should support whatever plan she had in mind. Not, that her plans were without merit; but he often wondered how he had ever mistaken her for timid and shy. 

“Eswidan, might I speak with you?” she repeated from the doorway to the room lined with shelves filled with the ledgers of the family businesses.

“Can it wait?” Eswidan asked looking back at the column of figures he had been checking. Like most he hired clerks and scribes to record the details of his businesses; but unlike many, Eswidan was able to read and calculate the records himself and often did so. 

“No,” Sevilodorf replied determinedly. “There is some urgency in the matter.” 

“Very well,” Eswidan marked his place and closed the ledger. Rising from the table, he motioned her to enter and pulled a chair from the wall to face his.

Though the marriage had settled into the patterns of a union based on duty and responsibility rather than affection, Eswidan’s ability to focus his attention entirely upon one matter was something Sevilodorf envied, and appreciated. She knew that his complete attention would be given to what she had to say. Though he was often stern and rather severe, she recognized that he held himself to even higher standards than those he required from others. And it was his intense devotion to the family, she planned to appeal to at this time.

Seating herself and smoothing her skirt, Sevil said, “It is about your cousin, Sejard.” A shadow of sadness settled in his eyes, but when she paused he waved a hand for her to continue. “In the weeks since Judath died, he has done little but sit and stare at the walls.”

“I have been informed of this,” Eswidan replied.

“And you did nothing?” Sevil said in disbelief.

Eswidan’s response was tinged with frustration. “What would you have me do? He is a man full grown. I can not order him to get on with his life.” 

“You could, and he might listen to you.” Sevil retorted. “But that is not what I came to you about. I speak of the children.”

Eswidan closed his eyes briefly. Speaking to Sevilodorf was at times like watching a butterfly flit across a meadow. “Sejard’s children?” he asked opening his eyes.

“Of course. He has had three different women in to care for them, and the wet nurse is entirely unsuited for the job.”

“Wet nurse?” Eswidan repeated as if uncertain of the term.

Sevilodorf looked at him in amazement. “Aye, the wet nurse. The babe is less than a month old. She must have a wet nurse.”

“I bow to your superior knowledge in such matters,” Eswidan said sardonically. “But what is it you wish me to do. Arrange for a new nurse?”

Sevilodorf shook her head emphatically. “No, I want to bring the babe here. I can nurse her myself.” 

Eswidan settled back in his chair. His first reaction was a firm “No”, but the look of determination on his wife’s face caused him to pause. Seldom in the past two years had she come to him with a request that did not have merit, and not once with such an obvious display of determination. “What of my son? Does he not require your attention?” Eswidan inquired.

“Our son,” Sevilodorf said firmly. “Essel will do just fine. You can not possibly believe that I would neglect my child.” She drew herself up indignantly.

“No, I do not.” Eswidan stood and walked to the window looking out toward the barns. “I have no complaints about your care of Essel.” Settling upon the window’s wide ledge, he added, “Nor with how you carry out the majority of your duties.” 

Eswidan paused as Sevil turned to him with wide eyes. Holding up his hand to still the comment he knew she was about to make, he went on, “If you are certain, I will speak to Sejard.”

“I am. But…” Sevilodorf hesitated then rose to stand before him. “I came to ask not only for you to arrange for the babe to come here, but the other children as well.”

“All of them? If I recall correctly, Sejard has three other children,” Eswidan said slowly. 

“Yes, three boys. The eldest is eight. Of course, I would require help, but they are being neglected. Sejard is too lost in his grief to give any thought to them.”  

“Is no one else willing to care for them? What of Sepaul and Tamarith or Beregild and Thamewyn? What of Halene? Should this not be her concern as Esrob’s wife?” Eswidan asked patiently.

Sevil’s face tightened. “Sepaul, of course, is still recovering from that leg injury. And Beregild and Esiwmas have already taken over many of Sejard’s duties in the last weeks.  No one appears willing to take them all. They want to separate the boys and that is not right. Brothers should stay together,” Sevilodorf declared.

Eswidan slowly nodded, then tilted his head as he stared into her deep blue eyes. “You do have a plan for how you would manage five children and all of your other duties?” 

Sevil gave an inelegant snort. “Who would dare to come to you without a plan, Eswidan?”

Eswidan gave a shake of his head at this remark which sounded very much like his mother speaking. “Very well, I will go to Sejard and discuss this with him.” He paused. “If your plan meets my approval.”

Sevilodorf nodded, “It will, for I have enlisted as my ally, the one person I know you can not refuse.”

Eswidan lifted an eyebrow. “Who is that?”

Moving to the doorway, Sevilodorf said, “Why, your mother, of course.” Tossing him a triumphant look over her shoulder, she left the room.

*****

“Sejard?” Eswidan called out, pushing the door open. A faintly sour odor assaulted his nostrils as he stepped into the main room of Sejard’s house. A thin film of dust clouded the surface of the table along the wall and the room had the stale air of some unused place. “Sejard?”

A glimmer of white caught his eye and he stepped across the room to the woman’s workbasket nestled between the rockers of a chair. Lifting the lid, he gently fingered the tiny garment that rested there.

A shadow fell across the workbasket, and Eswidan swung about to face Sejard. A week’s growth of beard shadowed his face and his eyes were glazed. In a raspy voice barely above a whisper, Sejard said, “She made that for the babe.”

“Sejard, “ Eswidan began, then stopped. What was there to say?

Taking Sejard by the arm, Eswidan guided him to a chair at the table. Pushing him down gently, Eswidan turned and moved down the hall to the kitchen.

The remains of a morning meal littered the table and a small mountain of unwashed dishes covered the counter in the scullery, but the floor appeared to have been recently swept and scrubbed while a pot of soup simmered gently on the rear of the stove. Eswidan rummaged quickly through the pantry to find two glasses and a small brown jug. 

Carrying them back to Sejard, Eswidan set the glasses on the table with a clink. Pulling the cork, Eswidan poured each glass about a quarter full of clear liquid. Pushing one firmly into Sejard’s hand, Eswidan said roughly, “Drink it.”

Sejard nodded and swallowed the contents in one gulp. Slowly, lowering the glass to the table, he folded his arms and rested his forehead upon them. 

The long silence was broken by the sound of childish voices from the kitchen. Sejard raised his head slowly and said tonelessly, “Sevilodorf asked me yesterday if I would let the boys go with you for a time. I didn’t answer her then.”

“And now?” Eswidan said meeting Sejard’s pain filled eyes.

Sejard waved his hand aimlessly. “Take them. They will be better off with you.”

“For a while. But you must...”

Sejard interrupted harshly. “Don’t tell me to get over this. Don’t tell me I must get on with my life. It is not your wife who is dead, so do not tell me what I must do.”

Eswidan drew back the hand he had placed on Sejard’s shoulder and nodded. “You’re right. But I can’t leave you here like this. You know that.”

Sejard gave a grimace, picked up the other glass and held it to the light. “I know. I knew it when she showed up yesterday that you would be right behind.”

Eswidan smiled wryly, “I should have been here first. For that I apologize, cousin.”

“Apology accepted.” Sejard drained the second glass, then rose unsteadily to his feet. “Now, let’s go tell the boys.”

As Sejard swayed, Eswidan moved to support him, “Then we will put you to bed. That drink has gone to your head.”

Sejard smiled grimly, “I hope so. It seems to be the only way I can sleep.”

Upon reaching the kitchen, the men found two small boys and a young woman clearing the debris from the table. A third boy lay curled on a pallet by the wall, drowsily sucking the first two fingers of his right hand. 

“Papa!” exclaimed one boy tilting the plate he carried so the crusts fell to the floor. 

“Ah, Segilde. Look what you did,” cried the other.

“Not to worry, Sewulf. Easily mended,” said the young woman calmly, kneeling to quickly scoop the crumbs onto the plate she held.

Bobbing a curtsy to the men, she set the plate on the counter before saying, “Good morning, sirs. Would you be liking anything to eat?”

Sejard stared about the kitchen in confusion. “Who are you and where is Margarath?”

Nervously twisting her apron, the wide-eyed woman replied, “Why sir, Margarath left yesterday evening. I’m Lilsawyn. You told my brother that I was needed to help in the kitchen. I’ve done my best to get started, sir.” She waved a hand toward the dishes piled along the counter.

Sejard shook his head. “I don’t remember.” Then seeing her look of dismay, he continued, “That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” 

Sewulf tugged on his father’s hand. “She fed us breakfast. Real good, Papa. And then we went to hunt eggs with her.”  Sewulf pointed to the basket setting on the table. “Segilde found six and I found eight. Sewold only found two, but that’s cause he’s still little. Lilsawyn said we can help her in the garden this afternoon.”

Lilsawyn glanced at the men. “That is if it’s all right with you, sir. It’s just that there’s things still needing to be picked, and the boys don’t have no one to watch them.”

Sejard looked about the room again. “Where’s the nurse? She should watch the boys during the day, if you are taking over the kitchen chores.”

Lilsawyn started to speak then snapped her mouth shut and shook her head.

“She’s with the baby, Papa. But we don’t like her. Can’t we have Lilsawyn look after us?” Sewulf said in a small voice.

For a moment, Sejard just looked from the boy to the woman, then he sank into a chair and put his head in his hands. Segilde ran to him and patted his shoulder, while Sewulf bit his lip and looked dismayed that his words had had this effect. 

Eswidan knelt down before the boy. “Can you show me where the nurse is?”

Sewulf glanced at Lilsawyn who nodded. 

“Lilsawyn, would you fix Sejard something to eat? Something easy on the stomach. If that soup is ready, it would be fine.” As Lilsawyn nodded, Eswidan followed Sewulf out of the kitchen and down the hall to the sleeping rooms. 

********

“Lengada, we’re going to need all the hot water we can get.” 

Lengada looked up from the dough she was kneading. The heat from the baking ovens had led them to open the upper half of the door and now Sevil stood leaning over the edge looking toward the courtyard. Brushing the flour from her hands, Lengada hurried to the door. 

In the courtyard was a pony cart filled to overflowing with three small boys and a young woman with flame colored hair clutching a baby in her arms. A grimy looking youth held the reins to the cart, while alongside rode Eswidan.  

“From the expression on his face, I think he found the same situation you did yesterday.” Lengada turned from the door and shouted, “Tarthan, where are you?”

From the scullery off the kitchen, Tarthan poked his head. “I’m scrubbing those pots again like you told me to.”

“Never mind those, go set up some bathing tubs in the nursery and fetch us some more water.” Lengada waved her hands at him to hurry off. Tarthan looked over Lengada’s shoulder toward Sevilodorf, who smiled at the boy and nodded.

 “Just remember you told me so, when these pots aren’t ready for dinner time.” Tarthan exclaimed with exasperation. Ducking the swipe of Lengada’s hand, he hurried toward the nursery.

“That boy! Too impudent by far.” Lengada called down the hall for the two girls who helped with the household chores. As they ran in, Lengada directed one to finish up with the baking for the day and the other to start heating the water.

Sevil pulled off her apron and tucked a loose strand of hair back into her braid. Scooping up Essel from his basket by the table, she set the child on her hip and raced out the door. Hurrying across the courtyard, to where Eswidan was lifting the three boys from the cart, Sevil looked carefully at the young woman holding the baby. That was not the wet nurse of the day before, nor was it the other women Sejard had helping to care for the children.

From the wary glances the woman was giving Eswidan, Sevil knew he must have unleashed his displeasure over the conditions at Sejard’s. The grouchy bear did have a bite to him when he was angered enough and his fury could be disconcerting for those unused to it. From the set of his lips and the tenseness of his body, Sevil knew he was still angry and she hoped that the anger was not to be directed at her. 

“I see Sejard agreed to let the boys come stay with us for a while,” Sevilodorf said with a smile down toward the three boys huddled uncertainly together. Sewulf, the eight-year-old, tried to make a small bow but was hampered by the hold his two-year-old brother had on his tunic. Sevil smiled at the boy and knelt down before him. “That’s all right, Sewulf. I can’t greet you properly either. Holding Essel makes it difficult to curtsy.  I’m glad your father let you come to stay awhile.” 

Looking up at Eswidan, she said, “Thank you for bringing them back so quickly.” Turning back to the boys, she laughed, “Your cousin, Eswidan, is a master of timing. For coming out of the oven in just a few minutes are three of Lengada’s special apple breads. You are just in time.” 

Sewulf’s dirt streaked face lit up at the mention of the bread. Pulling Sewold’s hand loose from his tunic and motioning to six-year-old Segilde to take the two-year-old’s other hand, Sewulf said eagerly, “We can share a loaf. That way you’ll have plenty left.”

Rising to her feet, Sevil nodded. “Thank you for the consideration, but I think we will have enough that you three may have all that you want.” Pointing to the kitchen door, Sevil said, “See, there’s Tarthan, come to show you the way. You have to wash up before you eat though. Lengada is very strict about not letting dirty hands sit at her kitchen table. Isn’t she, Eswidan?”

Sewulf and Segilde looked up at their tall cousin as he nodded gravely. “She certainly is. So run on and get cleaned up. We’ll join you in the kitchen in a bit.” Reaching into the cart Eswidan pulled out a small bundle of clothing and tossed it toward Tarthan.  Catching it deftly with a grin, Tarthan led the boys at a slow pace back toward the kitchen. 

Sevil nodded to the young woman and looked to Eswidan inquiringly. 

“This is Lilsawyn. She will help you with the children.” 

Lilsawyn made a careful curtsy with the baby held tightly to her. Though of good cloth, the clothing she wore was obviously old and been mended in several places.  Her thin face and frame spoke of missed meals and there was a nervousness about her that stirred memories for Sevil. Lilsawyn’s eyes darted upward to Eswidan then back to Sevilodorf. In a small voice, she said, “I’m not a wet nurse, ma’am. I tried to explain to the gentlemen that I wasn’t.”

“No doubt, you did. But we will not need a wet nurse, merely someone to help us take care of the boys and the babies.” Sevil motioned to Essel who had stuck a finger in his mouth and was gnawing on it. “This is a big household, and your duties might not end with caring for the children. Do you still want the job?”

Lilsawyn smiled shyly. “Yes ma’am. That’s my brother over there in the pony cart. He’s been working the fields for Sejard, but the gentleman said if I came to work here, he would find a place for my brother in the stable. He’s always wanted to work with the horses.”

Getting a quick nod from Eswidan in confirmation, Sevil replied, “If that’s what he said, then you can believe it, Lilsawyn. He is a man of his word. Why don’t you go in and help Lengada get the boys cleaned up and fed?” 

After another glance up at Eswidan and a quick bob to Sevilodorf, Lilsawyn headed toward the kitchen door. 

Eswidan pointed to the boy sitting on the seat of the pony cart. “You take the cart over behind the barn and unhitch. We’ll return it tomorrow. Tell the barn master I said you were to be given the position of stable boy. He’ll give you your duties.”

The grimy boy nodded and carefully maneuvered the cart around the courtyard toward the barn as Eswidan watched him intently. When the cart went behind the barn, Eswidan turned to Sevilodorf. In quiet voice, he said, “Why did you not tell me exactly what you found when you went over there yesterday?”

Sevil frowned. “Would you have believed me? I didn’t believe it myself, and I was there.”

Eswidan looked down at Sevilodorf. Would he have believed her? She was right, it had been unbelievable to see Sejard sitting unresponsive in the midst of that neglected household. Even harder to believe had been finding the babe crying in her cradle while across a narrow bed on the other side of the room the wet nurse lay snoring. Leaning over her, he had caught the whiff of ale and realized she was drunk. 

“Did you know the wet nurse was a drunkard?” 

“No.” Sevil shook her head and shifted Essel from one hip to the other. “I found her in the barn with one of the men, but not drunk.”

“You should have told me what you knew.” Eswidan stared down at her with a faint look of disapproval. “I would have gone to check on them last night. What if something had happened to them? I can not do my job if the people with the information to help me do not share it.”

Sevil flushed. “You told me you knew that Sejard had been sitting staring at the walls. I assumed you knew what that meant for the children. But you’re right, I should have been more detailed in the information I gave you.” Essel started to squirm and reach out toward Eswidan. Sevil shifted him again before adding, “I will be sure to next time.”

Eswidan gave her a short nod, then took Essel from her arms. The child chortled with delight and grabbed his father’s hair as Eswidan lifted him to his shoulder. Gently untangling the child’s fingers, Eswidan talked softly to him for a moment. 

“Thank you for bringing them back so quickly.” Sevil said as the anger faded from his eyes. 

“What else could I do? Sejard said he knew that I would be there today as soon as he sent you away yesterday.” Eswidan looked at her carefully while Sevil struggled to contain a triumphant smile. “Go ahead and smile, you have accomplished your goal once again. You are becoming a very manipulative female.”

“A true credit to your mother’s teachings,” said Sevil with a laugh that caused her blue eyes to sparkle.

“Aye, you are.” Eswidan chuckled, then quickly sobered.  “Sejard told me that it was not my wife that lay dead, and that I had no right to tell him what to do.”

Sevil wondered how long it would be before Sejard laughed again for his relationship with Judath had been based on affection

“He will miss her greatly.” She blinked in a failed attempt to prevent hot tears from overflowing.

Eswidan reached out and rubbed away the tears on her cheeks. “I realized that I would miss you.”

Sevilodorf lifted her head to stare at him wide eyed. In the two years of their marriage he had never said he cared for her. All his words had been of duty and responsibilities. Though attentive physically, she always felt he was holding a part of himself back. That any willing body would have served to meet his needs.

“You would?” 

“Yes,” he said simply. Leaning down, he kissed her. At first softly, but then as if some restraint had been removed, he pulled her to him and deepened the kiss to leave her breathless and shaking. Essel squealed a protest at being squeezed between them and Eswidan pulled back slowly. Pushing the child into her arms, Eswidan said, “I need to go see to the new stable boy. Then I will go to Esrob’s. He should be advised of the conditions at Sejard’s.”

Not trusting her voice at the moment, Sevilodorf nodded.

“I’ll be back before nightfall.” Eswidan stroked the soft tendrils of Essel’s hair, then brushed his fingers once again across her cheek before striding off toward the stables.

Essel reached out, then his face crumpled and he began to wail. Sevil cuddled the child and gave an uncertain look toward Eswidan’s back. Well, that was something different. Then she buried a smile in Essel’s hair. 

*******

Eswidan muttered a low curse as he entered the room and realized its sole occupant was Halene. Seated in a large high-backed chair before the fire with a tapestry frame before her, she looked the picture of domesticity. How false that picture, he was only too aware.

“Ah, Eswidan, such a long time since I last saw you.” Halene motioned him to the chair beside her. “Won’t you take Esrob’s place and spend some time with me?”

The double meaning behind the words was strengthened by Halene’s intimate smile and Eswidan frowned. 

With a tilt of her head and a low laugh, Helene rose to place a hand on his arm. “You don’t want me anymore, Eswidan? Found something that pleases you more?” 

Eswidan shrugged off her hand and stepped back. 

Halene smiled. “You can not fool me, Eswidan. I still feel you tremble when I touch you. The way you’ve always trembled beneath me. The way I tremble for you.” Halene ran a finger along the low neckline of her dress drawing Eswidan’s eyes to the swell of her breasts. 

“If Esrob is not here, I will take my leave.” Eswidan turned on his heel only to halt at Halene’s voice.

“Do not walk away from me like that, Eswidan.” Halene said icily. “Or I might just feel the need to confess to my loving husband. Or perhaps to your loving wife?”

Eswidan turned slowly to stare at Halene. “What would you accomplish? Do you feel that confident Esrob would forgive you for putting the cuckoo in his nest?”

Halene tossed her head. “I have no fear of losing MY place. Esrob does as I wish and loves HIS son too much to want any dishonor to come to him. But what of you, Eswidan? What do you think she would think of you? Would her eyes still follow you about the room? Would she still welcome you home? How would she feel knowing about your other son?”  

“My wife and my son are no concern of yours, Halene.” Eswidan clenched his fist only to see Halene smile at the gesture. 

“And just what will you do?” Halene moved closer and licked her lips. “Beat me? I’ve always enjoyed your forcefulness, Eswidan.” Reaching up to trace his jaw with her finger, she found her hand grasped tightly. 

“Do not. Go play your games with someone else, Halene.” Eswidan pushed her hand away. 

Eyes blazing with fury, Halene hissed, “Games! You call my love a game.”

Eswidan snarled, “Love. You don’t love anyone, but yourself, Halene. You never have.”

“I love you. I always have.” Halene’s fury faded to be replaced by a gentle tone. “You know it was not my decision to wed Esrob, but my father’s.”

Eswidan smiled grimly. “Same old tricks, Halene. My eyes are open now. I will not fall into that pit again. It’s over. It should never have started, and it is over.” 

Halene bent her head. For a moment, Eswidan thought her shoulders shook with sobs, then she threw back her head and laughed. “Over. It’s not over. You still want me. You know you do. I can feel it.”

Eswidan shoved her back as she reached for him again. Still laughing, she sank to the floor. “You’ll be back. Enjoy your little plaything, but you’ll be back. You’ll never walk away from me.”

Eswidan whirled away from her and slammed out the door her laughter still ringing in his ears and the knowledge that she was right embedded in his heart.

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

Arriving home after nightfall, Eswidan could not remember where he had been or how he passed the hours since he left his uncle’s. Nodding to the boy who ran out to take the reins of his horse, Eswidan dismounted and turned to find the door open and Sevilodorf standing holding Essel on her hip. Halene’s words resounded in his tired mind. “Would she still welcome you home? How would she feel knowing about your other son?”
Sevilodorf waited for him to get close enough to hear her clearly before she asked, “Was there some problem? 

“No. I just lost track of the time.”  Eswidan lifted Essel to his shoulder and patted the child’s back.

“Did Esiwmas talk your ear off again about his plans?” 

“I wasn’t at Esrob’s.” Eswidan waited as Sevilodorf closed and barred the door.

“Then you haven’t eaten. There’s water heating and food warm in the kitchen. Come along, the boys are having a little snack before bedtime.”

“Boys?” Eswidan said in confusion, before he remembered Sejard’s children. “Never mind. I remember.” 

“I hope so, because for some reason you are Sewulf’s favorite person. He would be devastated if you forgot him.” Sevilodorf stopped in the hallway to peer intently up at Eswidan. “You are all right, aren’t you? You seem…”

Eswidan waved his hand.  “Nothing a hot meal and a good sleep won’t cure. And speaking of sleep, this one is.” Eswidan turned so Sevil could see that Essel had fallen asleep. 

“Let me take him, sir.” A quiet voice spoke from the kitchen doorway. “I’ll put him in the nursery. Sewold is already asleep in there and the babe.” 

“Thank you so much, Lilsawyn. You’ve been a tremendous help today. You be sure to call me when the babe wakes up. It will take a few days for her to settle to a schedule, but we’ll manage.” Sevilodorf said as Eswidan transferred the sleeping child to the girl’s arms.

“I will, ma’am.” Lilsawyn bobbed a quick curtsy to Eswidan and hurried off toward the nursery.

“And how will you manage?” Eswidan pulled Sevil to a stop before she could enter the kitchen. 

She shrugged. “The same way I did when Essel was this age. Afternoon naps. Lengada has come up with the idea of Tarthan watching the boys in the afternoon so I can rest. After all, he doesn’t make a very good kitchen boy, perhaps he’ll be better at taking care of the boys.”

“You have it worked out then.” 

“Yes, though the best part is Lilsawyn. She is willing to do anything, and the boys adore her. Even Tarthan listens to her. Thank you for bringing her.”

Staring down at Sevilodorf, Eswidan felt a tremendous urge to pull her aside and tell her everything. To have it all over once and for all, to be able to stop living the lies. But the thought of her turning away from him and never looking at him again with those determined blue eyes shining stopped him. There was no need for her to know, to feel the shame and have to live a lie as well. Shaking out the thoughts of confession, Eswidan found her looking up at him concerned.

“Are you certain you are not ill or hurt? You are acting very strange.”

“As I said, some food and sleep will solve the problem.”

Sevil pushed open the door to the kitchen and released the smells of apple bread and the murmuring voices of Lengada and Sejard’s two eldest. Giving Eswidan a glance that he took as a warning, Sevil called out, “Look boys, your cousin Eswidan is home in time to share your snack.”

Segilde asked with a mouth full of bread, “Does he have to wash his hands too?”

Lengada passed Segilde a napkin and said, “Of course he does. Why do you think I had to initiate the rule? Dirtiest hands south of the Misty Mountains when he was your age. He and his brother were a right silly pair and got into all sorts of trouble.”

Sewulf stared up wide-eyed at the man who stood tall and grim faced in the doorway. “Him?”

“Yes, him. Hands so black with dirt you could drop seeds on them and they would grow.”

“Now, Mother. Don’t exaggerate.” Eswidan folded his arms and gave her a sharp look. 

Lengada just snorted and passed Sevil a plate full of food. “When he’s washed his hands you can give him this. I’m putting these young Riders to bed. Come along, boys. You can visit with your cousin tomorrow. Tarthan!”

“I know, I know. I’ll finish them before I go to bed.” A disgruntled voice answered from the scullery.

Sevil bent down and gave each boy a squeeze and whispered that she was glad they could come to stay awhile.  Lengada then held out a hand to each and led them from the kitchen. As the door closed, she could be heard saying, “Let me tell you about the time…”

Eswidan shook his head as Sevil covered a smile and waved him to the table. “The question is not whether you can handle four more children, it’s whether you can handle my mother.”

“No question, sir. I just step back and let her do as she wants.” She poured him a large mug of hot tea. 

Eswidan turned the mug between his hands allowing the warmth to sink into his fingers. Slowly he sipped the hot drink and ate his meal, all the time watching as the plump figure of his wife moved about the room putting some things away and setting others out for morning. When Tarthan finished his scullery jobs, she sent him on his way with a hot mug of tea and several slices of the apple bread in his pocket. Just as Eswidan was taking the last sips of tea, a sleepy-eyed Lilsawyn appeared at the door with a whimpering babe. 

“She just woke up,” Lilsawyn said, handing the child to Sevilodorf. 

“That’s fine. You go back to bed. I’ll feed her and return her to the nursery. If she wakes in the night, you must come get me.” 

“Yes, ma’am…” At Sevil’s stern look, the girl gave a small smile and mumbled,  “Sevilodorf.” After a nervous curtsy in Eswidan’s direction, she disappeared back down the hall.

Cuddling the babe, Sevil said, “Just stack the plates and things, will you? I must go feed her.”

“Of course.” Eswidan waved her out of the room as the whimpers escalated into a thin hungry wail.

After stacking the plates and snuffing out candles, he walked quietly down the hall to their room. Sevil sat in the glow of one candle with the babe cradled to her breast, humming in that off key way she had. Eswidan leaned against the doorframe and the echoes of Halene’s laughter swelled in his thoughts. “You’ll be back. You’ll never walk away from me.”
“Yes, I will,” Eswidan said, not realizing he spoke aloud.

“Pardon me?”  He turned to find Sevil looking at him questioningly. “Did you say something?”

“Just reminding myself of something.” Eswidan pushed himself from the wall and crossed the room to stand before her. Was he strong enough to continue resisting the temptation Halene held for him? Would he never be free?

Here before him was another path, one that he had chosen to walk to honor old debts. But Sejard’s words had made him realize that somehow he had gone beyond duty and arrived at a point of true affection. Whether it was that she had become a true student of his mother’s teachings or that her own indomitable spirit had emerged, she was now a vital part of this holding and his life. Healer, mother, and holder’s wife, whatever task he set for her she did her utmost to complete. Hesitantly he reached out a hand, only to withdraw before Sevilodorf’s bewildered gaze.  

“How much longer will you be?” Eswidan said quietly, moving to the bed to sit and remove his boots.

“A few minutes.”  Sevil lifted the babe to her shoulder and pulled closed her shirt. “She just needs to be changed again and settled in her bed.” Rubbing the baby’s back, she went to the doorway. Giving him another curious look, she pulled the door shut as she said, “I’ll be right back.”

Eswidan sat staring at the door. Sejard had forced him to realize that he did care about Sevilodorf and the life they had together, but the confrontation with Halene had made him unsure of his ability to keep temptation at bay. Lying back on the bed, he closed his eyes. Tired, he was so tired. He had traveled many miles that afternoon. None of them clear in his mind but evident in the ache of his muscles. The squeak of the door brought him upright with a groan. 

“You are hurt. Let me see.” Sevil’s firm hands helped ease off .his tunic and shirt. The large bruise along his side brought a quick gasp and a sharp look. “Where did you get that? It looks as if you were slammed against something.”

“I can’t remember.” Eswidan ran a hand along the bruised area. “I just remember leaving Halene and riding. I don’t remember falling.”

“Halene? I thought you said you were not at Esrob’s.” Sevilodorf carried his clothing to the chair. Pulling her household keys from her pocket, she opened a small trunk against the wall to retrieve a flask. Relocking the chest, she set her keys aside and poured a small amount of yellowish liquid into her palm. 

“I wasn’t there long. Only long enough to find Esrob was not there.” 

“Oh,” Sevil replied motioning him to lie back on the bed again. With the soothing lavender scent of the arnica filling the room, she massaged the bruised area. Relaxing under her firm hands, Eswidan watched her eyes tell of anxiety and dismay. While very capable of keeping a solemn face, Sevil was not as talented at keeping the emotions she felt completely from her eyes.  Realizing he was watching her, she looked away and started to stand. 

Catching her hand, he pulled her down to rest across his chest, stiff and resistant. Holding her tightly, he slipped his hand into her shirt and stroked her body. Lightly he ran his fingers along her back in the exact spot he knew she was ticklish. Squirming and twisting in his grasp, she tilted her head back to protest, but froze at the intensity of his gaze. Rolling over, he pinned her to the bed and tipped her face upward. She gasped as his mouth came down hungrily on hers. Like the morning, nothing was held back and she found herself once again breathless and shaking. As he drew back, she smiled and reached her arms up to pull him down.  Willingly he came and willingly she opened to him, and for a time all thoughts of anything other than pleasure were banished.

*********

The guttering candle cast wavering shadows as Eswidan stared at the ceiling. Sevil lay curled against him sleeping, and he tightened his arm about her as the candle’s light flickered out. Here was the chance for his honor to be redeemed. Nothing would change the past, but he would work for a future he could be proud to leave his son.

Chapter 10: 3010 Spring

Rohan: Family Holding 

Southeast of Helm’s Deep

“Sevil?” Esiwmas pulled her into a bearish embrace looking pointedly at Eswidan lingering by the burial mound. 

“I know, but I will not force him. Take the boys and go on back to Irosa. The feast can wait until we arrive.” She wiped her tear stained face once more and called, “Essel.”

Glancing up to receive a nod of permission from his father, Essel hurried over. Tall and slender for his ten years with light brown hair and deep blue eyes that reminded Sevilodorf of her brother, Nathirem. But his remarkable steadiness, he got from his father. “Yes, Mother?”

“You go with Esiwmas and the boys.” Pulling him into a tight hug to still his protest, she whispered, “You must be there to greet the guests until your father comes. It is your duty to do that for him.”

He nodded, and she brushed a wayward lock of hair from his forehead, earning her a quick frown. Smiling, she gave him another hug. “Endure it, Essel. For my sake.”

Esiwmas chuckled and tousled Essel’s hair, “Mine does the same thing to me. And me, a man grown.”

Sevil looked up into the gleaming eyes of the blond giant of a man. “You will never grow up, Esiwmas. Never.”

“Irosa insists I must. Before the birth of our child, she says.” Esiwmas hooked an arm around Essel’s shoulders and gave him a squeeze. 

Giving snort as she thought of the smiles that rosy cheeked Irosa was hard put to hide whenever Esiwmas was in the room, she said, “I wish her luck. But I think she is happy enough with you as you are.”

“I hope so, Sevil.” Looking toward Eswidan, he said, “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? You can go back.”

“No, take Essel and Sejard’s boys back. Just leave us the cart. Essel, be sure the skald has received his fee and is ready to recite Lengada’s family. You know where everything is?” Essel nodded again, and she saw the sheen of tears appear once again in his eyes. “Go on, we’ll be there soon.”

Sevilodorf watched them walk to the horses where Sejard’s three boys stood waiting. During their five year stay as members of the household, Lengada had become as much their grandmother as she had been Essel’s, and the best thing was for the four boys to be together during this time. Especially, with the way matters stood between Sewulf and his father. As if he caught her thought, Sewulf turned and lifted his hand in salute before he mounted. There will be hearts broken soon by that one, she thought as he flashed a smile at something one of his brothers said. 

Shaking her head at how fast they had grown, Sevil walked slowly to stand beside Eswidan. Taking his hand lightly, she simply stood there as the evening breeze whispered through the spring grass and the twilight deepened; finally, feeling his fingers tighten on hers, she looked up. Worry and grief had etched lines into his rugged face that Sevil knew would never fade. In the last few years the silver strands in his hair had multiplied until they far outnumbered the fair blond, yet his pale blue eyes still studied everything with that faint look of arrogance that could make the strongest man quiver.

Without a word, he took her arm and began to walk stiffly back to the waiting cart, Sevil wondered if he even noticed the men silently standing with heads bowed and hands on chests in respect. Perhaps he blocked them from his sight much as she had blocked the sight of the sparks flying up from her parents’ memorial pyre so long ago. Eswidan handed her up, then climbed up beside her. With a sharp snap of the reins and a final glance back, they headed toward the lights of the holding.

*****

Along the tables, the family stood as the sonorous voice of the skald recited the names of Lengada’s family through the generations they had been landholders. When the singer reached Lengada’s name, Eswidan drained a cup of wine then spoke, “From the union of Esroy, son of Esthomas, and Lengada, came Esgard and Eswidan.”

The skald continued by naming the children of Esgard and Nathecy, dead years before of the same fever that took their parents. Pausing, he signaled quietly to Essel. With a trembling hand the boy raised his cup and drank deeply. In a clear high voice, he said, “From the union of Eswidan and Sevilodorf came Essel.” 

The skald nodded approvingly and intoned, “Thus continues the line of Lengada, wife of Esroy, daughter of Eldelmar and Moira,.” 

 “Lengada,” the family repeated as one, then drank from the cups set before each place. A moment of silence passed until Eswidan signaled that everyone should be seated. Sevil glanced toward the doorway and nodded to Lilsawyn who led the servers into the room. As the servers moved efficiently about the room, a low buzz of conversation began. 

Eswidan made several halfhearted attempts to eat, then pushed his plate aside and sat morosely sipping his wine. Attempts by his uncle, Esrob, on his left and his cousin, Sepaul, to his right, to include him in the conversation were met with blank stares or one word responses, finally the two men exchanged glances over his head and left him to his thoughts. 

From her place at the other end of the main table, Sevil gave a small frown. That was not the way to handle Eswidan when he was in this mood. What he needed was to be presented a problem to solve, something to take his mind off his troubles, otherwise she knew he would sit sipping wine until he fell into a drunken sleep.  A situation that had become common in the final months of his mother’s illness. 

Sighing, she realized that the talk had turned to the increase in raiding parties from the Misty Mountains.  Though who to blame was undecided, with some believing the wizard, Saruman, involved and others preferring to lay the blame directly on the goblins and men of Dunland; there was one thing all agreed and that was the raids had increased. Erkenbrand, Lord of the Upper Westfold Vale, had called for every household to send men for patrols that went back and forth across the land hoping to prevent mayhem. Theodred, the King’s own son, had been given charge of the West Mark and all respected him as an able commander. Unfortunately he seemed to have no better luck convincing the king of the seriousness of the situation than had others that tried before him.

While the men argued, Sevil watched the faces of the women. Faces set into grim lines not only from sorrow for the passing of Lengada, but for the brothers, husbands or sons who had been lost in these raids. Let Theoden appear before them, these grim faces said, and they would force him to understand the sacrifice made by their men and to ensure that the men had not died for no reason. 

Beside Sevil, Irosa placed a hand protectively on the mound of her belly and glanced fearfully over at Esiwmas. Only a few weeks to wait until the birth of their child, but Irosa lived with the underlying fear that Esiwmas would not be there to see the child born and grow.  Sevil reached out to give Irosa’s arm an encouraging pat only to catch the eye of Mordara.

Why Sejard had married such a gloomy woman Sevilodorf could not imagine. When Leothil died suddenly, leaving her with two sons to raise, some had felt it was a suitable match for them both. Giving his children a mother of their own and hers a father. But her gloominess and friendship with Halene led others to question the choice. Now, rumors that he favored her two sons over his own were causing a rift in his relationship with Eswidan. 

Mordara smiled slyly and leaned to whisper into Halene’s ear. Halene stared icily for a moment before rising and making her way toward Sevilodorf and Irosa. In a silky tone, Halene said, “Ah, Sevilodorf, borrowing chicks to play mother hen again I see. It must be heartbreaking to be unable to fill your nest with your own chicks.”

No sign appeared on her face of how deeply these words slashed at her heart, though her eyes momentarily reflected the pain. In a carefully cheerful voice, Sevil said, “Soon you will be adding another grandchild to yours. How is Brywn’s little one?”

The narrowing of Halene’s eyes was a balm to Sevil’s heart, and she wondered if Halene knew how that little action accented the lines at the corners of her eyes. Sevil stood with a smile to Irosa and a cold nod for Mordara, Moving from table to table, thanking people for coming to pay their respects to Lengada and acknowledging their expressions of sympathy, Sevil gradually made her way to stand between Eswidan and Esrob.

“How are you doing, my dear?” Esrob reached out to take her hand and pull her down to the bench beside him. “Sit for a while and talk with us.” Esrob gave a significant look toward Eswidan at which Sevil nodded.

“I do have some questions I thought you gentlemen might answer.” Sevil adjusted her skirts and glanced at Eswidan. She was pleased to note that her words had caused him to raise one eyebrow sardonically and look at her sternly. 

“Another plan, Sevil.” Sepaul said from across the table while elbowing Eswidan sharply. “She’s a great one for ideas.”

Eswidan took another sip from his cup before replying caustically, “Aye. She has all kinds of plans.”

Sepaul looked sharply at Eswidan, then back to Sevil to say, “What’s it to be this time, Sevil? Another plan to hire a tutor for all the boys along the Stream.”

Sevil shook her head, though Eswidan had allowed her to try, she had not met with much success with that particular plan. Few saw a need for the reading and writing, considering scribes and scholars to be lesser men in this time of increasing battle. Eswidan had hired a private tutor for Sejard’s boys when they lived within the household and now one for Essel. All four of “her” boys could read and write much better than she did, but expanding to include the other children would have to wait.

“I will not try that one again for now. The older boys are much too busy training, and it is not truly safe for the younger ones to be traveling alone.” 

“As you are willing to admit that, perhaps you will curtail your own travels?” Eswidan said.

Sevil tensed. He was obviously deeper into his cups than she had thought. Otherwise, he would never have brought this argument up before guests. “I do what must be done, sir, for the good of the holdings. Until we can find another healer.”

Eswidan leaned forward and grasped her wrist tightly. “I told you I have sought for a healer everywhere and not one is to be found available.”

“I imply no fault with you, Eswidan. Merely state facts.” Sevilodorf pulled back on her wrist. 

For a moment, it seemed that he would not release her, then Esrob said, “Sevilodorf’s skills are necessary to the family. Is there no way to ensure her safety?”

Eswidan snorted and released her wrist. “She’s had Tarthan for a guard, but he must go serve his turn with the patrols. She now believes she should be allowed to roam about the countryside with an escort of a single callow youth.”

Sevil rubbed her wrist and pulled a sleeve down to hide the red mark that would soon become a bruise. “I do what must be done,” she said. “Segilde and Beregrid are at least willing. As is Sewulf, though his duties often make him unavailable.”

“As I said. Callow youths. Not one a day over eighteen.”  Eswidan raised his cup and called for more wine.

“I remember eighteen,” Sepaul laughed. “Surely there is someone to send with her, Eswidan. Think man, we have close to fifty men on the holdings. One of them has to be capable of keeping up with her.”

Sevilodorf glared at Sepaul and got a wink in return. Sepaul had always been the joker in the family, though beneath it all he was a man of great sense and just as dedicated to the family as Eswidan. For years now, he and his wife had moved with the herds into the summer pastures high in the White Mountains; taking over the task from Sejard after Judath’s death. 

When Sevil took the wine from the server and filled Eswidan’s glass only half full, he frowned and muttered, “Managing female.”  

Patting Sevil’s arm softly, Esrob laughed, “Aren’t they all? Come, Eswidan, why fight the inevitable? You will not stop her from going out to help people, so put your mind to making her as safe as possible when she does it.”

When Eswidan snorted, “True, true. I will consider the matter in that light,” Sevil sighed with relief. An Eswidan looking for solutions was much preferred to one contemplating the increasing number of things he had no control over. 

“Thank you, gentlemen. I know you will work something out. Now for the real problem I came to present.” Sevil gave Sepaul a stern look as he groaned. “I know the caverns behind Helm’s Deep are being prepared as a refuge. And don’t give me any of those comforting words I keep hearing. It would not be if there was not the possibility of them being needed. The problem I would like you to turn your minds to is how can we organize to move the most necessary items from the holdings to the caverns? Remember, if there is truly trouble, it will be mostly women and ‘callow youth.’ We need a plan.”

The three men looked at each other. At first solemnly, then with growing smiles and finally smothered laughter. Sepaul pointed a finger at Sevilodorf and in a strangled voice said, “You… You are asking us for a plan. What? Don’t you have it already worked out?”

As if insulted Sevil rose to give a sniff and a toss of her head before leaving them to fall into another spasm of laughter. 

“Masterfully done,” Esiwmas said softly as she passed him.

“Yes, it was. If I do say so myself,” Sevil grinned at him. “You know this little project would be perfect for you.”

“Oh no you don’t. I refuse to get involved in one of your plans. It always means I end up doing all the work, while the three of them sit around and tell me what to do.” Esiwmas pointed toward the three men at the end of the table, He realized his mistake as his action caught Esrob’s eye and groaned. Sevil’s eyes glowed with amusement as he reluctantly climbed to his feet when his father signaled for him to join them. “See what you did. As if I didn’t have enough to do.”

“Sorry, Es. But it does need to be done.” Sevil paused and laughed up into his face. “Anyway, it will prove to Irosa that you have grown up.”

“If growing up means I get to do all the work, I would prefer not to,” Esiwmas replied mournfully.

******

“You want me to what?” Sevilodorf stared from Eswidan to the young man leaning against the wall of Eswidan’s office. 

Eswidan sat back in his chair with the slight gleam of amusement in his eyes. “If you are going to insist upon traipsing about, then you will do this.”

“When exactly am I supposed to take these lessons?” Sevil said indignantly. “Despite your belief, this household does not run by itself.” 

“That is for you and Bardan to decide.” Eswidan shrugged. “Furthermore, the stable master has been informed that you are not to be allowed off the holding unless accompanied by Bardan.”

“You would make me a prisoner,” exclaimed Sevil.

Amusement faded and Eswidan said sternly, “I would have you safe. As Esrob pointed out a week ago, there is not the slightest possibility I can prevent you from doing this. You are needed. But you will learn the basics of sword and knife to Bardan’s satisfaction and mine, and you will only go about accompanied by a man of my choice.” 

Knowing it was useless to argue Sevilodorf glared at the two men. “Will he be available whenever I need him or must I seek your approval each time I am required to leave?”

Bardan gave a quick grin and a small bow. “Lady, I am ever at your service. Eswidan has made clear that you are to come before all other duties I have.”

Sevil sniffed. “Pretty words. We shall see soon enough if they have any meaning. If you will excuse me, I have a household to run.”

****** 

The sun was not yet showing though the night stars had begun to fade when Bardan reached the doorway of the barn. The faint sound of murmuring drew him in to find Sevilodorf leaning against the railing of a stall housing a pregnant gray mare. She looked up and raised an eyebrow as he yawned.

“I was beginning to think to you were not coming.” Sevilodorf gave the mare a final pat and stepped toward him. 

“To be honest, lady. I was uncertain you would be here. My apologies.” Bardan halted in the center aisle and studied her carefully. A trifle shorter than average and rather on the plump side, Sevilodorf appeared to be the typical young matron. The determined lift of her chin in response to his scrutiny brought forth a grin that was not returned.

“Everyday that is necessary, sir,” Sevilodorf said shortly. Tilting her head, she frowned and said, “I recognize you now. Lilsawyn’s brother. You were a stable boy here for a while.”

Bardan nodded. “Yes, lady. I am now a herdsman for your husband.”

“And why would a herdsman be chosen as an instructor?” 

“Because I was the only one willing to accept the job. Others, possibly better suited to the duty, have refused it.”

Sevil considered this for a moment. “Why is that?” 

Bardan shrugged. “Many reasons. It is spring and there is much to be done.”

 “Pretty words again,” Sevilodorf replied with a disdainful snort. “You seem a master of diplomacy, Bardan.”

Bardan bowed and smiled. ‘Thank you, my lady. I am here only to serve.”

Sevil returned coldly, “No, you are my jailer. Shall we get on with these lessons? So that I might be paroled from your care.”

“Very well,” replied Bardan pointing past her to the opening on the north side of the barn.

As Sevil turned, Bardan drew his knife and wrapped his arm about her neck. “For our first lesson, my lady, we do not turn our backs on possible attackers.”

Pushing aside the brief flash of fear, Sevil froze. Slowly, she said, “Forgive my stupidity. A momentary lack of judgement.”

Bardan withdrew his arm and began to step back. Sevil stomped her boot heel onto his instep and ducked as he swung his arm to regain his hold on her neck. Rather than moving away from him, Sevil drove her shoulder into his stomach and hooked a foot behind his right knee. To her immense satisfaction, he toppled and landed heavily on his backside.

Breathing heavily, Sevil planted a heavy foot upon his knife hand. “I believe the first lesson is never underestimate your opponent.”

Grinning up at her, Bardan said cheerfully, “Well done, my lady. I trust the lesson has been learned by both of us.” 

Sevil stepped away and watched cautiously as he rose brushing the dirt from his clothing. “I could feel you had padded the blade, so knew it was an exercise, Bardan. But I will take to heart the lesson.”

“As will I. But on with the lesson. You must assume that anyone is an enemy and be ever on your guard. Be vigilant and you avoid trouble.” Bardan motioned her once again toward the north doorway.

“After you.” Sevil gestured him to lead the way. Bardan nodded and tossed her a padded knife from his belt. “We will use these today, and I will get dulled knives for future practice.”

Sevil turned the blade in her hands. “That would be a better. It has been years since I did any drilling. I wouldn’t like to cut you accidentally.”

“You’ve had some training then?” Bardan looked at her curiously. 

“My father taught my brother, and I was such a nuisance he included me. But that was many years ago.” 

“It would be best to begin at the beginning and move along as fast as you can.” Bardan grinned again. “So that you might earn your parole.”

This time, Sevil returned his grin. 

*******

“Are you sure she’s ready to foal tonight?” Essel asked again standing on tiptoe to peer into the box where the gray mare moved restlessly.

Sevil shook her head as Eswidan grabbed the boy by the waist and hauled him from his perch atop the hay. “Essel,” she chided softly. “You know Mithrum does not like to be watched.  If you make too much noise we could be here all night.”

Flipping the boy over his shoulder, Eswidan said, “Come settle down, or I’ll send you back to bed.”

“No, please, Father. I’ll be quiet. You promised I could wait with you this time.” Essel said twisting his head to look upwards. 

Tossing the boy into a pile of straw, Eswidan said with a laugh, “Only if you can be quiet. Which I am beginning to doubt.”

Sevilodorf spread a blanket over a mound of straw and sat with her back against another stall. “Sit down both of you, or I’ll send the pair of you back to the house.”

“Better settle down, son. When she talks like that, grown men run for cover.” Eswidan laughed and settled down on the blanket to lay his head in Sevil’s lap. After a stern look, she smiled and brushed a piece of straw from his hair. As she stroked his hair softly, he closed his eyes and pulled her other hand to rest on his chest.  

“Tell me a story, Mother,” Essel said snuggling up against her side. 

She smiled down at him for lately he seemed not to want to be hugged and cuddled as he had when he was small. “All right, what do you want to hear?” 

“The one about Grandfather and the bear,” said Essel firmly. “I always like that one.”

Sevil laughed softly, “So did I when I was younger. Once long before you were born, even long before I was born…” Sevil felt Eswidan shake with laughter and tapped him on the head. He opened his eyes briefly to smile up at her, then closed them again as she went on.

“Your Grandfather Nathrum was on a journey in the Misty Mountains. One evening in early spring as he walked along the path in woods on his way back to the camp, he spied the tracks of a bear in the soft snow. Now your grandfather knew that bears coming out of their winter sleep are very grouchy.” Here Sevil pointed down at Eswidan causing Essel to giggle. 

“So he kept an extra careful look out for them. He hurried along, as fast as he could, but under the trees it was as dark as the inside of a chimney. Then he came to an open place and the stars gave him a faint light. He was glad they did, because there in front of him was a large bear. It was standing up on its hind legs and reaching out its paws toward him. Now Grandfather Nathrum was a brave man, but to face a bear in the dark was enough to cause anyone to think twice. Your grandfather knew that if he ran, the bear would only follow him and would catch him under the trees.”

Sevil paused as she heard Mithrum sink down into the straw, then Essel poked her and said, “Go on, Mother. This is the good part.”

“Your grandfather drew his sword and charged at the bear with a mighty yell. Hoping to frighten it away. But the bear didn’t make a move. It just stood its ground, until your grandfather slashed at it with his blade.”  Sevil paused again and waited for Essel to finish the tale.

Essel sat up and said, “But it wasn’t a bear at all, it was just a big old tree that looked like a bear in the dark.” 

“Right. Now if you go look very quietly, I think Mithrum has something for you to see.” Sevil pointed to the stall across the aisle. 

Essel turned wide eyes toward the box, then jumped up to walk with exaggerated quietness to stand once again on tiptoe and whisper excitedly, “I see hooves! And a head!”

Sevil looked down to find Eswidan again shaking with silent laughter. “Stop that,” she said giving him a push. “And get off my legs, so I can go look.” 

Eswidan climbed to his feet and reached down a hand to help her up. As Sevil brushed the straw from her skirt, Essel turned a shining face to say, “It’s out! A filly I think.”

Stepping across the aisle eagerly, Sevil exclaimed, “A filly, good. That means she’s mine to name. I’ll have to think on it a while though.” 

Eswidan lifted Essel to stand on the middle rail of the stall. “How many does this make for Mithrum? Six?”

“Yes, four fillies and two colts. A nice addition to the herd.” Sevil watched the new foal as she pushed her way to her feet and stood on wobbly legs.  

Eswidan wrapped an arm around her waist and glanced at Essel’s eager face before replying, “Aye, nice additions to the herd.”

**********

“You’re dead.” Bardan looked downward at the practice knife held against Sevilodorf’s side.

“Again?” Sevilodorf blew hair out of her face and lay back on the ground. “Good, maybe I’ll have a chance to rest. I was up most of the night.”  

Bardan snorted. “Not yet. That’s only twice today, so on your feet and do it again.” 

Sevilodorf ignored the hand he reached down to help her up, having been tricked that way before. She considered trying to kick his feet out from beneath him, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort. “If I admit I can not learn this, can I stay here?”

“No, for you are learning. I have to work much harder now to kill you.”

“A compliment worth dying for,” Sevilodorf said, closing her eyes and folding her arms across her chest. 

Bardan took two steps to the water bucket and returned to pour a ladle of water on her face. Coughing and spluttering, Sevil scrambled to her feet. Glaring at him, she pulled her sodden kerchief from her head and wrung it out. As he lunged at her, she used the kerchief to entangle the knife, then twisted it under and up. The knife hit the ground with a thud, and Bardan grinned as Sevil kicked it out of his reach. 

“I did it. I actually did it.” Sevil looked closely at Bardan. “You didn’t just let me do that, did you?”

Bardan laughed. “No, I did not. You did it on your own.”

“I can’t believe it. For weeks, I’ve been trying and trying and nothing worked.”

“And now when you stop thinking about it, it suddenly fits together.” 

Sevil grinned. “Yes, exactly. I just did it. Over, under, up and it worked.”

Retrieving his practice knife, the young herdsman said, “Again? Or do we stop for the day?”

After a quick glance toward the house where smoke was rising from the kitchen chimney, Sevil sighed. Today was wash day, and she could ill afford the time; but the temptation to try just again was too great. “Once, then I must go.”

“Very well. Let us try the same move only without the kerchief. Ready?”

**********

Chapter 11: 3010 Summer

Rohan: Family Holding 

Southeast of Helm’s Deep

Pushing open the window in an attempt to catch a morning breeze before the day heated up, Sevil frowned at the approaching sounds of a horse and the sound of her name being bellowed in Esiwmas’s unmistakable voice. Slamming a cork into the inkpot, and closing the ledger she had been attempting to complete, Sevil rushed into the hallway to meet Esiwmas at the door.

At the sight of the blood on his clothing, Sevil exclaimed, “What’s wrong? Are you injured?”

“It’s not me. It’s Eswidan.” Esiwmas took her arm and propelled her down the hall. “Get your things and come on.” 

Sevil jerked out of his grip and said, “Tell me what happened, so I know what to take.”

“He was thrown from that horse of his. His leg’s broken.” 

“Splints and bandages. Where did the blood come from?” 

Esiwmas paled. “From the leg. The bone is through the skin.” He pushed her on down the hall. “Hurry, get your things. He wouldn’t let us touch him, said to get you first.”

Sevilodorf shook off his arm again. “Tell the stable master to saddle my horse and get the wagon ready. We’ll need it to bring him back.” Esiwmas nodded and turned to go. “Yell for Bardan, too.  Ask him for the splints. He knows where they are.” 

Sevil went on to her room, shouting for Lilsawyn. Just as she finished changing to a split skirt for riding, the woman appeared breathlessly in the doorway. While Sevil pulled items from her medicine stores and dropped them into her saddlebags, she gave a string of instructions. “Eswidan’s been injured. I’ll need hot water ready when I get back and this room needs to be prepared. Watch for Essel. He’s with Sewold and Segilde. And some wide bandages from that linen we just got in.”

Lilsawyn nodded and did up the fastenings on the saddlebags as Sevil pulled on her riding boots. “It will be ready. How bad is he?”

“A broken leg, but it’s through the skin. I’ll know more when I get there.”  Sevil reached out for the saddlebags and headed toward the door.

In the courtyard, Esiwmas had exchanged his horse for another from the stable and was tightening the cinch on his saddle as Bardan led her mare from the barn. Cupping his hands, the herder helped her to mount then stepped back.

“You follow with the wagon. Esiwmas gave you directions?” As Bardan nodded, Sevil gathered her reins and looked toward Esiwmas. “You’ve got the splints?” Receiving a nod, Sevilodorf turned back to the younger man. “We’ll see you there.”

*******

Essel stood hesitating in the doorway. Afraid to enter, but wanting the reassurance his mother could provide. On the bed, his father lay with his right leg encased in white bandages and propped up at an angle. As he watched, his mother wrung a cloth in a basin of water and gently wiped his father’s face.  “Mother,” he whispered faintly.

Sevilodorf looked up at the sound of his voice and motioned him in. Laying the damp cloth across Eswidan’s forehead, she gathered Essel in her arms and held him as his thin body shook with sobs. Murmuring soft sounds, she stroked his hair and let him cry, wishing she could do the same. 

“Hush now, Essel. He will be fine.” Sevil uttered a quick prayer that she was telling the truth. It had been a bad break and required the combined efforts of Bardan and Esiwmas to set the bone back into place. Eswidan had mercifully passed out in the wagon on the trip home, leaving Sevil to clean the wound as best she could and begin the vigil against infection. So many breaks of this nature became gangrenous requiring amputation of the limb. Sevil closed her eyes tightly and sent another prayer to the gods.

“But everybody said…” Essel stopped. He could not tell his mother how he had sat huddled in the corner of the dining hall listening to the men talk of how his father would certainly lose his leg. Nor how he had finally run to the barn to escape the sound of his father’s moans.

“Everyone said he would lose the leg.” Sevilodorf pushed him back to meet his eyes squarely. “Didn’t they?”

When he nodded, Sevilodorf uttered a curse that made Essel’s eyes widen. Shaking him slightly, she said in a firm voice, “I don’t ever want to hear you say that. It doesn’t have to happen, and I will not let it happen. Do you hear me?”

A faint whisper came from the bed, “Better listen to her, son. She sounds pretty determined to me.”

“I am, and you better listen to me too.” Sevil said, turning and pressing a hand against Eswidan’s face. ‘Too pale, and a fever is starting,’ she thought. Reaching for the powdered yarrow she had set on a table, she told Essel, “Take this to the kitchen. Tell Lilsawyn to put two small spoonfuls in a pint of boiling water. Add a little honey and bring it as quickly as she can.”

Reluctantly, Essel took the powder and backed toward the door.

“Go on, he’ll still be here when you get back.” Sevil turned him toward the door and gave a little push. “And tell Esiwmas, I need him.”

Eswidan looked up at her with glassy eyes when she returned to the bed to once again wipe his forehead with the damp cloth. “Why do we need Esiwmas?”

“Mainly to distract you while I check this wound. Possibly to sit on you to hold you down, as he did earlier. You would actually do us all a favor if you simply passed out again for awhile.” Sevil regretted her attempt at humor as his face paled even more and his eyes closed at the memory of the agony of the bonesetting. 

“Esiwmas was called back home. What can I help you with, my lady?” Bardan’s quiet voice said from the doorway.

Sevil turned to face the young man with a worried expression. “I’ll have to remove the bandages and check the wound again. You must lift the leg carefully as I don’t want the bonesetting undone.” 

Bardan nodded at Sevilodorf. “With Eswidan’s cooperation, of course.”

“Now what have I told you before, patients never have a say.” Sevilodorf washed her hands in another basin and gave Eswidan a stern look. “Let us move the leg. You concentrate on keeping still.”

Eswidan nodded and clenched the mattress. Sevil took a deep breath and nodded to Bardan who slowly lifted Eswidan’s right leg. Rapidly Sevil sliced the bandages from the leg, exposing the tear in the skin but leaving the splints firmly in place. Gently Sevil touched the swelling around the carefully stitched wound. Her heart sank as she felt the crackling sensation that bespoke infection. 

A gasp from the doorway caused the three of them to glance up and meet the frightened eyes of Essel. Sevil rushed to the door and took the steaming pitcher and mug from his hands. “Thank you for being so quick. Now, I want you to go back to the kitchen and tell Lilsawyn I need the orange crock from under the sink. Then you are to stay in the kitchen and get some dinner. Understand?”

Essel nodded, but looked to his father who muttered through clenched teeth, “Go on, do as you’re told.”

Essel spun and raced back down the hall while Sevil closed the door firmly. Signaling to Bardan to lower the leg, Sevil poured a mug of the mixture and helped Eswidan sit up to drink. A faint sheen of sweat was on his forehead as he lay back down and his face was no longer pale but reddening. Sevil bit her lip and wiped his forehead once more with the damp cloth. 

“Tell me. You can’t lie. I’ll see the truth in your eyes,” Eswidan said weakly.

Sevilodorf gave a hollow laugh. “You always could.” 

Before she could answer him further, there was a sharp knock at the door. Bardan opened it to take the crock Lilsawyn held out. His nose wrinkled at the smell coming from the crock and he looked with raised eyebrows at Sevilodorf before murmuring a few words to his sister and closing the door again.

“Yes, I know it smells, but results are what counts and it works.” Sevil opened the crock releasing the smell of moldy bread into the small room. Scooping a small amount out of the crock, she placed it on the wound, which in the short passage of time had already begun to form blisters filled with reddish brown fluid. “We change this every half hour or so.”

“I’m going to lose the leg, aren’t I?” Eswidan asked.

Sevil glared, “I told you not to say that.” She grasped his hands, which had gone cold despite the fever. “We fight it to the end.”

All through that long hot night, they did. Application after application of the poultice to absorb the infection and as much fever reducer as could be poured down Eswidan’s throat. Finally in the pale light of dawn, the swelling began to recede and the blisters faded as rapidly as they had formed. Eswidan fell into a deep sleep, and Sevil relinquished her post beside him to Lilsawyn. 

After standing by Essel’s bed and staring down at him for a long moment, Sevil went into the kitchen and sank down at the long table scrubbed white through years of use. Folding her arms, she rested her head on them and began to sob. Strong hands grasped her shoulders pulling her to her feet and turning her to face a hard chest. 

A quiet voice said, “Go ahead and cry, you’ve been strong long enough.”

Leaning into Bardan’s supporting arms, Sevil cried until she had no more tears. At last, wiping her face with her sleeves she looked up and said, “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Sevilodorf,” Bardan said as the door to the courtyard opened to allow Esiwmas followed by Halene to enter. Coming to a halt, Esiwmas looked at the two of them in confusion, as Halene simply raised her eyebrows and gave them a cool smile.

Chapter 12: 3011 Late Winter

Rohan Family Holding Southeast of Helm’s Deep

A cold rain splattered against the window as Sevil hurriedly closed the ledger before her. Reading the words slowly and adding the columns of figures thrice to be sure they were accurate had kept her longer than she meant to spend. Hopefully they would meet with Eswidan’s approval, though few things in the past months had. The household had begun to manufacture reasons to avoid the uncertainty of his temper with only Essel continuing to seek out his father.

Sevil sighed and carried the ledger back to its place on the shelf. Running a finger along the edge, she frowned. The girls were neglecting their dusting again. Using her apron, she moved about the room, giving dusty surfaces a quick swipe. 

Wiping the windowsill, she saw Eswidan splashing his way slowly through the muddy courtyard. With no apparent observers he relied heavily upon the cane she had with difficulty convinced him to use. She knew his leg ached in the cold, but knew as well that he would sooner die than admit it. “Stubborn man,” she muttered, pulling shut the curtains.

Sevil hurried along the cold hallway toward the warmth of the kitchen. When she pushed open the door, Lilsawyn looked up with a frown from the assortment of vegetables she was chopping to add to the ever-present soup pot.  Sevil raised her eyebrows inquiringly for such an expression was unusual for the cheerful Lilsawyn. Lilsawyn shook her head firmly and pointed to the door with her knife, mouthing, “Later.”  Sevil nodded as the door opened and Eswidan accompanied by a splattering of rain made his way inside carefully.

Rushing to help him remove his long cape and carry it to the hooks by the fire to dry, Sevil said, “Come sit for a few minutes. Have a cup of broth and warm up.” 

Eswidan shook his head and stumped wordlessly through the kitchen to the hall. As the door closed on him, Sevil turned to Lilsawyn. “What’s the matter with you?”

Lilsawyn pursed her lips and said, “There’s been a time or two in the last ten years I’ve been frightened of him, but never a time I didn’t respect him until this morning. Every other time he’s been angry it was for a good reason, but this time…” Lilsawyn slammed the knife down knocking the nearest pile of vegetables to the floor. 

Stooping to scoop up the fallen bits of carrots and onions, Sevil looked into the angry face of the woman she had come to depend on for so much. “What happened?”

“The floor!” Lilsawyn pointed to the muddy tracks going across the kitchen. “He was in here ranting and raving at me for the state of the floor not soon after you left this morning. You know how it looks from everyone going in and out. Now I don’t mind being yelled at for something worth the effort. But a muddy floor, after a week’s worth of rain? It’s enough to make a body angry.” Lilsawyn scooped up handfuls of vegetables and tossed them in the soup pot with a splash. 

Sevil tried to hide her grin, but failed and Lilsawyn shook a finger at her. “You may laugh, but there are plenty who catch the rough side of his tongue and decide….” Lilsawyn stopped and turned to stir the soup pot. 

“Decide what? Go on, you’ve begun, so you might as well finish it.” Sevilodorf spooned out a cup of broth and set it on a tray.

Nodding reluctantly, Lilsawyn continued. “They’re talking of leaving in the spring. Soon as it warms up.”  

“Who?”

“Some of the herdsmen.” Lilsawyn answered with a quick look to Sevil.

“If you mean Bardan, he’s already spoken to me about his leaving. I agreed with him that it would be best.” Sevil replied softly. ”The question is what will you do? Do you go or do you stay, Lilsawyn? Your brother has said it is up to you.”

“I don’t know.” Lilsawyn handed Sevil a plate of biscuits to add to the tray. “Some days I can’t imagine anywhere else, and then there are the days like today when anywhere else sounds very good.” 

“Everything looks bad in the rain. Wait for a sunny day to make your decision.” Sevil picked up the tray and backed through the kitchen door. 

Reaching for the mop to once again clear the muddy tracks from the floor, Lilsawyn muttered, “’Tis not the rain that gets me down.”

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

After several weeks of almost constant rain, there had finally come a week that was clear though still cold. Men studied the sky and began to make plans for spring planting. Eswidan and his uncle called a meeting of the men of all the households to go over necessary repairs and make decisions about how to meet the obligations for the increase in Patrols ordered by Lord Erkenbrand. 

Over her objections Eswidan had insisted on riding to the meeting and Sevil waited by the fire long past the time he should have returned. Finally deciding that he had chosen to stay the night at Esrob’s, she snuffed the candles and headed wearily to bed. 

At the sound of the kitchen door opening and closing, she finished braiding her hair and turned expectantly toward the bedroom door as Eswidan entered. Ignoring the set look on his face, Sevil rose and began to ask how the meeting had gone.

Eswidan’s hand snapped out to connect with Sevil’s cheek. “Back to your old ways, are you?”

Clapping a hand to her face, Sevil stared at him in bewilderment. Anger replaced confusion and she drew herself up. “I have no idea what you are talking about. Or should I say what the wine is speaking of?”

A second blow knocked her back against the foot of the bed. Losing her balance, she fell and sat huddled between the bed and the wall with her arms covering her head. 

Eswidan grasped her wrists and dragging her to her feet. “It was not wine that saw you in another man’s arms.”

Sevil shook her head and struggled to break free of his grasp. “I’ve been with no man. What are you talking about?”

“Bardan.” Eswidan spat and tossed her back across the bed. His hands tugged at his belt as

Sevil rolled to the edge and scrambled to reach the door. 

The belt whipped out and caught the back of her legs. She gasped with pain, then bit her lips and refused to utter another sound though even the thick cloth of her winter nightgown was little protection from the five lashes Eswidan dealt before slinging the belt against the wall in disgust. As it slithered to the floor, Sevil wiped a trickle of blood from her lip and raised her head to glare at Eswidan. 

“You are wrong!” 

“I was told you were seen with him.” Eswidan said stubbornly. “Not once, but several times.”

Sevilodorf’s anger erupted. “The way I’ve been with him everyday for almost the past year. In training or as escort when I leave the holding. By your orders! Say the word, Eswidan; and I will gladly give up both.” 

Eswidan stepped back at her vehemence. He studied her eyes, full of anger, but no deception and for an instant doubt as to the validity of Halene’s accusations returned. He shook his head slowly. “No.”

Sevil watched warily as he struggled with himself. The welts on her back and legs stung and she wanted to curl up and cry; but knew that somehow she had to convince him of the truth or there would be worse to come. Sevil sighed and arched her back to try to keep the nightgown from touching the raw places.

“No, you can not go out alone.” Eswidan said finally then dropped heavily onto the bed holding his head. 

Her anger drained from her at the sight, and she replied wearily. “Whatever you decide, Eswidan.” Ignoring the stings, she sank to her knees and gently touched his leg to plead, “Believe me, I seek no other man.”

At her words, Eswidan’s face twisted as he brushed aside her hand and stood, saying harshly, “I will make sure you do not.” 

With the sound of the door slamming behind him, Sevil with silent tears running down her face, crawled onto the bed to lay waiting for the throbbing to ease, but knowing the pain in her heart never would.

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

Eswidan limped down the hall to his office. Sweeping clear the tabletop with a wave of his arm, he stepped through a litter of papers and inkpots to pull a half-empty bottle of wine from behind a ledger. With a grim smile he silently congratulated himself on successfully hiding this bottle from Sevilodorf. With the thought of her, he almost threw the bottle against the wall, but stopped and cradling the bottle sank into a chair. No need to waste perfectly good wine.

Resting his right leg on a second chair he pulled the cork and raised the bottle to drink. How could he have been such a fool? He would see that she never had another opportunity to betray him if he had to tie her to the bedpost and beat her daily. And Bardan. What should be done about him? No way to publicly meet him without exposing this shame to the entire world, though dismissing him and that sister of his would be the first thing he did in the morning.

Thank the gods, no one outside the family knew. At least, Halene had assured him no one did. He had not wanted to believe his uncle’s wife when she called him aside and told him of how Bardan and Sevilodorf were together more and more, how she had even seen them in an embrace that day months ago when he had broken his leg. She had cried when she said that she could no longer stand to watch him be betrayed.  Thinking her only spiteful, he had refused to believe until she called Esiwmas in to confirm the tale. 

Reluctantly, Esiwmas had told what he had seen. He had tried to convince Eswidan that other explanations were possible, but Eswidan refused to hear any platitudes and made his farewells as hastily as possible. He had ridden aimlessly until his leg screamed for relief, and he was half-numb with cold, images of Sevilodorf and Bardan growing and taking on substance until he roared his anger at the sky.

Yanking his mount’s head about, he had made his way home determined that Sevilodorf would be properly punished. Yes, he had been a fool to believe that she cared for him. A fool to trust her. Well, no more. 

Draining the bottle of the last drops, he stood and made his way unsteadily to the door and down the hall. It was time for another lesson in who was the master of this household.

Chapter 13: 3014 Summer's End

Rohan Family Holding Southeast of Helm's Deep

The scent of roses hung heavy in the afternoon air as Sevil carried a bucket of water to carefully ladle around the bushes climbing the lattices placed beside the doorway. Lengada had planted them shortly after Essel was born from cuttings Sepaul brought back from the mountain meadow. The white blossoms always reminded her of the snow high on the White Mountains, and she carefully pruned the roses back each year so that they returned every spring.  

Wiping sweat from her forehead, she looked toward the corral at the sound of childish laughter. A smile flickered across her face at the sight of Esiwmas watching his eldest son ride around the corral on Mithrum. The gray mare was one of the best for young riders but decidedly choosy about whom she would allow on her back. With some riders, Mithrum refused to move at all and with a few others, she actively tried to remove them from her back. Essel had won the honor in his time, and so it seemed had Esdav. A faint trail of dust was in the air as round and around the corral went the boy and the mare. With each circuit the two grew in communication, until they moved almost as one.

From inside the house came the call, "Mother?"

"Out front, Essel." Sevil called back just as Essel appeared at the door. Some days she saw nothing but Eswidan in his face and manners, but others she could see her own father. Tall and thin with deep blue eyes that laughed easily, Essel was a peacemaker and an explorer.

He had begged to be allowed to go to the mountain pastures for the fall round ups and would leave the next day with Sepaul's son.  Sevil knew that he hoped to find enough time to go higher into the mountains and seek out some of the caves of which he had heard tales. This would be his last summer with time for boyish pursuits. For in his fifteenth year he would enter the final training to become a Rider of the Mark. 

"How did it turn out? Did Esdav end up on his rear as Malthor did?" Essel looked toward the corral as Sevil pointed. "Well, she knows how to pick them, you know. Disliked Leothan on sight, you remember?"

Sevil smiled, "I remember. Took a bite out of his arm when he tried to put a bridle on her."

Essel stood for a moment watching the small boy on the gray mare. Remembering his own lessons on Mithrum, he grinned at his mother, then took the ladle from her hand and began to scoop the water on the roses. "Do you mind?" he asked.

"Mind what?" 

"That Mithrum will go to Esiwmas. She is yours after all." Essel plucked a white blossom, wincing at the prick of the thorns. Handing it to Sevilodorf and sticking his thumb in his mouth to suck away the sting. 

Sevilodorf took the blossom with a smile and began to strip away the thorns. "No, I don't mind. Esiwmas is family, and Esdav will learn much from her." 

As she tucked the blossom into her hair, her sleeve fell back to reveal a dark bruise on her forearm. Essel frowned. He knew from the way his mother pulled the sleeve down and refused to meet his eyes that she had no intention of talking. The few times he had asked her about the bruises on her arms or face, she had simply replied that she had fallen and that he was not to worry about it. He knew differently, but had no idea what to say or do. 

"Are you ready to go?" Sevil waved her hand. ""Foolish question. You've been ready to go for days."

Essel grinned sheepishly, for he had indeed been packed for days. "I wish you would go. You know how you enjoy it. Tamarith sent a message asking for you to come."

Shaking her head, Sevil reached down to pick up the bucket and took the ladle from his hand. "I couldn't go right now. Your father would be left alone. Anyway, you'll be back in a month or so."

"But, will you be all right?" asked Essel tightly.

"Of course, I've plenty to keep me busy. Harvesting is starting and we'll be busy canning and preserving." Sevil paused, and laughed. "On second thought, maybe I should go with you."

Essel smiled and once more allowed his mother to turn the conversation from what they both knew. 

******

With hands clasped and eyes down to shield her emotions, Sevil stood waiting for Eswidan to finish his meal. Since ‘The Night’, as she called it in her mind, three years ago, she had become expert at gauging the exact level of his temper. Occasionally, they were able to almost go back to what had been before. But other times, it was best to remain as quiet as possible.

An evening after he had spent time at Esrob's was always dangerous and tonight was no exception. He had entered the house shouting imprecations at a stable boy, and Sevil quickly dismissed the kitchen maids to serve him herself. Gradually, he had relaxed and Sevil began to think the evening might pass without incident. When he pushed aside his plate and leaned back with his wineglass, Sevil hurried to complete the kitchen chores and leave him to himself. 

As she wiped crumbs from the table, he pulled a small parchment from his pocket and held it out. "A message from Essel."

"I hope he is well."  Sevil reached for the parchment only to have Eswidan grasp her hand and pull her down to his lap. Tensing, she sat stiffly as he tucked the crackling parchment down her shirt.

"And what is the information worth to you, Sevil? A kiss? Or more?" Eswidan pulled her closer nuzzling her neck.

In an impassive voice at odds with the feelings that tightened her stomach and froze her heart, she said, "You may take what you wish, Eswidan. You have that right."

Pushing her from him roughly, his face flushed and he snarled, "But nothing given freely. Is that it? You drive me to hurt you, you know?" 

Sevil simply stood before him, deep anger shining from her eyes. "You must take any affection you would have from me, Eswidan. I no longer offer it to you."

Eswidan surged to his feet to grab Sevil's arm tightly.  As he pulled her toward him, his right leg gave way and they fell to the floor in a tangle. Shoving her away from him with a curse, he regained his feet and eased his way back into his chair shouting, "Go! Get out!"  

Sevil climbed to her feet, careful not to turn away from him, then backed out of the room.  Once in the hallway, she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. When she had ceased trembling, she hurried to the bedroom and lit the candle by the rocking chair. Settling into the chair, she pulled the parchment from her shirt. Tracing the words with her fingers, she read it twice. Folding it, she pulled her household keys from her pocket and opened her chest of medicine stores.

She added the note to the small collection of similarly folded missives that occupied one corner of the chest. Fourteen of them, missives from Nathirem, brought to her by Borgard each spring. The final two were messages sent to her by Essel. After stroking the pile lightly, she relocked the chest and settled her keys upon the table. 

Undressing Sevil wondered fleetingly if Eswidan would drink himself to sleep in the kitchen or appear in their bed later. Images rushed in unbidden of the night a year ago when he returned to their room and attempted to force himself upon her only to be unable to complete the act. Then, he had merely cursed her and disappeared back into his office to fall asleep with another bottle of wine. Now, she knew he would take his anger out more directly if she refused him.

Tying a ribbon around the end of her braid, she determinedly pushed all such thoughts from her mind and blew out the candle. Slipping beneath the light sheet, she allowed herself one moment of regret for what had died that night before curling on her side to sleep.

*****

She woke confused to the sound of her name being shouted and Eswidan throwing the door back against the wall. “Get dressed.”

Sevilodorf stared at him dazedly as he yanked the bedclothes from her; then seeing the sword at his waist, she clambered from the bed and began pulling on her clothing. “Why? Is someone hurt? What’s wrong?”

“A messenger. Raiders headed this way.”  Eswidan tossed her boots at her and snatched up her saddlebags. “Your horse is being saddled. You take Essel’s place as messenger to the cottages on the west side of the holding. Warn them to get out. Head for the mountains. You know the plan.”

Throwing up the lid of the chest at the end of the bed, he tossed clothing and other items out until he found a small cloth bag and stuffed it into her saddlebags. “Take this. Keep it safe.”

Sevil nodded and grabbing the saddlebags followed him out through the kitchen into the confusion of the courtyard. Drivers shouted orders and curses as they raced to hitch wagons and load them with whatever goods were at hand. Herdsmen emptied the barns and corrals and prepared to lead away the extra horses and other animals. It could only have been a few minutes since the messenger passed through but already wagons were rolling toward the nearer cottages to gather up the families of the drivers and herdsmen and carry them to the safety of the mountains. Before the barn a short line of saddled horses stood waiting their riders. A few would be messengers, like Sevilodorf, but the rest were the men who had been chosen to remain behind and defend their homes.

Dodging past a string of horses being led out at a trot, Sevil asked, “What of the Riders? Where is the patrol?”

Eswidan grabbed her wrist and pulled her out of the way of a cart loaded precariously with several pens of protesting chickens. “The messenger said they were on their way. You know where you need to go and who to tell to spread the word?” 

Sevil nodded breathlessly and swept loose strands of hair from her face. They had gone over the plans for evacuation so often that at times she dreamed of them. Even the fact she might be needed to fill Essel’s role as messenger had been taken into consideration in Eswidan’s careful planning. Planning, that now faced the ultimate test.

Eswidan turned to shout at a running stable boy as Sevil unwrapped the reins of her horse. Looping them around the gelding’s neck, she started to mount when Eswidan placed a firm hand on her shoulder. She looked up questioningly, and he frowned down at her. “Ride hard. Do not stop for anything and do not come back until we send for you. Understand?”

“I know the plan. I’ll follow it.”  

Eswidan shook her shoulder. “Make sure you do.” Lifting her to the saddle, he stepped back and watched as she gathered her reins and kicked the gelding into motion. He lifted his hand in salute as she sped out of the courtyard, then turned to the men waiting for their orders.

***********

From cottage to cottage she rode, shouting the warning, starting other messengers that would carry the alert to farms and holdings scattered across the west side of the valley. Riding into the yard of one cottage, she found the crofter opening the pens of his animals to allow them to seek what safety they could. At the door of the cottage stood his wife with a sack slung over one shoulder and a toddler hanging on her skirt. Two other children huddled behind her with smaller sacks over their shoulders.

“Ho, Rodor, Has another messenger arrived before me?” Sevilodorf called. 

“Nay, Lady,” Rodor replied running over to meet her. “The patrol went streaming past not twenty minutes ago. When we saw how fast they was moving, we figured we’d better be moving out. I already sent my boy on to the cottages to the south. Though hopefully with the patrol on the move, we will be spared.”

“One can always hope. But it’s best to follow through with the plan as set, and be sure; than to trust to hope and be wrong.” Sevilodorf responded pulling the water bottle attached to her saddle up and taking a long swallow.

“Aye, Lady. That it is.” Rodor nodded. “We’re ready to move now.”

One of the children cried out and pointed eastward, “Papa. A light!” 

Sevil twisted in her saddle to look back the way she had come. A light glowed in the darkness, flickering and growing larger as she stared with dread filling her heart. The glow meant that at least one building had been set ablaze and others would follow. Wordlessly, Sevil pulled the gelding around tightly and galloped out of the yard.  There were more cottages she needed to reach before she could head to the mountains and the refuge created there.

*********

Nothing was left of the once prosperous holding but blackened fingers of chimneys stretching up from piles of charred timber to slash the clear blue of the morning sky. Curling the nose and tightening the throat, the reek of smoke, along with an underlying odor of charred flesh, pervaded the ruins. When they realized the small band of holders they faced would soon be reinforced by an eorod of Riders, the raiders had fired the buildings and begun a wholesale slaughter of men, horses and livestock. 

“You were well organized,” the captain of the patrol said as Esiwmas dismounted by the ruins of the weaving shed. 

“Yet not enough to prevent the loss of our people,” Esiwmas replied solemnly, gesturing to where the bodies of the slain holders were guarded with honor.

The captain shook his head, “You managed to save more than most. It was the bravery of the men here that prevented them from moving on and destroying other holdings.”

“What of the attackers?” 

“Come see for yourself. This is something we have not seen before.” The captain led Esiwmas to where the remains of the raiders had been gathered. “Normally, we have groups of Dunlanders making a swift run to take what they can, as do the goblins from the Mountains, but these? I am not sure what to call them. They are different. Larger, and fearsome fighters. I fear for our folk.”

“As do I,” said Esiwmas. Kneeling, he examined the bodies. As tall as he they would be, where the Dunlanders and goblins tended to be shorter. Goblin features though exceptionally well muscled, and well equipped. “A cross between a man and a goblin is what I would say. If I did not know that such is an abomination to even suggest.”

“You aren’t the first to say it today, and will not be the last. I will make my report to Lord Erkenbrand.”  

Surveying the destruction around him, Esiwmas struggled to organize his thoughts. The responsibilities for the family had now landed on his shoulders; and he was uncertain of his ability to handle the task. His eyes settled on the line of bodies guarded by the Riders and knew what his first task must be. Turning to the captain, he said,” Our people will return to their homes tomorrow. But I will send men to claim the bodies of our dead this afternoon.”

“Very well. Your own holding was spared I understand,” the captain remarked. 

“The brunt of the raid was directed here, though family holdings across the river to the north were attacked as well.” Esiwmas thought briefly on the news he had of the burning of Thamewyn and Beregild’s holding. All there had fled to the refuge prepared in the mountains. 

The captain nodded. “Our information shows they came from the north and used your bridges to cross the river.”

Esiwmas frowned, “We had considered removing them, but with family on both sides it did not seem prudent. We may have to reevaluate that decision.”

“Difficult decision to make.” The captain glanced over Esiwmas’s shoulder at an approaching messenger. 

Esiwmas nodded. “It was. I will leave you to your business, Captain. And go about mine.” With a short nod to the messenger, Esiwmas turned and walked back to his horse. 

He had work to do, beginning with personally informing the family of each man lying here. Men, who had died with honor to protect those families. Men, who would be mourned by the whole family. Slowly, he rode past the six bodies reciting their names and place within the holding: Aelthelred, stablemaster; Mardon , blacksmith; Hengist, driver; Varthan, herdsman; Morcar, herdsman; and Eswidan, landholder.

With a lift of his hand in salute, Esiwmas headed toward the mountains and the trails heading to the high meadows. 

Chapter 14: 3016 Summer

Rohan: Mountain pastures 

Surrounded by the deep green grass of the meadow, Sevil lay watching the lazy spirals of a hawk in an afternoon sky filled with wispy clouds. Beside her, the baskets that were her excuse to be there sat less than half full. She had started with good intentions, but soon gave up the hunt for strawberries to instead lay in the meadow and listen to the wind drifting through the aspens.

‘Two years.’ She thought suddenly. ‘It will be two years in less than two weeks.’ 

Thank the gods she had convinced Esiwmas to allow her to accompany Tamarith and Sepaul to the summer pastures. If she had not had this summer, she would have gone completely mad. Tamarith might shake her head when Sevil returned with empty baskets after an entire day in the hills, but she would never spend an evening making sly reference it. 

‘How do I survive another winter in the same house with Halene? How does Irosa stand her? If Halene were my mother in law, I would have been exiled for kinslaying years ago.’

Sighing heavily, Sevil sat up and brushed wisps of grass from her hair. The peacefulness of the meadow had been shattered by her thoughts and it was time to return to the reality of life. There was no hope in these uncertain times that she would be allowed to live in a separate cottage, so she must resign herself to living with Halene somehow or prepare to battle Esiwmas for permission to live elsewhere. 

While understanding the reasoning behind the decision not to rebuild the holding until Essel came of age, Sevil fought daily to control her resentment at the position it placed her in. Forced to live within Esrob’s household without any status except that as healer.  A position that, as Halene often pointed out was more honorary than factual. At first, Sevil had responded heatedly that though she might not have formal training as a healer, she had spent close to twenty years treating the aches and accidents within a holding.  Halene had merely smiled and replied, “Of course, you do have a tremendous background in herbal remedies; but, you are not a true healer, are you?”

Yes, through it all Halene’s disposition and behavior had remained a constant. So much of Esiwmas’s time was given to the organization and training of the men and boys that his mother had slowly gained control over the day to day workings of the holdings. Halene now rode out daily to inspect the holdings and ensure that her orders were carried out in minute detail. 

However, Halene refused to listen to the advice of men and women who had been doing their jobs for decades thus alienating them. Add to that the spitefulness that Halene was capable of inflicting upon any who crossed her and you had a downward spiral of miscommunication and distrust that was destroying the integrity of the family. 

Seeking to escape the constant barrage of whispered comments and complaints, Sevil had begged Esiwmas to send her to the mountain pastures. There was little she could do for those who came seeking her help in any way other than healing. Once or twice she had intervened, Halene had smilingly agreed with everything she said, then gone and done the very opposite. Usually worsening the situation for those affected. 

Here, the peace of the hills had filled her days and soaked into her soul. Months of feeling at the mercy of fate and unable to cope had gradually washed away. Her sense of determination had been reborn in her obligation to see her son established on the land Eswidan had held. For now she would wait and do her best to bite her tongue at Halene’s behavior and the restrictions placed on her by the times.  Restrictions like an escort, even here in the high meadows.

At first the constant presence of Sewold had troubled her, but as the days passed he quietly became her shadow. Always present, but never intrusive. He, too, preferred the mountain pastures to life in the valley below and had requested this assignment for the summer. Sepaul never begrudged the time Sewold spent as her herder rather than as a herder of horses, though Sevil knew he was managing all the work with only the help of two stable boys. 

‘Tomorrow, I must stay and help Tamarith and the girls; and free Sewold to help Sepaul.’

Giving a shrill whistle, Sevil picked up her baskets and headed toward the nearest stand of aspen as Sewold stood and waved. The days they spent in the meadow had become routine, Sevil would sink into the green grass or wander the meadow idly picking plants, while Sewold sat under an aspen shaping bits of wood with his knife.

“What did you carve today, Sewold?” Sevil held out her hand to receive his day’s work from the youth. A hawk it was. Fast and free, caught forever in the moment between wing beats when he floated as one with the air.

Rubbing her fingers lightly along the wood, Sevil smiled.  “You’ve captured its spirit here in the wood.” 

Sewold grinned happily.  “A small talent, Sevilodorf. Suitable only for playthings.”

“And what is wrong with playthings?” Sevil said handing the hawk back. “Don’t ever let them convince you there is no time for playthings.”

Sewold tucked the small hawk into his pocket and grinned once more. “And this is the same woman who for five years insisted my chores must come before playtime?”

Sevilodorf laughed, “Yes, the very same. Come now, Sewold, you can not convince me that you never had time to play. I know full well that you spent the major part of every day the summer you were six up to your neck in the horse pond swimming.”

“That was only because Sewulf told me there was a treasure in the bottom of the pond.” Sewold said with a snort at the eleven-year-old memories. “Nearly drowned before I figured out he had lied.” 

“And then you turned around and used the same story on Essel not two years later. I’m not sure how I managed to survive the pack of you.”  Sevil’s eyes gleamed with amusement and Sewold was pleased to think he had been the one to make her laugh. She had been much too solemn during this past year.

Taking the baskets from her, he looked inside. “Not many strawberries in here. Are you sure you don’t want to stay longer?”

Sevil met his searching eyes steadily, then shrugged. “No, I’m through for the day. I should get back in time to help the girls sort what they’ve gathered today. The strawberries will be here tomorrow or the next day.” 

Together they made their way down to the lower meadow, occasionally passing small groups of grazing horses that raised their heads to watch their progress. Reaching the edge of the corral, Sewold returned her baskets and hurried off to help Sepaul and the stable boys with the evening chores. Sevil watched him race away remembering how he had always run after Sewulf and Segilde, hollering, “Wait for me!” All of her boys had grown into fine young men; and she sent a quick prayer that they would survive the dangerous times ahead. 

Setting the basket on the back step, Sevil headed for the shed she and the girls used to prepare the plants they gathered each day. Pausing on the doorstep, she watched the two girls as they tied bundles of meadow flowers together and hung them to dry. With a taste for mimicry she had inherited from her father, Tapaswyn stood shaking her finger at Kathwyn , who was perched atop a chair. “Now, Kathwyn, dear, we must be sure all the bouquets have an equal number of blue lupine. You know how lupine brings out the color of my eyes.”

Kathwyn giggled, then caught sight of Sevil at the door and straightened her face. Sevil laughed and clapped her hands, “I am glad Halene provides somebody amusement.”

Tapaswyn grinned saucily and handed another bundle up to Kathwyn. “I don’t understand why everyone doesn’t think she’s just hilarious. I certainly do.” 

“Only proves you are your father’s daughter and a girl of uncommon sense.” Sevil replied dryly, then glanced up at Kathwyn. “But I would advise being careful when you make your jokes. Mordara is Halene’s closest friend and I know she would not appreciate them.”

Kathwyn nodded at the mention of her stepmother. “We know. And we are always very careful.”

“Just continue to be,” Sevil said patting Kathwyn’s arm. Turning to the other girl, she arched an eyebrow. “Dried flowers? I thought you were gathering herbs today. Have my bad habits worn off on you two?”

“We gathered herbs this morning,” Tapaswyn waved a hand toward several cloth covered bundles on the workbench. Then held out a bundle of flowers for Sevil to sniff.  “But when I saw these, I knew I needed them for the wedding.” 

Sevil and Kathwyn exchanged smiles for the evening was going to be filled with another entertaining battle of wits. Recently betrothed to a young man across the valley, eighteen-year-old Tapaswyn was busily trying to convince her father to allow them to wed at summer’s end. Sepaul however was insisting upon waiting until after harvest or even year’s end. Kathwyn felt certain that Tapaswyn would overcome her father’s objections, while Sevil had all confidence that Sepaul would win the day. Thus far the score, as they kept it, was 5 to 3 in Tapaswyn’s favor. 

Sweeping bits and pieces of greenery from the table, Sevil reached for the first bundle of herbs. “Now that you’ve completed the flower arrangements, let’s finish with these herbs. That way when your father asks what you have accomplished today, you will have something useful to tell him.”

*****

The sound of a rider approaching brought Sevil to the door of the house while motioning the girls to stay back. From the doorway she saw Sepaul take up a position near the corral and caught a glimpse of Sewold watching from the loft of the barn. The sharp sound of a whistle brought a smile to Sevil’s face and she rushed down the steps to stand beside Sepaul as the young rider came to a sliding halt.

Sepaul greeted the young man with a smile and a hearty clout on the shoulder as he dismounted then stepped aside for Sevilodorf.

“Essel, what are you doing here?” Sevil said, hugging the boy who now stood inches taller than she did. “You weren’t supposed to be here for another week.”

“Esiwmas sent me, Mother. Esrob has had a fall.” Essel said returning her hug with a fierceness that surprised them both. He turned and nodded to Sewold as he ran up from the barn. “I was told to bring you back as quickly as possible.”

“I’ll get my things. But you must eat something before we go, you can’t have had dinner if you are here at this hour. Tapaswyn can serve it to you while I change.” Sevil indicated the girl standing on the step.  “Sewold, will you saddle a horse for me?”

Sepaul said, “I’ll do that. Sewold, you bring Essel’s horse and give him some feed and a quick rub down. Tapaswyn, make up a plate for Sevilodorf as well. She needs to eat as well.” 

Essel handed his reins to Sewold and gave a grateful grin to Sepaul. “I’d love a meal. Been gnawing on travel biscuits for the past two miles, think I might have cracked a tooth.”

From the doorway, Kathwyn giggled. “What? The mighty Rider forgetting about food? However can that be?”

“Go on with you both. Tapaswyn, tell your mother two early dinners need dishing out, and Kathwyn, go help Sevilodorf gather her things,” Sepaul said in a voice that made the girls nod and hastily remove themselves from the doorway. Waving his hand toward Sevil and Essel, he continued, “And go on with you as well. Come, Sewold.” 

******

In spite of the lengthy summer day, it was dark before they arrived at Esrob’s holding. Lamps had been set in the courtyard and a stable boy sat leaning against the barn door ready to take their horses. Essel told the boy not to unsaddle his horse as he would be back in a few minutes to ride down to the barracks. Sevil frowned at these words but did not comment on them.

Once beyond the hearing of the stable boy, Sevil pulled her son to a stop in the courtyard and hissed, “Out with it. What is wrong? And do not try to push me off with ‘nothing.’ I know better.” 

Essel shook his head and shrugged. There was no power in the world that would force him to repeat the things he had heard and seen in the last few months, especially to his mother. Thinking quickly he said, “It is nothing. Just missing our home, I guess.”

Sevilodorf sighed, “So do I, but the day will come when we can rebuild.” Tilting her head, she studied him carefully. “You aren’t telling me the whole truth. But we don’t have time for one of my prying sessions. Be warned you are in for it the next time I see you. Which better be soon!”

Essel brushed a lock of light brown hair back from his face and looked at her with the same solemn face Eswidan had used when he had no intention of telling her something. How like his father he is. “And don’t try that expression on me either, it didn’t work for your father very often and it certainly won’t work for you.” 

“Perhaps I’ve gotten better at keeping secrets,” muttered Essel stubbornly.

Sevilodorf smiled. “That was exactly the wrong thing to say, my boy. Now I know you have a secret and I will not rest until I find it out.” Seeing the look of dismay in his eyes, she reached out to take his arm and said more seriously. “There is something wrong. If you can not or will not talk to me, take it to Esiwmas. He will listen. But don’t keep it bottled up inside of you. Promise me?”

Essel nodded, then in a low voice replied, “I wish Father were here. I could talk to him.”

“Oh, Essel, I know you could. And I wish so too.” Tears filled her eyes and tightened her throat at the pain in his voice. She looked away from him at the sound of a door opening and saw Esiwmas standing on the step watching them with concern. “We must go, we have duties to attend to. Talk to Esiwmas, he can help.” Sevil pulled him down for another hug; then taking her pack from him, hurried to the doorway. 

*********

Late the next afternoon, Sevil stood forcefully throwing rocks into the swiftly flowing waters of the Deepening Stream. The peace she had acquired in the mountains had been shredded by the demands of the previous night. Like most falls of the very old, Esrob’s had broken several bones. After making him as comfortable as possible, Sevil had met with Halene and Esiwmas to express her doubt that he would ever walk again. Halene had begun a tirade that had not ended until her son forcefully removed her from the room. Drained physically and mentally, Sevilodorf had launched her own battle with the man, seeking permission to leave Esrob’s household and move in with someone else. 

For an instant, remembrance of the Esiwmas’s harassed expression brought a wry smile to her lips. ‘The poor man. Two strong-minded women in the same household. No, three’. 

For unexpectedly, Irosa had joined in the battle. Pleading with Sevil not to go, and enumerating a number of complaints that her husband had obviously never heard before. Complaints that reduced the blond giant to weary head shaking. How could he meet the demands placed upon him by Lord Erkenbrand in regards to the training and organizing of the men and boys and those of the family?

Gradually, after a discussion that stretched into the small hours of the morning, it was determined that Esiwmas would seek someone else to handle the training so he could concentrate on the organization of the men and have more time for family business. And though Sevil insisted she could not be counted on to control herself around Halene, she agreed to stay until Esrob had recovered. Esiwmas simply smiled and said for her to go right ahead and lose control, he would charge admission to the event and make the entire holding richer than anyone could imagine. Laughter over this suggestion approached the hysterical and Esiwmas’s loud guffaws served to awaken six year old Esdav. 

Hair disheveled from sleep, Esdav stood in the doorway staring wide eyed at his parents until his father scooped him up and lifted him to touch the rafters. “What are you doing awake, Davi? I thought you were asleep long ago.” 

“I was,” said the boy as his father settled him on his shoulder. “But you were laughing and I wanted to hear the joke.”

“No joke, son. Just a bunch of silliness from your cousin, Sevilodorf.” Esiwmas winked at Sevil. “Now say good night and off to bed you go again.” 

Reluctantly, for he was certain the adults were once again keeping something from him, Esdav did as he was told. Then, his father scooped him up and carried him off upside down.

Irosa began dousing lights and setting the room to rights, pausing only to ask, “Ranora is standing watch tonight?”

Yawning behind her hand, Sevil nodded. “She’s nursed before, and Esrob was sleeping the last time I checked. I’ll check again before I go to bed.” As Irosa stretched upward toward the last lamp, she said, “Have you told Esiwmas?”

Irosa froze and faced Sevil with a blank expression. “Told him what?”

Sevil raised her eyebrows and snorted. “You know very well what I am talking about. When do you plan to tell him?”

“Tell me what?” Esiwmas’s voice from the doorway caused both women to jump.

Sevil waved toward Irosa, who stubbornly shook her head. Her husband strode across the room to tower over her and say sternly. “Tell me what?” 

“I don’t want to tell you because you always get so protective.” Irosa said with a frown. 

The stern look was replaced with a wide smile. “Ah, I see, you are finally going to tell me you’re pregnant again. I was beginning to wonder how long you were going to wait.”

Irosa stared up slack jawed at her giant of a husband. “How did you know?”

Sevil snorted and pushed herself to her feet. “I think I’ll leave now. You two have a nice conversation about this, and I’ll see you in the morning. Good night.”  

Now, throwing another rock into the stream with a satisfying splash, she told herself firmly, ‘You can not be jealous of everyone who has children’. But she was and she knew it. 

Twice more during the ten years she and Eswidan had lived peacefully together, Sevil had quickened, only to lose the child in the last months. Later when Eswidan’s temper became so uncertain, she had been relieved there was but one child forced to live in the storm her life had become. Yet, here she was, engaged in a bout of self-pity for what was not to be.

Picking up another stone, Sevil prepared to heave it into the water and watch it sink without a trace save for a small splash, when she caught sight of Halene riding out with her escort. Clenching her fist around the stone, Sevil resolved that in addition to seeing her son established in his rightful place as holder, she would somehow see the family Eswidan had given his life for remain together. Esiwmas needed someone to keep his eyes opened about Halene, and Irosa could not do it alone. Tossing the stone into the air and catching it, Sevil considered it carefully. Alone it was worth little, but together with others it made a dam to stop the widest stream. Pocketing the rock, she watched Halene disappear from sight; then returned to house.

Chapter 15: 3016 Fall/Winter

Rohan Family Holding

The best laid plans often go awry. Increasingly Esiwmas’s time was occupied with riding the borders of the holdings. Though trained as were all men of his class as a Rider, Esiwmas had preferred being a horsebreeder and trader. But with raids on holdings and farmsteads increasing, as the borders to the north became more dangerous, many of his duties became those of a soldier and commander. Along with the other holders in the valley, Esiwmas met with Lord Erkenbrand and Theodred, Theoden’s son. He had returned feeling confused. Both men impressed him as leaders; yet, something was preventing them from gathering the forces at their command and attacking the source of the raids. Counsels of caution were not easily accepted when one must return to the ruins of prosperous holdings and the mounds of those who died defending them. Esiwmas could not understand the reasoning behind the delay; but if that is what he was commanded to do, that is what he would do. 

To do his duty to both Erkenbrand and the family, he would have to use every person he had available. Sevilodorf was occupied with nursing Esrob and tending to the ails and accidents of the extended family, while Irosa, in the latter stages of pregnancy, could not be called on for more than management of the immediate household. Halene was available and capable of doing the job. In fact, Esiwmas often thought, regardless of the complaints about her that she did the job far better than he ever could. Sevilodorf and Irosa strove to keep Esiwmas’s eyes open about the effects of his mother on the family, but he seemed incapable of confronting her directly on any matter and as even they were forced to admit, someone had to do the duties Halene was doing.

Reports about Halene’s highhandedness continued and Irosa finally suggested they refer the complaints to Esrob. His recovery had been slow, and Sevil was more and more certain that it was due to his feeling useless. Forcing him to leave his bed and move into the public rooms to meet with people would make him see that he was still the head of the family and well respected by all. Also, as Irosa said, Halene was his wife, let him deal with her.

As the months passed, the three of them, could not decide what pleased them most: Esrob’s renewed outlook on life or the number of times Halene had been hauled up short by Esrob’s rebukes. Though walking would ever be painful, and Esrob often depended on the strong arms of the assistant stablemaster to carry him, he did regain more mobility than Sevil had first expected. Also, he enjoyed dealing with all the holding folk and was fast becoming a better manager than he had suspected himself capable of. For the moment at least, Halene appeared to be controlled.

As the Year’s End approached Sevil prepared for the numerous winter ailments that would soon plague the holdings. Long hours were spent with Kathwyn and Tapaswyn creating syrups and elixirs from the roots, leaves and stems gathered during the summer. Sevil was grateful for the girls’ help, especially as she knew Tapaswyn would have preferred spending time with her betrothed. Sepaul had indeed held firm and the wedding was to be held on the first day of the new year. 

One day about two weeks before Year’s End, Sevil laughingly said that Kathwyn should  honor the wager made in the summer by sewing her a new winter’s cloak. Kathwyn insisted that as Tapaswyn was really the one who had lost the wager she must help. The two girls then insisted that Sevilodorf have not only a new cloak made, but also a new gown for Year’s End and the wedding. At first Sevil refused saying that they had enough to do with preparing for the wedding, but the girls called upon Irosa and Tamarith to support their plan. 

Sevil soon found herself standing on a small stool in only her shift being twisted and turned and measured from top to bottom. Ignoring her protests that she did not need more clothing and that she was slowly freezing to death, the four women draped lengths of cloth about her neck and arms to see which brought out the color of her eyes, skin and hair. When discussion turned to the best way to display her rather generous figure, Sevil asked pointedly just why they thought such attributes needed displaying. Receiving only giggles from the girls and sly looks from Irosa and Tamarith, she pulled on her dress and raced from the room.

Fleeing as she often did toward the stream, Sevil found herself shivering in the afternoon’s slight wind. Returning to the house would mean facing Irosa and Tamarith again, so Sevil headed instead for the barn. It was not yet time for afternoon chores and she saw no one though she could hear the voices of Alfgard and his father in the storage room as she walked slowly from stall to stall, patting the noses of those horses wanting attention. 

Lingering near the stall of a sturdy brown mare, she thought back to the night she, Eswidan and Essel had witnessed the mare’s birth. Dream of My Heart, she had named the foal; little imagining the dream would begin to dissolve only a few months later when Eswidan took that terrible fall. ‘Ah well, that path has been paced many times.’ Sevil gave the mare a final pat and moved toward the tack room. At least it would be warm in there and she could always pass off her presence with questions about the health of the stable lads. 

A rustling in the loft overhead drew her eyes upward to meet those of her son. A rather guilty expression was in his eyes and Sevil raised her eyebrows in question at him.  Shrugging his shoulders he made his way to the ladder and descended in a series of leaps. 

 “Do I want to know why you’re up there?” Sevil asked.

“Probably the same thing you’re doing here.” Essel said off handedly. 

Sevil nodded. Barns had been Essel’s hiding place ever since he was a little boy. 

“Your father would be ashamed of us both,” Sevil said. Immediately, she regretted her words for Essel’s face froze and the guilty expression reappeared in his eyes.  

“Oh, Essel, I do not mean that.” Sevil studied her son carefully. Only a few weeks shy of seventeen, he was already as tall as Eswidan had been though he would never be as broad shouldered for he took after her father in his build. “Is that what has been troubling you all this time?”

Essel refused to meet her eyes, but the look on his face gave her answer enough. 

“Tell me. And no foolishness this time.” Sevil said sternly. 

For a long moment, he said nothing. Then in a strangled voice he said, ‘I can’t.”

“Have you talked to Esiwmas? Or Sewulf? Or Tarthan?” At each name, Essel shook his head. Sevil sighed. “Did you talk to anyone? Never mind, of course not. You are your father’s son and would never admit to any weakness or problem.”

“My father had no weaknesses.” Essel said angrily. 

“Every person has weaknesses,” Sevil snapped. “And every person has fears.” 

Essel glared at his mother. “My father was not weak or fearful.”

“Of course he was not weak. Admitting fear does not mean you are weak. Every intelligent person is afraid,” Sevil replied harshly.

“Only cowards are afraid,” choked out Essel turning his back on her.

Sevil pulled him around. How had she not seen the pain in his eyes before now? The doubts about himself. May the gods forgive her. Biting back harsh words, she said again, “Tell me.”

Essel shook his head and pulled out of her grasp. 

Sevil said quietly, “Then I will tell you. You found that battle is not the glory men say. That battle is ugly and frightening and that people are horribly wounded and die. You found that despite every bit of training you’ve had, you want only to run away and hide.”

As Essel stared at her, Sevil continued, “Your stomach clenches and you want to vomit. Sometimes you do. Other times you simply go numb and can not remember what you did or how you got where you are.”

Sevil paused and looked up into his face. “And now you want to know how I know all of this.” At Essel’s nod, she said, “Your father, your grandfather, Esiwmas, Tarthan, and others. Essel, all feel it.” She paused. “Are you afraid you will run? You won’t, for no matter how you feel you are no coward. You will do nothing to feel shame for. And as everyone in this family does you will do want must be done.” Lying a hand on his arm, she said again, “Tell me.”

For now, the boys were kept out of the battles, spending most of their time in training and serving as messengers and herdsmen for the horses and supplies used by the Patrols who now crisscrossed the valley. But the time was approaching when Essel would become part of an eored and ride his own patrols and face his own battles. And in words that were as painful for her to hear as for him to speak, Essel told of his encounters with the aftermath of battle. How he had looked upon the bodies of both friend and foe and become sick with fear. How he had nightmares of riding into a battle and turning to run rather than face the enemy. 

As he words slowed, Sevil could hear the voices of the stable boys approaching for evening chores. “Walk me back to the house,” she said taking his arm. 

Crossing the wide courtyard, Sevil thought desperately. ‘What can I say that will convince him that what he feels is felt by all?’ Pulling him toward the back entrance, she led him to the rooms used by Esrob to meet with the people of the holding. This close to dinner, she knew the rooms would be unoccupied. 

Pushing the door shut behind them, Sevil was glad to see the remains of a small fire upon the hearth. Seeing her shiver, Essel stirred up the coals and added a new log. Shaking his head at her, he said, “As many times as you scolded me for going without a warm cloak and here you are doing it.”

Sevil laughed and held her hands to the flames. “Don’t try to change the subject. We are talking about you, not me.”

 “You were hiding, too.” Essel pulled two chairs close to the fire. “So confess, Mother. What were you running from? Halene?”

Sevil reluctantly acknowledged she had lost her chance to say more to Essel. Well, she would just turn the matter over to Esiwmas. It was more in his province than hers anyway. “None of your business, my boy. None of your business.”

“If you can pry, so can I,” Essel smiled and settled into his chair.

For a moment, Sevil would have told him anything just to keep the smile on his face. Then she remembered what it was she had been running from and flushed. “No, it was not Halene. If you must know, I was trying to escape something even worse.”

Essel’s eyes widened in pretended amazement. “Worse than Halene. I can not imagine what could be worse.”

“This group certainly is.” Sevil commented dryly.

“Now, Mother, if you are being hunted by a band of horrible demons, you must tell me. It is my duty to protect you,” Essel said, solemnly placing his hand upon his heart.

“Why, thank you, sir. The next time a band of demons comes knocking I will call for you.” Sevil proceeded to ignore Essel and turned back and forth before the fire, warming first her front and then her back. Essel slouched back in his chair with a half smile and began to whistle off key. All at once the tune he whistled became clear. Sevil whirled and shook her finger at him, “You know good and well what I was running from, don’t you? How deeply are you involved in the plot?”

Essel radiated innocence as he said, “Why, Mother, whatever are you talking about?”

Sevil slapped at his shoulder as he began to laugh. “Whistling a wedding tune. How dare you!” 

Holding up an arm to protect himself, Essel replied, “Tamarith and Irosa seemed to think it was a good idea. Esiwmas has a few friends he wants you to meet. That’s all.”

Throwing herself into the chair, she muttered, “My own son conspiring against me. A few friends? Essel, have I ever once expressed a desire to remarry?”

Her son’s face clouded. When Esiwmas had asked him about introducing a few of his friends to Sevilodorf, he had thought very little about it. Simply assumed that the older man would know best. “You don’t want to?”

“No, for now, I am content with where I am. Esiwmas and Esrob have made certain that your holding will be prospering when you come of age to take it over. Arrangements have been made that I have an income from the holding and from the small herd that is mine. Until you are of age, Esrob, Esiwmas and I will handle all of this. I have my other duties to attend to, and Halene seems to be under control. For now, life is good. Why would I want otherwise?”

“Esiwmas seemed to think you were lonely. And Sewold told me of how you spent the summer in the mountains.” Essel stopped and considered his mother for a moment. “I don’t want you to be lonely.”

Sevil snorted. “Lonely. In a household this size. How in creation could I be lonely? I have to run away to be alone and even then I keep running into people.” 

Essel smiled briefly at this, then leaned forward with a serious look. “I know that there were problems between you and Father, but…”

Sevil froze to think of the last three years of her marriage being classified as “problems.” But in a way she was glad for it meant that the one person she had most wanted to mislead about the “problems” had indeed been misled. 

“Essel, trust me. I am not lonely. I do not want to meet any of Esiwmas’s friends.  I have no desire to remarry at this time.” Sevil grinned slowly and leaned forward until she was almost touching Essel. “However, I do know where they can turn their matchmaking efforts.” 

Blue eyes met blue and stared without blinking. One pair gleaming with suppressed amusement and the other staring with growing horror. Essel blinked first and sat back with an attempted laugh. “You can not be serious. I couldn’t marry until I am of age and that is four years away.”

“Closer to three, but there’s nothing to prevent a betrothal.” 

He shook his head. “You win. I will convince them to call off the matchmaking. And you will promise not to send them after me?”

Sevil smiled. “And you will agree to go speak to Esiwmas.” 

Essel raised his right hand palm out. “Agreed.”

‘Then let’s get some dinner, before you have to return to the barracks.”

Chapter 16: 3018 Fall/Year’s End

Rohan Family Holding 

“Those are Lord Erkenbrand’s orders. We must be prepared at a moment’s notice. Many scouts sent into the Wizard’s Vale since summer have not returned.” Esiwmas’s voice faded off for Tarthan had been one of those scouts. The irrepressible boy had become a careful and observant Rider and the Holding felt his loss daily. “And those that have bring reports of a growing army.”

“Why this sudden change? Always before, they counseled that we should not be concerned with the wizard. Why now are they willing to believe what the people have known for years?” Beregild’s harsh voice broke the brief silence. Having just rebuilt his holding, he did not favor abandoning it to a repetition of the destruction of four years before,

“Reports come from Edoras that Gandalf the Grey appeared there last month begging for aid and claiming to have been held prisoner by Saruman. The King bid him take a horse and begone. But before he did, many heard his story and believed. Word was sent to Erkenbrand and Theodred.” Esiwmas answered wearily for he had returned from meeting with Erkenbrand at Helm’s Deep only hours before. “There are reports as well of a black shadow that passed across the land coming from the east and vanishing across the Isen to the north. Our folk are being moved out of the East across the Entwash. Trouble comes from all sides now.”

Beregild slammed his fist upon the table. “For what does Edoras await? The entire vale in flames? We are ordered to prepare to hide in caves. Fie, I say. Enough hiding and waiting. We should attack, now.”

Lamplight shining off the silver streaked blonde of her crown of braids, Halene rose from her place near Esiwmas.  “Powerful words from one who will not be in the forefront of the battle! It will be our sons and our sons’ sons who fight and die. Not old men like you, Beregild. I say entering a battle between two wizards is folly.”

Beregild surged to his feet angrily. “My sons go not to battle without me. What would you know of battle strategies, Halene? We are speaking of war. The province of men, not women.”

Halene’s reply was cut off by a wave of Esiwmas’s hand. “Sit down, both of you. This is not the time to be fighting amongst ourselves.” As Halene continued to stare imperiously at a red faced Beregild, Esiwmas pushed his chair back and moved between them. In a low voice, he growled, “I said, ‘Sit down.’” 

Halene stiffened and carefully adjusted her skirts before returning to her seat, while Beregild straightened and met Esiwmas’s eyes directly. “Do you have more news for us or is this all? I have much to do to prepare my folk.”

“As do we all, Beregild.” Esiwmas replied simply. Beregild opened his mouth to respond, but closed it with a snap at the intensity of Esiwmas’s gaze. 

Esiwmas held out a hand. “We have worked well together for many years, Beregild.  Can we not continue to do so?”

Beregild glanced from Halene to Esiwmas, then gripped Esiwmas’s arm. “You speak true, Esiwmas.” Then looking toward Halene, he said, “But I will let no man, nor woman, malign my honor. I fight alongside my sons.”

“If the rumors are correct, we will need every man.” Esiwmas studied the men and women assembled for this meeting. From Alfthar, the ancient stablemaster, to the fifteen year olds settled at the corner table under the watchful eye of Sepaul, they returned his look with one of determination. They would not give up this land without a fight, no matter whom the enemy. Be it man, orc or wizard. 

******

Hours later, Esiwmas sat beside Esrob’s bed idly picking at the meal Irosa had brought to him. A single candle cast shadows upon Esrob’s lined face. ‘When did my father become this frail old man?’ Esiwmas pushed the plate away. His appetite had vanished. Closing his eyes, he slid down in his chair. 

“You’ll end up with a crick in your neck, if you sleep like that.” A quiet voice startled him out of his doze. Esiwmas turned to see Sevilodorf standing in the doorway. “You can tell Esrob all the details in the morning, you know.”

A look confirmed that his father still slept; so Esiwmas stood and stretched as Sevil moved to the bed and straightened the coverings over Esrob’s shoulders. “You didn’t eat much,” she said turning to gather up the remains of his meal. 

Blowing out the candle and following her into the hallway, he said, “Don’t you start fussing over me too, Sevil. Irosa is bad enough.”

Sevil slanted a look up at the blond giant beside her and smiled. “You love it, and you know you do.”

Esiwmas chuckled, “I suppose I do.” Following her into the kitchen, he settled at the table. “Where is Irosa? Neither one of you said much this afternoon, and I wanted to speak with both of you.”

Sevil scraped the food from his plate into the scraps bucket. “Settling the boys and Kembryll. She’ll be here in a few minutes.” After rinsing the plate and setting it to dry, she carried three mugs and the tea caddy to the table. “Where’s Halene? She certainly had ideas enough for you this afternoon.”

Esiwmas paused as he spooned tea into each mug. “Don’t, Sevil. I don’t think I can take much more today.”

Lifting a kettle from its hook on the hearth, Sevil said contritely. “Sorry. You did very well, Es. I know you don’t like to give your mother public set downs.”

Esiwmas closed his eyes and shook his head wearily. “Of all the people for her to pick a fight with. Beregild. I need Berethor. Next to Sepaul, he’s the best swordsmaster we have. And if Beregild gets angry enough, he’ll make it difficult for Berethor.”

“Berethor will never desert his duties, no matter what his father does or says. He knows the best chance we have is to work together.” Sevil filled the mugs and pushed one into Esiwmas’s hands. “Drink it, while it’s hot.”

Esiwmas sipped carefully, then said, “Meanwhile, Berethor has decided he wants to restart an idea of Eswidan’s.”

“Oh, and what would that be?” Sevil settled into her chair turning her mug slowly between her hands. 

“Training for the women and girls. Just the basics, but…” Esiwmas left the thought unvoiced as he remembered who had taught Sevil and the results of those lessons. His eyes met hers briefly then slid away.

Sevil tightened her jaw and gave him a hard look. Tapping her fingers on the side of her mug, she waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, she frowned and said tightly, “I thought this had been settled between us long ago, Esiwmas. I refuse to defend myself again and again. Believe what you will.” Pushing her chair back, she evaded the hand that tried to take hers. “If you are still interested in my opinion, I think it an excellent idea. Now if you will excuse me, I bid you good night.”

“Sevil, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” Esiwmas began.

“But you did, Es, and that’s what hurts.” Giving him one last reproachful look, she left him quietly cursing himself. 

***********

Wrapped in a blanket, Sevil sat with arms wrapped about her knees watching the fingernail moon rise higher in the sky. The small room she had claimed for her own had only a tiny window, but she could still catch a glimpse of the stars and the moon if she timed things right. At her side lay the small cloth bag Eswidan had tucked into her saddlebags the night their holding had been attacked.

The signet ring from the bag had been given to Essel at his eighteenth birthday and she had turned over the papers concerning the landhold to Esrob and Esiwmas. A sealed letter with instructions to deliver it to Esiwmas after the deaths of both Halene and Esrob rested at the bottom of the bag.  But the final items were for her alone.

Two small oval pendants matching the one hanging from the silver chain around her neck rested now in the palm of her hand. These however were bare of inscription and fingering them, Sevil wondered at Eswidan’s reasons for keeping them. For him to have had them fashioned spoke volumes of his longing for more children. ‘Why did he never tell me? Why did I not see?”
So many misunderstandings, so much left unsaid and undone.  ‘If I could go back, would I behave differently? Was there anything I could have said that would change his mind about me? That would have made him believe in me?’
Pulling the blanket tighter, she tucked her feet beneath her gown. Sleep would be a long time finding her tonight.

*****

Their breath rising as smoke from a dragon in the chill air of the rain washed morning sky, the circle of women watched closely as Berethor and Sewold worked through a series of practice exercises. Berethor kept up a steady commentary as he and Sewold moved back and forth across the rain damp yard. “You must accept the fact you will be hurt. When you accept that fact, you can focus on the man, rather than the blade.”

A voice muttered, “If it were only men, I would not be so afraid.”

Berethor held up a hand to Sewold and turned to face the women. “It is an enemy you face. Man or orc. Remember this, unlike a man, the orc will never hesitate. They have no fears. They care nothing for their own death. They stop at nothing except death…. yours or theirs.” 

“Now, pair up and run through the exercises. Leneswyn, you supervise those ten. Sewold, you take those.” 

Wincing inwardly at the thought of any of these women being forced into battle, Berethor moved from pair to pair, advising and encouraging. Most would never do more than slash and hack with a sword. Sidestepping an out of control thrust, he considered that a few slashes and hacks might remove the arm or leg of an orc and give time to escape. There were a few, however, like Leneswyn, Esiwmas’s youngest sister, who showed a talent he considered wasted on a woman. 

Watching her swing about in an arc, then stop and insist the other woman do the same, Berethor saw a shadow of that young girl dressed in her brother’s cast offs trailing him and begging to be taught to fight and ride. Slender and strong, even marriage and motherhood had not changed her much from that girl. Thankfully, his mother and Halene had not been successful with their matchmaking. Leneswyn was too strong willed for his tastes. 

Renthil understood her very well and though Halene had not looked upon the marriage with favor, for he was the only the youngest son of one of Erkenbrand’s men and would have no land to call his own, the marriage had prospered with two sons. Esrob had said he would settle a small holding upon the couple when Renthil choose to leave the Riders; but that time had not yet come to pass, matters on the borders being what they were.

Berethor gave a nod to Leneswyn, then turned to watch a pair of riders approaching the barn. ‘Speaking of strong willed women.’ Catching Sewold’s eye, Berethor pointed to the barn. Sewold glanced quickly, then spun back just in time to block the blade aimed for his leg. 

Berethor laughed. “You know better, Sewold.” Patting the shoulder of the woman swinging the sword, he said, “Nicely done, Marta. Next time aim for his head, mayhap you’ll knock some sense into him.” 

Leaving the practice ground, Berethor hurried across the muddy courtyard to catch up to the riders, now headed for the back entrance to the holding. “Sevilodorf!”

Coming to a halt, Sevil looked over her shoulder to favor Berethor with an exasperated look. “Don’t say it. I know. I missed another one of your practices, Berethor. But I do not determine when babes will come into this world. Believe me if I did, it would not be the middle of the night in the pouring rain.”

“Not only did you miss the practice, but you stole one of my instructors.” Berethor pointed to Essel, who was having difficulty preventing a grin from spreading across his face. The verbal battles between his mother and Berethor had grown proportionally with each missed practice session and now stood at a level approaching the equivalence of the Last Alliance.

“You want him back? You tell Esiwmas that I am capable of riding about a holding I have lived on for over twenty years by myself.” Sevil waved her arm toward the house. “Let’s go tell him together, right now.”

“If you would show up to more practices, I just might do that.” Berethor replied calmly, folding his arms and looking down at her. There were dark circles under her eyes; and she certainly appeared rumpled enough to have been up all night. 

Snorting, Sevil whirled and continued on her way to the kitchen, shouting,  “If I believed that, I might show up for more of the practices. I am going to get something to eat. Then, if you are still having a practice, I will be there. As for Essel, take him. He ate while I was busy.” 

Essel shook his head as they watched her scrape her boots free of mud on the step and slam the door. “We have been out since shortly after midnight; but we could have been back earlier. She’s doing it deliberately.”

“I know that, Essel. Do you have any idea why?” Berethor studied this younger cousin closely. Wondering if the boy had heard the stories about Bardan and Sevilodorf. The events had occurred years ago; but as with all family scandals, the tales had lost nothing in whispered retellings over the years.

Essel returned Berethor’s scrutiny with a face wiped clear of any expression.  In a careful tone, he said, “No. She practices throwing her knives often enough. Even wears them in sheathes on her forearms. She’s worked with Leneswyn upon occasion.” Shrugging, he concluded, “Yet, she goes out of her way to avoid you.” 

Berethor nodded. Whether he had meant to or not, the boy had told him more than he had said. “You go up and help Sewold and Leneswyn. If I’m not back in half an hour, dismiss them all and go on back to the barracks. You leave on Patrol next week, don’t you?”

Essel nodded. “With Sewold.” With an impudent grin, he pushed back his brown hair and added, “You’ll need some new instructors.”

Berethor grimaced. “Don’t remind me. Now go on.” Waving the boy away, Berethor sighed and headed for the kitchen to have another discussion with a strong minded woman.

*****

Sevil sat with hands folded tightly in her lap as Berethor strode angrily about the small room detailing his problems with her to Esiwmas. To be hauled in and scolded like a ten-year-old was beyond belief. Struggling to control her rage, Sevil clenched her hands even tighter and closed her eyes. Of course, if she had not run from the kitchen to escape him, he would not have chased her into the hall and grabbed her arm. Controlling her smile of satisfaction, Sevil remembered Berethor’s startled expression as she pinned his sleeve to the wall with her knife. 

Enough was enough however. Opening her eyes, she put both hands on the small table before her and pushed herself up. Berethor paused in midstep and glared at her. 

Sevil returned the glare, then smiled icily at Esiwmas seated on the other side of the table. “When the two of you decide to include me in this discussion, call for me. I would like to get some breakfast before lunch is served and change out of these muddy clothes.” 

Berethor moved to block her path to the door, but at a frown from Esiwmas stepped aside and waved his arm for her to pass. “Don’t think this is the end of this, Sevilodorf,” he muttered opening the door for her.

“Berethor, I look forward to our next meeting. I trust you will have found time to have the sleeve repaired.” Sevil replied graciously; then with squared shoulders and a tilt of her chin, she slipped through the door just as he slammed it behind her.

Esiwmas roared with laughter as Berethor kicked the door in frustration. 

“I don’t know what you’re laughing at.” Berethor growled, limping to the chair Sevilodorf had vacated.

Esiwmas shook helplessly and pointed at Berethor. “You. You just don’t know how to handle her.”

“And I suppose you do?” Berethor eyed Esiwmas skeptically. “And where did you learn this? Irosa is not at all like Sevilodorf.”

“You’d be surprised, cousin. But women like Sevil need different handling.”

Berethor humphed and blew an exasperated breath. “So tell me, how did you learn this? And what do you do?”

Esiwmas shook his head sadly, “Berethor, I am ashamed of you. How do I know how to handle such women?” Esiwmas waved his hands to encompass the holding, then began to count off on his fingers.  “I’m surrounded by them. Sevil. Leneswyn. Irosa, who does have her moments of stubbornness. And then of course, there’s my mother.”

Berethor’s face filled with instant sympathy for Esiwmas. “I grant that you have experience. But exactly what is the secret?”

“Let them do what they want.” Esiwmas nodded at Berethor’s expression. “You heard me. Let them.”

“That’s not a solution. That’s a sentence to insanity.” Berethor moved as if to rise from his seat, but halted as Esiwmas raised a hand.

“You don’t understand these women. They never give in or give up. If they can’t do the job, they will find someone else who can.” Berethor nodded slowly. Esiwmas leaned back in his chair. “The best part is that you no longer have to worry about the problem. It will be solved if the means to solve it is anywhere within a hundred miles.”

“You want Sevil to show up at practices. Easy. Put her in charge. Better yet, put her and Leneswyn in charge. The two of them get along well. Then you can go concentrate on some other problem.” Esiwmas waved toward a small stack of parchments spread across the table. “Of which I have several for you to choose from.”

Berethor looked thoughtful. “I am losing Sewold and Essel as instructors next week. The rest of the men are stretched thin working with the boys. And we must meet our levies for Lord Erkenbrand from the landsmen, as well as the Riders.”

“Trust me, put the two of them in charge and you will have no further worries. Except, of course, the ones you choose here.” Scooping up the scattered parchments in one hand and holding them out in a fan shaped array, Esiwmas said, “Choose a problem, any problem.”

Berethor laughed and waved his hand. “You will have to wait until I see that my problem is truly solved.”

“Agreed,” shouted Esiwmas jumping up and thumping Berethor’s arm. 

******

By Year’s End, Berethor wondered why he had ever doubted Esiwmas. The training for both women and boys had improved for Leneswyn and Sevilodorf had insisted the boys be used as sparring partners for the women.  This reduced both the number of practice sessions and the instructors required. Unfortunately, with that task arranged, Esiwmas handed him other problems.  Transporting a large portion of the year’s store of food and fodder to the caverns beyond Helm’s Deep had been easy compared to convincing all the cottagers and their wives that they must be ready to abandon everything they could not easily carry. If he had to hear, “But I could never leave behind….” one more time, he would tear his hair out. The ten mile trip to the caverns was an organizational nightmare that had made him cross eyed more than once this past week. Sighing heavily, he focused once more on observing the sword practice before him. 

When the practice session ended, Berethor spoke for a moment to the instructors about a change in the drills. Turning to go to the stables, he slammed full force into Sevilodorf. She staggered back a step. Brushing aside his apologies, she said mockingly, “Just when I was beginning to feel we had resolved our differences, you take to trampling me.”

Berethor bowed slightly and replied in kind. “If only there was more to you. I find it difficult to avoid what I can not see.” His eyes traveled her ample proportions with a mock frown.

Sevil shook her finger at him. “Tsk . Tsk. Personal attacks. Just when I bring you a solution to the problem of transporting our folk to the caverns.”

“A solution?  Sevil, if you have a solution to that problem, I will never trample you again.” Berethor solemnly raised his hand to vow. 

“Pie crust promise, Berethor. Easily made, easily broken. But I will take pity on you and give you this.” From a pocket, Sevil drew a well-creased parchment. “Eswidan had planned this before his death. I knew he had, but thought all copies destroyed with our holding. Esrob said he remembered receiving a copy of such a plan. So for the last three days, he and I have been searching the ledgers. He found it late last night. There will need to be some changes I’m sure, but the majority of the plan should hold.”

Berethor smoothed the parchment before scanning it. While it was true he saw one or two places changes would be needed, this plan was better than anything he or Esiwmas had come up with so far. 

“This is the answer to a prayer, Sevil. Thank you and thank Esrob.” Berethor smiled widely.

“You are welcome. Eswidan did the work.” Then in a softer voice, she added, “He was good at organizing people.” 

Berethor looked up from the parchment to nod. “Yes, he was. Sevil…”

Interrupting him, Sevil pointed to a line on the parchment. “Remember that this was a plan to evacuate to the hills. The direction the messengers need to ride will need to be reorganized slightly. But I’m sure you and Esiwmas can handle it.”

Accepting her avoidance of a subject obviously still painful, Berethor nodded. “With this to guide us, we’ll have it ready to give out in a day or two.”

“Good, I’m glad that Esrob and I remembered it. Before I forget, Thamewyn is here to talk with Halene, so you have been invited to lunch.” Sevilodorf sucked her cheeks in to prevent her smile at his grimace at the mention of Halene. That at least was one point they could consider themselves in agreement.

“Very well. Shall we go in?” Berethor held out an arm to Sevil.

“Why most assuredly, sir. I can not wait to see who is on the menu today.” Sevil grinned wickedly at Berethor.

“With my mother, Mordara and Halene at the same table? There will be more than one victim to their gossip.  Of that, I am certain.” Berethor frowned and shook his head sadly. The gods knew he and his father had tried to prevent his mother from meeting often with Halene, but they had met with little success. Laughing lightly together, they reached the door to the holding and entered to be confronted with the haughty stares of the three ladies in question. 

Sevil’s heart plunged. From Halene’s raised eyebrows and the swift glances the three women exchanged, Sevil realized that she was the main course for today. Removing her hand from Berethor’s arm, she murmured something incomprehensible and hurried down the hall to her room.

While ignoring the bell signaling the beginning of lunch, she realized that her absence gave the three witches a clear field, but simply could not face them again. Battling them would be impossible in the dining hall where they excelled at barbed comments and sly glances while her weapons of choice were confrontation and loud words. 

Sighing heavily, Sevil lay back on the bed and counted the months until Essel would be able to take up the reins of his own holding. That is of course, if the war did not break out in earnest. And if he did not find a wife. 

Sitting upright, Sevil studied this new thought. What would she do if Essel married? True, she had every right to a share of the holding, but would she want to remain in the household itself? Could she convince Essel to let her live in a small cottage separately? Discarding that idea for she knew he would not, Sevil examined her options. None appeared particularly attractive. Perhaps she should reconsider marrying again. It would give her a home of her own, and this time she would get to do the choosing. At least she could consider the possibility. However, she was not about to announce her decision and unleash the matchmakers. The thought of Irosa, Kathwyn, Tapaswyn and Tamarith parading candidates for her consideration was enough to make her shudder. She would not be forced into a choice this time. 

Her stomach growled, and she stood. Time to see if she could gather a plate from the kitchen.

Chapter 17: February 27th 3019

Rohan Family Holding 

Sevilodorf wrapped a towel around four year old Kembryll’s wriggling body and threatened to tickle her if she did not settle down as Irosa burst into the room pale faced and shaking. Gathering the child and squeezing her tightly, Irosa exclaimed, “A messenger just arrived. There was a battle at the Isen Ford. Prince Theodred is dead. We are ordered to the caverns.”

“Isen Ford? The Wizard’s Vale?” Sevil repeatedly numbly. “What Riders were with him?”

Irosa stood the protesting Kembryll on her feet and replied, “There was nothing more. Just that the Prince is dead and we are to move out. I sent one of the stable boys to find Esiwmas. He and Berethor were riding the boundaries today.”

Sevil counted off silently in her mind all of the holding men who were out on Patrol or had been sent to the levies of Erkenbrand and Theodred. Many she knew, like Essel and Sewold, were now at Helm’s Deep or riding patrols along Deeping Stream. But some could have been sent with Prince Theodred. 

Shaking her head, Sevil forced herself to focused on the problem at hand. Removing the remainder of their people to the caverns. More calmly than she felt, she said, “You get the children ready. I’ll take care of the kitchen. You told Alfthar?” At Irosa’s nod, Sevil said, “Good, he will be ordering the wagons and carts to the cottages.”

“And Brywn has already started on the kitchen. You go see to Esrob.” Irosa said between shouts for the nursery maids and orders to twelve year old Malthor to help his cousins get ready.

Leaving Irosa to organize the nursery, Sevil sped to Esrob’s room and found him leaning heavily on the arm of a harried looking Alfgard. 

“Where is Halene?” Sevil asked taking Esrob’s other arm and walking with them toward the door. 

“She left for Sejard’s soon after breakfast,” replied Alfgard. Grabbing up Esrob’s cloak and a small sack of clothing that sat ready. 

“Then the messengers will reach her with no problem. She will make her way to the caverns with Sejard and Mordara.” Sevil said patting Esrob’s arm reassuringly. At her nod, Alfgard darted for the main door, leaving them to make their way at Esrob’s lurching pace. 

A nursery maid appeared in the hallway leading a line of children each carrying a small sack. Leneswyn was next clutching her squirming two-year-old son and leading Brywn’s four-year-old son by the hand. Then came Irosa carrying a squealing Kembryll, her hair still dripping water. At the rear was the second nursery maid carrying a larger pack.

“Malthor, come give your grandfather an arm to lean on.” As the sturdy boy took the place of Alfgard on Esrob’s other side, Sevil pulled the main door open wide. 

The courtyard was a confusion of horses, wagons, shouting men and running stable lads. A wagon drew up before the door partially loaded with sacks of flour and hay. The driver leapt down and all but tossed the nursery maid into the wagon bed, then began handing the children up to her. Alfgard appeared from nowhere and assisted Esrob to a seat beside the driver then lifted Malthor and settled him on the other side saying, “You watch out for your grandfather, Mal.”

Malthor gave a serious nod and twisted to see his ten-year-old sister seated on a flour sack seat holding their small brother tightly. “Where’s my mother?”

“She’ll be in the next wagon with the rest of us. Don’t you worry about that,” Sevil said quickly as Leneswyn climbed up into the wagon. To Irosa, she said, “I’ll check the house and see if Brywn needs help.”

Irosa nodded. “Just don’t delay.”

“We won’t. We’ll be right behind you.” Without waiting to see the wagon roll away, Sevil turned and hurried to the kitchen to find Esiwmas’s middle sister packing the last of a small stack of baskets with the morning’s baking. The two kitchen maids stood nervously by the door holding their own small bags and baskets filled with foodstuffs. 

“Is that it?” Sevil said as Brywn looked around with a frown. 

“All but dousing the fires. Did the children get away?” 

“Yes. Malthor is watching out for your other two until you get there.” 

Brywn nodded then glanced anxiously toward the open kitchen door. “Where’s the wagon?”

“It will be here in a moment. Alfgard knows we’re still here. You douse the fires,” Sevil hurried from the kitchen to check each room for small items forgotten or mislaid. In the still room, she gathered her own small bag and the larger pack of herbs and potions she had prepared. Hearing Brywn calling, she shouted, “I’m coming.” 

Hoisting the pack to her shoulders she raced for the kitchen, eyes darting to find small valuables that could be tucked into the wagon or items that might come in handy. She knew the problem Berethor had faced with the cottagers refusing to leave treasures behind and knew that the holding family was expected to set an example, yet still she snatched up bits and pieces as she made her way through the rooms. Snuffing the lamps in the hall, she pushed through the kitchen door to find Brywn balancing precariously on a stool attempting to retrieve an enormous wooden bowl from the highest shelf.

“Here I am chiding myself for picking up Kembryll’s wooden horse and you are attempting to haul a log along. Brywn, what do you think you are doing? Berethor will have a fit if he sees this.” Sevil dropped her packs and moved to steady Brywn.

“And just who will tell him? We’ll need bowls and such. We have to eat and prepare food. Who’s to say this isn’t the one we use all the time? I am not leaving it to burn.”  Brywn said stubbornly clasping her arms tightly around the smooth sides of the polished maple.

Sevil nodded in understanding. “Where are your bags? I’ll carry those. You take the bowl.” 

Brywn jerked her chin to corner. “Over there. Hurry. The cart is waiting.” 

Hoisting her larger pack to her shoulder again, Sevil grabbed the smaller bags and followed Brywn out the door. Alfgard eyed them both with displeasure and tossed the bundles into the cart. “Just how much are you taking? Berethor will skin me alive when he sees what I’ve allowed you to bring.”

“It all fits, so don’t worry about Berethor. Is everyone out?” Sevil replied climbing in to the back of the cart; and giving Brywn a sharp look, settled beside the two kitchen maids.

Alfgard pointed to the herd of horses being driven toward the mountains. “There won’t be space for all, so the herdsmen are headed west. The messengers are gone and the wains and carts for the cottagers are on their way. Alfthar and I will leave with the last group.”

“Any word from Esiwmas or Berethor?” Brywn asked piling an assortment of baskets and bundles inside the large bowl.

“Not yet, but they were riding the eastern boundaries today.” Alfgard stepped back and slapped the side of the cart and nodded to the driver. “They will be here soon. Now off with you.”

Crowded close in the rear of the cart, the four women raised hands in farewell and watched silently as Alfgard hurried back to where his father stood directing the few remaining men. The gate to the empty corral swung slowly as if moved by ghostly hands and Sevil turned from the sight, overwhelmed by memories of four years ago and what they had returned to then. This time would surely be no better. 

***********

Past empty holdings and cottages, the people of the Upper Westfold followed the road hugging the banks of the Deeping Stream. Steadily they wound their way up the Coomb toward the slopes of Thrihyrne. Upon reaching the wide trench of Helm’s Dike, they were forced to abandon the wagons and carts and make their way on foot across the greensward lying before the great wall. Some chose to camp there rather than move on into the caverns. For the time, Erkenbrand allowed this, being occupied with organizing men to send northward to support his captain, Grimbold, and Elfhelm, captain from Edoras, at the Fords of the Isen.

Preparations made over the months since Gandalf Greyhame had torn the veil from many eyes were put to the test. A large portion of the last harvest had been stored in chambers beneath the hills and now herdbeasts and flocks were led to pens prepared for them. Gradually the encampments before the wall were removed and by the middle of the fourth day all that remained were the rearguard of Riders and landsmen who manned the Dike.

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

March 1st

Within the caverns rumors multiplied by the hour. The vale was in flames. Edoras was attacked and the King was dead. Grimbold had been swept aside at the Fords and an army of orcs was on its way. The King was leading an army north. Orcs mounted on enormous wolves had been seen in the valley. 

The latter was not a rumor. Making the trek from the dike to the caverns she had seen the wargs, as the men called them, in the distance. It was said that these fell beasts and their riders were used as scouts. Scouts for what army Sevil did not truly want to contemplate.

Vast the caverns were and she could barely make out the ceiling of this chamber far above her head. Three quarters of the people of the Upper Westfold were housed here. And the absence of others had fueled yet another round of rumors. Were their holdings overrun and destroyed or did they tarry along the way?

Erkenbrand, Lord of the Upper Westfold, had led the remaining Riders and an infantry of some seven companies out the gates and toward the Wizard’s Vale that morning. He left behind but a thousand to man the wall. Not men for the most part, but boys and graybeards manned the walls. For no matter how loudly Beregild protested he had seen far too many winters, while others had surely seen too few to be facing what might well be their last. Where was aid from Edoras?  The message had been sent. Was the King dead? Were they to be abandoned?

Esrob’s deep hacking cough brought Sevil’s thoughts to a halt. Supporting his shoulders as he strained to rid his lungs of their congestion, Sevil wracked her brain for some cure. The caverns were chill and in many areas damp. Esrob was not the only one who coughed. Morosely she considered the possibility of surviving an attack, but to die later of a lung inflammation. Yet, what choices remained?

As the spasm of coughing passed, Sevil held out a cup of water for the man to sip. 

Childish voices raised in quarrel drew her eyes to a rock formation that looked very much like a horse. At least to the minds of the children who had immediately begun to weave stories of this being the remains of Felarof, King of the Meares. Now a large group of children stood shouting wildly at two figures rolling at the base of the large white rocks. 

Recognizing the green tunic of one, Sevil muttered a curse and scrambled to her feet. Pushing her way through the crowd of children, she grabbed the collars of the two boys and shook them. “Malthor! What do you think you are doing? Isn’t there enough trouble without you fighting every boy in the Westfold?”

Malthor twisted trying to break free then scowled up at her. A shock of blonde hair fell across his face. His cheek was cut and blood trickled from his lip, but the fire in his eyes flamed higher. “He started it.”

Turning to the other boy, Sevil found herself looking into equally smoldering eyes and hearing a sullen, “I did not!”

Looking to the surrounding crowd, she exclaimed, “Get on with you. There’s no more to watch here.”  Slowly the children moved away and Sevil tightened her grip on the two boys and gave them another shake before pulling them a short distance away from where Esrob sat against the cavern wall. 

“Sit! Both of you and if you move, I’ll tan your hides.” Releasing the boys, she turned to the pack against the wall and pulled out some clean cloths. Dipping two in the water bucket, she handed one to each boy. “Clean yourselves up!”

As they wiped their faces, Sevil studied the second combatant carefully. Thin and of a like age to Malthor, the boy would have a beautiful black eye to remember this fight.  “Who are you? I don’t recognize you.”

“Dathgard, son of Dathhern,” muttered the boy. As Sevil continued to stare at him, he added a sullen, “My lady.”

“I am Sevilodorf, of the household of Esrob. And just what was this quarrel about, Dathgard, son of Dathhern?” As Malthor opened his mouth to speak, Sevil pointed at him. “You keep quiet. You will get your turn.”

When Malthor glared at her, but did not speak, she turned back to Dathgard. “Speak! I haven’t got all day.”

“He called me a liar.” Dathgard’s fist closed about the cloth in his hand.

For a moment Sevil thought she would have to jump between the two of them again as Malthor sprang up and shouted, “He is! He tells all kinds of lies. No one believes him.”

Whirling, Sevil shouted, “I told you to sit down. If you think you are too old to switch, you are mistaken, Malthor. Or better yet, I’ll turn you over to Alfthar and he can put you to work cleaning out the pens and stalls.”  Pointing at the floor, Sevil waited until the boy returned to his seat to say. “Calling people liars is a serious matter, Malthor. What did he say that you think is a lie?”

“He says that he’s killed an orc. A real live orc.” Malthor looked at Dathgard with disgust. “He’s the same age as me, he can’t have done it. So why tell a story like that.”

Dathgard face drew into a tight mask. “It’s not a lie. I did.”

Sevil studied the boy carefully. He met her eyes directly and repeated, “I did.”

Settling on the ground between the boys, Sevil said, “Tell me.”

Slowly, Dathgard told the all too familiar tale of an attack on an isolated cottage. A tale made all the worse for being told by a twelve year old boy who had witnessed the deaths of both father, mother and a younger brother. A boy who told of stabbing an orc as it climbed up the ladder to the loft where he and a young sister were hiding. 

“And when did this happen?” Sevil asked quietly.

“Months ago, before we came to live here,” Dathgard said. “We live with my mother’s sister now.”

“Where did you live before?” Sevil longed to wrap the boy in her arms, but knew that he would never allow it.

“In the East. Along the mouth of the Entwash. We were cottagers for the holder.” Dathgard pulled himself straight and said firmly. “I do not lie.”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Sevilodorf turned to Malthor. “I believe him. And you owe him an apology.”

“But…” Malthor began to protest, then lowered his head and muttered, “I am sorry I called you a liar.”

“Do you accept his apology?” Sevil asked Dathgard. As the boy nodded, she said, “Then this matter is over between you. However, as you both were fighting, there must be some punishment. Both of you are to report to Alfthar in the animal pens and tell him I sent you to help him until dinner time.”

The two boys hurried off and Sevil turned to find Esrob watching her solemnly. In a voice filled with sadness, he said, “There may come a time when they must all fight.”

Sevil picked up the bloodstained cloths left by the boys. “We have been for many years, Uncle. Will there never be an end?”

Esrob stretched out a blue veined hand toward her. “I fear that this war may be the end of many things.”

Unable to find a response to this, Sevil simply grasped his hand tightly. No word had come of the fate of the men of the Holding who had gone with Grimbold to the Isen Fords. Even now, Beregild stood upon Helm’s Wall looking northward for his two younger sons. Sejard rode the final patrols in Deeping Coomb with Esiwmas and Berethor hoping to hear news of Sewulf and Segilde. Leneswyn paced the chambers of the caverns girt in sword and leathers and refusing to speak since hearing that Renthil was among those at the Ford. 

With a faint sense of guilt, Sevilodorf thanked the gods she at least knew that Essel walked now along the Wall. He and Sewold had been ordered to assist Gamling with his job of organizing those remaining. Men who had set aside the sword for years and boys who had trained for only a few now stood as the last line of their defense.

Squeezing Esrob’s hand again, Sevil pushed aside her despair and said, “It is said that no foe has ever taken the Hornburg if men have defended it.”

Esrob returned the pressure of her hand and replied, “So the stories say.”

“Then we must trust to the stories and the hope that the King will come.” Sevil said determinedly and released Esrob’s hand. “Meanwhile, we must go on. The children will want food soon. Where has Irosa gotten to?”

Chapter 18: 3019 March 2nd, 3rd and 4th
Rohan: Helm’s Deep

For long years the Aglarond had served as a refuge for the Rohirrim.  Its vast chambers stretched deep beneath the mountains and had room enough for hundreds more than the people of the Westfold and their beasts; yet few of the people of Rohan had ever chosen to explore its depths. The pools of clear water sang to few of their hearts and the twisted columns of white and rose streaked with pale orange and yellow seemed nightmarish forms to most. From the walls glittered watchful eyes that the people strove to shut with the lights of many smoking torches.

Dipping a water bucket into the stream at her feet, Sevil smiled as a voice from behind her said, “A cave should be dark. Not lit brighter than the day.”
The reflections of two men appeared in the water. ‘Yes, men,’ she thought as her heart tightened at the sight of her son and Sewold in mail and armor. It seemed they should yet be leaping from the hayloft or diving in the horse ponds, rather than standing so tall before her dressed for battle. 

Rising to her feet, she brushed the drops from her skirts and allowed Essel to take the bucket from her. “Not all enjoy lurking about in the dark as the two of you do.” 

Sewold flashed her a wide grin and said, “True, not many are as brave as we are.”

Sevil gave a short laugh. “Bravery is it? I thought it was simply the enjoyment of jumping out and scaring people. Are you looking for food or have you come with news?” 

“Food, of course. We have heard that you brought the entire pantry and the kitchen as well,” laughed Sewold lightly.

“Do not blame that on me. Blame Brywn. She’s the one who packed the kitchen.” Sevil replied indignantly. “And who has been carrying tales?”

The two exchanged glances and Sevil sighed. “Let me guess. Malthor? That boy finds a new way to cause trouble each time he turns around."

“Now, Mother, he is no worse than any other boy. And he only told those of us in the family. He confided that he did not want to share with the entire cavern.” Essel gave her a grin and set the bucket against the wall of the family’s space. 

“Of course,” Sewold added. “He told us only after we asked him to explain where he had gotten the sweet bread.”

Brushing back a wayward lock of brown hair, Essel shook his head. “I would even say we forced it out of him after we saw the bread. So he is really not to blame.”

“I should have known you would defend him. Just where did you happen to run into him?” Sevil said placing her hands on her hips. As the two stared up at the ceiling far overhead and refused to meet her eyes, she pursed her lips and said, “He was on the Wall again. Wasn’t he? Both he and Dathgard, I’ll bet.”

“They were there for a good reason. They’ve been running messages between the caves and the Wall. Swifter than a man in armor for certain.” Essel said with a conciliatory wave of his hand. “Do not be too harsh with them. They have been a help today.” 

“That’s a first. But sit, I will try to find where Irosa and Brywn have hidden the last of it.” Sevil waved them to seats around a makeshift table of boards and barrels. Rummaging in the baskets stacked along the wall, she pulled forth cheese and dried meats. Then triumphantly turned with two small loaves of Irosa’s sweet bread. “You are in luck. These are the last. Several days old, I fear. From now on it will be journey bread fried on the griddles.”

She watched with amusement as the young soldiers stuffed great chunks of the sweet bread into their mouths. Shaking her head, she took wooden bowls and ladled soup from the kettle dangling over the fire. “Here have something hot as well.” 

Muffled words of thanks were given as the final crumbs of bread disappeared.  “One would think you are never fed,” Sevil said setting the bowls before them and turning to find spoons. “I know that’s not the case for many women go and prepare food at the camp behind the Wall.”

“Aye, but not bread such as this. It has been long since we had sweet things.”  Sewold said, wetting his finger and picking up the crumbs from the table. “There has been no time.”

With a hard look, Essel gave Sewold a sharp nudge in the ribs and shook his head. 

Sevilodorf solemnly handed spoons to each and frowned. “Essel, what exactly do you think you hide from me?” She waved a hand out toward the people settled in small clusters through out the cavern. “What have we to do but speak of what has happened and will happen? We know that Theodred took the best part of the Riders with him and Grimbold to the Fords. And that so far, the only aid received from Edoras has been Elfhelm and his men. It would be better to hear the truth, than to sift the rumors.”

Essel sighed and placed his spoon upon the makeshift table. His appetite had fled and the bread he had eaten sat as a lump within his stomach. “Yet rumors are all we have. There has been no word from the Ford, nor from Erkenbrand. The patrols in the Coomb are being called in. We are far to few to defend the Dike.” His voice filled with bitterness. “For that matter, we are too few to defend the Wall.”

Sevil met their grim set faces and whispered, “What of Edoras? Is there no hope? Elfhelm came.”

Essel’s face twisted with anger. “A false hope. You know as well as most there has been little attention paid to past pleas for help. Elfhelm responded to Theodred’s summons, without permission of the King. The King ignored even the pleadings of his own son. What hope should we have that he will come now that Theodred is dead?”

“Don’t say that,” Sevil whispered harshly. “The fords have held for seven days or we would already be facing an army. Who is to say they will not hold for seven more? Or that this was not just another raid?”

Sewold lay a restraining hand on Essel’s arm and said, “That is what many think.”

Essel shrugged off his cousin’s hand and rose to his feet hissing, “Fools believe what they will. You asked for the truth, Mother. The truth is there is a storm coming that will cover all our lands and when it passes there will be nothing left standing.”

Sevilodorf sat numb as Essel’s words echoed along the wall. Without trying to stop him, she watched as he strode away with Sewold on his heels, not toward the mouth of the cavern but into its darker recesses.

**********

March 3rd

As the afternoon gave way to evening word filtered through the cavern of news from Erkenbrand. The Fords were taken, the men scattered and a great host of orcs and the wildmen of Dunland were heading south toward them. Dismissed at first as simply more rumors, the news gained credibility when women cooking for the men in the encampment behind the Wall returned with the same tale. They added the information that a scant few men had returned from the Fords for all was in disarray and the men had fled before a host of thousands. All was confirmed when a captain of the guard entered the caves and climbing atop a large rock formation called for those trained as healers and willing to serve in the Burg to come forward, and for all men and youth to report to their assigned posts.

As Sevil tucked a cloth over her hair, Kathwyn and Tapaswyn appeared. 

“No. Do not even ask,” said Sevil curtly gathering up her pack of herbs and potions. 

Tapaswyn lay a protective hand over her rounded abdomen and said, “I am not quite that foolish, but Kathwyn refuses to have her mind changed.”

“Does she? Well, I can change it for her.” Sevil said brushing past them. “She’s not going.”

Kathwyn huffed an exasperated breath and said, “You can’t stop me.”

Sevil whirled to glare at the girl and met a determination equal to her own. Bowing to the inevitable, Sevil said, “I suppose I have only myself to blame. Come along then, we don’t have time to argue about this.”

Kathwyn embraced Tapaswyn and hurried to follow Sevil. Joining a handful of women, they hurried with the captain of the guard past the men erecting a sturdy barricade across the cavern’s mouth. Treading the path along the Deeping Stream they moved through the narrowest portions of the gorge to find grim faced men erecting still more barricades of wood and stone. 

Where the gorge widened were the horse pens for the Deep. Sensing the emotions of their masters the few horses remaining paced and snorted within the confines of their corrals. Eager to be about the business they had been trained for, they refused to be soothed by the softly spoken words of the guards perched upon the railings. 

Between the mouth of the gorge and the Wall itself had been the encampment of the men, but now the space was cleared of all but the rings of stones where the cooking fires had been. With the shadows of the mountain behind them growing longer with each passing moment, the women gazed up at the Wall. Twenty feet of solid stone rose before them. How could such ever be broken?

A whisper came from one of the women, “As long as there are men to defend it.”

And the whisper spoke the fear of all, for though men stood upon the Wall looking vigilantly out, there were too few. Far too few. 

Trudging up the long flight of stairs to the outer court of the Hornburg, Sevil felt Kathwyn’s hand creep into hers. Should she insist the girl go back to the caves? But of what use was that, if the Hornburg itself was taken, those in the caverns could not resist for long. At least here they might be of some use. Sevil sought for but could not find even a thread of a smile, so simply squeezed the girl’s hand tightly and continued the long climb upwards.

*******

A hallway within the Burg had been set aside for the surgeons of Erkenbrand’s command. After setting up their tables and equipment at the end farthest from the opening to the inner court, they had directed the women and their other helpers in arranging the remainder of the hall. But all too soon what preparations could be made had been made. 

Full dark came and with it storm clouds from the east which blotted out the moon and stars. Far across the Coomb could be seen lights. Tiny pinpricks of light that occasionally burst into larger flares inflaming the heart for their fuel was certainly the homes and holds of the Westfold.  Long thin lines of flickering lights held in the hands of an uncountable foe. 

Had no others survived the retreat from the Fords? Where was Erkenbrand? The questions were voiced again and again, each time more despairingly; yet, each time no response could be made. 

Even as the torches crawled ever closer, a Rider came galloping from the Dike shouting for the opening of the gates. “The King has come!” 

Crowding the battlements the men of the Westfold watched with rising hearts as the King’s company of one thousand made its way to the causeway to dismount and lead their horses up the great ramp and through the gates of the Hornburg. There were men enough now to defend the Wall and the Burg. 

Saruman’s host now filled the Coomb. Only the thin line of the Dike and the rearguard led by Gamling remained between the two armies. Time seemed to slow and men stood as if entranced by the flickering lights that moved ever closer.

Wrenching her eyes from the sight by force of will, Sevil pulled Kathwyn along the wall and back towards the healer’s hall, only to be halted by a strong hand upon her arm. For a moment, Sevil stared blankly up at the helmed man gripping her arm so tightly. Then Essel stepped back and removed his helm; and she was filled with the mad desire to scold him for frightening her so. 

As she wrestled with her urge to chastise him, he pulled her into a rib crushing hug and said joyously, “ Did you see? A thousand men! And with them as well are an elf and a dwarf.” 

Barely able to breath after his embrace, Sevilodorf watched as Essel pulled Kathwyn back to the wall and pointed toward the outer court. “See there. The dwarf is only as tall as Malthor yet carries a mighty axe.” As Sevil moved up beside him, he said softly, “I beg your pardon, Mother.”

“For what?” Sevil replied in confusion.

“For calling you a fool and allowing despair to overtake me yesterday.” 

Sevil looked up into his eyes and shook her head. “We all despair and who better to tell than your mother. And I do not remember you calling me a fool. Though I do not doubt you think me one at times.”

A faint grin flashed across his face and he nodded, “There are times. But I have learned to live with it.”

Sevil slapped at his arm, then shook her fingers from the sting of contact with his armor. 

From the Dike arose the shouts and battle cries of the men, the enemy was upon them. Sevil had one quick sight of Riders racing for the causeway before Essel slammed on his helm and grabbed both their arms to drag them back along the wall. With only a nod, he left them at the opening to the healer hall and disappeared into the night. 

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

After midnight March 4th

“Kathwyn, more bandages, quickly!”

Washing the wound before her with wine, Sevil bruised some leaves from one of the pouches hanging from her belt. Reaching back for the roll of bandages without looking, she wrapped the forearm of the man watching her with pain filled eyes. Glancing up at the girl behind her she said, “Pour him a cup of wine.” 

Tearing the ends of the bandage, Sevilodorf tied it tightly, drawing a gasp from the man before her. Giving him a quick smile of apology she climbed to her feet and passed him the cup. Pushing stray hair back under her head covering, she looked wearily along the hall. 

Men lined the walls. Streaked with mud and blood, and wet from the rain that had fallen steadily for hours. A few leaned wearily against a wall, chain mail clinking on the rock as they moved. Some huddled close as if seeking comfort from the stones for their pain. Others lay motionless upon the cold stone floor.

As she watched, two men leaned over one of the still forms upon the floor. Lowering her eyes so not to see them carrying the figure from the hall, she met the eyes of the man she had just tended. “Thank you, my lady,” he murmured and reached up to hand her the cup, before climbing to his feet. Nodding quickly, she took the cup and signaled the girl to follow her to the next man.

*******

pre-dawn March 4th

“Sev! Sevil! Sevilodorf!” The voice calling her grew louder with each repetition. Blinking her eyes and shaking her head to clear the haze of weariness from her brain, she looked toward the corner where Kathwyn lay in an exhausted heap. There was a streak of blood across the girl’s forehead and one blonde braid had tumbled loose from her scarf.  
“Sevil, what are you doing here?” again came the voice which had called to her. Before turning towards it, she reached out and gently touched Kathwyn’s head to assure herself the blood was not the girl’s. The girl stirred but did not wake up. Two mail covered arms reached over and helped her move the girl closer against the wall. Then the arms lifted her to her feet, turning her to face the blonde giant of a man who asked again, “What are you doing here?”

“What do you think I am doing here?” She said, with a mock frown. Reaching up she touched his blood streaked face with concern. “Why are you here? Are you injured?” 

“Nay, and you will not get around me that way. Answer me, what are the two of you doing here?”  

“You must have received an injury to your eyes, Esiwmas, if you can not see what I am doing.”  Seeing the weariness in his face, she reached out apologetically. “I’m sorry, Es, but where else would I be? You have your duties, and I have mine.”

“And Kathwyn? What of her? How can you put her in danger like this?” 

“She is in no more danger here than in the cavern. If these walls fall and the enemy enters the inner courtyard, how long do you think it would be before they reached the caves.” Sevil stopped and looked down at the girl who though not of her flesh was like a daughter. “Anyway, have you ever tried to stop her from doing something she was determined to do?”

Looking down, Esiwmas stared at Sevil in disbelief. Shaking his head, he muttered, “The pot calling the kettle black, I believe.”

Looking up, Sevil smiled, then sobered and asked, “Have you seen Essel? How does he fare?”

The floor beneath their feet trembled. “What is that?” she asked. “No one will tell us.”

“They’ve crept into the culvert and use a hellish fire to blast the wall.”

Sevil paled and exclaimed in dismay. “Word came the orcs were driven back and the culvert closed by the dwarf.”

Esiwmas replied grimly, ”They found another way in. And the wall has been breached.”

“What of Essel? Have you seen him?” Sevil asked again in a voice hard and tight.

Esiwmas shook his head sadly. “I have not seen him since they breached the Wall.” Esiwmas passed a hand over his eyes. “Many escaped to the Rock. It is said that the dwarf and others were driven back down the gorge.” 

“Toward the cavern.” Sevil whispered n a small voice. “You think that he is there?”

“I do not know.” 

“Esiwmas, we must go!” called a strained voice from the hallway. 

Pulling her forward in a crushing hug, he said, “Keep yourself safe.”

“And you, Es, and you as well.” Sevil followed him to the doorway and watched as he took his helm from the other man and placed it upon his head. He paused at the end of the hall and turned to nod. She lifted her hand, and he was gone.

Gathering her supplies, she studied once more the face of the girl as she lay sleeping before moving back into the crowded hall.

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

3019 Helm’s Deep early morning March 4th

All but running, she sped along the route to the caves. Her eyes desperately searching the face of each man she passed. Heeding none of their calls for assistance she hurried on. Her breath came in gasps and a terrible tightness formed in her chest. The high walls of the gorge closed in and blocked the pale morning light as she approached the entrance to the cavern.

A hand reached out and grasped her wrist. She jerked free and whirled about to stare into the face of Irosa. Then there was no feeling in her body and no sounds reached her ears except for her own harsh voice crying, “No!” 

Irosa led her to a row of pallets lying in the half-light of the mouth to the caves. She sank down, and reached for the thin hand. Brushing a strand of light brown hair back from his forehead, she remembered all of the times she had stood beside his bed when he was a boy and watched him sleep. His eyelids flickered but remained closed. Feeling his hand move within her grasp, she squeezed it tightly. He rolled his head and slowly opened unfocused eyes. Gazing into the deep blue that was the color of her own, Sevil’s eyes filled. 

“Do you think…” he whispered faintly, then stopped and closed his eyes against a wave of pain. Hot tears traced a path down her face, as she clung to his hand. A long moment passed before he reopened his eyes. “Do you think my father would have been proud?”

A strangled “Yes” came from her tear-closed throat.

Chapter 19: March 4th though April 8h 3019

Rohan Helm’s Deep

Somehow she had seen to the preparation of Essel’s body, for the task was completed; but she had no recollection of doing so. The only true memory she had of that day was running toward the caverns past a sea of faceless men calling for her help and plunging into shadow as she entered the narrowest section of the gorge. To prevent that memory from repeating itself within her mind again and again, she had constantly moved from task to task.  Not allowing herself to think and replying to those who spoke to her with words she failed to remember.

At one point, Irosa had attempted to force her to sit and rest or at least to eat, but Sevil had pulled herself from the other woman’s grasp and returned to binding the wounds of those who yet lived. Now she sat on the splintered remains of a barricade wondering what to do next as a slow procession of litters bearing the bodies of the dead made its way past her. Down the gorge, they went, across the battlefield to where the road met the Dike. 

There must be something that needed doing, but she was unable to determine what. Without thinking she stood and joined the procession to the mouth of the gorge. Unseeing, she climbed the stairs to the Burg, then stopped. She could not face the stitching of more gashes nor the laying of a cloth over the face of one more dead man. Turning away from the healer’s hall, she stared out over the battlements. Refusing to see the carnage of the battlefield she raised her eyes outward pass the Dike. 

At first, she simply stared at the strange woods. Her eyes saw, but her mind did not comprehend. Then astonishment and fear filled her for the woods had not been there before. What magic was this? Was it an evil sent by Saruman? But no, though no man moved beneath the trees, none within the Burg or along the Dike did more than give them an occasional anxious glance. 

“Sevilodorf!” The cry came from above her and Sevil looked up to see Malthor leaning over the wall of the inner courtyard. He pointed at her and spoke to someone she could not see, then called down, “Stay there. I have someone who wants to talk to you.” 

Sevil nodded and the boy disappeared from view. Irresistibly, her eyes were drawn back to the strange wood, then firmly she turned her back upon them and looked toward the stairway. It was not long before the boy came bounding down. Full of his normal energy in spite of the bandage he wore upon his arm.  Behind him came a figure that drew sideways glances from many. No taller than Mathor, but certainly broader and with a beard almost down to his knees. He was clad in sturdy armor with an axe slung upon his back. A white bandage was wrapped neatly about his head. Amazed, Sevil realized it was the dwarf Essel had pointed out the evening before. 

Malthor, though hard put to contain his energy, wore a suitably solemn expression as he formally introduced Sevilodorf to Gimli, son of Gloin. Sevilodorf curtsied low, but could do little to hide her bewilderment. What could such a person want with her? And what is more, how came he to be in the company of such a rapscallion? 

In a deep voice, the dwarf said, “My young guide says that you are the mother of Essel, son of Eswidan.”

Bewilderment was buried by an avalanche of grief, but Sevil choked out, “Sey, ris.” Then realized her error as the dwarf stared from her to Malthor. 

Malthor said impatiently, “He doesn’t understand Rohirric. You have to speak the Common Tongue.”

Eswidan had insisted all within the holding speak both Rohirric and the Common Tongue, but Sevil had had little opportunity to speak it to others outside the hold. Swallowing visibly and fearing her accent would make her unintelligible, Sevil answered carefully. “Aye, sir. Essel is …was my son.”

Malthor looked stunned and the dwarf looked confused for a moment, then understanding filled his eyes. “My condolences, madam. Your son stood with us before the Cavern mouth. As did your young kinsman here.” The dwarf indicated Malthor who nodded. “It was they who first tended my wound and led me to your marvelous caverns.”

“Marvelous?” Sevil repeated. She had heard the caves called many things, but never marvelous. Uncertain if she understood the dwarf correctly, she said to Malthor, “Soulevram?”

Malthor nodded and said, “He likes them. He says he’s coming back after the war and see them all. He wanted to see Essel again, cause he and Essel were talking about them while I bandaged up his head.” Suddenly he realized what he had said and stopped with a stricken expression.

Grasping at the one bit of information that made some sense to her, Sevil said, “Ouy?” Then shaking her head, she repeated, “You? You bandaged?” She studied the bandage upon the dwarf’s head and exclaimed, “I don’t believe it.”

For a moment the dwarf roared with laughter, while Malthor scowled. Sobering, the dwarf said, “My good friend, Aragorn, has since tended the wound, though the young one here did a fair job for a battle dressing. He has been taught well. As was your son, madam. He was a valiant warrior and fought bravely. I bid you good day.”

Sevil nodded her thanks for his words, but felt a rush of anger pass through her. Being brave and valiant did little good when all you got for it was death. Biting the inside of her cheek to keep from voicing her thoughts, she curtsied again and the dwarf bowed low before turning to leave. 

Malthor looked at her sadly. Surrounded by so much death, he had done what the young alone seemed capable of doing, turned his attention to the future. “I’m sorry, Sevil. I didn’t know. No one told me.”

Sevil replied quietly, “It’s all right, Mal. I know you didn’t know. Are you supposed to be his guide?”  When the boy nodded, she said, “Then go on with you. Do a good job. You come find me this evening and let me look at your arm.”

“I will, Sevil.” To her astonishment, he gave her a hug before running to catch up with the dwarf.

********

As the sun dipped toward the hills, the people of the Westfold gathered at the Dike to raise the mounds for the dead. The King cast the first earth upon the grave of his door warden Hama and vowed to remember the great injury Saruman had done to his people. Voices were raised in songs of victory and remembrance. Through it all Sevil stood dry eyed and silent. 

It was not in her to sing of glory and victory over the body of her son and those others of the family who had fallen. Never again would Sepaul ride to the mountain meadows, nor Segilde ride the paths by the Deeping Stream with his brothers. Renthil would never know the child Lenesywn now carried and his sons would grow without his guidance. Landsmen and Herders had fallen as well. Ancient Alfthar had died defending the horses he had spent a lifetime caring for.

With the final notes of the song of farewell fading away, the King’s Company with the wizard as its guide passed through the Dike. The people watched fearfully as the Riders approached the strange trees and halted. Neither horse nor man wished to pass beneath their boughs. But Gandalf Greyhame, now returned as Gandalf the White led them forward, a rustling went through the trees and the road along the Deeping Stream reappeared. 

“Wizardry,” the people whispered and drew closer together. 

“What can one expect when one meddles in the affairs of wizards?” muttered a voice.

“We had little choice but to meddle in Saruman’s affairs,” came the retort. “He left us no other option.” 

Sevil stared after the King’s company as it moved through the unnatural trees. Less than thirty Riders. What would they do if Saruman had another army waiting for them? ‘Die gloriously,’ Sevil sneered in her mind. ‘Die with honor.’

Turning on her heel, she was faced with the rising mounds. Desperately she shoved her way through the people and made her way not up the causeway but to the breach in the Wall made by the demon fires of the Orcs. There labored the men of Dunland who had been set to removing the bodies of the orcs and their own people. Sevil stared at them until one of the Riders on guard duty told her to move on. ‘Are any of these men my mother’s kin? How can one know for which side to mourn?’ 
Into the gorge she hurried, until the walls closed in upon her and her breath became labored and ragged. Slowing she plodded the narrow path along the stream until she arrived at the caverns. Within she found only those too old, too young or too injured to go to the Dike. Refusing to answer the oldsters’ questions, Sevil hurried across the sands to stand at the edge of a still pool of water. Torchlight reflected off the pool and Sevil saw the image of a great chasm. Looking up she found that chasm hidden in the ceiling. 

As if seeing it for the first time, Sevil walked around the white formation the children called Felarof. For an instant, she felt as if she saw the horse tossing its mane, then the feeling vanished and it was merely rock. Sliding to her knees, she began to cry with the heartwrenching sobs of someone who has abandoned all hope.

It was there that Berethor found her. “Sevil, come on, get up. I can’t get to you,” he pleaded. “Please.”

Through tear-swollen eyes Sevil stared at him as he leaned on a pair of crutches. His right leg was wrapped in splints and bandages and the pain in his eyes was obvious. Tucking one crutch tightly against his side, he held out his hand and said, “If I sit down there, I’ll never be able to get up. Give me your hand.”

Sevil rubbed her sleeve across her face and reached out her hand. With a grunt and a wince of pain, Berethor pulled her to her feet. Balanced precariously he peered into her face. “You are going to follow me back and save me if I fall. I have no intention of suffering the gentle touch of the healer’s again this day.” When she gave no response, he reached out to give her a shake. “Sevil? Do you understand me?”

Sevilodorf nodded wordlessly and followed close behind Berethor as he thumped his way to the family’s enclave. Slowly and with the extreme care one took only with one’s own injuries, he half fell half lowered himself onto a narrow bed that had been arranged at waist height from a variety of boxes, boards and cushions.

Holding out the crutches, he said, “Wedge them between the wall and the head of the platform, I do not want to have to roll on the floor to pick them up.”

Sevil did as he asked then sat on a nearby barrel. Silently he studied her, then said, “I won’t say it will be all right, because it won’t. I won’t say it’s not going to hurt tomorrow, because it will. I will tell you that you will live through it and that somehow you will go on. Because I know you. You never give up and you never give in.”

Sevil shook her head. “Maybe before. But not this time.” 

Berethor cursed as she stood and walked away. Sitting up he reached for the crutches behind him, then stopped as he saw she went no further than the pallet where she slept. Keeping a watchful eye on her, he hoped that Irosa and the rest would return soon.

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

March 6 to 30

When the King departed south to the wars in Gondor, he took only the younger Riders. From the family went three sets of brothers: Sewulf and Sewold; Leosil and Leowold; Beregorn and Beregrid; and two young fathers, Esiwmas and Malgard. On the fourth day after the King departed a strange darkness fell upon the land. Some said it was a storm called up by the Wizard Saruman locked within his Tower. Others said it came from the Dark Lands to the east. An evil sent by the Dark Lord to prey upon the minds of those who opposed him. It was true that the very air seemed to weigh upon the mind, there was a heaviness to every thought and action. Though messengers came from Dunharrow, none arrived from Gondor. Had they defeated the evil to the north only to fall victim to that from the east? Fearing the worst the people watched for messengers.

Three weeks to the day from the King’s departure, a most unusual messenger did arrive. Circling the tower of the Burg a great eagle swooped down and spoke in the tongue of man. “Sing now ye people of Rohan, for the Dark Tower is thrown down. Sing and rejoice!” And the people cried out in wonder and rejoiced. 

Lord Erkenbrand sent Riders to search out the intact holdings in the East Dales and the Upper Westfold. As the patrols returned with news of which holdings remained and which must be rebuilt, he allowed those who wished to leave the caverns and take a supply of the foodstuffs stored there. Word came that the herds driven into the White Mountains had survived and the people were heartened for their horses were their life’s blood.

Amidst all of this Sevil moved blindly from one duty to another. She ate if food was placed before her and she slept only when on the verge of total exhaustion. Daily she made the rounds of the wounded in hall and cavern and as the Coomb turned to green, she moved outside the Dike to gather those plants within reach that could be used. Either as welcome additions to the boring fare of the caverns or for healing. The guard soon knew her by sight and often commented amongst themselves how she would not walk through the shadow of the mounds. If such shadows lay across the road she would walk around to either side. 

Then as March drew to its final closing, Esrob fell ill. A congestion of the lungs worsened by the conditions within the caverns. Diligently Sevil nursed him, searching the few supplies left for some curative. But nothing she found made a difference and on the last day of March, he slipped into a state of unconsciousness from which he never awoke.

Halene immediately gathered the reins of the family into her own hands and petitioned Lord Erkenbrand for permission to leave the confines of the caves. Sevil watched this maneuvering with skepticism, certain there was more to Halene’s decision than the expressed desire to raise Esrob’s mound upon his holdland. The fact that any housing would be makeshift until men could be sent to the timberlands should have insured that Halene would prefer to remain within the cavern, where she had claimed a small cove and furnished it with all the treasures the holds had managed to save. There must be some reason Halene wanted to leave the caves; but Sevil could not determine what it was and was grateful enough to escape the daily sight of the death mounds by the Dike to support Halene’s actions.

What men were available went on ahead, to clear the grounds and arrange for tents and makeshift corrals, leaving the women and children to drive the wagons and carts through a land just recovering from the devastation of war. Malthor at first rebelled at being labeled a child, but withdrew his complaints when he was designated driver of one of the larger wagons. Driving down the lane toward the stream with the boy rambling on, Sevil was reminded of the first day she had followed this path with Lengada. Berethor had been the gatekeeper then and two grubby little boys had climbed up to greet her. Now Berethor lay stretched in the rear of the wagon with a leg that was slow to heal. Beregorn lay in a barrow before the gates of Minas Tirith while Beregrid resided yet within the Houses of Healing in the same city. 

Similar had been the fate of the brothers, Sewulf and Sewold. Word of Sewold’s death had plunged Sevil deeper into her melancholy for Sewold with his brothers, Sewulf and Segilde, and their sister, Kathwyn, had been children of her heart if not her body

As for the others, word had come that Esiwmas and Malgard had spent some days within the Healer’s Halls but that Leowold and Leothil had survived the battle before the walls of Minas Tirith with little injury. Whether they had survived the battle before the Black Gate, no one knew for details concerning that battle had not yet arrived. 

*******

April 8th 3019 

Standing before Halene, Sevilodorf clenched her teeth to hold back words that she knew would only serve to make the situation worse. In the days since their return from the caverns it had become abundantly clear that Halene would allow no one to interfere with the control she had assumed over the family and especially the immediate household. There had been other times in the years since Eswidan’s death Sevil had been called to stand before his uncle’s wife and listen to accusations of incompetence or neglect of her duties, but this Sevil had determined would be the last. With Essel’s death at Helm’s Deep, her ties with the family could be severed and in her present mood, such a turn of events held many attractions.

Motioning Irosa, who stood beside her, to silence, Sevil said in a voice deadly calm, “I did my best for Esrob. All the healing skills I could provide I did. I had no quarrel with my husband’s uncle, nor he with me.”

“Yet, the head of this family is dead.” Halene snarled. “And I say it was due to you. Incompetent fool!”

“Fool, I may be. But incompetence in this matter I deny. Halene, I know not what your reason, but you have disliked me ever since I was espoused to Eswidan, and since his death your dislike has turned to hatred. All who know of us, know this. None will believe your claim of incompetence. “

Halene drew herself up. For a moment the mask slipped and the full force of her hatred was unleashed. “You know not the reason for my dislike of you, “ she hissed. “Then you are a greater fool than I believed.”

Unable to understand the strength of this outburst, Sevil wondered if the woman had gone mad with grief. There were moments she felt herself teetering on the edge of a great pit of darkness, had Halene fallen into despair? For an instant, long ingrained habits of maintaining family harmony sought to control Sevil’s tongue, but the desire to be for once and for all free of this woman overcame any remnant of sensibility.

“Be that as it may. My ties to you were through my husband and my son. Both are dead. I no longer lay any claim upon this family.”

Wearier than she had ever been, Sevil removed the silver chain from her neck and allowed it to slip coldly through her fingers and pool at the older woman’s feet. A smug look of satisfaction settled on Halene’s face as Sevil turned and strode from the tent. Irosa gave her mother in law a look of disgust then snatched up the chain and ran after Sevilodorf.

Catching up with her, Irosa grasped Sevil’s arm and attempted to push the chain into her hand.  “Don’t do it this way. Wait until Esiwmas comes home. He is the head of the household, not Halene. He can handle her. He’s done so in the past.”

“Can he?” Sevil sneered and snatched her hands from Irosa’s grasp. “No one can handle Halene anymore. Least of all her son.”


“That’s not fair.  He’s stood between the two of you since Eswidan’s death,” Irosa shouted. Lines of sorrow and weariness were etched into her face as she once more lay a restraining hand upon her cousin’s arm.

“And I will not have him do it any longer.”  Sevil shrugged off Irosa’s hand and continued toward the tent where the unmarried women slept. Irosa gathered up her skirts and hurried to follow. 

“Why are you letting her drive you away?”

Coming to an abrupt halt, Sevil turned to her friend and pleaded, “Irosa, do you not understand? I will not fight her any longer because I do not want to stay. I can not stay here any longer.” Simbelmyne covered mounds rose in her mind and she shook her head to dispel their image. Through clenched teeth, she said, “I am going.”

“But where?” Irosa asked plaintively. 

Waving an arm toward the distant mountains, Sevil replied harshly, “East, south, west or north, it matters not to me.”

“How will you live?”

“There is always a need for someone who knows herbs and their uses. I will get by.” In her mind, Sevil added, ‘If I choose to.’
“But what of…”

“I will leave with what I arrived with. Four horses and my clothing. Do what you wish with all the rest. I relinquish my claims to it all. Now let me go…please.”

Bowing her head, Irosa stepped aside, but said softly, “You may give up your claims on us, but we will not give up ours on you. Your place will be here whenever you choose to come back to it. As long as the grass grows and the stars shine.” 

Acknowledging her friend’s words with a jerky nod, but with no intention of ever testing their truth, Sevil jerked aside the tent flap. Thankfully Irosa did not follow her within. Jerking off the skirt and vest embroidered with the family’s badge, she hastily pulled on the dark tunic and split skirt she wore to ride. Stuffing clothing into one saddle pack and a small selection of herbs and salves into another, she came across the small cloth bag that Eswidan had given her for safekeeping the night their holding had been raided. She poured the remaining contents into her hand. The two silver pendants were hers. Gifts from a ghost. But the letter to Esiwmas? What should she do? Leave it to Irosa? No, the directions were clearly stated. Deliver to Esiwmas only upon the death of both Esrob and Halene, and no matter how much she wished the latter was true, it was only the former that had come to pass. She would have to take the letter and make arrangements for it to be delivered at the proper time. 

Shoving the parchment and the pendants back into the bag, she wondered briefly what had become of the signet ring Essel had worn since his father’s death. She had taken it from his hand while preparing the body for burial and given it to Esrob as the head of the family, but what had become of it? Then she realized, it was not her concern. There was no reason for her to be concerned about the landhold. Essel was dead. With her relinquishment of her claims to the land, there was no longer anyone in the family who had rights to that land. Fleetingly, she hoped that Lord Erkenbrand would gift the land to someone outside the family, then she felt a great shame at such a thought. While it would give her great satisfaction to deny Halene any portion of the land and its produce, it was not fair to take it from the family. There were many younger sons who could be presented as possible holders or the land might even be added to the portions held by Esiwmas. But it was for Lord Erkenbrand to decide.

Rolling her blankets and slinging the packs over her shoulders, she left the tent without a backward look. Going to the makeshift pen, she made quick work of selecting three horses from the small herd descended from the mares she had brought with her nearly a score of years ago. Placing rope halters on two mares and a gelding, she led them out of the pen, then whistled for the small bay mare she had named Dream of My Heart and cherished as a reminder of a time when Eswidan had cared. Rubbing the white blaze on the mare’s head, hot tears filled her eyes, dashing them aside Sevil grabbed up the nearest saddle. Tossing it onto the animal’s back and making short work of bridling, she looped lead lines from the other three animals to her saddle. 

“Don’t be ridiculous!” shouted Irosa from behind her. “You can’t go off with just that. Where has your sense gone?”

“What little I had left was buried with Esrob a week ago,” replied Sevilodorf bowing her head against her horse’s shoulder. She had not the strength or heart to argue with Irosa. 

“She’s wrong, and someday you will see that you are wrong not to stand up to her. Esiwmas will not be pleased to find you gone.”

“Esiwmas thinks he is responsible for me. He is not. I have given up my claims on this family.”

“The FAMILY has not given up its claims on you, however. I can’t prevent your leaving, though I know Es will be livid. But you will not go like a beggar into the night. Take this.” Irosa thrust a small leather pouch into her hands. “That’s as much coin as I could find quickly. And here, two days’ rations.” A larger pouch was swiftly tied to the saddle.

Pausing and looking around as if she had misplaced something, Irosa said, “Where is that dratted boy? I told him to make haste.”

Sevil blew an exasperated breath. “Ever practical, Irosa.” Then, she turned and threw her saddle pack over Dream’s withers. “I do thank you. I fear I was letting my emotions run away with me.”

“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said for hours.” Irosa frowned and seemed about to add more, but was stopped by the arrival of Malthor carrying a worn leather brigandine and a sheathed sword. “Ah, there he is.”

“I can’t take those. They are marked with the family’s crest.”

“Don’t be a fool for pride. You will need them. There are still dangers out there. Malthor, help her put them on.” Irosa’s tone did not allow for objections from either Sevil or the boy.

Accepting the inevitable, and grateful for her friend’s thoughtfulness, Sevil threw off her cloak and let Mathor assist her. His frown told what he thought of the whole endeavor but he was not brash enough to openly defy Irosa in her present mood. 

“Don’t worry, Malthor. This is for the best.” Sevil said softly as they fastened the last buckle. 

“It’s stupid, and you wouldn’t be getting away with it if Berethor was on his feet or anyone else besides those fools who look to Halene were about,” the boy muttered harshly.  

“You’re probably right.” 

Malthor snorted explosively. “No probably. And I’ll get blamed for helping you, just watch.”

“Just tell Esiwmas and Berethor that there was nothing you could do to stop me. They’ll believe you, and it is the truth.” As the boy opened his mouth to speak again, Sevil shook her head. “Peace, Malthor. Accept what you cannot prevent. And Irosa will explain.”

“How can I do that when I don’t understand?” Irosa said. “You will go, I know that. And there is more chance that you will come back if I let you go than if I try to make you stay.”

Sevil hugged Irosa tightly and whispered, “Lleweraf, Irosa. “

Giving Malthor’s shoulder a squeeze, she mounted quickly and urged Dream forward.  

***********

Author’s note:

Yes, I am aware it’s an abrupt ending. If and when the missing years fill in, I will return and add them. Sevilodorf’s story jumps two years to February of 3021 and her arrival at The Burping Troll in Northern Ithilien.
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