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PROLOGUE

1361 SR (2961 TA)

Near the Ash Mountains, on the borders of Gondor and Rhûn  

Her fury blazing as brightly as the long strands of dark-copper hair whipping about her face, Altai threw aside the thick felt door flap of the kadan.  Murmured voices within went dead silent as she pushed past the protesting arms of Nasan, the first wife of her husband. 

"You can not mean to do this!" she shouted.

In her wrath she ignored the two men seated across from her husband at the low table, upon which rested a crudely drawn map.  Yet Suren Unegen looked up, his strong, weathered face impassive, and simply stared his young wife into silence. She was high spirited, as was proper for the wife of a Nakhir and the daughter of Qoyar Arslan Khubal. But high spirits or not, it was unseemly and rude for her to speak to him in such a fashion before the men of the tribe. Sensing the discomfort of the men, Suren Unegen gave his final orders and dismissed them, taking great care to offer them all courtesies due their age and rank.

As the two men departed, Altai drew breath to speak, but Suren Unegen held up a hand. Nodding to Nasan, who sat beside the door glaring at Altai, he indicated that she should leave the kadan. Nasan, proper wife that she was, bowed low and left. Suren Unegen sighed, for Nasan would believe, and quite rightly, that Altai had demonstrated poor manners. She would even attempt to reprimand Altai, as was proper for a first wife to do. His household would have little peace for several days to come, though why should he expect peace within his household when the beginnings of war raged without?


The door had barely fallen into place before Altai shouted once again, "You can not mean to do this."

Picking up the tea cup still resting on the table from where Nasan had served the cup of greeting, and idly stroking its smoothness with his thick fingers, Suren Unegen said quietly, "You forget yourself."

"I forget nothing! I am daughter of the Khubal and grand daughter to the Mingghan-u Noyan. I have the right to speak!"

"With rights, come responsibilities. The responsibility to show proper respect for the chosen nakhir and the leaders of the tribe." Suren Unegen motioned to the space across from him. "But sit, Altai, so you might speak. It is the duty of the nakhir to listen."

Altai refused to sit. Instead she stood with head raised defiantly, "No respect is due a nakhir who advises his khubal to run like a sheep when it sees a wolf."

"Even when that wolf is larger than the very mountains, and filled with an evil that no spear might stop?"


"Don't speak to me in riddles."

"What would you have me do?"

"Fight!"

"When only the death of our people would be the result?"

"None here are afraid of death."

"Altai, I do not speak of a warrior's death, but of every man, woman, child and beast of the tribe."

"FAH!" Altai spat upon the polished table and waved aside his words for she understood them not. The people did not fight like that. No one killed children and beasts, and few killed women. "My father will not let -."

"Qoyar Arslan is a great leader. He seeks only to protect his people."

"My father would never run away."

"Altai," Suren Unegen said wearily. "The emissaries returned this morning. They told the council of the Qadan."

"And what of the Qadan? They are a strong people."

"Were. They chose to fight this Dark Lord. They are no more. Slaughtered. Their bones left to bleach in the sun." 

Eyes wide with horror, for even one's enemy were to be properly sent to the gods, Altai sank to her knees. In a small voice she said, "The rumors are true then. The Evil One has returned."

Suren Unegen longed to take her in his arms and tell her that everything would return to what she had always known. That the people of the Sube would continue to dwell within the lands of their ancestors. That the tribe would continue to prosper and the herds to flourish. That their son who grew within her womb would live to grow as strong as his mother. He longed to give her comfort, but knew it would only be a lie. As a daughter of the khubal and a wife of the Nakhir, she must stand strong and be a model for the people. 

"We will not wear the yoke of the Dark Lord's service and there is no hope of defeating this enemy.  Let Gondor break itself against the Dark Lord's power, but the People of the Sube will not ally themselves to such as Him.  We will save what we can and vanish into the wilderlands." 

Then allowing himself to bend decorum in the face of her youthful and now devastated zeal, he stood and stepped around the table to lift her to her feet. She was the flower of his middle age, a gift from his khubal that had become the flame of his spirit.

Looking into her smooth face he spoke, and the words sprang from the deepest wells of his heart.  "I do not know how, but someday our people will return to this place."

"Yes," she said her eyes luminous with tears and her voice barely above a whisper.  "We shall.  By the blood of our fallen, we shall."


***

CHAPTER ONE

February 11, 1422 SR
On the road north of Henneth Annun 

Two things there were that shone beneath the sun and three that urged a man's heart to sing: an open road, a good horse and a woman to hold his heart, even though journeys and chance turned against him.  Anardil, son of Cirion, once a Ranger of the Northern Star beheld all three, and found himself smiling like the happiest of fools.  The steady clumping stride of his brown gelding beneath him was as much a part of him as his own heartbeat, and Baran matched his pace to the woman's cart horse without urging, which left only the dappled play of sunlight through winking green leaves ahead to occupy his thoughts.  Well, that and the woman who held the carthorse's lines in her capable hands.

Sevilodorf of Rohan was an herbalist and a trader of goods, and as such a more independent soul one would search long to find.  Her husband and son had been lost in the fighting in Rohan and after the war she had chosen self-imposed exile to escape the bitter memories, but also to find a place in the world that was defined by her alone.  That she had permitted Anardil, a maimed and wandering veteran of those same wars, to walk beside her was a gift that he yet held as the most dear and fearful of responsibilities.  His expression sobered as he reflected how near they had come to not making this journey together at all.

A request by Faramir, Prince of Ithilien to espy certain matters upon and near the borders of Rhûn was not unexpected, for Anardil's special service to the King had led him to his new posting at the Inn of the Burping Troll north of Henneth Annun for that very purpose. Though Anardil no longer wore a Ranger's star he knew no other life but service to his people and his chieftain.  When he had lost his left arm just below the shoulder in that last dread battle before the Black Gates, he thought all was lost.  But it had been his fate to survive, although he raged against the doom that left him as what seemed half a man, and disowned himself from the Rangers he loved.  The world moved on without him and while he laid in despair and pain in the Houses of Healing, Aragorn the Dúnadan had become Aragorn, Elessar, King of united Gondor and Arnor.  Yet even then his chieftain forgot no one, and Aragorn had recalled him to private service.

However, it was Sev who had truly called him back to living.  A chance meeting in Pelargir had begun with his agreeing to help Sev find word of her missing brother, lost in one of the many raids in Rohan and possibly sold into slavery in Harad.  But it had blossomed to something finer than he had ever hoped for. For the first time Anardil and Sev would work together, her suggestions for aiding him in his clandestine endeavors had been both sound and practical.  Getting to this point, though, had not been exactly easy.  As hooves thudded steadily and wagon wheels creaked northwards along the road towards Rhûn and the Ash Mountains, Anardil's thoughts drifted four days past.

***

February 7th Morning

At The Burping Troll

The door clicked softly behind Anardil as he stepped silently into the briskness of the early morning air. The fragrant smell of smoke with an underlying yeasty aroma of bread spoke of hobbits at work in the kitchen of The Burping Troll. Though there was no possible way for them to top the culinary masterpieces presented during Halbarad and Elanna's wedding feast the previous evening, he knew that breakfast was soon to be furnished, and the residents and guests of the Troll would be both satiated and thoroughly mothered by their three bustling hobbit cooks. †

Preferring to savor the silence of the morning for a bit longer, Anardil turned east at the corner of the building and made his way past the darkened windows of Celebsul's workshop. He looked up at the morning sun flickering through a net of barren tree limbs against a deep blue sky and smiled.  Long the road had been, but he had been blessed to see his friends Halbarad, a captain of Rangers, and Elanna, daughter of a Ranger and also a bearer of a Ranger's star, joining their lives for all time.  The sturdy walls of the Troll had embraced all who loved them best, from their closest friends to Halbarad's sister Anoriath, a Ranger in her own right and now nearing the birth of her first child, to Hal and Ani's mother come all the way from the North.  Among humans and hobbits shone the fair faces of the elves who made their home in this part of Ithilien, and even gnarled, homely old Gubbitch and a handful of his "lads" sallied forth from their hidden lives to the one place in Middle Earth where orcs might be welcome at a wedding.  Aye, such a night of joyful festivity had rarely been seen.

The hush of the morning still seemed to hold echoes of merriment from the night before: the cool shadows whispering memory of laughter and music that rang from the windows.  Anardil stood a moment and smiled to think how far he had come from his solitary wanderings into the dangerous lands south of Pelargir.  A wider grin flashed across his face as he recalled guiding his friend Bob, and their august elder - Celebsul, to their respective beds, after the impromptu serenading of the newlyweds. Neither the Ranger nor the elf had been truly capable of coherent thought at that point, due to the effects of what must have been at least a case of Cherry B. 

'They won't be the only ones with swelled heads this morning, however,' Anardil mused, recalling how the ale had flowed from the taps and the sparkling wine of Dol Amroth had bubbled in glasses for an endless stream of toasts to the happiness of the couple. 'A good thing Sevi found time to make a fresh brewing of hangover remedy.'  Yet there could be no holding back on a day like that, 

† Wedding Story - Untitled, in Progress 

when one of his oldest friends and a lovely young woman whom he had known since childhood began their lives together.  Love for Halbarad and Elanna warmed him even as the first reaching rays of the sun settled upon his shoulders.

At the far end of the workshop, Anardil paused for a moment to study the wisps of steam rising beyond, from the pool created from an underground hot springs. Elvish magic and dwarvish craftsmanship had combined to utilize the water to meet the needs of the inn in a most clever fashion.  Through an ingenious system of pipes warm water was carried to the laundry and bathhouse behind the outside pool and further into the kitchen and bathing rooms inside the inn.  But, the chief enticement remained the small pond with its sloped floor and series of underwater ledges at a variety of depths. Always blood warm, the water served to soak away the aches and cares of many a day. 

A memory of starlight on the rippling water of the pool and the soft whisper of his name brought a smile to his face.  Truly last night had been a celebration of many new beginnings, the marriage of their captain and his young bride not the last.

Turning away determinedly, Anardil crossed the courtyard to the front steps of the Troll. The wide porch with its assorted chairs, benches and tables was empty save for a solitary small figure clutching a steaming mug between two hands. Anardil watched silently as Milo, without opening his eyes, took a careful sip from the mug. His grin widened as he saw the hobbit lad wince at the morning cry of an overly cheerful lark. Yes, the elves and the rangers would not be the only ones with swollen heads today.

Soundlessly as only a ranger could move, Anardil made his way to stand behind the hobbit. Leaning down, he said in a low voice, "You do know there's a cure for that, don't you?"

Milo's mug dropped from his hands to land with a thudding splash upon the edge of the table. His eyes opened wide for a moment then were squeezed tightly shut with a shudder as Anardil laughed and settled into a chair beside him.

Slowly, in a thick and careful voice, the curly haired hobbit said, "I beg of you, don't. It is not polite to make sport of those who suffer."

Anardil laughed again, and then apologized. "There is a cure, though."

Milo fixed the one-armed Ranger with a bleary stare. "You haven't tasted Sevi's cure, have you?"

"No, though I have heard from more than one source that the taste is indescribable."

"Indescribable is not the word. It works, I will say that, but the taste alone is enough to convince one never to drink again."

A groan was heard through the open window of the common room followed by the slow opening of the main door of the Troll. A tall figure appeared as Gambesul, looking decidedly greener than an elf had any business looking, stopped in the doorway and squinted out at the sun. He stumbled inelegantly as a grinning hobbit lass pushed past him, bearing a tray with three small glasses of an unpleasantly emerald-hued fluid. 

In a cheery voice that caused the elf and the hobbit lad to shudder, Erin exclaimed, "Isn't it a wonderful morning? Bright and sunshiny. Breakfast will be ready in two shakes. Fresh eggs, biscuits and honey to start off."

Milo turned a shade of green to match Gambesul and moaned. Erin clucked sympathetically at him and set her tray on the table.

"Here, let me take care of that."  Exchanging quick grins with Anardil she produced a clean white towel and set to work.

After gathering up the overturned mug and wiping up the spilled tea, she set a glass of the emerald concoction before Milo and said, "Here, drink up. You'll feel better."

Gambesul attempted a small snort of disbelief then sank gingerly onto a nearby bench.

Erin handed him a glass as well.  Studying Anardil carefully, she said, "You don't seem to be any the worse for the wear. Will you be needing any?"

"No, thank you, Erin. I am quite all right." Anardil's statement earned him hard looks from Gambesul and Milo that he merely smiled at.  "Breakfast, did you say?" 

"Oh yes, coming up in just a few minutes. If you won't be needing this, I'll just take it to Bob.  I think I heard him groaning somewhere upstairs."

"Quite right. He is certain to need it much more than I do."

"Milo, I'll bring you another mug of tea. Gambe, anything for you?"

Gambesul began to shake his head, then thought better of it and said softly, "No, thank you, Erin." Lifting up the glass of hangover remedy, he sighed, "This will be enough."

Erin gave a soft chuckle. "You really will feel better after drinking it, you know?"

Receiving a feeble smile in response, Erin bustled back through the door.  Gambesul winced as it thudded shut behind her.

Milo stared into the depths of his glass. "On the count of three, Gambesul."

"One," intoned the elf.

"Two," returned the hobbit.

"Three," they said together and lifting their glasses, they drained them in one long gulp.

Anardil watched with interest as the pair swallowed convulsively then closed their eyes as a tremor passed through their bodies. 

A faint snarl of distaste twisted the hobbit's features, then he shook his head and said, "Is there any reason she can't put some sweetening in it?"

Anardil laughed as Gambesul replied, "She wants to make sure you know you've been cured."

"If you will accept my defense of her," Anardil said mildly, "she told Master Jareth, down at the Whistling Dog in Henneth Annun, that sweetening would interfere with the curative properties of several ingredients."

Milo shook his head sadly. "And you believe her?"

Gambesul laughed, and then rose to give the hobbit a pat on the back. "Much like you believe everything Camellia says, my friend."

Erin called through the window, "Open the door, your breakfast is ready."

Gambesul pushed open the thick wooden doors and took the enormous serving tray from Erin, who smiled her thanks and followed the elf to the porch. Arranging the bountiful offerings of steaming biscuits, perfectly fried eggs, fat brown sausages and a pot of honey, she glanced around.

Her gaze settling on Anardil, she asked with a frown, "Where's Sevi? She's not out doing the barn chores all by herself while you lay about, is she?"

"No, Mistress Erin," responded Anardil scooping a biscuit from the plate Erin set before him. "She's still asleep."

Three pairs of eyes widened with astonishment and glanced at the sun, now well into the morning sky. 

Erin exclaimed, "She's not ill, is she?"  The hobbit straightened with her hands on her hips, her round face set in comically stern lines.  "Having headaches again, I'll wager, and she didn't tell anyone. You know Belegalda said that she was to watch out for more headaches. I just knew all that rushing about she's done lately was too much. It's only been a week since that horrible to-do with the orc hunters. She's worn herself out. You must make her rest."

Now it was Anardil's turn to stare in astonishment. 

"My dear hobbit, if you know of any potion or argument that will make Sevilodorf do anything, I pray you will share it. My life would become infinitely more predictable." As Erin drew breath to begin another speech, Anardil set his biscuit on the table and patted the hobbit's arm. "She's fine, I assure you. She's had no headaches for the last four days. I feel certain that it is simply the late evenings catching up with her."

Erin nodded reluctantly. "If you are sure."

"As certain as I can ever be with Sev," Anardil replied, and gave her a smile that warmed his rugged face disarmingly. "Now, sit down and join us, Erin. Surely it is time for you to indulge in a second breakfast. You've been working hard already. And after we -," he gestured toward Gambesul and Milo, already visibly perking up under the green tonic's restorative powers, "finish our meal, we'll go do the barn chores so that when Sevi finally awakens we can tease her unmercifully about it."

Some while later all was done as Anardil promised, stalls cleaned, animals groomed, and the horses of guests readied for whatever travels their masters might require.  Milo and Gambesul were out throwing hay to the few horses that would remain in the paddock outside, when Anardil emerged from the feed room with a bucket of grain to discover their two-legged guests were beginning to awaken. Lord Faramir was leaning against the door to the stall of Lady Éowyn's roan steed, speaking softly to the animal as he fed it an apple.  Faramir was here only to preside over the long-awaited nuptials of one of his Ranger captains, and though last night he had sat among them after the ceremony as a common guest, the fact remained he was one of the highest lords in the land and he was feeding horses. 

"Now, sir, you will get me in hot water, if you are seen doing that," Anardil said with a grin.

Brow furrowed in puzzlement, Faramir turned and asked, "And why is that?"

"Because I am under strict orders NOT to allow personages of your distinction to feed the horses."

The prince looked confused for an instant then laughed heartily. "I am to understand then, that Mistress Sevilodorf has told you of our first meeting."

"Yes, sir, and she is very firm in her desire to prevent such an event from reoccurring."

Smiling, a kindly expression that eased much somberness from his fair face, Faramir nodded and patted the roan's head as it noisily chomped the last bit of apple.  He was a tall man as were most who still bore strongly the blood of ancient Númenor, his dark hair shorn just above square shoulders that seemed to bear with perfect ease the mantles of both Steward and Prince.  Their King had chosen well, Anardil believed, in his decision to retain Lord Faramir in those ancient posts.  Though quiet in his ways and deliberate in his speech, Faramir's keen eyes missed little and his shrewd wit absorbed all that came to him.  And oft times, as now, Anardil stood under that grey gaze and felt certain this son of the last Ruling Steward saw far more in men than was visible to the eye.

Yet Faramir's smile remained gently musing as he followed the subject of Sev.  "And the lady can be quite determined in her thinking."

"Aye, lord," Anardil said ruefully. "There are few who can change her mind once she has chosen a path."

"Even when the path she has selected is perilous and certain to lead to trouble."

Anardil knew that Faramir was not simply speaking of the expedition to Nurn last September.  Then not only the Rangers of The Burping Troll but a good many of its other folk, including Sev, had ridden to either avenge or rescue two of their own, rangers Anoriath and Elanna, from the clutches of the cruel raider Parcus who wreaked fiery havoc upon those sad lands.  When the party stopped over night in Emyn Arnen, Faramir had questioned Sev's presence in a war party, and she had pointedly informed his lordship that though he could lock her up to prevent her from going, it did not make it right for him to do so.  He had relented, but possibly only because he knew a healer's expertise might be needed: and so it had proven. †

If that were not peril enough, however, not two weeks ago a company of men had come hunting orcs left hiding after the war.  The orc hunters learned she occasionally traded with a small local band of orcs - mostly herbal remedies for minor gemstones - but ignored her protestations that these orcs were not hostile

 † "Journey Six: The Shadow's Fall"

at all.  The men could not believe that Gubbitch and his "lads" instead eked out peaceful, if crude, lives in the nearby hills, and, in fact, enjoyed the guarded friendship of the Burping Troll residents.  Soon the men tried to coerce the stubborn woman into leading them to the orcs' hiding places.  Subsequent events resulted in a marvelous mix-up of Men doing ill, Orcs doing good, and Sev nearly losing her life: a mix-up which would be a long time in the sorting.  ‡ 

However, Faramir had made it plain since his arrival a few days ago that he would not discuss the episode with the orc hunters at this time.  His sole purpose here was to join his Rangers in the rare chance to celebrate a moment of joy and new beginnings.  It had been noted that he carefully observed all interactions with Gubbitch and those of his lads the orc leader had allowed to accompany him to the festivities. Also that he had spoken briefly with three members of the orc hunters' party who had been left behind, two injured boys and their unexpected guardian, Horus the Haradrim.  Faramir had merely asked after their well being and about their arrangements for return to the Blackroot Vale.  That did not, however, mean he had neglected to keep preceding events in mind.

To Faramir's statement, Anardil replied, "Even then, my lord."

Faramir nodded for he had expected no other response. 

"And what else can you tell me of her?"  Again a small smile played about his lips.  "Forgive my prying, but I confess to a certain curiosity about the lady who won our solitary sojourner's heart."

Anardil started and studied his commander carefully before replying.  Though Faramir now leaned on the stall door with his fingers laced before him in deceptive casualness, Anardil realized that the secretive nature of his duties might indeed raise questions of concern regarding the woman in his life.  In the long histories of kingdoms and wars, many were the times a kept secret was leaked upon a shared pillow.  However, appreciating the question did not make it to his liking.

Lifting his chin sternly, Anardil held the younger man's gaze as he spoke, and his tone was a soldier's clipped enumeration of facts.  "I know that she is honest to a fault, scrupulous in her dealings, and close as any wizard when it comes to keeping confidences.  Her own or those of others.  She is a member of the family of Esiwmas of the Deeping Stream.  You may know him as the Rohirrim trader who keeps his headquarters and warehouses in Minas Tirith.  Sev's husband fell in battle protecting their holding, her son was slain at Helm's Deep and her brother went missing whilst riding in defense of the Riddermark.  She herself has served as healer and herbal woman for her own people and all who come to her in need.  And even the elves hereabouts hold her in highest esteem." 

‡ "Bloodstone"

Nodding slowly, Faramir simply asked, "And what do you know of her departure from Rohan?" 

"Little. She does not speak of it. Nor do her kin. Esiwmas, as head of her late husband's family, has made it plain that though she chooses to live apart from them, she is still under the family's protection."

"Difficult to protect someone who goes her own way, is it not?"

Relenting to offer a sardonic smile, Anardil said, "Aye, lord, it is."

"So I know, too," said Faramir, and the sudden twinkle in his eye bespoke a kindred spirit, for surely the Lady Éowyn of Rohan was no retiring blossom, either. 

A thoughtful silence stretched between them.  Wise to the ways of commanders and kings, Anardil simply waited in patient silence.

Finally, Faramir stirred and clasped his hands behind his back as he faced Anardil once more.  "King Elessar has informed me of your new assignment and requested me to make known to you the particulars of certain disturbing events in the dwarvish mining colony in the Ash Mountains. It is to be hoped that through careful observation one might determine those behind these occurrences, and prevent small problems from growing into a large one."

Anardil straightened. "Aye, lord."

Glancing out the door to see the hobbit Milo wheeling the barrow across the sunlit courtyard, Faramir said, "In an hour then, I would be pleased if you would join me in my room to speak on this in more privacy."

"As you wish, my lord. In an hour."

Faramir grinned suddenly and nodded towards the grain bucket still in Anardil's hand. "Are you certain you don't require any assistance here?"

Chuckling heartily, Anardil shook his head.  "My lady may appear at any moment, and I should not like to see either of us become the targets of her wrath."

The crunch of footsteps beyond the barn doors turned both their heads.  Outside Milo's cheery voice cried, "Hullo, Mistress Sevi!  Everything is done!  All that's left is for you to let Camellia and the girls feed you a nice breakfast."

"Is that so?" spoke a familiar female voice.  "Perhaps I should oversleep more often."

Her bobbing shadow preceded Sev's comfortably rounded frame to the doorway; and setting the grain bucket on the ground at Faramir's feet, Anardil was there to greet her as she stepped inside.

"Good morning, my lady," he said with a smile.  Turning to sweep his hand towards the freshly raked stalls and spotless alleyway of the barn, he said, "Does everything meet with your approval?"

She stopped, studied the tidy barn interior and contented horses, and then cast a wary eye at Faramir.  The tall captain of Rangers stood looking the very picture of innocence beside the stall of Lady Éowyn's horse.

"Anardil," she said slowly, looking askance at the grain bucket.  "Tell me he didn't."

"Oh, no!"  Faramir threw both hands up in a gesture of warding, grey eyes twinkling.  "They did all the work.  I promise you I was as lazy, slothful and generally useless as I could possibly be. I fed my lady's horse an apple, no more. And in fact, I was just leaving!"

Anardil laughed, while Sev stood looking at a loss as the Prince of Ithilien beat a hasty retreat out into the bright morning sun.  Still chuckling, Anardil circled her shoulders with his arm.

"Come, love, the hobbits were already fretting about you this morning, and if I delay you further from breakfast they will be out hunting in force."


"Perish the thought," Sev replied wryly, allowing him to turn her towards the door.  "I'd hate to see you attacked by outraged hobbits armed with spoons and ladles."

Laughing together, they walked towards the inn and the breakfast fragrantly awaiting them.  An hour later on the minute, Anardil stood at the door of Faramir's room.

***

"She has suggested this, has she?"

Both men sat in the ornately decorated upstairs room that had been the guest quarters of Lord Faramir and Lady Éowyn during the recent wedding festivities.  If there was an elvish flair to the painted woodland scenes that seemed to melt the walls and ceiling into the forest outside the Troll, this was credit due to its designer, their youngest elf, Aerio who had conceived of beauty befitting a prince.  At this moment, however, Faramir and Anardil had less of a mind for aesthetics and more for the proposal Anardil had just outlined for his mission to the Eastern Borderlands. 

"Yes, my lord, and I find it quite practical.  She has friends among the Dwarves hereabouts, which I think is a rare feat in itself, given their reclusive reputations."  Anardil paused and ran his thumb under his lip.  "That could be valuable, since the Dwarves may have limited faith in whomever the King sends to investigate and Sev could be just the partner for striking a positive personal chord with the Dwarf leaders there."

A slight tilt of Faramir's eyebrow was the only indicator of what else he might have thought of Anardil's new partnership, for the only vows between him and Sev were spoken privately.  However, the one-armed man's expression became earnest.

"My lord, I am confident that Sev and I will be able to accomplish this mission as well, if not with greater facility, than if I were to go alone.  Traveling with Sev as itinerant traders would be an excellent cover and could allow me contact with more people than I might otherwise manage.  I was able to find my way among the Haradrim and create niches into which I could fit, but I am starting anew in the lands bordering Rhûn.  The land and the people are strange to me, and a shrewd set of extra eyes would be of great help."

With a soft snort, Faramir said, "Pray do not tell me that a Ranger suddenly finds himself ill-equipped to work alone."

"I am no longer a Ranger, lord."  Anardil's eyes glinted.  "And do not mistake me by thinking that I have become hobbled by a set of pretty apron strings."

"Ah?"  The Prince cocked his head and regarded Anardil thoughtfully.  "No.  No, I don't believe I see that.  But would you so put her at risk, in this venture into the unknown?"

"She understands and accepts the risks."  A wry grin quirked Anardil's lips as he added, "Indeed, she has made it clear that coddling her would be a grave mistake on my part."

"Brave woman," was Faramir's reply, and he braced his hands on his knees and stood.  Pacing slowly across the room, he said, "But have I the right to subject her to possible danger?  Can I in good conscience ask her to step into a role that frankly I never would have chosen for her?  And simply on your say-so?"

Shaking his head, Anardil said, "I cannot presume to answer, my lord.  I can only say that I truly believe this to be a sound and workable plan, and one with minimal risks.  She has said she wished to one day visit the Dwarves in the Ash Mountains, as prospective additions to her family's trading business.  She would be doing nothing outside her usual work and habits, whether or not I am there at all."

"Nothing except making herself a spy for Gondor, Rhûn's ancient enemy."

Anardil winced.  "Please, lord, I prefer to think of it as calculated observation."

"Be that as it may -."  Faramir turned at the window to face the other man, and he did not smile in response.  "It behooves me to question the wisdom of your suggestion, for should anything go awry the responsibility devolves straight to me."

Tilting an eyebrow, Anardil said, "I believe Mistress Sevi would say that responsibility for herself lies only in herself."

"And I would disagree," Faramir replied coolly.  "What kind of lord would I be, what kind of captain would I be, if I had no care for those whom I send into peril?"  He took a quick step and halted, and his gaze was as twin points of sharpened steel.  "Know this, Anardil Dúnadan.  I send no one, man or woman, where I cannot or will not go myself. "

It went without saying that if anything should go wrong, it will be he who must send word to her family, he who must face Esiwmas Esrob's son in Minas Tirith and tell him that Faramir of Gondor sent his kinswoman into the danger that maimed or killed her.

He took a deep, loosening breath.  "Anardil, the decision I make will be a careful one.  I have misjudged times enough."

Abashed, Anardil lowered his eyes and muffled the urge to sigh.  He could not deny Faramir's reservations had validity, for as captain of Ithilien Rangers and as captain of the White Company at Emyn Arnen, Faramir had literally held lives in his hand, and sometimes the hard soldier's choices he made were grievous necessity.  The wedding he had just presided over was doubly blessed, for the very reason that Elanna had barely survived the first mission that Faramir had detailed her on - as a spy to distant Nurn.  The shadow in Faramir's eyes now suggested that the prince had not found peace with that yet.  However, Anardil firmly believed in the course he had laid out and in Sev's competency to conduct herself every bit as shrewdly and unobtrusively as he had ever done.

"I understand, lord.  And I respect your concerns."  He looked again at Faramir.  "But I will also say she has a way of simply talking to people so that they are comfortable with her.  A common touch, if you will, that people respond to.  As my mission is once again to be eyes and ears for the Crown, what better way to encourage people to speak, than travel with a partner with whom people find speaking enjoyable?"

Faramir was listening, there was that, at least, and Anardil again met his commander's steady gaze and continued.  "Her business as an herb-woman and trader may open doors that whatever disguise I contrive may not.  What a friend once called the meetin' and greetin' of trading is something Sev excels in.  I dare say that within a few days' time she will have a finger on the pulse of any discontent among the locals out there, as well as a full list of whatever tooth complaints and belly ailments they suffer."

Hitching himself forward in his chair, Anardil said, "My lord, you wish to know the who, the what and the why of the troubles afflicting the Dwarves' mining operations.  Sevi may at least simplify the process of finding out whom.  She will listen to the old women's gossip and the goodwives' prattle, and may well hear things that would never be said in my presence."

"Perhaps I should send her, then, and leave you home?"  A glimmer of amusement flickered in Faramir's eyes, but was as quickly gone as he lowered himself back to his seat.  Crossing his long legs at the ankles, he said, "You do begin to persuade me, Anardil.  But only because the virtues you praise in Mistress Sevi are no less than I have observed in the talk and actions of those around her, not the least being the regard our Captain Halbarad.  He has spoken of her highly."

Both Anardil's eyebrows rose at that, for Sev and Halbarad's friendship was tempestuous at the best of times, two strong-willed people each used to going their own way.  That one was captain of the rangers posted at The Burping Troll, and the other one of the civilians the rangers were ostensibly to protect, occasionally made for some interesting exchanges.

"The captain is very kind," he replied guardedly.  "Of all of us, given their shared adventures here, I would think he knows her mettle best."

"He does."  A change of pitch in Faramir's voice alerted Anardil that a decision had been made.  "And as this mission is to be simply one of observing and reporting, with no intervention -."  His look became stern.  "- I will trust that two traders finding their way to the Ash Mountains and the near borderlands can avoid undue difficulties."

"Yes, my lord.  We shall."

With a nod, Faramir exhaled a long, slow breath.  He leaned forward and loosely clasped his hands between his knees and was silent a moment.

Finally he said, "There is one thing we have in common, you and I."  He lifted his gaze to Anardil's face and a smile warmed his grey eyes.  "Our ladies have known the very worst of war, and have chosen to employ their hands in healing.  Perhaps there is a lesson to be learned by both nations and men.  I hope whatever you find will enable us to keep peace on our borders, not reopen old enmities."

"I'll do my best, my lord.  We both will."

They stood together and Anardil drew himself straight.  Though maimed in body and parted from the duty of the Rangers that had been his for so long, he was still a soldier, and rendered a soldier's salute.  Gravely Faramir returned it, and then Anardil stepped back, turned and strode away.

***

CHAPTER TWO

February 7th continued Midday

Outside, sun through the still-barren trees wove intricate patterns of shadow and light on the earth.  Beneath the sleeping beeches and maples Anardil strode eagerly, and his thoughts were full of the days ahead.  He would not deny that his heart selfishly craved Sev's presence whenever possible, but that coolly practical part of his mind that had kept him alive for so long recognized her as a genuine asset for his mission.  Their mission, he corrected himself, and smiled as he neared the room he and Sev kept at the back of Celebsul's workshop.  The tranquility of their odd partnership depended greatly upon his remembering that Sev of Rohan had agreed to stand beside him, not behind him.

Quietly he pushed open the door, to see Sev seated at a small table before a window, bent over a sheet of writing paper.  Her mouth was quirked in a funny little moue of concentration as the quill in her hand carefully sketched each letter, but the diffused light played gently on her rounded features, and he smiled to think how it would illuminate the dark blue of her eyes if she should chance to look up.  What she was writing he did not care to ask, as he had learned Sev was very fond of lists and organization, so he simply closed the door quietly once he was inside.

"Hello, Anardil," she said distractedly, quill tapping gently on the rim of the inkpot.  "Did your interview with Lord Faramir go well?"

"Mm-hmm."  Not wishing to distract her, he kept his answers brief as he shrugged off his cloak and hung it by the door.  "I have my marching orders.  But I don't have to leave immediately."

"Hmm.  Good.  I'll be just a moment."

The quill dipped and scribbled once more, while Anardil quietly sat in a cushioned chair near the hearth and settled with a contented sigh.

One final scratch and Sev was finished, the quill set aside.  "There," she said, and sat back with a brief sigh of relief.  "That's done.  Now, what did His Lordship have to say?"

"He said we're going to the Eastern Borderlands.  You and me."

Anardil's smile widened at the flash of delight that lightened Sev's expression, although she tried valiantly to suppress it.  "We are?  Ah, this must be due to some of the 'incursions' you mentioned at Yule.  Sewulf said he had heard something upon his return from their trip that way."

"Sewulf?"  Anardil frowned at mention of Sev's younger cousin, who with another cousin operated a pack train as part of the family trading/freighting business.  "When was he in the Borderlands?"

"Oh, he didn't go all the way, the dwarves came down and met him on the road not far from the Black Gates.  Don't you remember that during Yule he and Beregrid left for three days?  That was just a resupply contract of goods for the dwarf miners."

 "But he said something about problems among the dwarves then?  Why didn't you tell me?"

"Anardil."  Sev gave him a patient look.  "Sewulf didn't tell me until you had already started back to Pelargir, and since we've been a little busy marrying off your best friend, not to mention I had that little run-in with the orc hunters, I simply forgot to tell you."

"That is the sort of intelligence I need to hear, Sevi.  It's those little bits and pieces that are my stock in trade."

"Well, now that you're here, and not a week away in Pelargir with the roads knee-deep in mud or snow, I'll be sure to keep you promptly appraised of all the local gossip."

Sev gave a sound suspiciously like a snort and turned her attention to stoppering the ink pot and blowing on her list of notes - or lists of lists - or whatever - to dry it.  Anardil sighed.

"I'm sorry, love.  And I'm sure Sewulf's news was much the same as had already reached the King's ear, which is why I was posted here in the first place."  He leaned forward to offer a hopeful smile.  "At least we get to travel together this time.  Faramir has approved your plan of us traveling as traders.  What better disguise than the truth, eh?  At least you'll be the truth - I'm afraid I'll need some tutoring in how to barter and sell."

"Leave that to me."  Sev gave him a level look.  "And Faramir approved, did he?  Why wasn't I consulted?"

"Why - well, Sevi, what was to consult?  You thought up the idea - a brilliant one, I might add - and I simply presented it to him."

Wood screeched on wood as Sev shoved her chair sharply back, and stood to face him.  "What if you had an idea for clearing fifty acres of forest to make pasture land, and I volunteered you to cut all the trees?"

"But you said you wanted to go!"  Perplexed at this sudden shift in mood, Anardil tapped his forefinger on his knee in firm emphasis.  "You wanted to go all the way to the diggings - unlike Sewulf did, apparently - to see what business you could drum up amongst the dwarves and perhaps gain new accounts for the family."

"Yes, I did."  With a lift of her chin Sev swept across the room, where she opened the door to her wardrobe and began busily tidying things within that to his eye looked perfectly tidy.  "On my time and my terms.  Not when some prince decides it would be convenient for him to send me.  I am not his to command, Anardil."


“But…" Exasperation rose in Anardil's throat like smoke and he stifled the urge to growl, choosing instead to rake his fingers through his hair.  "For pity's sake, you offered the suggestion for this express purpose, did you not?  Or did I somehow completely misunderstand you?"

"No.  You did not."  Her voice was slightly muffled as she reached to straighten longer garments hanging to one side of the wardrobe.  "But the idea of some lord - some nobleman sitting in his fine chair and allowing me to do my business without so much as a by-your-leave is just…”

Sev let the thought die unfinished with a tight shake of her head, and continued straightening sleeves with rather more vigor than seemed necessary.  For a moment Anardil sat floundering in confusion … and then realization dawned.

"Ah, Sevi…" He arose and walked to her, setting his hand on her shoulder from behind and stilling her nervous industry.  "I'm sorry, meleth nín.  You are right."  He bent to softly kiss the back of her head.  "You deserved to be part of the planning even as I was, since the risk and the work are equally yours."

"If not more so," Sev replied, but she did not pull away.

"Yes."  Anardil slid his arm around her and gently pulled her back against his chest.  "And that was much on Faramir's mind."

However, Sev's shoulders remained tense under his embrace.  "Do lords think beyond what serves them best?  Do they ever really listen when the 'little folk' have anything to say?  Or must the words be said by the right person in just the right way?"

Anardil tightened his embrace as he leaned his chin in her hair.  "This lord listens to whoever speaks, Sevi.  If you should have aught to say to him, he will hear you.  And I can promise you that he spoke as he did only because he assumed you and I had already laid our own plans in advance."

"I suppose I can forgive him this time." Sev reached out to close the wardrobe door. "We have dumped several problems in his noble lap this past week."

"I'm certain he would be relieved to hear that," Anardil grinned down at her, and then catching the speculative gleam in her eyes, added, "And no, he did not say anything about Gubbitch or the orc hunters or their captain. However, he did mention that, after a consultation with your elven healer, he had decided to relieve us of the company of the two boys and Master Horus."

"Oh, really," Sev replied sharply as the tenseness returned to her body. "He consulted with Belegalda, did he? And did this nobleman of yours, who listens to the little folk, consult with Horus concerning his charges?"

Frowning, for the Haradrim who had ridden with the orc hunters seemed perfectly content to watchdog the two injured youths without complaint of any kind, Anardil countered, "I have not the slightest idea. It seemed a sensible enough proposition for them to travel with Faramir's escort. It will ease their return trip to the Blackroot Vale considerably."

Pushing herself free of his embrace, Sev retorted, "Sensible. Must you throw that word in my face all the time? It hardly seems sensible to me, for an injured boy to be tossed into a saddle to ride hundreds of miles, simply because it is convenient for the lord of the realm. But then I wasn't consulted."

Anardil felt his grasp of the situation slipping like a rope tied to a runaway coach, and raised his empty hand to let it drop helplessly.  "Sev, you know you told Horus just the other day that, if care were taken, the youngest would be ready to travel by tomorrow or the day after. Surely, departing one or two days earlier will not make that much difference. With all the care you and Belegalda have lavished on the boy, he's well on his way to a full recovery. Aren't you being a bit unreasonable?"

Sev's face hardened and the light of battle blazed in her eyes momentarily.  Then pivoting to put her back to him, she said in a tight voice. "The matter appears to have been settled to the satisfaction of everyone involved." 

He opened his mouth to respond, but then Anardil abruptly opted for silence.  The intensity of Sev's resentment baffled him, and his heart sank as he began to suspect that he had unwittingly pricked a scar in Sev that he had not known existed.  Ghosts of her past, he mused, a past that he was still learning and which held far too many hidden heartaches. 

Still not facing him, Sev said stiffly, "As I have been given permission to accompany you, there are things I must put in order. When do we leave?"

"The eleventh, if everything can be readied by then."

"Of course. Sooner if you wish."

"Meleth nín…"
"Don't," Sev interrupted. "Don't attempt to placate me. As you said, I am being unreasonable. I can follow orders, and," she turned to face him, "will do my best not to question them again."

She did not slam the door when she left, but he was unsure if that was a good thing or not.  The silence felt hollow and the pallid winter light spilled through the windows to form cold, angular pools upon the floor.  This was not how he meant it to be.

"Oh, Papa," he sighed to the empty room.  "How did you and Mama make it work for so long?"

But answers came not, and he, too, had preparations to make.  If he left her alone, hopefully her temper would cool and they would make amends.  Meanwhile, he sternly turned his mind to thoughts of what they would need for several days on the road and the travel kit he had packed away when first moving here.

"And clothes," he muttered, as he stepped to his own wardrobe and opened the door.  "I am a traveling trader.  What would I wear?  Hmm … Sev dresses plainly; so should I.  Perhaps a bit of army cast-off something, if I'm a wandering veteran of the war…”

Thus he busied himself doing what he knew best - managing his own affairs for the job to come.

***

Wearing a look that discouraged idle questions, Sev scoured the cellar and storerooms of The Burping Troll. Sorting through the leftovers, few as they were, from the supplies brought in for the wedding and the herbs and potions she had prepared during the winter months, she gathered what she felt to be a respectable amount of trade goods. Of even greater importance was that she managed to stay far away from Anardil for the main portion of the day. 

Piling the goods along the southern wall of the barn near her cart, she thought, 'This is not how it was meant to be.'

What had happened to the joy she felt when Anardil had acknowledged that her suggestion that they might travel north together in the guise of traders was worthy of consideration? 

'You're hiding again,' an insidious little voice inside her head whispered. 
So what was new? She had been hiding in one way or the other for most of her life. Keeping her thoughts and emotions behind sturdy walls that felt both comforting and confining at one and the same time. 

'Go talk to the man.'

And what exactly was she to say? Nmad. Almost she longed for the days when she had retreated behind the walls and simply done as she was told. But she could not do that again. Was there no middle ground to be found? 

With a sigh, Sev pulled her cooking gear from beneath the seat of her cart. It would be best to give everything a good washing before their departure. But as she carried the box to set against the side of the barn, she stopped mid stride. 

"Nmad, how in the world can I explain why I'm washing all of this? And what do I tell the hobbits about the trip?"

Ironware jangling, she dropped the box and stood staring with sightless eyes at the haphazard stacks of boxes and bags around her cart. The true understanding of what she was about to do washed over her. If she went with Anardil, she would be stepping into his world. A world where every word, whether spoken to friend or foe, must be weighed carefully. Where one told only enough of the truth to be believable, but otherwise kept silent. A world of shadows and rumors and nights of being far from anyone or anything that spoke of home.

He was doing exactly what she had asked of him. Allowing her to take a place at his side rather than leaving her behind. And she knew, they all knew, from the horrifying events in Nurn, how much danger there was in the world. She knew as well, how hard it was for him to do this.  With painful clarity she remembered a chair shattering against a wall in Nurn - Anardil's helpless rage when he learned what Parcus had done to Anoriath during her captivity.  She remembered, too, the pleading in his eyes when the battle to save Anoriath and Elanna in Nurn had come, and Anardil asked her to stay in safety with the horses.

"Sevilodorf, ouy era a loof," she muttered.

The man was showing her in the most important way possible that he valued her opinion and trusted her. Trusted her with his very life. And she, like an impatient adolescent, had berated him for not including her in a meeting with a superior. He would be more than justified if he changed his mind and refused to take her; she had certainly not proven herself ready for his trust.

Abandoning the trade goods she had gathered, she sped past the front porch of the Troll. Paying no heed to anything but her desire to find Anardil, she was all but running as she rounded the corner of the building.

"OOF!" 

"Oh Sevi, are you all right?  I didn't see you coming!"

As her breath slowly returned, Sev glared up at the solid mass of highly chagrined humanity she had slammed into. Swatting away the hand that was offered, she scrambled inelegantly to her feet.

Only after she had returned to an upright position did she notice that the front of her tunic was covered with a sticky white substance. Touching it tentatively with a single finger, she asked, "Frosting?"

"Yes, it was. The last piece of cake, too," replied the tall man mournfully, brushing the remainder of the confection from his own clothing.

Elanna's elder brother Bob shared the dark-haired, grey-eyed familial similarities that seemed to mark all the Rangers, but there his resemblance to Anardil ceased in more ways than one.  The wistfully rueful expression on this man's face harbored a far less complicated personality.  Almost Sev wished her reconciliation with Anardil could be so easily, if awkwardly, initiated.

"Sorry, Bob, it was entirely my fault."

Examining her suspiciously, Bob pulled in his chin in a puzzled expression, for such contriteness from Sevilodorf was unusual. It would be much more in character for her to take him to task for knocking her over, even if, as she admitted, it had been her fault.

Warily the ranger asked, "You didn't hit your head when you fell, did you? You aren't experiencing any headaches are you?"

Wiping her tunic and flicking the frosting off her fingers, Sev sighed.  She was becoming as tired of that question as Anoriath was of people reaching out to touch the rounded protrusion of the lady Ranger's very pregnant belly.

"No, I didn't hit my head and I don't have a headache…" Giving Bob a frown, that did more to reassure him than her words, she added, "Yet."

Holding out her now sticky hands, she said briskly, "But I am in rather a hurry, so…"

"If you're looking for Anardil, he just went into the common room," Bob said helpfully.

"Nmad," muttered Sev.

It would be impossible to have a private conversation with him there. Then with a philosophical shrug, she gave Bob a small nod and ignored the puzzled cock of his head at her muted response. She would need to change her clothes before going into the common room and by that time it would necessary to go back to the barn for evening chores. After that would come dinner. And somewhere in there, she had to find time to gather up the items that she had left heaped in the yard about the barn. 

'Ah, well, there's nothing you have to say that won't sound better for a little stewing.' 
With a contrite smile, Bob said, "I could fetch him for you, if you like. As penance for running you over like that." 

"Thanks anyway, Bob. But it will keep." 

With a quick grin the easy-going Ranger added, "Any time I can be of service, Sev. Just call."

Bob had taken four steps when she called him back. "You know, Bob, there is something I need a little help with, only…"

"Only what?"

"I can't tell you why I need to know it, and you mustn't tell Anardil until I give you permission."

Bob shifted uncomfortably. Keeping secrets from Anardil was not necessarily a good idea, if only because Bob had a terrible time keeping thorny secrets from his extended family. Opening his mouth to tell Sev this, he found her looking up at him solemnly and saying, "Please."

He moved awkwardly from one foot from the other, but he found himself unable to remember the last time Sev so sincerely asked him for anything, and his resistance began to crumble.  With a look of patient suffering, he sighed.

"It's not helping you mix up hangover remedy, is it? The last time I helped, the Balrog set everything on fire and I ended up straining my back hauling a second case of wine from the cellar." 

Sev shook her head. "Nothing to do with hangovers."

 "All right. What do you need?"

Biting her lip briefly, Sev then tugged his sleeve in a motion to bend closer.  His dark head dipped near and she spoke for a moment, upon which he straightened with wide-eyed surprise.

"You do?  Me?  Why not ask Anardil?"

"Because … " It was Sev's turn to be uncomfortable.  "Because he's too close, and I fear I might not take instruction as well."

At that Bob pursed his lips, pondered, and nodded slowly.  "Yes, I know that sometimes it was better if I let one of the other lads tutor Elanna.  Mistakes become less personal and such."

"Exactly."  Relieved at being so quickly understood, Sev looked up at him.  "Then will you do it?"

Bob shrugged and ran one hand up his neck and ruffled his hair.  "I suppose it can't hurt.  Anardil would likely approve, anyhow, since with your luck every bit should help."

The stare Sev gave him could have scorched steel, and Bob flung up both his hands in warding.  "Sorry, sorry!  But you know what I mean!"

Sighing, Sev said, "Yes, I do.  Then we are agreed?"

Nodding quickly, the ranger said, "Yes.  You just let me know when, and if I'm not on duty or something I'll be yours to command."

"How rare," Sev replied dryly.  "A man I can actually command.  I must ponder on this…”

Bob's laughter followed her as she turned away.  Now she had certain other plans to make, but she began to feel somewhat better. At least this would be something that would make her truly deserving of Anardil's trust, and in any case, it would be handy to know the next time her luck turned bad. 

*** 

Time and again, Anardil found himself wanting to discuss some point of their upcoming assignment with Sevilodorf, only she had spent the afternoon studiously avoiding him. The few times he glimpsed her, he suspected that interrupting her steady industry might not be a good thing.  Scurrying from the cellar to the upstairs storerooms, sifting the contents of pantry and barn, Sev had steadily gathered a rather odd assortment of items, which she then spread along the south wall of the barn and proceeded to bundle into bags and boxes.

"Aerio, whatever is she doing with that box of old brass harness buckles?" he overheard Milo ask Celebsul's elven apprentice.  "None of them match each other, let alone anything else."

But the hobbit lad received no answer, for when the young elf admitted his own ignorance the two had posed the question to Sevilodorf. The elf and the hobbit soon found themselves none the wiser concerning Sevilodorf's need for odd buckles, but they did become very well acquainted with the contents of the tack room, as the Rohirrim trader set them the task of oiling her harness.

Having no desire to be assigned the job of greasing the cart wheels or to receiving glacial glares from Sev's blue eyes, Anardil chose to keep an eye on Sev's preparations from an upstairs window, whilst ostensibly rubbing waterproof boot grease on his shoes.  The view from the room left unoccupied by the departure of Lord Faramir and his entourage proved admirable, and he watched in silent curiosity. At one point she stopped suddenly, and then raced off as if she had remembered something of great importance. However, she returned soon to cover her assortment of goods with a tarp before going into the barn for the evening chores.

"A curious mind is a terrible thing," Anardil muttered to himself at last.

He shook his head as he left his post by the window to return to his own preparations for their imminent departure. Perhaps he would discover what she was up to at dinner. That is, of course, if she was speaking to him by that time.

*****

February 7th continued Evening

Anardil smiled his thanks as Camellia slid a bowl of thick vegetable soup in front of him. Hobbit cooks were one of the many benefits to a posting at The Burping Troll.  Although this evening the common room was remarkable quiet, especially after all the excitement of a wedding and its attendant upheavals, a sense of belonging embraced him comfortably.  Here there would be no drunks brawling among the tables, no cutpurses lurking in the shadows, no hard-eyed women waiting to drop a potion in a fellow's drink and leave him destitute and retching in the morning.  Slowly but surely, the man of shadows was finding himself at home.  Or it would be home, if he only dared set foot in the room he and Sev shared.

"May I join you?" a low voice asked uncertainly at his elbow.

Relief swept through Anardil like a silent gale as he looked up, even if the face he beheld was a little too composed, and Sev was twisting the end of her braid like a skein of wool.  He answered with a nod towards the empty seat beside him.

"Of course." 

Anardil gave a wry grin as a bowl of soup and a small stack of dry crackers appeared before Sevilodorf, almost before she had time to pull her chair up to the table. Murmuring her thanks to Milo, Sev began to crumble the crackers into her soup.

"I was beginning to think you might have followed Anoriath's lead and departed for Emyn Arnen."

The words were lightly spoken, but the gray eyes above his twisted smile held a look of anxiety and uncertainty that caused Sev's heart to clench. She was not the only one with a past that reached out and slashed at the heart. "Because you saw me as a man. Not as an ex-Ranger, nor as a crippled veteran of the wars, nor as a peculiar character who knows too many people in dark alleys."  The words he spoke at their parting that August day in Pelargir whispered in her mind and she was filled with even greater remorse for her foolish behavior.  

Placing her hand palm up on the table she said softly, "And why would I do that? My heart is here…with you."

Taking her hand, he lifted it to kiss gently. 

"Excuse me," giggled a merry voice and Erin set a small tray crowded with a teapot and two mugs on the table. "Don't let me disturb you."

Withdrawing her hand quickly, Sevilodorf felt her cheeks flame as Erin departed with another giggle.

"One of the drawbacks to residing in an inn managed by hobbits," Sev muttered, hurriedly spooning up some of her soup, "is the fact that they can be counted on to turn up at the worst possible moment."

Anardil grinned wickedly. "I didn't see any out at the hot pool last night."

Sev choked on her spoonful of soup and felt the flame from her cheeks continue up to her hairline. 

"You impossible man," she hissed. "And here I was all ready to apologize for my juvenile behavior today. Remember where you are and that elves have long ears."

"Yes, ma'am," Anardil answered, struggling insincerely to remove the smile from his face. "So you were about to apologize, were you?"

"I was. Though now I may not, as you take such delight in tormenting me." 

The undertone of banter in her voice was further relief, and Anardil allowed himself a teasing sally in return.  "It's your own fault you know."

"That you torment me. How, pray tell, is that my fault?"

"You shouldn't blush so prettily. It just encourages me."

Sev rolled her eyes and laughed. "You loof. As if you required any encouragement. Eat your soup and then we can go someplace more private, and I will tell you what conclusions I came to during my thinking today."

"Conclusions, eh? Sounds serious, but won't the others get the wrong impression if we slip away so soon after dinner?" 

"Not if you'll stop making me blush they won't," she said firmly. "Now, behave yourself and eat."

Thankfully for her composure, he did.  It was not long before they were steadfastly refusing to allow Camellia to refill their bowls or Erin to serve them large slices of apple pie still warm from the oven.

Slipping out the door into the coolness of the evening, Sev said, "I don't understand how they can still be eating. It's snowed food and rained drink for the last three days, yet Milo is in there right now finishing off his fourth bowl of soup."

"Don't forget the apple pie resting at his elbow," Anardil said with a smile. 

As they descended the steps of the porch, he asked, "Where do you suggest we go for this private talk?"

Pointing to the south gate, she replied, "The evening is nice. Can we walk along the road?"

"As you wish." 

Cool blue twilight whispered around them as they walked across the empty courtyard and onto the pale ribbon of road.  To either side the barren trees sighed or perhaps it was the tall, heavy-crowned firs that stood as fragrant sentinels against the coming night.  From the inn rang a burst of hearty laughter, but between Sev and Anardil were only companionable silence and the soft crunch of their footsteps.  Whatever Sev had to say, he would let her find her own words in her own time.  And finally she spoke.

"You may think it foolish, but I realized today exactly what we would be doing."

"And that is?"

"You know, a spy is one thing I never imagined becoming."

"A calculating observer," he corrected archly.

"A spy," Sev returned, but then said, "You do me great honor."

Anardil cocked his head to look down at her as they walked.  "Is it just you or are all women so impossible to understand? How is asking you to spy a great honor?"

"Don't you mean make calculated observations?" Her brief smile up at him flickered and faded to soberness.  "Because by doing so you allow me to stand with you, rather than behind you."

Softly Anardil said, "It is what I wish for."

Then he stopped to face her, tall in the twilight with his dark hair falling to his collar around gently shining eyes.  She halted also, and he took a slow breath before speaking again.

"My mother was a gentle woman.  She was a weaver, did wonderful work.  She made blankets and lap robes, coats and cloaks, anything you could think of.  I remember the clack of her loom as one of the constants of my childhood.  And my father was a blacksmith.  He made hinges and hardware, wagon fittings and candleholders, knives, nails, tools of all kinds.  When I got big enough, I was his bellows boy until I decided I wanted to be a Ranger.  I still remember the smells of his forge, hot metal and charcoal."

He paused and Sev waited while he sifted through the pages of his reminiscences.  A moment, then he continued, and his voice was soft with memory.

"But what I remember most is that they simply … fit together.  The man who could bend steel in his hands, and the woman who could make a blanket for a new baby that was soft as a cloud.  They…" A gentle smile warmed his face.  "I didn't truly see it until I had left home and returned, but they were a true partnership, the two of them, each bearing in equal share the burdens of family, each offering their respective strengths to living in dangerous times."

His eyes met hers again and his smile deepened.  "That is what I wish for, Sevi.  That I can be for you what my father was to my mother."  He chuckled suddenly.   "And maybe I'll have better luck keeping you out of trouble if you're right there at my side."

"You think so? I do seem to attract problems, don't I?"

He felt the balance of things settling aright in his world once more, and gazed into the warm shadows of her eyes in perfect contentment.  "Nothing, my love, that we can not handle together." 

She leaned forward to grin mischievously. "Maybe someone should warn the folk of the Borderlands."

Mingled laughter rang among the dark, drowsy trees and together they turned back towards the Inn, and adventures to come.

***

CHAPTER THREE

February 11th

On the road north of Henneth Annun

And here they were at last, the grumbling of cartwheels and steady ploppity-clop of horses' hooves marking their northward trek.  Recalling her words, Anardil nodded with a silent chuckle. It might indeed be politic to give warning, for he had the feeling that if he and Sevilodorf could find the key to working as a team they would be a formidable pair.  A glance at Sev on the seat of her peddler's cart steadied the smile on Anardil's face, as he watched her gaze drift to the flawless blue sky above.  February was proving as kind as January had been stormy, which bode well for their travels - and certainly for harmony between the two of them when camped along the road.

That turned Anardil's thoughts to their destination, the mining operations of the Dwarves along the flanks of the Ash Mountains.  In the peace following Sauron's overthrow and Aragorn's ascension to the throne of Gondor and Arnor, Dwarves from Erebor had taken interest in various minerals to be found in those ancient mountains, including high grade iron ore, copper and zinc.  With leave from the King they had claimed certain parcels, beginning intensive mining operations and opening new veins of ore.  According to the intelligence Faramir had left him, no cities or towns existed there and for generations no king or captain had ruled, for the far eastern borders of Gondor had long been abandoned by any government.  The only people to frequent those lands were hunters, outlaws and various semi-nomadic tribes of Easterlings.  Some of the latter achieved renown in Gondor's war-torn history as the Wainriders, savage warriors who careened into battle in horse-drawn chariots, but other tribal folk simply followed their flocks and herds from winter to summer pasture.  In all the long history of the East, Sauron's direct influence had only come sixty years ago when the Dark Lord returned in full force to Mordor.  Thus the enmities that existed in those wide, sparsely populated countries were perhaps older even than Shadow and rooted in far more human shortcomings.  He and Sev would, Anardil realized, have to tread carefully.

Slowly he felt the habits of the road settling upon him like a worn but familiar cloak.  His senses reached out to note shifts in the breeze and the brief twitter of a bird, the gurgle of an unseen streamlet and the quick snap of a twig that marked a doe slipping through the thickets on tiny, careful hooves.  The road itself told its own story in marks of wheels or hooves or human feet who had passed this way before them.  This time of year, however, and especially this far north of Ithilien, traffic was light and tracks were old and fading.  Wisps of cloud above the broken crags of the Ephel Dúath to eastward were not, he judged, any threat of storm but merely changes in the upper airs that should promise fair weather ahead.  Only sun and stars measured time, and campsites were chosen for shade and sweet water and good grass for the horses.

It was thought of a campsite for this particular night, however, that began to sap the pleasure from Anardil's thoughts.  He remembered too well the last time he had trod this way, and though a bright sun beamed, his heart grew troubled.  Once this road had rumbled to the hooves and feet of thousands, and the sky sank darkly as grim mists clung to the peaks above.  Far beyond sight of any but Legolas of Mirkwood, the Nazgul had flown their dark watch, but those below had felt them, aye, and felt the cold breath of doom leeching into their very bones.  The Captains of the West had marched bravely, hopelessly, to what might have been the end of the world, and all their men with them.  It was a kindness of the captain leading them that Aragorn had found duties for those whose shuddering spirits at last would not let them go on.  Almost Anardil could wish he had been a little frailer of heart himself.

Now as this February day grew longer the peaks bent away to the east and the land became desolate and grim. Here winter clasped the earth in brittle stillness and the thickets of stunted bare shrubs and heath were tumbled with shattered stones, whilst dull shimmers of brackish water winked far away in the marshes north-west towards the Emyn Muil.  The army had avoided this stretch of road, bending to a course that arced northwest in the wastelands in avoidance of the traps and perils that had waited in these broken hills.  Though stillness reigned now, the memory of unbounded evil lingered and clung like stinking oil.  The earth puffed dry dust beneath wheel and hoof and the taste of it was bitter as ash upon Anardil's tongue - and familiar in a way that chilled him to the marrow.

As he rode he shrugged his shoulders uncomfortably, for beneath his empty left sleeve he felt aching twinges - twinges from a hand and arm that no longer existed.  Grim-faced and tight-jawed, he rode on without speaking.

***

Before the Black Gates

Sev brushed at the gritty gray dust that drifted up to lay in a thin shroud across skin and cloth. Her actions might be useless, but for some reason the feel of the dust upon her skin made her shiver in the thin afternoon sun. She spat out the swallow of water she had taken to try to cleanse her mouth of the acrid taste of the dust and gave a soft chirrup. The nervous flicking of Dream's ears had let Sev know that the horse liked this place no better than her driver did.

"Steady, little one," Sev said as the sharp sound of stone hitting stone caused the mare to start. "'Twas just a rock falling."

To the east lay the tortured ruins of the Teeth of Mordor. Tall towers raised by the Men of Gondor, before its strength began to fade, to guard against the return of Sauron. They had been turned instead to the darker purpose of protecting the entrance to Sauron's realm. The Dark Lord had garrisoned them with a host of orcs and other evil-eyed wardens, but now only twisted black stones rested in scattered heaps amidst the desolation.

Long had the poisons and filth of the Dark Lord and his folk seeped into this land. Nothing remained but foul smelling marshes, plains of gray gritty dust along the road and occasional hills of slag and broken rock. 

Sev spat once more and focused upon Dream's plodding form. At a final briefing with Halbarad, they had been warned what to expect, but the reality was worse than any description given by the Ranger captain. However, his final recommendation to be at least a league from the gates before nightfall was one that Sev wholeheartedly agreed with.

Her attention abruptly sharpened when she noticed a change in Dream's steady gait, one broad hip now hitching oddly with each stride.  With a low word she halted the horse and wrapped the lines around the brake lever.  Anardil turned his horse to look back at her.

"I think Dream has picked up a stone," Sev called, as she rose from her seat.


He nodded and turned towards her as she clambered to earth.  By the time he reached her she was already bent over with the mare's broad hoof in her hands.  Sure enough, an angular pebble had wedged itself between the soft bulge of the frog of the hoof and one side of the shoe.  Resting the hoof on her thigh, she reached down for a larger rock to use as a makeshift hammer and as she began tapping, she sensed Anardil dismounting and moving away.  Thankfully it took only a few raps to loosen it and the stone dropped away.

After checking Dream's harness and giving the horse a pat on the neck, Sevilodorf pulled one of the many handkerchiefs the hobbit lasses had pressed on her from her sleeve and wiped ineffectively at her face. Eyeing the slowly descending sun, she decided that with a little bit of luck they would be far more than a league from here before they made camp.

"All rea..." Sev's voice trailed away as she realized Baran stood alone at the rear of the cart.

"Well, where is he?" she asked the gelding.

Baran tossed his head and snorted softly.

Sev sighed and walked around to the other side of her cart to find Anardil a short distance away staring toward the northernmost heap of rubble and stone. Blasted and molten, fractured and tossed, there was nothing of beauty in that view, but that would not be what held him so.  The bleakness of his face told her all she needed to know of his thoughts. Thank goodness, she already knew the details of what he was replaying in his mind. She did not wish to hear the tale of that battle only a few hundred feet from the mouth of the Haunted Pass.

Now, how to deal with this? Anardil was too like herself to accept any show of sympathy. Any words of that nature would be thrown back in her face with a snarl. And though starting a fight with the man would definitely take his mind off the battle in his memory, she really did not want to disrupt the peace they had enjoyed for the past few days. Jollying him out of it was going to be difficult, unless she miraculously found someway to rid her mouth of this dust's sour taste and her skin of the feeling that something was crawling on her. Nmad, the man had a lot of nerve to chastise her for throwing up walls of silence.

Her footsteps crunching loudly, she stifled another sigh and moved to stand beside him. Carefully, she took his hand, grateful that he did not pull away from her. 

Without turning his head, he said in a blank voice, "So many. Why…”

She had stood on the Hornburg's ramparts and asked the same question. "Why are you not the one dead rather than they?"

The harshness of her words shook him from his trance and he turned to her as if seeing her for the first time. Here was someone who understood. Who had faced the same despair.  To live sometimes was the crueler fate.

"You told me once that we only needed to put enough road between us and the past to dull its claws." She adopted a stern look and shook her finger at him, "So what, may I ask, are you doing standing right in the middle of the road?"

Reason and common sense, these were two things this forsaken place had never known.  The sudden absurdity of standing amidst a land christened in blood with a stern little Rohirrim woman wagging a finger at him startled a dry chuckle from his chest; breathed living back into the empty pit of his heart.

Pulling her to him, he wrapped her in his one-sided embrace and said, "Amazing how wise I can sound."

"Amazing how you don't take your own advice," she said into his chest. Tipping her head back, she reached up and gently brushed the hair back from his face. "Forward together, remember?"

"Keep reminding me. I did not expect to react so foolishly."

Sev shook her head at him and taking him by the arm turned to walk the short distance to the cart. "You are not half so foolish as I was."

"Oh?" Sev so seldom revealed moments of her past that his attention was immediately focused upon her.

"Aye, you see before you a woman who went so far as to refuse to even walk through the shadows of the mounds raised before the walls of Helm's Deep."

"I think I can understand that.  Some shadows … simply don't wish to be trod upon."

"Perhaps," Sev said, and gave a soft grunt as she pulled herself stiffly up to her wagon seat.  Settling once more in her place, she looked down at him with a quiet smile.  "But I am not so foolish now. Or perhaps it is simply age catching up to me. I would not take the extra steps today. Or rather, I could not. A day of rattling about on this hard seat has left me stiff. Tomorrow, you drive and I'll ride Baran. You need the practice driving anyway."

"What?" Anardil cried and surprised laughter burst from him - perhaps the first laughter this accursed place had known in many lives of men.  "I'll have you know I am a fine driver.  Dream will love me."

Saucily Sev laughed in his face and slapped the lines. Dream moved forward once again with her steady mile eating pace.  Shaking his head, Anardil mounted quickly and took his place once more at her side.

Giving him a happy glance, Sev congratulated herself on a subtle bit of subterfuge. The true reason for the stiffness of her muscles was still a secret. Humming quietly to herself, she thought back to the day she had begun her training for life as a spy. 

****

February 9th

Previously, At The Burping Troll

The dampness of the grass was beginning to seep into her clothing, and Sev had arrived at the reluctant conclusion she would have to get up. Though in all honesty, it was certain to be a complete waste of time, as she would without a doubt find herself lying once again flat on her back within a matter of minutes, if not seconds.

A small groan escaped her lips as muscles sore from the unaccustomed exercise protested. Sinking back to a prone position, she studied the bare branches of the tree above her and cursed herself for believing she was capable of doing this. 

"If you think that this is a hopeless endeavor, I do hope you'll tell me now. For I'd hate to waste any more of your time."

Rolling to her knees, she plucked a dead leaf from her hair and climbed slowly to her feet. First, however, she made sure to take the blunted practice knife with her, as she had no desire to have to lean over to retrieve it.

"If you would move your feet like I told you…" began Bob, in that patient tone Sev had come to despise.

No, that was not fair. Bob had proven to be a better instructor than she had imagined. Generally known for his devil-may-care attitude, once he had determined that she was truly serious about training, the ranger had proven to be thorough to the point of fussiness.  He could repeat the same movement, the same strike, and the same guard without a fraction of deviation from one demonstration to the next.  All of which meant, she silently reminded herself, that the jovial Ranger undoubtedly made a frighteningly dangerous enemy.  If she was not in over her head, she was sinking fast. 

"If I could move my feet like you told me, you'd be the one on the ground instead of me," Sev interrupted. "So honestly, is it hopeless?"

In the moment it took for him to respond, Sevilodorf was uncertain whether she wanted to hear Yea or Nay. If she was incapable of becoming more than a liability to Anardil her pride would force her to admit it, thus forfeiting her chance to take a place at his side. On the other hand, she would get to stop this torture.

Tossing his own practice blade from hand to hand, Bob considered the question carefully before answering. "You learn from your mistakes, and you're quicker than you look. So no, it's not hopeless, but…" The tall Ranger quirked his mouth in an expression she had come to realize meant he was indulging in unusually troublesome thought.

"But what? If you're going to tell me I should not try to turn myself into a shieldmaiden, I've heard that one before. If you're going to say that my reach is too short and I don't have enough strength in my sword arm, I've heard that before as well. I don't expect to become a master, just to do well enough so that a certain someone is not constantly tossing me behind boulders to protect me."

Bob smiled grimly, for he too remembered the incident during their foray into Nurn, when Anardil had felt compelled to remove Sev bodily to safety.  He cocked his head and regarded her with a meaningful wink. 

"And when are you going to tell that certain someone about these training sessions?"

"When he needs to know," Sev replied bluntly. "Just answer the question, do we continue, or do I just go and admit my uselessness and send him off to tend to his business by himself?"

Bob focused on a point over her left shoulder and continued to toss his knife from one hand to the other. "I think…" 

Suddenly his arm slashed out toward her in an attempt to knock her to the ground; but with a move that might have been a surprise to them both, Sev twisted away and aimed a kick at his knee. Though she landed once again on the ground, she was delighted to find him lying there as well. 

As he began to convulse with laughter, her eyes narrowed and she tossed a blob of mud at his face. "You didn't do that on purpose did you?"

"No, I need a good deal of beer or Cherry B before I can fall down like that on purpose."  He laughed merrily as he sat up, and then he dabbed earth from beside his nose and his cheerful grin gentled as he studied the woman sitting inelegantly next to him.

"You did it, Sev.  Just like I showed you.  That was the correct response to that attack."

He gathered his long legs under him and sprang up with a spryness that surprised Sev.  Wooden practice knife again in hand, he held his other hand down to her.  She took his clasp and felt unexpected power in that grip as he hoisted her lightly to her feet.

"All right," Bob said, and stepped back to resume his role as instructor.  "What you must do is stop telling yourself what you cannot do.  You can.  You just proved it.  Remember that strength is not what counts with knives.   Quickness and determination is.  Remember what I told you earlier.  You have two weapons, your knife - and everything else.  Everything is a weapon.  A stick, your head, the bony side of your forearm, a handful of dirt in the face, anything that will give you that instant of advantage.  Then you hit and hit hard.  Ready?"

Her feet once again firmly under her, Sev nodded and stubbornly gripped her own wooden knife.  Already she could feel a dull burning in each of the many hits Bob had "demonstrated" on her, but at least that was, she reflected ruefully, one way of remembering her weak points.

"I'm ready," she said.

"Good.  Now, this time we're going back to hits to the arms and head.  Show me the guard to this strike - and move your feet!"

***

February 11th continued
So it had gone until the day of their departure came, and now Sev had the bruises to go with the aches reminding her of her labors.  However, while her cart jolted along and she watched the easy sway of Anardil's shoulders as he rode beside her, she felt easier in her mind.  A few days' training did not make her a warrior, that she knew, but the simple moves Bob taught her were easily recalled - and easily rehearsed whenever chance permitted - and the practice also recalled to her things from much younger years.  Long ago, when she had been but a girl and her brother was a young warrior in training, he had been eager to demonstrate his skills to the ready audience that was his little sister.  It had been only in play and fun, but to her surprise she had found that a few moves in Bob's repertoire recalled things her brother had taught her, and old muscle-memory was reawakened.  No, she was no shieldmaiden, but she no longer felt herself to be entirely a liability.

"How do you fare?"

Sev glanced up at Anardil's quiet inquiry and mustered a small smile.  "I am well.  Getting tired, but not so much that I can't keep moving.  I will be glad to put these lands behind us."

Nodding Anardil looked to the ribbon of road ahead still framed in broken stone and occasional dry, thorny shrubs.  "Aye.  There would be rest for neither man nor beasts anywhere near the Black Gates.  Halbarad said there would be grass and water ahead, such as it is."

"Let us hope."

Sev reached under her seat and pulled out a flask of water, preserved from the last clear spring they had found.  Draping the reins over her arm she pulled the stopper and took a deep, cool swallow.  It tasted of sweet shade and hidden stones, and she felt her spirits subtly lighten.

"Here," she said when done, and held out the flask to Anardil.  "This will cut the dust.  Or at least make an interesting soup out of it."

With a soft snort Anardil nudged his horse closer and dropped his reins on his pommel to take the container.  Perhaps he tasted as she had, for it seemed his face had relaxed when he handed the water back to her.

"I will be glad to reach the mines," he said lightly.  "Where there are miners there is beer, and I've heard the Dwarves make surpassing good beer."

"Ridiculous man," Sev said and bit back a smile.  "Bob is the beer drinker in the crowd, not you."

"Well, yes, but I can enjoy at least at little nip, now can't I?  I promise I won't dance on the tables.  Much."

Sev's smile widened in unbidden response to his impish grin, but she resolutely fixed her eyes on the road and gave Dream a cluck of encouragement.

"Hurry on, my girl, we must reach camp before all this fresh air and sunshine makes him any more foolish."


Dream merely swiveled one ear towards her mistress' voice and continued her steady pace.

***

East of the Black Gates

The sun rested on the horizon as they approached the location Halbarad had suggested for their first encampment. It was later than Sev wished to travel, for it was unwise to demand too much from the horses on an unfamiliar road.  But as neither of them had any intention of stopping less than a league from the Black Gate, she kept her concerns to herself. Tomorrow she would insist that they make camp earlier. As a Ranger and spy Anardil was accustomed to traveling afoot or riding, and so adjustments would be needed to accommodate the slower pace of Dream and her cart.

The land here was not blasted and barren as the shattered land of the Black Gate. They found the small spring marked on their ragged map to be surrounded by a copse of stunted pines and gnarled bushes thick with thorns.  Here also among low stones thick dead grass bristled in scattered tufts that spoke of the renewal of the land that would come with the return of spring. For no matter that the sky had been clear and blue, it was still winter, and a winter that had until now been exceptionally cold. 

Save for small groups of pines and shrubs huddled around springs seeping from underground fissures, the land was an open plain to the north. And as the sun dipped below the edge of the earth, a chill breeze began to blow, carrying with it the hint of the frozen lands far to the north.  Sev and Anardil worked quickly and quietly to get a camp set up for the night.

The nose-wrinkling scent of sulfur rose from the spring, but the horses drank eagerly, seeking to wash the taste of the grey dust from their throats. Less eagerly did Sevilodorf fill her cooking pot, for the taste of the water was strong; but beggars cannot choose and by available reports all of the drinkable water in this area was the same. 

'Drinkable!' Sev thought, adding a hearty pinch of spices to the dried meat she set to boil. 'By whose standards, I wonder.'

Once dinner was well started, she rigged a rope between two of the scrubby pines and tugging off her tunic, shirt and pants draped them over the line. Clad only in her corset, thigh length chemise, and half boots, Sev braced herself and began beating the clothes until the dust flew.  She was still vigorously flailing away, heedless of the evening chill, when Anardil returned from settling the horses and burst out in a hearty laugh.

Sev turned on him, brandishing the stout stick she was using. "And just what do you think is so funny? There's not enough water from that spring to wash them and I am not wearing these clothes again until the dust is gone."  Scowling fiercely as Anardil's laughter rose in pitch, she announced, "Nor am I going to let you. That stuff does not behave as normal dust does. It crawls. So hand them over." 

The grimace of distaste on Sev's face led to another burst of laughter, until she threatened that the clothes would not be the only thing beaten if he did not stop.

"All right, all right!"  He snickered as she glared harder.  "But I'll not stand about in my altogethers while you do it.  Pray let me fetch a clean shirt before you commence beating on this one."

By the time supper was ready and clothing was sufficiently beaten - without the wearers in residence - the shadows had crept long and stark across the rugged plain.  The sky deepened to include the first scattering of stars and the mountains now loomed in a low, jagged horizon along the southern sky, with the shattered remnants of the Morannon left blessedly behind.  Nonetheless, as the advance of night pressed the daylight beyond the dark rim of the world, the merry, flickering dance of their campfire began to seem ever dearer.

Not easily did these lands shed the memory of evil and corruption that had tormented the very earth, and as he glanced beyond the wavering shadows, Anardil tried very hard not to remember what that black night three years before had hidden.  Things that crept and things that crawled, eyes glinting beyond the thin line of nervous sentries, and ever and anon rose the soul-clutching howl of wolves in the dark.  Behind high walls lurked evil that would consume the very light of the world, if it was not vanquished, but they who rested upon their arms that night had no real hope of victory.  They could only fight and die and sell their lives as dearly as they could, until and unless the Ringbearer succeeded in his hidden mission.  Anardil had thought himself dead, the image of the berserker orc that destroyed his arm seared forever in his mind's eye.  Only by queer chance and the skills of Minas Tirith's healers did he return to this place as a living man, and for a heart-clutching moment it seemed black specters gibbered and leapt just beyond mortal sight.

Yet as night deepened now, there was only silence, nothing but the whisper of the pines overhead and the random snap or pop of their campfire.  Sev watched Anardil return from washing the pot and plates - an awkward duty for a man with only one arm but one which she would not deny him - and even in the warm play of firelight she saw tension again stiffening his face.  Metal clanked as he stacked plates and pot on a stone to dry, and then he settled beside her within the fire's glow.

"Getting colder out there," he said.

"Then we'll just have to sleep close together."

Laugh lines crimped the corners of his eyes as Anardil glanced at her.  "I'm agreeable to that."

But shadows lingered in his eyes and faded his smile too soon.  Sev reached to clasp his still-damp hand in her own.

"This is still a haunted place," she said quietly.  "But oft times the ghosts are simply those we carry with us."

He did not reply right away, but his fingers tightened around hers and his thumb caressed the back of her hand.  Finally he said, "You are right.  Now this is simply a place where volcanoes once grew and grass is trying to grow."

"Yes.  But I know how strong memory can be.  Just remember that it is only memory, and it cannot touch you, now."  As he looked at her she added, "That is something I have to keep reminding myself.  When months and years have safely passed, the greatest demons we have to wrestle might only be those we inflict on ourselves."

"My wise little Rohirrim," said Anardil fondly, and leaned to press a kiss in her hair.

Sev snorted.  "Neither wise nor little, but as it pleases you.  Now tell me a memory that won't keep us awake jumping at shadows."

Anardil's eyebrows rose.  "Such as?"

"Anything."  Sev shrugged as she met his gaze.  "Tell me something about when you were a boy.  I suspect your mother wore out switches on you regularly."

White teeth shone in a sudden smile as Anardil chuckled.  "I don't know about that, but have I ever told you about my sisters?"

"You have sisters?"

"Yes, two of them, both older than me by several years.  They -."

"You have written to them recently, right?"

"Of course I have."

"How recently?"

"Three weeks ago.  Now when -."

"So they aren't somewhere in the North grieving and thinking you're dead."

"Of course not!  They'd kill me if they thought I was dead.  Now do you want me to tell you something or not?"

"Yes, I do, dear.  Please continue."

The sky darkened to black and filled with stars, as a tiny point of fire flickered amidst a vast expense of cold empty heath and whispering breezes.  Yet the stars were the same as glittered at home above sweet Ithilien and the night was after all simply the great, rolling earth's chance to sleep.  Thus Anardil spoke of a mischievous boy growing up far to the north, sisters who both delighted and tormented him, and other times when many things were much simpler.  When sleep called at last he and Sev curled warmly in shared blankets and watched the stars as the fire burned down to ruddy embers.  At last she heard his breathing settle to a slow, deep rhythm and she let herself slip away into slumber.  There would be time on the morrow to consider the tasks that lay ahead.  It was enough that for now they were untroubled by the past.

***

CHAPTER FOUR

February 12th
Morning

His life had been spent learning the rhythms of the land. First, in the forests and mountains of the north; more recently, in the sand and sun far to the south. Now he would learn those of this place of gray dust and scattered grasses. 

As the earth slowly awakened around him, he sat motionless beneath the cloudless expanse of sky tinted with the light of a climbing yet still unseen sun. This was his favorite time of day, when all the world seemed poised in hushed blue stillness just before the light of dawn poured over the horizon.  The morning breeze carried the scents of the land: the pine of the trees, a faint whiff of sulfur from the spring, and the pungent aroma of a yet unidentified shrub.  From behind a tuft of grass a small brown head popped up. Nervous chitterings marked the creature’s investigation of the visitors encamped upon his doorstep. Cautiously it crept forward, pausing every few seconds to look from side to side or to rise up on short legs and stretch its nose into the morning air. Finally, deciding that his visitors posed only a minor inconvenience to his day, the rodent began its never-ending task of searching out sufficient food for the survival of its family. Some silent signal it must have sent to those waiting in burrows below for as Anardil watched brown heads appeared from behind each clump of grass. Carefully, so not to frighten the diminutive landlords of this place, Anardil stood up and returned to the small campsite.

Their road lay as a dark ribbon across gray earth. A little more than two days’ travel at the reduced pace Sev had recommended the evening before. For now, there was no hurry. It was better to go slowly and harbor one’s resources for the times when speed was demanded. 

A soft sound from Sev caused Anardil to frown slightly and pause at the edge of camp. Did he have the right to take her into what was certain to become a dangerous situation? If not this time, the next. Was her presence here simply the result of a selfish desire to have her beside him? Yet, all life was fraught with danger and it was not possible to judge the level correctly at each turn. In Nurn, he had sent her to what he believed was safety, only to learn later that she had been forced to fight for her life with only the help of a hobbit and a blind elf. 

‘Sevi, you do attract trouble,’ he thought, eyes on her bundled and still-sleeping form.

But the die had been cast, for good or ill she was here now and no force he could wield would turn her from the path once chosen.  And in his heart he was glad. 

Now the time for lingering was ending, for beyond the rim of the world the sun readied to leap forth in glory, and somewhere a songbird pealed bright notes of welcome.  Anardil stepped back silently and turned to his chores, for he would have water and a campfire ready when his lady awoke.

****

Anardil smothered a grin as he heard the low moan that had escaped, before Sev clenched her jaw and shoved a crate back into its place beneath the seat of the cart.

“Are you certain you want to ride today?”

Sev turned to him with a look that said quite clearly that he must have lost his mind.  “Trying to weasel your way out of driving are you? You agreed that we need to be able to handle both horses.”

“No, I just thought it would be easier on you.”

Sev’s chin went up. “Easier on me. And why do I require things to be made easier for me?”

Anardil held up his hand and said, “I just know that when my muscles ached from repeated training sessions, the last thing I wanted to do was climb into a saddle.”

Sev knew that she had given herself away by gaping open-mouthed at him, but nevertheless she would try to brazen it through. “Training? What do you mean?”

As Anardil simply gave her that irritating half grin of his, Sev muttered, “When we get back to the Troll, I’m going to murder Bob. The dirty tattletale.”

“Don’t go blaming Bob.” Reaching out, he took her arm and pushed up the sleeve of her shirt to expose both the knife strapped there and the thin line of bruises mottling her pale skin. “It just so happens that I am very familiar with the marks left by practice knives.” With a low chuckle he ran a light finger along her forearm, “As well as with the rest of your body.”

She jerked her arm away from his hand and exclaimed, “What else was I to do? I will not be constantly shoved behind boulders. You cannot be worrying about me every moment of the day, and most especially not during a fight.”

“Peace, Sev. You did just as you should. Bob is an excellent instructor. A far better choice than myself. I have never had the patience.”

Adjusting the sheath of her knife before pulling down her sleeve, she frowned, “It was the bruises, then? That gave it away? I didn’t slip up any other way, did I? I tried to be very careful and not let anyone at the Troll find out. I didn’t even tell Bob why I wanted the training. Except for Halbarad, they are not supposed to know.”

Anardil shifted his feet hesitantly. “No, I can’t recall anything you did out of the ordinary. And I heard no one speculating on the purpose for you going north.  They presumed we were going on a simple trading trip.”

“That’s because,” Sev said sourly, “they were all busy telling me that I shouldn’t mind that you wouldn’t let me out of your sight. It only proved you were concerned for my well being and that I mustn’t think it of it as a loss of independence but rather as…” She paused and tapped her chin thoughtfully. “What was the phrase…oh yes, as a 'joining of souls' and I was certain to be much safer with you to protect me.”

Wondering who had been bold enough to say such a thing within Sev's hearing, Anardil stood dumbfounded by this pronouncement.  Shrugging for lack of any better response, he said, “If nothing else, such comments prove that your true purpose for being here is not known by the hobbits.”

“Yes, I suppose.” 

She was unconvinced that the hobbits or anyone else had been much deceived; however, she was confident they would say nothing. Even the hobbits would guard their tongues about this. But there was something she did need to be certain of. 

“Answer me, did I slip up somehow?”

Anardil had hoped that she would not ask again, but seeing that she had, he ran a hand through his hair and stalled for time.

Sev’s voice was rimmed with ice as she exclaimed, “You didn’t.”  When he wouldn’t meet her eyes, she shouted, “You did! You followed me!”

“Now, Sevi…”

“Don’t you ‘now, Sevi’ me. How dare you spy on me!” 

She unleashed a stream of Rohirric that he was grateful not to understand, then her anger boiled over and she lashed out with a hand to his side. When he tried to grab her hand she reared back to step sideways and with a sweep of her leg knocked him to the ground.

Before he could gather his wits, she was seated firmly upon his chest, panting slightly but with a triumphant expression. His arm was pinned against his side by her knee. Although Anardil felt almost certain that, if he gave no consideration to injuring her, he would be able to overcome her. Then again, he hadn’t exactly planned on being flat out on his back. Bob had certainly done a fine job.

She leaned over and whispered, “You do know the penalty for spying in the Mark, do you not?”

He almost laughed at the tone of her voice. From total fury to teasing in a matter of seconds.

Attempting to keep his expression appropriately sober, Anardil replied, “No, I can’t say that I’m familiar with it. My career as a calculating observer has not yet taken me into Rohan.”

Sev’s eyes gleamed with amusement, but she did not give up her advantageous position. “We of the Riddermark are an honorable people. Not given to torture, not even of our worst enemies. But in the case of spies,” she stressed the word, “an exception is often made.”

“Torture? What sort of torture?”   He found this rather an interesting position, to be pinned helpless - well, somewhat helpless - while staring up to see such a thoroughly devilish glint in his captor's pretty blue eyes.

Sev allowed a small smile to tilt the corner of her mouth. “That of course depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“On whether or not the spy is ticklish!” she exclaimed, and proceeded to prove that she was as familiar with his body as he was with hers.

After a few minutes of a laugh-filled wrestling match, Anardil managed to reverse the situation without doing any damage to her, and having received only a solid kick to his calf that he was certain would form a bruise to match those decorating Sev’s body. Once he held her firmly to the earth he continued to laugh, as she puffed ineffectively at the dark strands of hair that had fallen across her face. 

“You loof, get off me.” She squirmed beneath him. “You’ll squash me, and I’m getting all dirty.” 

“Not until I exact the Gondorian penalty for Rohirrim spies.”

“There’s no such thing.”

She huffed again in an effort to rid her mouth of the clinging strands of hair. He brushed them gently aside for her.

 “Of course there is. Gondor has ancient traditions for every possible situation.” 

Sev considered the matter for a moment. “It probably does. Very well, what is the penalty?”

“A kiss.” 

Her eyes widened. “You kiss the spies you catch. Now that is a truly bizarre custom. Thank Eru, the Rohirrim are not as civilized.” 

Anardil laughed softly and said, “Only in certain cases.”

“Oh?”

“Cases where the Rohirrim just happens to be a beautiful woman.”

“That situation does not apply here,” Sev replied dismissively.  “Surely, they have an ancient tradition to fit spies that are willful, rather plump and prone to attracting trouble?”

“In that case, the penalty would be at least five kisses.”

“You are a lacsar,” Sev murmured, after Anardil had collected the penalty several times over. “And this evening I want you to show me how to win a wrestling match.”

Anardil sighed, “And to think that I pleaded your case before Lord Faramir. Ouch! Stop that!” He rolled over and climbed to his feet to hold his ribs. “All right, all right. We’ll practice after dinner.”

“Thank you.” Sev scrambled to her feet slapping at her clothing. “Now stand still while I brush the dust off. Then we’ll get the horses and move out. We’ve wasted enough time this morning.”

 “Think of it as a training session.”

“Ah, now there’s a plan. Tell me, is Bob ticklish?”

*****

February 13th
On The Eastern Road

Following the traditional marching pattern of the Rangers, short breaks were taken after each league with a longer halt at mid day. Sevilodorf spent much of each rest period studying the plants growing along the road. Gradually, a thick blue-green grass had replaced the scattered clumps and in the distance small groups of trees could be seen. 

During the nooning on their third day of travel, Sev stood rolling the spiky blades of grass between her fingers. “This is fine grazing land. The wet winter has been good for it. But where are the beasts? We have seen neither wild nor domesticated herds, and with all of this-,” she waved her arm to the vast open plains, “there should be hundreds, if not thousands of animals. Surely the Easterlings and the people northward in Dorwinion have herds of some sort.”

“Many of the wild beasts were slaughtered for the tables of Sauron’s armies," Anardil replied.  "As for herd beasts, several tribes are said to range these lands. Most with ties to Rhûn, but there are others who claim to be independent of any governance beyond their tribal councils.”

Sev snorted.  “I bet those claims were well received in Gondor.”

“Though the King has asserted Gondor’s ancient sovereignty over these lands, the tribes have been informed that so long as they obey the laws of Gondor, they will be allowed to remain.”

Tossing aside the twisted blades of grass, Sev retorted, “Allowed. And I’ll bet that went over well with the tribes. I do not claim to possess any diplomacy, but surely someone had sense enough not to present it in quite those terms.”

Anardil frowned. “I cannot vouch for the terms, but tell me why you think such language lacking in diplomacy.”

“Remember the garden in Pelargir? The one where we picnicked that last day. No one had tended the fields or harvested the orchards for years, you said, because Gondor's strength had diminished. Imagine that you move onto those abandoned lands and begin to work them. You build a home, plant crops; your children are born there. Then along comes someone who says… ‘This land belongs to us, but we will allow you to stay if you follow our rules.’”

The troubled furrowing of Anardil's brow was evidence he listened, but Sev had no confidence he understood, and she pursued her thought.

“This land has been abandoned for many lifetimes of men. Can you fault them for taking it as their own? These people somehow managed to survive Mordor’s enslavement of this land, only to be told now that they face the domination of Gondor.”

"But Sevi, these lands were Gondor's once.  To use your own model, if you were driven out of your house and lands by invaders and forced to flee far away, and then returned later to find strangers living in your kitchen and sleeping in your bed, would you be inclined to simply let them have it?"  Seeing storm clouds beginning to gather in her blue eyes, he changed tangents.  "Sevi, no one is asking these people to do anything.  They are free to graze their animals and live their lives as they always have.  Gondor is only recovering what was long hers, and the King asks only that they recognize his governance, which he makes as light a burden as he possibly can."

“But some people prefer not to be governed. They prefer to simply live on their own lands and mind their own business.”

“But that is exactly what the King has said they might do.”

Sev blew out an exasperated breath. “You don’t understand, and I’m not sure I can explain. But the very fact that he is giving them permission will make them rebel. Sometimes one gets very tired of being allowed to do things, even when they are the very things you want to do.”

"Sevi, that is simply perverse!"

"Perhaps, but it is the nature of men."  As Anardil simply shook his head in frustrated confusion, Sev continued.  "Anardil, how would you feel if some nobleman came to you and said, 'You live in my domain.  I permit you to ride where you will, speak as you wish, and by the way, I will also allow you to carry a sword'?  Would that not feel as though they were claiming to own you, along with the land you live on?"

Still shaking his head, Anardil replied, "I am sworn to the service of my king, Sevi.  I am his to command, and I take great honor in it."

"And so you should.  But tell me…" She stepped closer to look keenly up into his puzzled grey eyes.  "Would you feel the same if it were a chieftain of Rhûn or Harad who demanded your submission?"

He opened his mouth and took a breath, but then let it go silently, whispering away full of unspoken words.  Sev nodded slowly.

"Perhaps in your secret travels of the southern lands you did have to pretend loyalties to foreign lords.  But I doubt you could have lived under them indefinitely.  And most certainly not if they had laid claim to lands your people had known for generations."

“Sevi…" sighing, Anardil raked his fingers through already-tousled hair.  "I am not a politician.  I cannot speak for the king or how he couched his terms or treaties with the people of the Eastern Borders.  But I am confident he was as … as compassionate and considerate, as he knew how to be.  He has no wish to oppress or subjugate anyone.  Elessar is a king of renewal, not tyranny."

"I would hope so."  Sev stepped back and gave him a grave look.  "You are his eyes and ears out here, Anardil.  You must see what is, not what you wish to be.  But as I said, I possess no diplomacy. We should arrive at the mining colony tomorrow?”

Anardil allowed her to change the subject and embraced the new topic with relief.  Thus the rest of their nooning was spent reviewing the information they possessed about the dwarves and their mining operations on the flanks of the Ash Mountains.  

**** 

The shortness of the winter days meant early camps, but neither minded, for miraculously the peace between them survived the time of travel. After dinner each evening, Sev insisted that Anardil lead her through some sort of practice session, whether it be drilling with a knife or breaking arm- and handholds.  She also began the appealing practice of requesting a “bedtime” story each evening, in the form of a reminiscence of his life. Thus Sev learned about interesting trivia such as the time ten-year-old Anardil broke two ribs - while trying to fly by leaping off the roof of a shed with a blanket billowing over his head - or when at age fourteen he got into the mead at a wedding, and then went home and got sick all over his bed.  Also she learned about him trying to ride the neighbor's cow, being chased by a goat, and how the youngest of his elder sisters once stole his trousers while he was swimming, leaving him to walk a full league home in nothing but shoes and a long-tailed shirt.

On what they expected to be their final evening before reaching the dwarves' colony, Anardil finally protested that she must bear an equal burden in the storytelling.  "It's no fair that I'm doing all the talking." 

Nestled against his side, he felt her tense, but her voice held only the faintest of quivers as she asked, “And what would you have me tell?”

He leaned to briefly nuzzle her hair.  “Something that makes you smile when you think of it.”

She pushed herself up on one elbow and studied his fire-shadowed face. “Are you merely fishing for a story that will inflate your self-esteem?” 

His teeth gleamed in his familiar lopsided half-grin. “Thank you, my lady, for there is no greater compliment than to be told that I bring a smile to your lips.”

“Loof,” Sev said affectionately then snuggled once more into the hollow of his shoulder. “Let me think… ah, I know. Sewulf has told you that I once played foster mother to him?”

Anardil made a small sound of agreement. The Rohirrim trader had indeed told him that, as well as several more interesting facts that Anardil was not about to let on that he knew. 

“As there is less than a decade between us, I prefer to think of myself as perhaps an older sister. Though the two younger ones did call me Modra for a time.”

“Two younger?”

“Yes, Sewulf was the eldest, but there was Segilde and Sewold, and then Kathwyn, the baby.” Sev paused for an instant, then added, “And of course, Essel.”

Letting mention of her lost son pass unremarked, he asked quietly, “And how old was Sewulf?”

Sev twisted her head to meet his eyes. “Are you going to let me tell you this story or are you going to keep interrupting?”

Amusement glimmered in his expression.  “Forgive me, carry on with your tale. I will save my questions for afterward.”

“As I was about to say, the summer Sewulf was twelve, the boys had a tutor that attempted to gain their attention by weaving the ancient stories into their lessons. One of the stories he told them was of the púkel-men. Sewulf decided to expand upon the tale. Now you must realize that at one time Sewulf was one of the worst scamps in all of the Deeping Vale.”

“I believe you have referred to him as a 'two faced son of an orc' a time or two.” 

“And he was. If there was trouble to be found, Sewulf found it. And carried all the others with him. Though I will allow that he was usually very careful about their safety, if not his own. But,” Sev tapped Anardil on the chest, “if I may be allowed to continue?”

“By all means, please do so.”

“Having a rather active imagination, Sewulf began to spread the tale that the púkel-men had once discovered a horde of troll’s treasure and hidden it somewhere on the holdings. It was not enough to tell the tale; he made certain everyone believed it by displaying a tattered map that he claimed was drawn by the very last púkel-man to live in the Vale. Though the older boys smirked at the thought and went along because it was all great fun, Sewold, who was six at the time, believed it completely. When the map was finally deciphered, he was overjoyed to find that the treasure was hidden less than half a mile from his bedroom window.” Sev paused and Anardil could feel her smile before she continued.

“That it rested beneath the murky waters of the horse pond mattered not in the slightest. The poor boy spent days submerged in that pond searching for the treasure. The older boys, of course, would sit on the bank and tease him unmercifully.”

“Now, Sevi, I don’t believe you are so heartless as to smile about the poor lad’s illusions.”

“Of course not. If you would just be patient for a moment, I’ll finish the story,” Sev huffed.  “This went on for at least two weeks and all of us were getting rather tired of the smell of pond water that clung to Sewold. Just when we were about to order the boy to stay out of the pond, he found something.”

Anardil's rising eyebrows were visible even by dim firelight, but this time he remained silent as she continued on.

“The look of triumph on his face when he came in clutching that small muddy box in his wrinkled fingers was wonderful. And even better were the looks on the older boys’ faces when he pried it open and found a gold coin.” Sev laughed. “When the light hit that gold, there was such a mad rush for the pond that the horses were frightened away for two days.”

She felt Anardil's laughter shaking his frame and added, “And before you ask, of course, it wasn’t really a troll’s treasure. We all believed that Esiwmas took pity on the boy and planted the box for him to find. But he would never admit it.”

Anardil chuckled.  "Oh, I can just imagine the whole thing.  Hmm, I may have to ask Sewulf about púkel-men and troll hoards, when next I see him.  There may be a business opportunity in hunting for lost treasure."

"Only if Sewulf tells of it," Sev replied with a laugh.

Anardil chortled some more, then gave a contented sigh.  "Perhaps tomorrow night I'll tell you about my favorite thinking place."

"Thinking place?"

"Aye.  It was a green, mossy grotto beneath a huge old willow, who stood dipping his long, long fingers in a pond near our house.  It was that tree that made me first think that Ents might really exist.  But that is for tomorrow, my love."  He bent to kiss her softly then drew back and let his fingers trace where his lips had touched.  "Tonight, go to sleep, and dream of púkel men with little boxes of gold."

Yawning around her smile, Sev settled comfortably beside him.  "Good night, Anardil."

"Good night, meleth nín."
And the fire wavered in dying shimmers of red against black, as night's chill drew near.  Anardil's last thought as he watched the glittering stars was that perhaps he was closer to finding what his mother and father had known.  Was this perhaps what a 'joining of souls' was meant to be, that two people shared not only the love of man and woman, but also those intangible fragments of life and memory that helped frame who they were?  He knew not, but he did know that having someone to share with made the night seem far less large and empty, beneath its vast dark web of eternal stars.

One thing he was now sure of: he need have no fear for Sev's sense or sensitivity when dealing with an unknown people in a potentially volatile strange land.  She was far more of a diplomat than she realized.

***

February 14th
Morning, First Light

“Sevi,” Anardil’s voice whispered in her ear, and his hand was over her mouth to prevent any inadvertent noise on her part. “Listen.”

For a moment, the only sound she heard was the pounding of her own heart, and then she nodded. Pounding it was. Not only her heart, but also the steady beat of hooves. The earth was carrying a warning to them of approaching visitors, for there was certainly more than one horse out there in the pre-dawn gloom. 

Even before Anardil freed her mouth, her hands were searching for the twin blades she had tucked carefully beneath the edge of the blanket. As Anardil grabbed up the dagger he had placed by his head and slipped away into the darkness, she fastened the sheaths on her forearms and tugged on her boots. Friend or foe, such a cavalcade required a welcome.

Unfolding her leather jerkin from where it was serving as a pillow, she pulled it on. Scolding herself mentally for the faint jangle of the buckles, she fastened it and crawled toward the cart.  All the time, her ears strained for some sound. There.  Dream gave a throaty nicker of inquiry and was instantly echoed by Baran's slightly reedier response.  More muffled thuds reached her ears, now accompanied by a sharp snapping of twigs.  Whoever came was almost to the picket line where their horses were tied.


Heart thumping high in her throat Sev crept forward.  A brief warble of sleepy birdsong startled her - then she realized that had to be Anardil signaling his presence to her.   She could see the dark forms of their two horses beneath the small copse of trees that sheltered their campsite, the animals' heads high and ears pricked sharply forward.  Silently she dropped into a crouch beside a thick tree trunk, waiting to see what or who would appear.

Then she frowned in deep surprise.  The newcomers were horses, yes, but they had neither riders nor saddles, and they were … very small.   And startlingly numerous.  At least a dozen short, boxy equine forms appeared amongst the trees and congregated eagerly upon the two tethered horses.  In seconds Dream gave a very feminine squeal of irritation and two of the much-shorter creatures snorted and wheeled away from the threat of a flashing heel.

"Well," murmured Anardil's voice, as he appeared beside her.  "We seem to be invaded by ponies."

"Yes, we do," said Sev as she stood cautiously.  "But whose?"

"Who rides short horses?"

"Short people," Sev muttered in reply, already moving forward to greet the nearest pony.

The little creature stood barely to her chest, and it shook its thick mane before extending a soft, inquisitive nose towards her.  Immediately three other ponies turned towards them and began crowding close.  Anardil chuckled as an insistent muzzle shoved him in the back.  His own horse stood snuffling and arching his neck to investigate the ponies, but unlike Sev's mare, the brown gelding seemed quite content to endure their pressing curiosity.  Dream gave another short squeal and pinned her ears as two more ponies crowded too close for courtesy.

"Now, my girl," said Sev soothingly, and made her way to her mare's side.  "These little ones are just lost, and probably you look like a good mother.  Let's be polite, shall we?"

Dream blew and shook her head as if in answer, but relaxed to simply offering baleful glares for the ponies' untoward familiarity.  Meanwhile Sev turned her scrutiny to closer study of the newcomers, while Anardil walked slowly among them, scratching ears and patting broad, furry backs.

"What do you think, Sev?" he asked.

"I'd say they are certainly strayed from somewhere," she replied.  "They are far too well-fed and friendly to be roaming wild.  And most of these have saddle or harness marks."

Indeed, even in the blue gloom of that early hour, the faint white smudges of harness and saddle wear could be seen just behind the ponies' withers or on necks and bellies where collar and harness rubbed.  Sev frowned and moved closer to one light brown pony and stroked the thick fur of its rump.  Her fingers touched the slight roughness of a thin, old scar and she bent to look closer.  There the thick fur of winter partially concealed narrow lines of scarring that seemed to form an angular shape.

"Anardil, this is a brand.  Does this look like a Dwarven rune to you?"

He waded through the now-settling crowd of ponies and leaned to examine what Sev had found.  "Yes, I think it does.  I can't read their runes, but definitely that looks like what I've seen of them."

"Hmm."  She straightened and pursed her mouth thoughtfully.  "Well, we must be getting close to the mines since it appears the dwarves have lost some of their friends.  I suppose we can simply take them along with us, and hope to get them back where they belong."

Nodding, Anardil said, "And maybe we'll meet someone coming to find them."

"Hopefully," Sev agreed.  "And I wonder if they have simply strayed.  Given that we know so little about what 'troubles' the dwarves are having, I would not like to think this is somehow indication of more trouble waiting for us."

"Ah, but remember, Sevi.  We are simply humble traders.  We awoke to find ponies in camp and we wish to find their owners.  How they got here is a mystery, for we are new to these lands and seek only to turn a bit of profit on our journey."  Touching her chin he added with a grin and a broad accent, "Coom, missus, we 'ave tonics, trinkets, cures for what ails ye - a bit of silver is all we ask."

Giving a snort, Sev said, "Please let me do all the talking, Anardil.  We are traders, not street vendors."

"Yes'm, missus," he responded, still in the same accent, and chuckled as he dodged the poke of a sharp finger.

"Since you're so wide-awake now," Sev retorted, "You can fetch water while I get the fire started.  Might as well make good use of an early start.  And remember, it's your turn to drive today.  I'm riding."

"Yes'm, missus.  OW!"

Then it was Sev's turn to laugh as Anardil turned to scowl at the pony that had just nipped him from behind.

"You know they use ponies to pull carts, too," he said to the little beast threateningly.

The pony simply tossed its shaggy head and trotted away.  Soon a campfire snapped cheerily as the silver light of dawn slowly grew, and the quiet voices there spoke only of simple matters to do with travel and work.  However, in the minds of both people was the realization that the seeming holiday of the road was ending. Their true mission was about to begin.

Traders they would be, aye, and Sev fully intended to turn a profit while they were here.  But though delivered in fun, Anardil's impromptu persona was a sharp reminder that what they seemed to be and what they were actually doing were two separate and potentially dangerous things.  Call it what they would, they would be spying on at least one tribe of the Wainriders, a people who had sent men to war against Gondor for generations and who would have little reason to love her king or any of her folk, now.  Nor dare they assume the dwarves could be any real protection, if things went truly wrong.

They were, Sev realized with hollow solemnity, alone out here and very far from friends.

***

CHAPTER FIVE   

February 14th 
Near Noon

Anardil gave a soft whistle and drew back on the lines to bring Dream to a slow stop. He could see it, but he did not really believe his eyes. Hopping lightly from the seat, he stood waiting until Sevilodorf rode up beside him.

“Sweet Eru, has no one ever shown him how to ride a trot?”

Looking up at her, Anardil said, “Sevi, if you laugh it could possibly destroy any chance of amicable relations with the dwarves.”

As she had wished, Sev rode today while Anardil drove the cart, and from Baran's back she had a clear view of the being that rode - or what passed for riding - towards them.  Short and stumpy as the animal he rode, it was clear that the saddle was not the bouncing, jouncing rider's natural place.  It was also clear that he was visibly vexed.  Most likely it had something to do with the dozen ponies that had appeared in their camp that morning, happily mothering-up to a very annoyed Dream.  Those same ponies now stood in the road or ambled all about the cart, but for three mischief-instigators that Sev led on rope tethers.

“Me? What about you? Wipe the grin off your face and take this.”  Sev tossed the end of her lead rope into his outstretched hand and signaled Baran to trot. 

Reflecting briefly on the knowledge that dwarves as a rule preferred to rely on their own stout legs for transportation, rather than trust to the willingness of any four legged beast to accommodate them, Anardil lashed the rope loosely to the seat of Sev’s cart. 

Rubbing the inquiring nose of the first pony on the lead line, he said, “It’s easy to understand why they choose your kind to ride, my friend. Being that you’re so much closer to the ground, it’s bound to hurt less when they fall off.” 

The pony blinked wide brown eyes and nibbled on his sleeve. Giving the creature a soft pat, Anardil carefully adjusted the expression on his face and turned to greet this first representative of the mining colony. 

“First impressions are so important,” he said to himself.

"Blessed be!" the new arrival sputtered, and high color tinged his bearded cheeks as he pulled his pony to a halt.  "I began to think I would never catch up to these four-legged miscreants.  Do you know they did not stop to eat all night?  I swore their tracks were headed all the way to Minas Tirith!"

****

A hasty campfire snapped merrily as Sev and Anardil welcomed their guest to the remnants of last night's supper.  The ponies – including the dwarf's own saddled mount - grazed quietly in roadside weeds, apparently quite content in the faith that their much larger adopted mother, Dream, would remain close by.  That the mare pinned her ears in a scowl of annoyance every time a pony drew near seemed of little matter.

“Now, lass, I can’t rightly explain how the whole thing got started, but until recently it’s all been a great game,” said Therin, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“A game?” Sevilodorf asked passing the dwarf a third bowl of stew. 

Therin gave a great burp, excused himself and continued, “At least the pony business was. The youngsters have been sneaking in to let the creatures out several times a week. Have to admit they’re pretty good at it, never been able to catch one red-handed.” Lifting his head slightly, Therin peered toward the small basket resting against Sev’s leg. “You wouldn’t happen to have any more of those dried apple slices, would you now?”

“Of course, help yourself. Meri sprinkles them with sugar and cinnamon, so they are rather tasty.” Passing the basket to the dwarf, Sev caught Anardil’s eye and smiled slightly. “Do you want some more?”

“No, thank you. I believe I’ve got everything I need.” 

“Now, Therin, you were saying it was a game. I’m afraid I just don’t understand that. In Rohan, such a game would be in very bad taste.”

Therin licked his fingers and ran them around the inside of the basket and licked them again before answering. “Yes, seeing how you folks place such a great store on the beasts. But you see, the boys always brought them back.”

"Did they now?"

Dark eyes gleamed as the dwarf scraped his spoon about the wooden bowl.  "Aye, they did.  For a price, of course.  A few pennies."

"And if you did not pay?" Anardil asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Therin stared at him an instant, then shrugged and returned his attention to his meal.  His thick beard bristled as he replied.

"They struck a fair bargain.  After all, we have much better things to do than skulk about the woods like an elf looking for stray ponies.  Such as today.  I should be setting timbers in a new drift today, not…."  His voice trailed off into muffled grumblings leaving Sev and Anardil to exchange glances.

A final soft burp and Therin looked up, giving his belly a solid pat.  "Ah, but all is well as ends well, I say."

Hurrumphing sturdily, the dwarf braced his hands on his knees and pushed himself to his feet.  Once upright he offered a short bow.

"Mistress Sevilodorf, I thank you for your hospitality.  And I thank that mare of yours for curbing those rascals' wandering natures."

An irritated squeal beyond the cart indicated that Dream was once again registering her thoughts on the ponies' newfound adulation.  Anardil chuckled and Sev smiled as both rose to their feet.

"Then perhaps we might aid each other," Sev said, "for we come bearing trade goods to the eastern borders.  Galin, son of Thegan, told me that the Dwarves of the Ash Mountains might take favor in such wares and remedies as we carry.  Dream will help lead your ponies home, if you will consent to escort us thither."

"Hmm."  Therin's brows lowered as he studied her then looked to Anardil's silent watchfulness.  "Galin said that, did he?  What sort of remedies?  We dwarves are a hardy folk and seldom suffer as Men do."

"Of that I am sure," Sev replied, with a deprecating smile.  "But even the most ordinary of evils, a headache or bilious stomach, could hamper ones' work at the forge or in the mines, I would think.  Surely no craftsman wishes to do imperfect work, if a simple tonic would bring relief."

Anardil quietly covered his mouth under the pretext of rubbing his jaw, and watched Sev with veiled amusement.  The dwarf meanwhile watched her as if suddenly measuring her shirt size.

"Hmm," he said.  "There is that.  How is Galin these days, by the way?  Still building garden walls and fountains in Minas Tirith?"

"No," Sev replied.  "He is building roads in Northern Ithilien under Master Ramli, if I remember correctly. The winter rains have kept all the crews busy.”

Abruptly Therin chuckled, a chortling, rumbling sound as if his belly were full of gravel.  "That he is, lass, that he is.  How do you know him?"

"I sometimes see him when he comes to the Inn of the Burping Troll, where I live."

Nodding once, Therin said, "He has spoken of you.  The healer woman.  Come, then.  We've some miles yet to go."

"Thank you, Master Therin.  Perhaps your misfortune today will result in good after all."

"Think nothing of it," he replied, as he turned to stump towards his pony.  "If this were the greatest mischief we faced, the days would pass quietly indeed."

Once again Sev and Anardil traded glances, before turning to the business of resuming travel.  At last they had their first inkling that the troubles Anardil had been sent to investigate were ongoing.  However, to inquire too much too soon might not go well among the reticent dwarves, and so they would wait until they had reached the mines.  There perhaps they could perhaps assess how great the troubles truly were.

***

"Traders, eh?"  Therin turned in his new place on the wagon seat to look first at Sev riding alongside, then at Anardil holding the lines beside him.  "Something new since the war, I'd wager."

"For me, yes," Anardil replied.  "I was fortunate my lady's family looked past my infirmities."

Therin grunted and nodded.  "Hard thing," he said.  "Better to see a man willing to work than wallow in self-pity, though.  There is no solace at the bottom of a wine-barrel."

"No," grumbled Anardil, "but there have been times when I was tempted to find out."

Sev shot him a quick glance but realized this was Anardil playing a part.  Here he was simply the one-armed war veteran who had lost whatever trade he once knew, and if his wife's family were now his benefactors it was fortune indeed.

However, Therin simply said, "You know better than that, lad."  His dark eyes twinkled above his beard as he added, "And your lady keeps you in line, I'd expect."

Anardil's chuckle was genuine as he said, "Yes, that she does."

"Good."  The dwarf gave Sev a merry grin.  "A spirited woman.  The fairest hand strikes the finest steel, I say."

Unsure how one responded to that bit of dwarven philosophy, Anardil wisely remained silent. Sev, on the other hand, made an indelicate sound and focused her attention on making sure the ponies were all behaving.  The three she led and the ten who followed were, at the moment, minding nicely.

"I notice two of these ponies are not branded," she said.  "Are they all yours?"

"All but those two," Therin said, as he glanced at the two dun-colored ponies among the three troublemakers Sev led.  While the other ponies had been content to follow Dream and the cart, the two duns had insisted on trying to run away into the brush at every chance, and one black dwarven pony insisted on following.  "They must belong to the herd-folks.  Not sure how they got in with ours."

"Is there a village near you?" Sev asked.  "I am not sure how these folk live."

"In villages of sorts.  Or more rightly scattered gatherings of family clans who move with the seasons.  They have goats, some sheep, and horses to pull the wains of their chiefs and headmen.  Now that evil has left these lands, the folk around here spend their winters in the shadow of the Ash Mountains.  You will find them easily enough."  The dwarf abruptly chuckled.  "Just look for boys chasing stray ponies!"

"Maybe they sent along two runaways to encourage yours to wander even farther," Sev offered.

She met Therin's startled glance with a wry look of her own, to which the dwarf humphed in his beard.

"Possible," he said.  "But it would certainly be a new twist."

"Perhaps they had planned on asking for more money," Anardil said.  "I mean, if the ponies stayed lost longer…?  You did say they usually bring them back, for a price, did you not?  But I see no boys asking for pennies, this time."

"Yes, I said that.  It is, I imagine, a harmless if annoying means for them to poke fun at the neighbors."

"I see."  Anardil tipped his chin into his shoulder to regard their sturdy companion.  "Then should we worry about these boys slipping into our camp at night, and making away with our horses?  I'm afraid I would be more inclined to warm some backsides than offer pennies."

“Nay, lad, you don’t need to worry your head about it. They won’t try such tricks on you.”

"Perhaps."  Setting his face forward, Anardil flicked the lines to urge Dream into a slightly faster walk.  "But I will sleep lightly."

"As you like.  But you are traders and as such I expect you will find welcome among their people.  They wish for gewgaws and cinnamon apples as much as anyone.  No, for the herds-folk this mischief against us is a way of registering their discontent with our presence."

"Why discontent?" asked Sev.  "I have found the dwarves to make good neighbors."

"Old ways die hard, lass," Therin said.  "Old ways die hard.  Look, see yon reddish shoulder of rock?  Half a league past you will find a road that turns towards the mountains.  That is the way we want to go."

"Are your ponies ever not returned?" asked Anardil.  "Or returned injured or lame?"

"Never," replied Therin promptly.  Clapping his hands on his knees he said cheerfully, "Yes, my good traders, we shall have roast tonight and good beer!  I hope you brought your appetites."

Recognizing a closed subject when it slammed in their face, Sev and Anardil both let their questions about the local herds-folk die for the moment.  Hope for better intelligence must then lie with the leaders of the dwarven community, if and when Anardil could reveal his true purpose to them.

***

"Iron, lass!" Therin announced, as the odd little cavalcade of ponies, horses and cart made its way up a deep canyon of reddish rock.  "Iron is the bones of the earth and wealth of our labors in this place."

Looking up at the richly colored high slopes to either side, Sev noted the bands of different mineral and rock forming these weathered knees of the Ash Mountains.  There were few trees to be seen, the tumbled hillsides instead predominantly dotted with shrubs and dry grasses.  Here on the floor of the canyon, the narrow road threaded a path seemingly straight towards the wall of the mountains themselves.  The ponies seemed to know where they were going, however, as they clip-clopped along behind and beside the cart willingly.  For them, home was near.

"Here is where the work of the world begins," Therin continued.  "The stuff from which tools and weapons and even the sauce-pots of a king's kitchen are made."

"Do you find other things as well?" Sev asked.  "I am under the impression your mining operations are sizable."

"No gold, no gems if that is what you are thinking," the dwarf answered promptly, eyes twinkling.  "Iron and copper are our main ores, although zinc and nickel are also to be found here."

"I see.  Do you make things from your iron and copper here?  I might have a market for good tools or copper pots."

"Oh, no.  Here we mine the raw stuff.  Our mill for processing the ore is a league up the main road, and then the refined ingots are sent off to our craftsmen in Erebor to be made into countless things."

"That would seem to require a good deal of organizing, to get the ore refined and then shipped all that way."

"Ah, but that is what we do, lass!"  Therin's beard fluffed in an emphatic nod.  "It is our trade, our craft!  Since the first dwarf swung a hammer, this has been our calling."

The shoulders of the canyon drew apart and Anardil's and Sev's eyes widened.  A vast, great bowl opened before them, deeply cloven into the very breast of the mountain itself, and even here at its entrance they could see myriad signs of the dwarves' relentless industry.  Thin lines of cart-roads zigzagged up the steep slopes as if drawn by slashing knives, and dozens of pale heaps of spilled rock marked shafts dug into the mountainside.  This was no small holding with a shaft or two driven into the rocks, this was a full-scale underground mining operation.

Therin's chest puffed out to see their awe-struck reactions.  "Yes, my good traders, a tap here, a blow there, a clever fall of rock and lo! the wealth of the hidden places of the world is ours.  Doubt me not; the earth gives up her secrets to the dwarves because we have the fineness of touch, the skill, the -."

A dull, shuddering vibration suddenly struck their ears and the horses and ponies swung their heads up.  Anardil tightened his grip on Dream's lines - and watched as a great gout of dirty orange dust belched fiercely from the mountainside beyond.  An instant later the sound reached them, a crumping, rumbling thud.

"Is that normal?" Anardil asked.

He never did understand the response he got, for Therin burst into a torrent of the dwarven tongue and leaped from the still-moving wagon.  Therin then took off running as fast as his stout legs would bear him, and from all around dozens of other dwarves were converging towards the dissipating dust at the same speed.

"I guess not," Anardil replied for himself.

Turning his head he could only meet Sev's worried eyes with his own look of puzzled concern.  The thought in both their minds was the hope that Sev's skills as a healer were not about to be put to dire use.

***

Masterminer Grôr thrust grime-encrusted hands into the metal basin sitting on the low table in his private quarters. The water had long ago lost any trace of warmth, but dwarves are known for their hardiness and even its icy touch did not bring a shiver.  Wearily leaning over the basin, the dwarf splashed water on his face, resulting in streams of muddy water running into the thicket of his gold-red beard. 

A beer. A large stein of the best malt the colony had to offer. That was what he needed tonight. That, and answers to some questions. But, the beer would have to do.

Wrenching the towel from the iron ring above the basin, he grumbled, “Why did I ever leave the Iron Hills? Even Moria would have been a better choice; at least there I would know whom I’m fighting against and how to fight them. Blast it all!”

The metal basin flew from the table and left a trail of muddy water as it rolled across the floor to clatter to a halt … at a pair of worn boots.

Grôr glared as the dark-haired man wearing the boots leaned forward from his stool - Grôr's stool - and picked up the basin. He recognized the man as one of the two traders who had arrived with the missing ponies this afternoon. Another sign that his reports to the King were being ignored. The last message he had sent to the King’s Men in Henneth Annun had recommended traffic, especially small, unprotected groups like these traders, be discouraged from the east road until it was discovered who was behind the problems in the area. Traders as a rule would not be bothered, for none wished to halt even the thin trickle of trade that passed through these borderlands; but the way matters had escalated recently, he had thought it best to send out a warning. He might as well have saved the ink.

Dragging his thoughts back to the trespasser before him, the dwarf’s glare turned to a snarl when the man spoke.

In a quiet voice he said, "I believe you dropped something.”

“You have ten seconds to give me a good reason for not skewering you,” growled the miner. 

A wry grin formed on the man’s face and his grey eyes held a gleam of amusement. “Business draws me here.”

“BUSINESS!” The miner’s bellow shook several small spiders from their cobwebs in the far corners.  “This is neither the time nor the place to be trading!”

The intruder nodded gravely, but without apology. “True. It has been a rather trying evening. I am certain it is not every night that support timbers collapse.” Ignoring the dwarf’s growing rage, he rose from his low stool and bowed to the master-miner. “But my business is not trading.”

“Just what is your business, and how did you get into my private quarters?”

An offhanded shrug caused the man’s long cloak to swing briefly back, and Grôr was startled to see only an empty sleeve pinned below his left shoulder.  “Opened the door. For a group having problems with sticky-fingered neighbors you certainly leave a lot of doors unlocked.”

Meaning, Grôr thought sourly, that this trader had been opening them. “Why would I need to lock the door? None of my company would dare enter without permission.”

“If I did so, why not others?"  The interloper's slate-grey eyes sharpened but did not lose the hint of humor lurking in them.  "Others who might learn that your next supply train is due three days hence and that you are behind schedule on filling that order for copper ingots due to the increasing number of ‘accidents’.”

Fastening iron bars about his anger, Grôr examined the man before him. Save for the missing arm, a feature well disguised by the cloak the man wore, there was nothing to distinguish this fellow from many others. Not someone you would notice in a crowded room, nor remember for long if you did. Yet, the dwarf’s eyes narrowed as he thought, ‘There is something. An attitude that reminds one of…’

Slamming his fists upon the nearby table, Grôr shouted, “It’s about bloody time! I sent out those reports nigh on a month ago!” 

Anardil nodded gravely to the dwarf. “The first reports did reach Henneth Annun close to a month ago. However, you must admit, it has only been in the last two weeks that your problems have increased to the point where you have sought help. Until then you passed it off as harmless pranks played by your discontented neighbors.”

“Aye, truth enough,” Grôr grudgingly admitted. “But tell me, who are you? Why come in the guise of a trader and in the company of a woman?”

“Master Grôr, in my line of work it is best to only give out the most minimal of information.” The roguish grin flashed once more as Anardil added, “This allows the options one has to remain so much …healthier. Is it sufficient to know that I am Anardil, son of Cirion, and sent to be the eyes and ears of the King?”

Stroking his beard, Grôr agreed reluctantly. “Very well, keep your secrets, King’s Man. For now, at any rate.”

“Thank you.” Anardil bowed once more to the dwarf, then pulling the stool from its corner, he returned to his seat. “The hour grows late and I would like to know what you think happened tonight.”

Growling under his breath, partly at his own frustration and partly at the temerity of the men the King of Gondor had working for him; Grôr turned and sought his own comfortable chair.  Seizing the heavy wood in one hand, he spun it with a thump to face Anardil, and sat down heavily.

“What I think happened? I think those infernal, meddling goat herders came in here and deliberately sabotaged my mine. There was nothing wrong with those timbers. I inspected them myself just last week.”

Anardil regarded the dwarf carefully. The plumes of dust and shouts from the sentries posted near the pony pens and equipment sheds had brought over a score of dwarves rushing from various tasks. By all appearances, then and now, Grôr and his fellow miners had been genuinely astounded by the collapse of a tunnel about half way up the hillside.  Although no one had been in the shaft to be injured or worse, it was nonetheless a blow to both operations and pride that a collapse had occurred at all. It was only now, after several hours of excavation, that the colony’s leader had admitted that nothing more could be done until morning. The disheartened miners then grumbled their way back to their hall and proceeded to drown their sorrows in stout beer.  

Pondering that, and the way Grôr lifted a gnarled hand to rub his forehead, Anardil thought, ‘I do believe Sevi will have some business tomorrow. Aching heads and sour stomachs at the least.'

Aloud, Anardil said thoughtfully, “How would a group of nomadic herders carry out such sabotage?”

Shoulders sagging, Grôr appeared to deflate like an empty wineskin. For the first time Anardil noted the gray strands among the gold-red of the dwarf’s beard and the lines of weariness etched in deep furrows around his eyes. The miner’s hands bore evidence of his evening’s work in the form of deep slashes across a hand that had only three fingers remaining, the stumps of two others smooth with ancient scars.

"I cannot begin to fathom how," the dwarf replied with a sigh.  "That tunnel was ventilation to other diggings, so praise be that no one was working in there.  But these incidents, these accidents - we cannot guard against them all and maintain an effective work force."  He looked across at Anardil with tired eyes.  "That is why I asked your King for help."

"Yet I don't believe your reports ever clearly identified who your troublemakers are."

"No, they did not, for I had no proof.  But I will wager every ounce of ore sitting in that mine that those people out there are the ones to blame. They must be the ones guilty of all the other problems we’ve had. It would be just too much to believe that there are two groups attempting to drive us out.”

Anardil thought that two groups of the right sort would be easier to believe than a group of militant goat herders, but he kept the opinion to himself.

“Have you caught any of them in the act?”

Grôr shook his head and pounded a fist on the table. “If we’d caught the villains there would be no reason to send for a King’s Man, would there?”

Anardil ignored the statement and asked, “Then why do you believe it is them?”

“Who else is there?" Grôr scowled.  "In the year since we arrived, my miners have made certain there are no orcs or orc-men left wandering the tunnels or nearby area. Mark you, sir, the Dark Lord's minions mined here to fill his armories, but they were well and truly routed, and we had no enemies here. But last fall, the Sube arrived on the plains.  They seemed peaceful enough, but then the troubles started.  First it was the wandering ponies, but no one got hurt and most of us viewed it as a game.  Then it was missing and broken tools.  Then we had supplies stolen from work areas - usually to turn up scattered all over the mountains - hubs loosened on ore carts, wagon axles broken, water culverts knocked apart -."  He threw up both crooked hands.  "So we posted sentries. But they never see anyone! Not even when the ponies escape!"

“Your guards see nothing?” Anardil made a note to himself to discover whom the guards had been last evening.

"It is not because of laxity!"  Grôr aimed a blunt finger at the ceiling.  "Think you not that!  These goat herders are clever as foxes and slippery as fish."

"Yes, I believe that."  Cocking his head, Anardil added with as much delicacy as he could, "But I confess to some surprise that no … overt measures have been taken, in the face of active disruptions to your labors?"

With a grumbling growl, Grôr hitched forward in his seat and fixed his uninvited guest with hard eyes.  "And what would you have us do?" he asked.  "We have spent far too much on war and destruction.  Years lost, lives lost fighting the forces of Shadow, when we should be building and creating and living lives of productive merit."

The aging dwarf settled back and his shoulders seemed to bend beneath the weight of his contemplations.  "We have seen enough of war to last a lifetime.  Here we are far from our brethren and few in number, and the troubles thus far do not warrant the spilling of blood.  Since our work in this place is a boon from Elessar the King, it seemed prudent to ask that the King practice his own governance, rather than our risking a descent into open hostilities."

"I understand," Anardil said gravely.  “Tell me, exactly why are your neighbors so discontent with your presence?”

“No idea. You’ll have to ask them."

Deciding to let that gruff response go, Anardil asked, "What do you know of them?  What can you tell me about these goat herders?"

"We know little and care less," Grôr replied stiffly.  "We have enough business of our own to mind. Sometimes our cooks trade with their old women, for fresh food in exchange for a few coins or gewgaws.  And of course their youngsters have been collecting their tax on the ponies they bring back."  He shook his heavy head.  "But they have their affairs and we have ours.  I only wish they were inclined to remember that!"

Sensing that Grôr was winding his self up for a tirade that would add little to the pool of actual facts known of these people - the Sube - Anardil made a conciliatory gesture and unfolded his long body from the stool. “Thank you for your time, Master Grôr, it has been most enlightening. It seems that I will be paying a call on the neighbors soon.”

“Little good it will do you. The men, what few there seem to be, will drill holes right through you with their eyes, and their language … I have heard some say the tongue of the dwarves is harsh, but theirs sounds as the cawing of crows.”

Sighing inwardly, Anardil began to wonder exactly what role had the dwarves’ attitude toward these people played in escalating the situation to its present point. “I will do my best.”

Grôr rose heavily to his feet. “And what might that mean? What do you intend to DO? We have contracts to fulfill. It will be at least two days to clear that ventilation shaft and we are already behind schedule.”

“For now, Master Grôr, allow me to listen and look. The King and Lord Faramir are aware of the situation here, but further study is required to determine how to deal with it, for the best possible outcome of all involved.”

A snort of disbelief was the dwarf’s only answer. He had not held out much hope that the King would send help anyway. A small mining outpost on the very borders of his kingdom would not receive a high priority, especially one under the supervision of dwarves. Grôr thought longingly of the days when the dwarves had great kingdoms of their own to mine. But this was the age of Men; his people were reduced to scattered groups, the ancient lands of the dwarves long since gone, and a one-armed man was the best the King of Gondor saw fit to send him.

Certain he knew the thoughts behind Master Grôr's scowl Anardil hid a small smile of satisfaction with a bow to the colony’s leader. A strange facet of his career as a calculating observer - ‘spy’ he heard Sev’s voice whisper in his mind - was that being underestimated by one’s allies, as well as by one’s enemies, was essential. Being ignored was even better, but that was not possible in this case, standing head and shoulders above the crowd as he did. 

“I would beg one favor of you, “Anardil said, pausing at the door. “Let your fellow miners continue to believe that the King has not responded to your reports. To them, I am to be merely a trader with a rather managing wife.”

“And what if I need to speak to you, King's Man?" Grôr asked.  "Am I to whisper confidences whilst pretending to trade for trinkets?"

"No, Master Grôr," replied Anardil with a slight smile.  “Tuck a red kerchief into your pocket and I will contact you.” 

Anardil opened the heavy door, and after a quick look down the corridor and a nod to the masterminer, he left as silently as he had entered.  Behind him Grôr gave a sigh that was equal parts growl.

"Red handkerchief indeed," he grumbled to the empty room.


Were he less weary he might have been tempted to argue with the man.  But he was not, and finally he heaved himself to his feet and went to sort through a battered trunk.  Given their luck of late, he found himself hoping he had a red handkerchief handy.

***

CHAPTER SIX

February 14th Late

Dwarves Mining Colony, Ash Mountains

Avoiding the light and noise of the common room of the miner’s hall, Anardil slipped down a dark corridor into the kitchen. Only the embers of the banked fire glowed here and the only raucous noise was the discordant, crockery-rattling snores of the cook and his helper, who slept in an alcove carved at the back of the room.  Frowning, he looked away from those graven walls, preferring not to be reminded that countless tons of rock pressed just above his head.  He had found the Great Hall of the dwarves, which served as common room, dining hall and gathering place for the miners, to be surprisingly handsome.  The walls were hewn smooth as marble with carved stone pillars arching upwards in heavy grace to meet the massive wooden timbers that framed the place, and the huge fireplace at one end was a work of the stonemason's art, crafted of beautiful pieces of finely-cut stone.  However, not for an instant could Anardil forget that they were inside a mountain and he resolutely turned his mind away from a sneaking sense of suffocation.

Here in the quiet kitchen the fire reflected off the gleaming surface of several kettles hanging on hooks alongside the hearth, and Anardil recalled the moment earlier in the evening when he had come upon Sev elbow deep in dishwater scrubbing those pots vigorously. There had been no time then to find out exactly what she was doing, for the opportunity to search the hall had not been one to pass up.  But now he found himself looking forward to hearing the tale. And of learning what tidbits of information she had coaxed out of the dwarves.

Smiling, he turned towards the heavy door at the side of the kitchen and opened it to a sweet gust of cool night air.  He had no doubt that Sev had very neatly employed her "meetin' and greetin'" skills upon the old dwarf cooks, if only judging by the way they had let her take over their kitchen.  As he closed the door behind him and stepped into the darkness, he reflected that his confidence in her was proving well founded, indeed.  Then he chuckled as he wondered what she would say if he told her she had a natural knack for "calculated observing."

*****

Torches flickered on the hillside above the miner’s colony and from her campsite Sev wondered if Grôr was planning to lead the dwarves back up the hill, for another assault on the debris blocking the passage into the collapsed shaft.  Since it had been determined that all of the miners and their beasts were safely outside the mine, it would seem folly to climb back up that treacherous slope in the dark. But then again, they were dwarves; maybe it wasn’t folly to them.

Pausing in her task of spreading blankets beside the cart, Sev sat back on her heels and lifted her face to the night sky. The coolness of the air was a welcome relief after the heat of the dwarves’ kitchen. A kitchen she had become far too familiar with in only the span of one evening. Ah, well, on the positive side, she now knew exactly what the dwarves would be interested in purchasing. Too bad, she hadn’t brought more honey. Their neighbor Russ the Beorning might not wish to become wealthy off the product of his bees, but if he had a surplus, she knew where he could send it. Meanwhile, she would go through her stores tomorrow and gather a selection of appropriate items to present to the dwarvish cook. 

‘And what would the hobbits think of Frerin?’  Sev thought, smoothing the blankets once more.

Frerin, the ancient dwarf who due to failing eyesight could no longer ply his trade as miner, filled the role of cook to the colony. A position that Sev had determined he was totally unsuited for. She had never witnessed the preparation of a meal by Gubbitch’s band of rehabilitated orcs, but she felt certain that the conditions she had found in the dwarves’ kitchen had to be similar to that of the orcs’. It was a wonder the colony had not suffered an outbreak of food poisoning. A good thing the dwarves were as hardy as Therin claimed.  But just because they were used to poor cooking did not mean they were unappreciative of good cooking, as Sev had found out.

After Therin’s abrupt departure from the cart, Sev and Anardil had found themselves once again in possession of a small herd of four-legged mischief. As shouts and confusion boiled up about them, the ponies milled and jostled nervously, but before they could bolt anew, Sev sighted the pen that the animals obviously belonged in and lead the group pell-mell through the chaos.  A rotund, wide-eyed dwarf slammed the gate shut as the last of the ponies galloped into the pen. 

There was scant time for niceties, as Sev flung herself from the saddle and cried that they could manage the ponies, but people might need help.  The dwarf had fled after his comrades with no complaint, leaving Sev and Anardil suddenly alone in a strange island of calm.  There seemed little they could do but stay out of the way and make camp.  Thus since they preferred to keep their horses near at hand and agreed that sleeping under the stars was the best option, they unhitched the cart at the edge of a small grassy area and picketed Dream and Baran close by.  When still no one came to speak to the two human newcomers, Anardil said that he would go to see what he could see.

It was while watching him speak to a group of miners pulling tools from a small building that Sev decided that dwarves, like any people, would need hot drinks and food when they finished with their labors. Therefore, she was certain that the best way for her to become useful was to appear in the kitchen and offer to help. Gathering a selection of spices and sweets that she was confident would be welcome; she headed for the heavy carved doors to the dwarves' Great Hall, and thence to the kitchen within.

Once she wandered into that kitchen, Sev had been doubly glad of the decision to maintain their own camp. 

‘Meri would have a fit.' Sev calculated how many tins of toffee nuts the little hobbit whirlwind would have used to bribe the necessary cleanup of the kitchen. Necessary to her and to any hobbit lass, anyhow. Frerin and his equally ancient helper, Thramin, saw nothing odd about the sudden appearance of a human woman in their midst.  At their age, perhaps they were beyond surprise.  It was enough for them that Sev had come to the kitchen to help.  But when told that the grayish paste in the cauldron over the hearth and the stacks of waybread littering a dirty table were to be dinner, she had taken over after briefly wondering what had happened to the roast Therin had promised. 

Tempting the two ancients with tastes of the foodstuffs she had brought with her for trade - raisins proved to be a quick favorite - Sev managed to get the kettles scrubbed, the floors swept and a mountain of carrots scraped and sliced by the time Anardil came searching for her.  Eru alone knew where the carrots came from, as the dwarves seemed not to possess any other vegetable, much less a fruit. Liberally tossing in a variety of spices, Sev had used jerked meat, which the dwarves had in plenty, and various greens she had picked along the road, to create a stew that had Frerin sniffing the air and Thramin sneaking tastes with a huge metal ladle. 

Anardil had paused only briefly to tell her quietly that word was that no one had been injured in the cave-in and that he would appreciate it if she kept the two dwarves busy for a short while. Sev responded with a quick nod and shouted at Thramin, who was exceedingly hard of hearing, that if he could find her several large pans and would remove the ashes from the oven, she would start a baking of bread. It wouldn’t be ready for tonight but was certain to be welcome come morning. 

Thus she had spent her evening, cooking and cleaning. No one had warned her that dishpan hands were one of the hazards of being a spy. Of course, she would also make a tidy profit off of the spices, seasonings and foodstuffs she would sell.

Wrapping herself in a blanket, she leaned back against a wheel of her cart and waited for Anardil to appear. Was he inside the common room swilling beer with the dwarves or somewhere out there in the darkness? If the latter, she trusted he would be very careful, for extra guards had been placed around the perimeter of the settlement. 

Yawning, she reviewed the facts she had gleaned from the table conversations of the dwarves. Amazing how one became invisible while dishing out stew or carrying platters of dirty tinware. Dishpan hands aside, she felt she had acquired a few tidbits that Anardil would be interested to learn. 

“There was no need to wait up for me, Sev. You must be tired.”

Congratulating herself for having heard the stomp of Baran’s hoof and the quiet pat Anardil had given the animal, Sev said, “I am, but I wanted my bedtime story. And I have one for you tonight as well.”

“Ah, another tale of troll’s treasure at the bottom of a lake?”  Anardil's smile gleamed briefly in the dimness as he reached his fingers down for her brief clasp.

“No, only one of those was ever discovered, but come and I will tell you.”

With a contented sigh Anardil settled himself beside her, and briefly pondered an added benefit to their arrangement.  If any should see them thus, they would never suspect they were engaged in any exchange of information deeper than what breakfast should be in the morning.  They would see nothing but a man and woman together at the end of a long day, hear nothing but the quiet murmurings of shared time before sleep.

He gently scooped up her hand to enfold in his own and leaned to press a kiss into her hair.  "I think I could learn to like this sort of calculated observation, when my contact is so nice to cuddle."

"Loof," said Sev, even as she smiled in the darkness.  "Behave and I'll tell you what I've learned."

When the tales had been shared, Sev said, “What stands out most to me is that after almost six months of these incidents no one has been hurt. Whoever is doing it has been quite successful in creating annoying but ‘harmless’ problems. I fear, though, that the collapsing of a mineshaft marks a new level of ‘annoyance.’ Cave-ins are rather difficult to control.  Someone might easily have been hurt in this one.”

She paused briefly for thought.   “Does it not seem remarkable to you that the dwarves are so … phlegmatic about all of this?” Ignoring Anardil’s chuckle at her use of such a term, Sev said, “I know that my reaction to someone ‘stealing’ horses is due to the nature of my people, but even you said you would feel more like brushing some backsides than paying out coins. And it’s not only the ponies; necessary equipment has been damaged. And Grôr mentioned a broken water culvert, didn’t he?” At Anardil’s nod, she added, “I know little about mining, but water is essential for all life. While this area has been enjoying an unusually wet winter, I can not believe water is something to be wasted.”

The lack of answers was but the beginning of a larger puzzle, however, and Sev sighed.  “But again, it was annoying but not hazardous. A temporary problem. The spring was not poisoned and other cisterns remain.”

Turning on her side, Sev pulled the blanket tightly around her shoulder and, yawning widely, wiggled back against Anardil’s warmth. “I must be in the kitchen early to show Frerin how to make a proper porridge. I would not have believed that someone could ruin porridge if I had not seen it for myself.”

Anardil pulled her tightly into the curve of his body. “Go to sleep, Sevi, let me mull all of our findings in my brain and decide where we should go next.”

“Visit the neighbors,” Sev murmured sleepily. “Unless they come to us.”

As her breathing slowed, Anardil pondered upon how the same facts had brought forth differing points of view. While as intrigued as Sev by the dwarves’ uncharacteristic - at least based on tales told about the dwarves - acceptance of this subtle sabotage, the most interesting facet of the entire situation to him was that no one had ever been caught. How did a group of nomadic herders sneak into a settlement of nigh over two hundred dwarves and never be seen?

Sev’s voice echoed in his mind, ‘These people have survived Mordor’s enslavement of this land.’
Not only had they survived; if the dwarves were to be believed, they had emerged from the Shadow with their herds and families intact. No mean feat. What had been the terms of the agreements with the tribes and the Council of the King? What had the men of the tribe been doing during the War? And why were they so determined to drive the dwarves away? A six-month campaign smacked of a determination that, to his mind, appeared at odds with the incredulous fact no one had been injured or killed. 

A visit to the Sube encampment was certainly in order. Briefly Anardil’s thoughts turned to pondering which of the wares in their possession would be most desirable to a tribe of nomads. Realizing what he was doing, he gave a soft chuckle and tucked the end of the blanket more tightly around the woman sleeping at his side. Trading habits seemed to be contagious. 

*****

February 15th
True to her word, Sev appeared in the kitchen early enough to assist old Frerin with the stirring up of a cauldron of edible porridge. Watching Frerin tottering about the kitchen, Sev entertained thoughts of how often he must have set his long gray beard afire to obtain that level of scraggliness. 

The bread she had left baking at the end of the previous evening had somehow disappeared. When asked, Thramin said when the smell of the baking bread reached the common room, the miners had stormed the kitchen and demanded it be served hot from the oven. So once again, honey was drizzled onto the lumps of waybread and placed on platters along with small bowls of raisins and large ones of brown sugar.  These were set invitingly at each of the long trestle tables lining the great hall.

Four young, or so Frerin said, dwarves appeared just as preparations were complete, and carried the cauldron and platters into the common room where a long line of dwarves stood with bowls ready. Politely, but firmly, Thramin then escorted her to a table at the front of the hall.

"While we greatly appreciate your help during the emergency yesterday evening, you are a guest," he admonished.  "You will kindly allow us to serve you."

Acquiescing with as much grace as she could muster, she brushed ruefully at the water spots and assorted stains on her leather jerkin.  Hopefully the promotion from cook to guest would include forgiveness that she had not dressed for public dining.  A glance at the high vaulted ceiling, smooth walls and carved pillars was imposing to say the least, and here underground the lighting never changed from the rich golden wash of ornately wrought torch sconces.  However, she found reassurance in the plain, sturdy forms of the dwarven miners who filled the hall.

Seated amidst what she came to realize were the leaders of the settlement, Sev watched with amusement as the dwarves licked the honey from the cram, as they called it, then dipped the rest into their tea mugs to soften it. The raisins were divided carefully amongst those at the table, with Grôr’s share placed before his ornately carved chair, as the masterminer had not yet appeared. When spoons scraped the last portions of porridge from the bowls in only a matter of moments, Sev wondered if they might have licked them clean if she had not been present.

Burying her smile in her own mug of dark tea, she studied the double hand of dwarves seated around her. Prior to eating, each had introduced himself with a formal bow, but the names had been so similar and their faces were so densely covered by their beards that she hesitated to speak for fear of inadvertently attaching the wrong name to the wrong dwarf. She realized that it was from courtesy to her that they spoke only in the Common Tongue and not their own throat-crushing language. Sprinkling a bit of sugar on her own bowl of porridge and passing it to her left, she listened intently for anything that would give her clues as to how to match names to individuals. By the end of breakfast, she was certain only of two of the ten at the table.

Seated to her left was Tori, a black-bearded dwarf who identified himself as the master of the ponies and offered his thanks for the return of the wanderers.

"Never have they strayed so far," he explained.  "And with no sign of them being returned - why, Therin told me he despaired of ever finding them."  His dark eyes twinkled as he added, "Blessed be your good mare, or the little scoundrels might have run all the way to Erebor.  What recompense may I give you, kind lady?"

"Recompense?"


"Why, yes!  Payment, of course, compensation for all your troubles.  You are due as much."

Surprised, Sev replied, "Oh, no, I promise you no recompense is needed."

"Yes, but you must wish some token."

"Please, sir, I require nothing."

"But of course you do.  It would be unseemly.  Surely you -."

"Master Tori, I thank you, but no.  I would do as much for anyone whose animals had strayed."  Smiling to cover her discomfiture, she added, "It is no more than anyone should do for their neighbor."

Frowning and visibly taken aback, Tori subsided with muted grumblings into his beard.  Sev was forced to wonder if the only contacts these miners had had with Men were the herders. An acquaintanceship that could scarcely have left a good impression. After she steered the conversation to a discussion of the sturdiness of various breeds of pony, Tori offered to guide her on an inspection of the herd and their pasture later that day. Sev accepted enthusiastically and gave the dwarf such a broad smile of pleasure that he became flustered and almost spilled his tea rising to bow to her. 

On the other extreme from Tori’s thanks and welcome were a series of glares she earned from a dwarf seated halfway down the table. Dressed in dark green with a gray streaked, intricately braided beard, he spoke incomprehensible mutters, when he spoke at all, and received a number of hissed warnings from his tablemates to mind his manners. Sev could not fathom what it was she had done to deserve such malevolent scowls and looked questioningly at Tori, when the dwarf hastily climbed from his place to leave.

“Ach, lass, don’t worry yourself about him. Malin has always been of a suspicious nature.”

“Suspicious? Of me?” 

“Nay, of everyone."  Tori leaned closer to add, "‘Tis said he doesn’t even trust himself.”

Sev could only greet Tori's affirming nod with a blank look of puzzlement.  But unable to think of a polite way to inquire as to reasons for Malin’s attitude, she spent a few more minutes finalizing plans for the afternoon before excusing herself. 

Stepping out to find a hazy morning sun, Sev scanned the wide bowl of the dwarves' canyon in hopes of discovering where Anardil had gotten. As ever she saw carts creeping on the myriad high roads and figures of dwarves trudging about in steady industry, but nowhere walked a tall dark-haired Man.  Seeing no sight of him, she made her way past the low wooden buildings the dwarves were using as bunkhouses. 

“Only temporary structures,” Thramin had told her when she remarked that she thought dwarves preferred to live within their mines. “We’ll carve out proper halls in a year or two.  Our Great Hall is merely a taste of things to come.”

Reaching the campsite she found it empty of all save Dream and Baran cropping grass at the ends of their picket lines. Attempting to still the niggling worry in her mind, Sev climbed into the back of the cart and began to pile the quantities of foodstuffs that she would offer to the dwarves near the back. She had just pulled free a container of dried apple slices when the sound of raised voices caught her ear.

Peeking out from the end of the cart she could see Tori and the rotund dwarf who had minded the gate yesterday, confronting a thin man.  The stranger was unlike any Sev knew, being dark and wiry and at best only a hand taller than the dwarves facing him.  He was also gesturing angrily toward a dun colored pony tied to the railing of the nearby pen.  Abruptly she realized this had to be one of the Sube herdsmen.

Curiosity and concern propelled Sev forward before she could have a second thought.  As she drew near the pens, their voices carried clearly and the dark little man did not seem to be improving in temper.  In the seconds left before reaching them Sev noted details; the man's high-necked, loose-sleeved tunic with hems and cuffs bound in strips of bright red cloth, soft boots to the knees that were embroidered from ankle to top, and a sleeveless over-tunic which was belted at the waist. She found her eye drawn to a wickedly curved knife that hung from his belt.

"It is no fault of ours the beast is here at all!" Tori sputtered, and his tone bore the frustration of too much repetition.  "Your pony was found here, we did not fetch it here.  It is we who had to go fetch our own ponies!  Where are those boys of yours with their demands for pennies?"

"I send no boys to claim what is ours," the man retorted, his words clipped oddly by an unfamiliar accent.  "Clearly you see this ponies is ours, it bears not your mark, and so I come to find.  But see, you try to give it with hurts and how can I work with hurt pony?"

"We do not hurt ponies!" Tori protested.  "These poor animals are blameless as children.  I tell you, I know not how it came to be injured and I am sorry to find it so."

"You are reckless!" the man spat.  "You care not for Sube ponies."

"I tell you, I do not -."

"Master Tori?"

All heads turned at Sev's quiet hail, and she schooled her face to what she hoped was her most placid and peaceful expression.  The Sube tribesman frowned and lifted his thin nose as he studied her.

"Master Tori, I am a healer and Rohirrim.  May I examine the pony's hurts?"

"Yes, please do -.”  Tori shot the man a dark look.  "If that is agreeable to our guest."

“Rohirrim…" The dark man rolled the word across his tongue with an inflection strange to Sev's ears, as if seeing how it tasted.  A beat, then he said, "Yes, please the healer look at my pony."

The gate of the paddock creaked and Sev looked up to see a young miniature of the Sube man coming out, leading a second dun pony.  Instantly the man fired a quick, almost singsong question in his own tongue, and the boy replied with a bashful dip of his chin.

Nodding, the herdsman faced Sev once more.  "Other pony not hurt.  Please look."

Unsure if the man meant for her to look at the sound pony as well, she decided to first give her attentions to the pony in question.  She could see swelling in the little creature's left hind leg as she drew near, and with a soft word and a pat on its warm rump she bent to look closer.  The Sube man also came close, and she could feel him looming over her.  Kneeling she ran careful fingers down the pony's leg, pressing gently, feeling for heat or swelling or any visible injury.

After a moment she looked up at four sets of watchful faces, two bearded dwarves and the Sube and his boy.  "There is some heat down low in his leg, where you see the swelling.  But I see no wound nor is he flinching away from me.  I think perhaps he simply mis-stepped at some point and stressed a tendon.  If you let him rest, bathe his leg frequently in cool water, and keep him quiet, he should be well in a few days."

With a grunt the Sube man knelt beside Sev to confirm her diagnosis with his own dark fingers.  As she drew back to rest on one knee, she got a strong whiff of wood smoke and some other spicy musk, which she wondered if it was a scent the Sube wore.

A minute passed then the man stood.  "It is so."  He spoke swiftly to the boy, who immediately came and untied the pony from the rail.

Then the man faced Sev once more, his eyes on a level lower than hers but fiercely black.  "How is Rohirrim here in Sube lands?"

Ignoring a muffled growl from the dwarves, Sev replied, "I am a trader.  My man and I have come to the Ash Mountains with goods for sale or barter."

"Trader."  A hopeful glint appeared in his eyes.  "You have bring sugar?"

"I have some sugar, yes.  Also spices and many useful goods, and a few things for your ladies."

Sudden humor lightened that dark face.  "Things for ladies is good.  A happy wife cooks a better supper."

Uncertain if any response existed for that, Sev simply nodded with a slight smile.

Abruptly the man said, "You will come to our camp.  We will eat much fine things and make good trade."

Sternly smothering a grin of delight at this unexpected turn of fortune, Sev asked, "And where will I find your camp?"

Waving a thin brown hand in an indeterminate direction, he said, "Sube - that is rock like a spear.  Come there and you will find us."

With that he spoke to the boy once more, and each took one of the dun ponies by its lead rope.  Then to her astonishment both of them took off at a jogging run, with the ponies trotting behind.

"They don't ride?" she asked, as she watched them go.

"Very seldom," the rotund dwarf answered, apparently willing to speak since the crisis had passed.  "They seem to use their ponies mostly for pulling."

There was a concept that rang oddly to Rohirrim sensibilities, that anyone would walk if another means of transport was at hand.   However, it would seem the Wainrider folk reserved their animals for different use than the Riders of Rohan, and she merely gave her head a slight shake.

"Well, I promise I am not running all the way to their camp.  When you find time, could one of you give me directions to get there?  He mentioned a point of rock."

"Aye," growled Tori, still scowling balefully as the Sube tribesmen, young and elder, trotted with their ponies from sight.  "We will sketch you a map.  But be wary, Mistress Sevi.  As traders you and your man are probably safe from harm, but there are strange things afoot, and it would not do to walk into the midst of trouble that is not your own."

Sev was not about to tell him that this was precisely where she and Anardil had come to walk.

Aloud, she simply said, "Thank you, Master Tori.  A map would be most welcome.  I will look for you at lunchtime."

Inclining her head in acknowledgment of the two dwarves' awkward bows - they were nothing if not an excruciatingly polite people - Sev turned and walked back towards her campsite.  What she would like to know was where Anardil had taken himself off to this morning.  Evidently he was due a reminder that he was not the only one who must account for himself to another.  If she was not to run off without notice or supervision, neither was he.

***

Two slabs of streaky grey rock had long ago found their way down from the flat face above, and here in the hollow thus created Anardil sat and tried unsuccessfully to remove the narrow thorns embedded in his fingertips. A credit to whatever seed of Mordor had sired them; they were fine as hairs and painful as driven needles.  Grabbing that branch for a handhold had proven to be a supremely foolish decision. Not only had he received a fistful of thorns, which his teeth could not pluck out, but also releasing the branch in response to the sting had sent him sliding back down what had been a hard won fifty feet. With a growling sigh he reflected that scrabbling up near-vertical paths was proving to be a task unsuited to a one-armed man.

With a final nip at his thumb, Anardil gave up the battle with the thorns and pulled the stopper from the skin he took from about his neck. Holding it high and squeezing gently he allowed the water to splatter across his face, then into his open mouth. Stoppering the skin carefully, he rubbed at his face, wincing slightly from the scratching of the thorns.  Exactly what had he gained, besides an eagle's eye view of the high pasture in which the dwarves grazed their ponies? 

He leaned back to move further from the sun’s warmth and eyed the narrow green meadows below as he considered carefully. Up until that last bit, the trail, while not always taking the easiest path possible in its winding course to the rim of the canyon, had remained something that could be climbed with a minimum of noise. A necessary feature if it was indeed the path used by the nomads to enter the dwarves’ settlement without detection.  Until this point, all signs that he could discover indicated it was. 

Resisting the temptation to suck on his stinging fingers, Anardil’s lips twisted in a wry smile. When he had first discovered that the only way to begin the climb was to balance precariously on the back of a pony and then lever himself up a ledge like a circus performer, he knew this would be a challenge. A grudging sense of admiration for the makers of this trail had developed over the past three hours, as he wound his way among the multitude of narrow traces lining the hillside. Most paths, as was to be expected, were those of deer or other animals and had come to dead ends.  But gradually he became aware that certain ones were marked by the deliberate planting of a trio of thick-stemmed plants covered with a thin layer of hairy silver spines.  A clever touch, he thought, when anything as blatant as stone trail markers would certainly be detected by the dwarves. Once he began following those paths exclusively, he had made excellent progress. Only to fall flat on his face ten minutes ago.

Below on the canyon floor, sudden movements among the herd of ponies drew his eyes. Motionless as the stones he watched while a form of what definitely was not that of a dwarf appeared from the trail to the mines and moved into the green meadow.  The figure, apparently that of a half-grown boy, continued boldly forward until it was among the ponies. Or rather, soon became the center of attention.  In moments virtually all the score or more ponies were jostling and crowding eagerly around the intruder, who appeared content to stand and endure their attentions for several moments.  But whatever the source of attraction, it was soon depleted.  As Anardil watched the boy stepped back and, with wild waves of his arms and what appeared to be a now-empty sack, shooed the ponies away.  All, that is, except for two dun-colored animals that he led toward the mouth of the canyon, disappearing down the trail towards the dwarves' pony pens.

Ah, Anardil thought, that must be one of the Sube herdsmen, coming to claim the two strange ponies that had been amongst the dwarves' strays.  He wondered if the treats dealt out were the same ones used to train the animals to stand while people climbed upon their backs, in order to reach the base of this trail.  Pondering the abilities of these herders, who had for months waged a quiet war upon the dwarves and who created a trail that almost eluded a Ranger, he sat for a time before climbing back to his feet and retracing his steps to the last of the trail-markers.

***

CHAPTER SEVEN

February 16

Sube Camp

The map, as it turned out, was hardly necessary. After returning to the main road and traveling east into the morning sun for half a league, there appeared a narrow spire of rock, which rose out of the windswept plains, like a bony finger aimed at the sky.  “Here we are”, it seemed to proclaim, and brought to mind the cheerfully imperious manner of the herdsman Sev had met. Merely turning from the road and heading directly for the monolith would have brought them to their destination, but as the dwarves had gone to the trouble of creating a map, Sev decided to follow it and continued east to locate the crossroads they had indicated. 

The map she had spread out upon the wagon seat beside her, held down at two corners by a box of assorted brass harness buckles and a sack of toffeed hazelnuts that prevented its flapping in the morning breeze.  Glancing down at it, Sev noted the thin line of a stream running out of the mountains toward the crossroads.

“The stream on the map must be the one you could see from the top of the ridge yesterday,” Sev said as Anardil came alongside.

“Yes, I couldn’t see the road leading to the dwarves’ mill because of the shoulder of that hill.” Anardil jerked his chin toward the south where the folds of the Ash Mountains created another canyon. “I could see their smoke though. The Sube camp is to the north of that spire. Their tents were easy enough for a trained eye to see from the top.”

Sev bit down on the inside of her cheek, to prevent herself from once again chastising him for taking such risks as to go scrambling about mountainsides. She had had her say about the foolishness of men who wander off without telling anyone where they are going yesterday afternoon while she picked the thorns from his fingertips with a needle. Thankfully, the removal of the thorns and an application of Troll’s Oil had been all that was necessary.  

“There.”

Anardil’s voice brought Sev’s attention back to find that the crossroad, if such an uneven meeting of trails could be called by such a name, was in sight.

The King’s road to the east ended abruptly before them, the broad, graded track simply ceasing in empty grassland. The ancient way had been extended by the dwarves five leagues beyond its original terminus, but practical-minded, as ever, they saw no reason to continue, as here their interests were to the south, into the Ash Mountains. Thus, the road to Rhûn was left to become little more that a overgrown track once trod by the marching feet of the Easterling armies, while a tidy dirt road south into the foothills led only to the mill processing the dwarves' raw ore for shipment. To the north a faint path, scarcely more than the bending of the grasses, led straight toward the black shadow of rock standing sentinel above the land.

Anardil nudged his horse into the lead and Sev guided her cart after him.  The grumbling of her wheels was deadened into the bump of grass tussocks as the known road was left behind them.

***

The Sube tents, constructed as they were of thick muted green felt, would have vanished into the sea of grass surrounding them if it had not been for the swirling red, yellow and blue designs painted around the edges of each of the six panels that formed the walls. The dozen or so structures had been arranged in a ragged oval, and erected so that door flaps, opened now to the morning air, faced south. To the east and west of the encampment, the brown and white shapes of mixed herds of sheep and goats dotted the plains. In the center area, several of the dun-colored ponies and another handful of dark horses could be seen standing with heads high watching their approach. 

Other eyes followed their progress as well, for as the tents drew near, a sudden outcry became many clamoring voices, the voices of excited children.  As their elders appeared more cautiously amidst the camp, a virtual whirlwind of black-haired youngsters flew pell-mell towards the newcomers.  In seconds they had surrounded both cart and rider, chattering and waving and each apparently trying to out-do his fellows in volume and enthusiasm.  White teeth shone in dark little faces as their black eyes snapped with merriment, and though not a word of their rapid tongue was intelligible to either Sev or Anardil, they could not help but smile in response.

In a cloud of color and motion the youngsters bounded around them, cheerful as so many eager puppies while pointing, gesturing and gleefully shouting their excitement.  Dream seemed to attract particular attention, several children darting forward to carefully, almost reverently, touch the mare's plodding shoulders.  Their smiles beamed back towards Sev with visible admiration and approval, and their chattering grew brighter, if that were possible.

Then one bold youth jogged alongside Anardil's horse and apparently caught sight of the empty left sleeve beneath his cloak.  Shrilly the lad exclaimed to his mates, his right hand vigorously swatting his own left arm, and several of the boys abruptly flocked around Anardil so closely he felt compelled to slow his horse's stride.  He had no idea how he should respond to this peculiar attention, but then the boy flashed an enormous gap toothed smile up at him and shouted something eagerly, his brown hands waving.

"Hullo, lad," Anardil replied with an uncertain smile.

The boy bounced as if on springs, laughing delightedly, and held up his hands once more.  Then Anardil understood, and casting Sev a wry grin, he dropped his reins and held down his hand in return.

Instantly the boy seized hold in a startlingly fierce grip, and clambered up Anardil's leg and arm as if he were a ladder.  Quick as that the lad plopped himself behind Anardil's saddle, and all the boy's friends sent up a strident, trilling cry of glee.  Thus with children flying like pigeons about them and boyish hands gripping Anardil's cloak, the traders entered the Sube encampment.

The adults greeted their arrival with markedly greater reserve.  Seated on mats before several of the tents were women weaving on small frame looms, some with very young children playing close by. A handful of men stood before the center tent on the south and nearest side of the oval, their dark eyes cool and arms folded sternly across their chests.  All were dressed as the herdsman Sev first saw, in long, high-collared tunics trimmed in bright colors and tall, embroidered boots.  Several teenaged boys and three or four girls watched warily, although the girls shyly drew back behind their male companions as Sev and her cart drew near.  Then at a word from one of the men, the giggling flock of children scattered, and Anardil curbed Baran's startled jump as his passenger leaped off in mid-stride.  Still giggling the youngsters fell away to let their elders take the stage, and it seemed there was not an eye in the place, which was not directed on Sev and Anardil.

The time had come.  Their work would begin.  Sev drew Dream to a halt, and let her hands and the lines rest in her lap.

"We have come to ask the hospitality of the Sube," she announced.  "We are traders bringing goods and seeking barter."

Still in his saddle Anardil spoke no word, though curious gazes turned towards him, expecting him to offer a man's voice.  Instead, the former Ranger had strangely become someone other than himself.  Here the Sube saw only a tall but unspeaking figure whose brief animation faded the moment the children retreated, and whose grey eyes dropped from their scrutiny as if seeking refuge in his silence.  He was content, it seemed, to let his woman speak in his stead.  Now they could see the strong set of his shoulders, the shoulders of a warrior but grimly marred by the empty sleeve below.  One or two heads nodded slightly, wisely, for they understood only too well that sometimes the visible wounds of war left unhealed scars upon the spirit as well.

Among the men one took a step forward, and Sev recognized the herdsman she had met at the dwarves' pony pens.

"Our meat we will share to you and drink give to you," he said.  "You are bring good things."  A sudden grin flashed in his dark face.  "Sugar and sweet to us, yes?"

Returning his smile with a brief chuckle, Sev replied, "Yes, sugar and sweet to you."

The circling faces seemed warmer, tentative smiles appearing amongst the men and women who gathered about.  Taking a quick breath, Sev glanced at Anardil, caught his eye and gave a nod.  Together they stepped to earth and faced the Sube spokesman.

"Come," the man said.  "You will be our guests."

Two older boys appeared as if conjured, one reaching to grasp Baran's bridle, the other Dream's.  Sev swallowed a stab of apprehension at letting strangers take command of their animals and goods, but there seemed no help for it, if matters of social protocol were to be observed.


"Thank you," she replied, and with Anardil at her heels she followed their host.  

Before them a woman appeared at the open flap of the nearest tent, her dark hair was tightly braided and tucked up into a dark green scarf that matched her knee high felt boots. Her thigh length tunic of a lighter green was the same as those worn by the men save for the row of intricately carved buttons along its right side. She carried a palm-sized bowl shaped from polished stone similar to that forming the spire, which guarded the plains around them.  Several thin gold bracelets jangled musically as she lifted it carefully in both hands; and they caught a glimpse of a small amount of a curious white liquid pooled within the bowl.

Sev and Anardil exchanged quick, puzzled glances but let their hosts indicate custom.  The herdsman dipped a finger into the bowl and solemnly flicked droplets toward the sky, the earth and over his left shoulder while reciting in his own language.

Black eyes gleaming, he repeated in his rapid, if oddly accented Westron, “From sky above and earth below, comes milk, gift of life; enter in as friend, not foe. I, Suren Chinua, Khubal of the Sube, welcome you.”

With a rounded motion of his hand, he indicated that Sev should do the same. Hoping there was not a rigid ritual response to the greeting she dipped her finger into the milk and made the appropriate gestures.

“I, Sevilodorf, a trader and healer, enter in as friend.”

He who named himself Suren Chinua beamed an approving smile before making the same gesture of encouragement to Anardil.  The former Ranger stepped forward where he hesitated briefly, his eyes downcast and index finger poised above the bowl as if searching for words.


Then he said in a low voice, "I, Anardil, a trader, enter in as friend."

Instantly voices rose in merry chatter around them, the liquid atonal notes of the Sube language rattling quick as rain on stones.  Among young and old white teeth shone in dark faces.

Suren Chinua smiled broadly and led the way into the tent.  Sev glanced over her shoulder as two other men stepped forward to recite the formal greeting in their wake. Straining to hear their names, she hesitated for an instant in the opening, moving forward only when Suren Chinua turned to wave his hand impatiently.

“Come, come.”

With a small quickly hidden frown, Sev followed after the Sube’s leader, stepping from brilliant sunlight to semi-shadow while trying to take note of everything at once. Layers of brightly colored carpets covered the ground, the final layer a series of deep red squares creating a path around the center where a small fire burned within a stone ring. From the poles supporting the ceiling thin panels of fabric had been draped to divide the surprisingly spacious interior into several distinct rooms. Dust motes sparkled in the sun allowed in by the rolling up of one tent wall in the largest of these. As Sev followed their host she noted with some curiosity that before this opening a painted cage sat upon a low table of highly polished black wood. Inside that cage, and of much the same crimson color, were two feathered creatures no bigger than Sev’s thumb voicing high pitched chirps as they hopped about their enclosure. 

Yet it was the owner of those tiny birds who commanded the greater attention.  As they came to a halt, Sev was aware of Anardil standing perfectly still at her back.  Seated upon a large green cushion beside the lacquered table, her arm resting on its polished length, was a bent, hawk-faced old woman possessing all of Suren Chinua’s imperiousness, but without any of the leavening of humor. From beneath a towering scarlet-and-gold turban, sharp black eyes studied the approaching traders with a haughtiness that seemed to peel the very clothes from their skin, or at the least find them an unexpected and somewhat unsavory surprise.

Suren Chinua bowed slightly to the woman before addressing her in his own tongue; then with a gleam in his eye that Sev was unable to decipher, he said, ”My grandmother, Altai lun Unegen. She is speaking your tongue little.”

Sevilodorf resisted the urge to tug at the hem of her leather jerkin and bowed to the woman, while stating her name once more.

The old woman did not seem to react to this greeting, nor did this excite any response but patient stillness from the two men standing behind Anardil.  A tiny hand covered with papery skin stretched taut across ancient bones waved at the floor and a thin voice spoke in a sharp tone. From behind one of the draped panels came a young girl, her long dark hair covered by a white scarf.  In her arms the girl bore small mats, which in decorous silence she placed in a semicircle before vanishing once more behind the fabric wall.  Only then did it seem proper for the guests to move. 

“My sister, Arigh lun Delger.” Suren Chinua pointed after the girl as he bent and took a seat beside the old woman. Patting the place to his left, he said, “Sit, sit. We will talk.”

Glancing at Anardil to be certain that he still wished her to take the lead in this first meeting, Sev settled cross-legged beside the herder. The other two men took their seats beyond Anardil and were introduced as Qara Oyugen and Rator Naimen. For a moment, Sev’s head swirled with the unfamiliar names, and she wondered if the slight furrow between Anardil's brows meant he was having the same difficulty keeping track of those tangled syllables.  Giving a mental shrug, she forced herself to focus on the task at hand. Meet and greet the customers.

“Thank you for your welcome, Suren Chinua.”

“Chinua is name enough. You call us Chinua, Oyugen, Naiman.” He pointed to each as he was named. “We no need formal names.”

The woman who had greeted them at the door knelt beside the small fire, pouring water into a copper pot she had set upon the grill.  She glanced up as Chinua continued talking.

“And she is Erdene lun Chinua, wife. But you speak her Erdene. Means jewel.”

Erdene dipped her head in embarrassment then slanted a warning look at Chinua. 

The herder laughed, crows-feet crimping the corners of his eyes.  “See. A jewel. She is make tea.”

Turning slightly toward his grandmother, Chinua repeated his words in apparent deference to her lack of the Westron tongue. Altai lun Unegen - Sev noted that they were not given the informal version of her name - gave Erdene a disdainful sniff and in her reedy voice rattled a spate of syllables of which the only word Sev was certain was Arigh, the name of the young girl. For an instant Chinua’s eyes narrowed, then Sev saw Erdene give a tiny shake of her head. Chinua drew a deep breath and nodded to his wife. The man named as Rator Naimen, who allowed a small smile to flicker across his face, had not missed the small exchange between the two.  Anardil's arm brushed Sev's as he shifted his seat beside her, and she did not think that brief domestic ripple had escaped his eyes, either.  It would seem that even a Sube chieftain had to contend with family politics.

And as any politician, Chinua recouped with grace.  Giving a bland smile, he said, "Grandmother is … how to say … left-behind wife of olden nakhir, daughter of khubal.  She is very old and venerable."

Even as Sev nodded grave acknowledgement, she saw her chance to restore amicability.  Drawing a small tin of toffee nuts from inside her jerkin, she opened the tin and extended the container to Chinua.

“You asked for sweets, sir. Perhaps you will accept this as a small gift.”

Picking out one of the nuts, the Sube leader examined it carefully.  The sweet golden candy that coated the rounded hazelnuts was a special treat back home at The Burping Troll, but Chinua merely peered at it as if he had never seen such a thing.  Which perhaps he had not.  But then he raised his glance to Anardil, one eyebrow lifting subtly, and as if reading something Sev had overlooked, Anardil leaned forward.  Very deliberately he plucked one of the sweets from the tin, put it in his mouth and began chewing.  A twinkle appeared in his grey eyes as he did so, and Chinua abruptly laughed in bright, bouncing notes of sound that suddenly gave Sev the distinct idea that she had just missed something.

Grinning from ear to ear, Chinua popped his treat in his own mouth and his dark eyes gleamed merrily.  As if released from some unspoken command, the other two men also dipped long brown fingers into the tin and in seconds were crunching noisily with matching grins of delight.

"You have bring a fine gift, trader-woman," Chinua exclaimed, and his second helping garnered him a whole handful of nuts.  "This is a Gondor sweet?"

"No, sir, it is a hobbit treat."

"Hobbit?"  The dark man cocked his head quizzically.

"Yes, halflings."  Still sitting, Sev held her hand just above the level of her head.  "The little folk of the northern country.  There are three of them who cook for an inn in Ithilien."

"Ah." Chinua lifted his chin in sudden understanding, and subsequently tossed another toffeed nut in his mouth.  "I am knowing, now.  We have heard songs since the troubles."

The woman at the fire rose with the copper pot steaming and Chinua nodded brisk approval.  "Come, we have tea with hobbit sweets.  You bring many such things?  There is being no honey in winter and this -."  He gestured with yet another small nut between thumb and forefinger.  "- Is only a small sweet. But hobbits are wise people to making such happiness for the tongue."

Sev smiled at Chinua’s enthusiasm. “Do not all men enjoy sweets?”

The man's twinkling gaze was a direct contrast to his grandmother's continued severe stare as he said, “Ah, it is true. A wise woman you are, Sevilodorf."

Still chuckling Chinua turned towards the old woman and spoke for a moment, waving one of the toffeed nuts apparently as part of his explanation.  As he did so Erdene stepped silently about them, kneeling to pour the dark, fragrant tea into small pottery cups that more rightly resembled tiny bowls.  Sev smiled her thanks and since there seemed no particular form for tea drinking, she took a sip.  A pungent yet not unpleasant flavor burst across her tongue. Erdene quickly poured cups for all, but Sev noticed the girl Arigh silently reappeared and that the old woman would only take her cup after Arigh took it from Erdene's hand.  Nor would Altai lun Unegen acknowledge when Erdene asked a question in their liquid tongue, but Arigh leaned to whisper an answer in Erdene's ear, to which the older woman gave a quick, warm smile.  Family politics, indeed. With effort Sev refrained from looking to see if she might discern Anardil's reaction.

The tea served, Chinua again faced his guests.  "You say in dwarves’ place you are Rohirrim. What are Rohirrim do here?”

Sharp as swords clattering Altai’s voice interrupted before Sev could respond. Inclining his head, Chinua spoke swiftly to his grandmother then said, “As I say, Altai lun Unegen is speak little. With your leave, Arigh turn your word to our word.”

“Of course.” Sev nodded to the girl seated beside her grandmother. “My family are traders. We have come to see if this would be a good place to send our people.”

Arigh's gentle murmur of translation provided an odd but not uncomfortable echo punctuated with occasional chirps from the tiny birds within their cage.

“Send your people? You seek land?” Hitherto silent Qara Oyugen’s voice was deeper than Sev expected and his black eyebrows quivered when he spoke.

“No, not land, just trade," Sev said hastily. "We have our own lands in Rohan. Far away.” 

His stare almost as sharp as Altai lun Unegen's, the herdsman Naimen said, “Trade is so thin in Rohan that you must travel many leagues to deal with those not of your own race?” 

For a moment, Sev was confused, and felt the quiet pressing as Arigh's echoing whisper fell silent. Word of her trade with the orcs could not be known of here, and she stared in bewilderment at the sharp-faced man.

First muttering something in his own tongue that drew a reprimanding look from Oyugen, Naimen exclaimed, “Those bearded diggers with legs of broken trees!"

“The dwarves?” Sev exclaimed with sudden understanding. “Aye, we came first because of the dwarves, but we are more than willing to extend our business to the Sube.”

“You are willing," Naimen said, his grasp of the Common tongue notably smoother than his fellows'.  "But are we willing to trade with those who trade with our enemies?”

Sev sat up straighter and said quietly, “There are no enemies here.”

As Arigh’s gentle voice translated the words, Altai thumped her hand upon the table and her thin voice rapped in grating tones at some length.  Yet in response Chinua simply waved an impatient hand and replied with a single sentence, while Oyugen’s mouth twisted in a frown. Naimen, though, nodded his agreement and added something that caused the old woman to open her nearly toothless mouth and laugh loudly. 

At that Anardil leaned forward to rest his elbow on his knee, ostensibly cupping his tea more comfortably.  However, Sev had the sudden sense he was shifting his weight to better balance, despite his face registering nothing but polite puzzlement.

Returning once more to their guests, Naimen glared. “Chinua returns with an injured pony. Only an enemy would do such a thing. Dwarves should pay.” 

“The dwarves did nothing to that pony. I looked at him myself.”

Oyugen said quickly, “You say you Rohirrim. You are knowing ponies?”

“Yes. I know ponies. A strained tendon. But nothing that is a deliberate injury.”

“Would you say if it was? You trade with dwarves, would not be good business to say they hurt ponies,” Naimen stated. 

“I trade with all manner of folk for whatever will bring me a profit. But,” Sev’s voice grew cold and hard, “you must know little of the Rohirrim if you believe any one of my people would allow deliberate injury to a horse of any size.”

Catching Altai’s eyes watching her closely as Arigh translated all that had been said, Sev lifted her chin and turned to Suren Chinua. “Forgive me. To my people, our horses are as dear to us as our family.” 

"Nor do they lie."  At Anardil's sudden low voice several eyes blinked in surprise, but his gaze was steady as steel.  "My lady speaks only truth."

"I am knowing this," the khubal replied gravely, to which Anardil nodded and subsided into his brooding silence once more.  Chinua then clapped his hands and his white smile appeared once more.  "I speak this.  The traders have welcome here and I see no shadow in their hearts.  This day our women feed you and you are resting after many travels."

Rator Naimen leaned forward as if to speak but subsided beneath the hard gaze of Suren Chinua while Oyugen’s eyebrows quivered once more as he spoke softly to his khubal. Chinua considered for a moment then nodded and Oyugen gave a satisfied thump of his hand on the ground before addressing Sev.

“You will look again at pony?”

“The one with the strained tendon?” At Oyugen’s nod, Sev added, “If you wish.”

“Good, good,” exclaimed Chinua. “You are being guest. Stay in kadan for visitor. Arigh will show you. Later she is taking you to women. Women make much good things. Cheese, mats and boots.”  He reached out and patted Sev’s worn half boots. “Much better boot than this. You will be seeing.”

Rising effortlessly to his feet, the khubal motioned to his sister. “Arigh taking you kadan now. You look at pony, then return for to eat. We meet again evening to talk trade.” 

As Sev acknowledged her acceptance of Chinua’s plan, Arigh spoke quickly to her grandmother. With an elegant wave of her hand, she indicated Sev and Anardil were to follow her through the rolled up wall. Mimicking the lead of Qara Oyugen, the two traders made deep bows to old Altai lun Unegen whose black eyes glittered as she said something in her own language that caused Arigh’s steps to slow and a look of distaste, though hastily hidden, to cross her face. Rator Naimen's contentious nature surfaced again, as he smiled at the girl in a manner that reminded Anardil of a fox sitting at a rabbit hole, until Chinua’s sharp response to Altai lun Unegen caused him to give his leader an angry glare.

Oyugen frowned at Naimen and stepped quickly around the lacquered table with its cage of sharply chirping inmates. Directing his remarks to Anardil he said, “I go too. Show you where horses kept.”

Sev noted the girl gave the barrel-chested man a brief smile of gratitude before she led the group to a smaller tent on the eastern edge of the oval.  To Sev’s relief, her cart sat on the open plain side while Baran and Dream could be seen picketed within the center of the oval of tents surrounded by a small group of men and boys. As they reached the tent, one young man left the group around the horses and strode toward them. Arigh, while making a show of folding back the door flap, carefully put Oyugen between herself and the man. Though discretely done, her actions did not go unnoticed by the approaching man and his face tightened with vexation.

Inclining his head towards Anardil, Oyugen said in a low voice, "Altai lun Unegen say this one should husband Arigh.  Say we need childs, too many Sube people die.  But Arigh still … how you say?  She miss husband died in war. Continue wearing white of widow."

Oyugen’s eyebrows bristled fiercely at the young man, who ignoring the traders spoke to Arigh in an irritated tone. The need for maintaining peace before the visitors was undoubtedly the only barrier preventing the herder from reprimanding the younger man for his brashness.  Watching the tension between the three Sube, Anardil wondered if Oyugen found some fault with the man or believed that Arigh should be left in peace to grieve as long as she wished. There had been several women wearing the white scarves before Suren Chinua’s tent. Were they all widows? How many men were there in the camp? And how many were of an age to have fought in the battles of three years ago? Battles, where the tribes of the East had almost won the day in the siege of the Lonely Mountain.   

His handsome face marred by displeasure, the young man turned from Arigh and inclined his head as he spoke a greeting in his own tongue.

As there was no way to avoid making introductions without violating custom, Oyugen said plainly, “This Osol. Son of Naimen.”

From Osol’s expression, this off-handed introduction only served to increase his dissatisfaction; but he made a half bow as Sevilodorf stated her name and then, after a short pause and a quick glance, Anardil’s. 

“Traders from the south, I hear. We have not seen such before.” 

Sev took note that the young man had the same ease with Westron that his father did before replying noncommittally, “There have been other traders this past year going east.”

“Only recently have we returned to our lands.” Though unspoken there was an implication here, that if it had been left up to him, they would have returned long ago.

“Oh?” Sevilodorf said mildly.

Interrupted gruffly, Oyugen said, “We talk such things later with Khubal. Osol needed with herds, and Arigh show you kadan.” 

In response to the older man’s stern look, Osol gave a faint shrug and a half-bow to the traders before jogging toward the horse and pony herds in the distance. 

Giving Arigh a small pat on the arm, Oyugen said to Sev, “I send boy find hurt pony. He bring here?”

“I think it would be better if I went to the pony. Could you send him to lead me?” 

Oyugen nodded. “I do that.”

With a nod to each of them, he walked quickly toward the small group still surrounding Dream and Baran.  Anardil found himself wearing a faint smile as he watched the youngsters with their two horses, slender brown hands reverently stroking and petting the animals, one boy even working knots out of Baran's tail while two others fed thick handfuls of grass to both horses.

Leaning to speak softly to Sev, he said with a grin, "If only we could win the same regard as our horses."

"Be glad you haven't," Sev retorted.  "Have you noticed the number of widows here?  If you were here alone, you might be the most popular man in camp."

Her grin took on a wicked glint as she watched Anardil's smile fade to a look of vague alarm.

"You know," he said, "I think I left something in the cart.  Let me know how the pony is doing."

Sev laughed quietly as Anardil turned and, with rather longer strides than usual, strode away.  Then she saw Oyugen speaking to the children around their horses, and one boy suddenly beamed a brilliant white smile.  In a flash the boy raced across the grass towards her, and Sev moved to meet him, hoping that peace between the Sube and the dwarves would be as easily achieved as healing a pony.

***

CHAPTER EIGHT

February 16th mid day/afternoon

Sube Camp

Returning to the cart to retrieve a whetstone that he really had no immediate need for, Anardil found himself face to face with his gap-toothed former riding partner. The boy smiled broadly, pointed into the open end of the cart and babbled something rapidly.

After a quick look to determine that nothing was obviously missing, Anardil stared down at the boy and shook his head slowly. “I don’t understand, lad. Do you want something?”

Dark hair bounced as the boy nodded vigorously, pointed again to the cart and spoke another rapid string of incomprehensible syllables. Anardil sighed. There had been moments during the conversation with Chinua when he was certain he could make out connections between what was being said and the softly spoken words of Arigh’s translation, but this was beyond understanding. 

Holding up his hand, Anardil laughed and patted at the air. “Slow down.”

The boy’s eyes followed his hand then flicked to the empty sleeve on the other side. Reaching out tentatively, he touched the carefully pinned cloth. Looking up to judge Anardil’s reaction, and finding nothing but amused patience in the man’s gray eyes, he gave the sleeve a few gentle pats, as if to assure himself of its emptiness. Drawing back his hand, dark eyes turned upwards solemnly and the boy’s face seemed suddenly old as he said the first word Anardil was able to understand. 

“Orc?”

“Aye, lad. Orc,” Anardil replied quietly.

The boy nodded and said a few words sadly. Anardil recognized Arigh’s name and guessed that the boy was telling of the death of someone related to her. For a moment, the only sound was the wind whispering through the grass, and then a soft whistle was heard to the north. Catching a glimpse of dark heads withdrawing quickly behind a tent, Anardil gave the boy a grin. 

“Your friends are getting impatient. Let’s see if we can find some way to conduct this trade.”

“Trade. Yes. Yes. Trade.” Though oddly accented the words were plain enough and the boy’s smile burst through once more as he dug into a pocket to pull free several copper pennies which he displayed on an open palm.

“Ah,” said Anardil with a chuckle. “Ponies?”

With a merry laugh the boy blurted out a string of syllables at a rate that left Anardil nearly gasping for breath as well as understanding. 

“First, introductions.” Touching his hand to his chest, he said, “Anardil.”

“Temur. Suren Temur,” said the boy pointing to himself. 

“Suren… your father is Suren Chinua?”

“Yes. Yes,” Temur said happily. “Father me.”

“Well, like father, like son; so I will hazard the guess that you want sweets. Let us see what Sevi has packed away, shall we?” 

Anardil leaned into the cart and awkwardly drew forth a wooden crate filled with small bags and a few tins. Temur’s eyes widened with delight and he moved forward eagerly to grasp one end of the crate and help lower it to the ground.  Anardil nodded his thanks then took out a small pouch he knew was filled with sugared apple slices. Considering how the dwarf Therin had enjoyed them, it was almost certain that the boy would. How many would be reasonable for a penny? 

Tugging at the string tied around the top of the bag, Anardil made certain to pull the wrong loop and tangle the wrapping rather than loosen it. Giving a soft curse, he held the bag out to Temur with a shrug. Setting his pennies on the end of the cart first, Temur took the sack and picked the knot free. Pulling open the sack, he peeked inside then looked up at Anardil.

With an outward grin, though inwardly regretting that such a lesson in suspicion had been learned by one so young, the man reached into the sack and took out a slice of the cinnamon and sugar covered treat to bite into it.

"See?" he said as he chewed.  "It is good."

Temur watched for only a moment before pulling out his own slice. Sniffing it with obvious pleasure, he licked the sugar from one side, before taking a tiny bite. The first slice was chewed cautiously, for apples were a new experience to the boy.  However, the gleam growing in his dark eyes stated plainly that the succulent sweet met with his approval.

Licking his fingers, Anardil tipped his head toward the tent where Temur’s friends could be seen looking boldly around the wall. “Do they have pennies?”

His mouth filled with a second slice of the treat he had decided was safe enough to enjoy, Temur shook his head. “No penny. Me trade all.”

“You are going to share, aren’t you?” 

Temur looked confused until Anardil made motions of dividing up the contents of the pouch. With a wide smile, Temur said, “Share, yes.” Patting the bag before him, then the pennies, Temur asked, “Trade?”

Anardil chewed on his lip for a moment, then making a show of looking around he leaned over and counted out three of the pennies before handing the others back.

In a conspiratorial tone, the ex Ranger said, “A trade. Just don’t tell, Sevi.”

“Sevi?” the boy said with puzzlement.

As Anardil pointed to the middle of the oval of tents where Sev was beginning her examination of the injured pony under the watchful eye of a thin boy, Temur grinned widely and returned the remaining coins to his pocket.

“No tell.” 

“Good,” replied Anardil. “A trade it is then.” He held out his hand to the boy, who wiped sugar off his fingers before taking the man’s in a strong grip. 

Temur’s smile flashed again as he murmured something in his own tongue then bowed low and sped off to divide the spoils with his friends.

Picking up the copper pennies one at a time, Anardil considered his first trade and thought he had not truly done that badly. Whether Sev would think so or not was another issue. Tossing the pennies in his hand gently, he gave a sigh. How was he to get this blasted crate back into the wagon? He and Sev needed to have a talk about the best way to organize these trade goods, as well as a discussion about what value she placed on them.

******

At the northern end of the enclosure created by the encircling tents, the pony twitched as Sev ran her fingers along his leg. The swelling had lessened from the previous day, but the area was still tender to the touch. Releasing the leg and patting its rump, Sev watched carefully as the animal ambled away. 

“A strained tendon is still my opinion.” Sev brushed her hands together and waited for a response from the boy who had been sent by Oyugen to lead her to the pony.

“You telling my father this day before,” said the boy with a quick smile.

“It was you at the dwarves’ mine, then. I thought I recognized you.”

A sharp nod of the head was his only answer.

“I am Sevilodorf. A trader from Ithilien. And who might you be? Chinua’s son for certain, as you have the look of your father.”

Another quick smile was her payment for this sally. “I am Suren Al Gan,” he said with evident pride and a small bow. Then his dark eyes narrowed. “You say you are Rohirrim. How be from Ithi- Ithilien?” His tongue stumbled over the final word. 

“It is where I live now. I will always be Rohirrim; but my home, since the shadow of evil is gone, is in Ithilien. Do not your people move about?”

“Yes. We move. Take herd to sea,” he waved his arm toward the northeast, “and to banks of rivers to north in summer and fall, but this is our place. Always.” 

The last word held a defiant ring, and Sev smiled at his youthfulness. Only the young believed in always. “And where does your land end?”

Pointing behind her to the skeletal finger of the monolith, Al Gan said, “Where you see sube is Sube land.”

Sevilodorf shook her head in confusion. “I am sorry Suren Al Gan. I do not understand.”

The boy looked puzzled then waved an arm over his head. “Sube land being all around.”

Sev shook her head again. “All around. All around what?”

“Sube,” Al Gan said with a frown. “That is sube.” He pointed once again to the black stone. “Where you see belong Sube.”

“The rock. The rock is called sube?”

“Yes!” the boy, exclaimed happily. “Rock is sube. Sube land is where you see rock. Altai lun Unegen, my father’s grandmother, her grandfather’s grandfather…” Al Gan paused to see if Sev understood.

Thinking Anardil would have done better to bring along a hobbit that delighted in treading the convolutions of family relationships, Sev made a show of understanding.

“…. be first Mingghan of Sube peoples.”

“What is a Mingghan?”

The boy held up his hands with fingers spread. “Leader of arban jagun.”

Sev laughed. “I’m sorry. That doesn’t help at all.”

“How you be trader with no words?” demanded Al Gan scornfully. 

With the imperiousness of his father and great-grandmother displayed clearly on his boyish face, he proceeded to give Sev a lesson in numbers. Insisting that she sit on the grass beside him, Al Gan drew a small pouch from his belt and poured a double handful of polished round stones into her lap. Then with numerous corrections of her pronunciation, he taught her to count to ten - arban. 

“Two arban is qorin. Ten arban is jagun.” Al Gan looked at her expectantly as if to see if she would make the leap of comprehension.

“Arban jagun would be ten hundreds.” Sev said slowly pouring the stones from hand to hand. “Mingghan is thousand in the common tongue.”

Al Gan nodded enthusiastically. “You are smart for woman.”

“Sometimes,” Sev responded blandly. “A Mingghan leads a thousand people? Who is Mingghan now?”

The smile vanished from the boy’s face. 

“No Mingghan. Only khubal like my father. Like I will be.” He reached out his hand to take back the stones and return them to his pouch. Unfolding his legs with the ease of youth, he looked down into Sev’s puzzled face. “But some day, my son’s son will be Mingghan.”

Abruptly the boy said, “I go now.”

Before Sev could thank the boy for his lesson, he was gone. Racing across the grass, he gathered a following of ponies in his wake but they fell away when he sped on. Rising slowly to her feet, Sev looked about the encampment. From a thousand or more to barely a few hundreds. Not even the Rohirrim had suffered such losses. And they had returned to lands that they considered theirs only to find others occupying the house. 

Anardil’s words echoed softly, ‘If you were driven out of your house and lands by invaders and forced to flee far away, and then returned later to find strangers living in your kitchen and sleeping in your bed, would you be inclined to simply let them have it?’
“Not very likely,” she muttered. Only here the conflict would be over whose house it was. Gondor’s or the Sube’s?

Brushing grass from her trousers and tucking a stray strand of hair back into her braid, Sev eyed the open wall of Chinua’s kadan where wizened old Altai lun Unegen could be seen dropping something into the small cage on the table beside her, her bony fingers not unlike the frail talons of the cage's inmates. ‘That one’s not likely to let anyone take her kitchen.’ 

As Sev watched, Arigh came to her grandmother’s side and lifted the cage to hang it from one of the supporting poles of the kadan. Then with gentleness evident even from a distance, she helped the ancient woman to her feet and slowly led her into the kadan. Erdene and another woman with a toddler clinging to her knee length tunic appeared carrying a variety of steaming bowls and set them upon the table. After rearranging the bowls and replacing Altai’s green cushion with more of the woven mats, Erdene stepped out of the kadan.  Spying Sev still standing out in the grass, she waved an arm toward her and called something that was undoubtedly an invitation to the noon meal.  

Lifting her hand in acknowledgement, Sev was amused when Erdene gave a piercing whistle that was equal to any used to call across the plains of Rohan. From other tents came similar whistles and it was not long before the bouncing crowd of children that had greeted their arrival came scampering across the grassland. Here and there a taller figure could be seen lifting a child to his shoulders or calling a greeting to another, but to Sev’s eye there were far too few men. Especially after Al Gan’s talk of thousands. Had they chosen to battle the dwarves in such a roundabout manner because of their lack of numbers? Or was there more to it? 

“You must see what really is, not what you wish,” she said quietly. Then corrected herself. “You must see what these people believe to be true.” 

One thing all healers learned early was it did no good to simply treat for a winter cough when the patient was convinced they were about to die of a fever. What people believed to be true would have more effect on their thoughts and actions than what really was. 

‘Or what we can convince them is true,’ Sev thought as Anardil appeared accompanied by a trio of small boys. 

Walking slowly toward Chinua’s tent, she watched with confusion as the boys would point to some object then halt and wait expectantly for Anardil to speak. Some responses produced wide grins and clapping of hands. Others resulted in the boys frowning and waving wildly at the object with much shouting. 

Seeing her, Anardil said something that caused the trio to look her way with the same guilty expression that Sewulf had worn every time he was caught in some mischief. Adjusting her reaction to what she hoped Anardil wanted, Sev frowned at the group and crossed her arms, whereupon two of the boys bid hasty farewells and dashed away to their meals. 

The remaining lad turned to face her with an impudent grin. As she continued to frown, his smile faded and he lifted his chin and moved to stand between her and Anardil as if to protect the man. Looking over the boy’s head, she raised her eyebrows at Anardil, who shrugged and maintained a carefully blank expression.

Before Sev could decide what she should say, the boy’s face brightened and he called out to someone behind her. In an instant, Al Gan appeared at her elbow.

After a quick exchange in their own language, the youth turned to Sev and said, “This Temur, my anda, brother. He teaching your man words. They make trade.” Al Gan glanced from Temur to Anardil for confirmation. 

Allowing her frown to fade and unfolding her arms, Sev said, “Trade? For sweets?”

Temur’s impish grin had returned, and he held up the pouch containing his share of the apple slices. “Good sweets.”

Sev smiled slightly and wondered what the boy had given in exchange. “I am glad you liked them. Tell your friends.”

Temur said, “Friends know. I share.” The boy glanced up at Anardil to see if he had used the correct word. Anardil patted the boy’s shoulder.

Then as Erdene could be heard calling once more, Temur ran off yelling over his shoulder to Al Gan. 

“Come. Eat," said Al Gan.  "Then we are trading more.”

The older boy led the way to where Suren Chinua was seated near the rolled-up, open wall of the tent.  At the moment he was inspecting an apple slice while Temur, talking nonstop, sat leaning against him.

After a quick word to Al Gan, Erdene gave a shy smile and motioned to two mats set to the left of her husband. 

“Please to sit,” she said in a soft voice with eyes lowered. When another woman came to the table leading a toddler with each hand, she added, “This Checheg lun Chinua.” 

Turning to her son, who had taken a place beside Temur, she murmured something to which he replied, “Second wife.” 

Erdene repeated the words carefully to herself, then in a slightly louder voice said, “Checheg, second wife to Chinua.”

Checheg dipped her head in greeting; her round brown face graced with a bashful smile, and spoke quietly in the Sube language before taking a seat beside Al Gan, where she settled the youngest child on her lap. Released from her hold, the other made a beeline for Chinua. With a hearty laugh, the herder lifted the boy into the air making him giggle.  

Erdene knelt beside the table and began filling bowls with a sticky brownish red grain. Narrow strips of roasted meat and a sliced radish were then arranged atop the grain.

Handing Sev a bowl bordered with swirling patterns, she explained, “Lebada. Eat with fingers.”

Then making a sign of apology she murmured a Sube word, this time Temur supplied the word.

“Share,” the boy said, exchanging a grin with Anardil.

“Share bowls.” The Sube woman passed a bowl to her husband, who immediately scooped out some grain with two fingers and placed it in his mouth. 

“Eat. Eat. Much more so eat,” Suren Chinua exclaimed with gleaming eyes.  "Wives are being very fine cooks." 

Then he turned to the task of alternating mouthfuls with the child seated in his lap.  Accepting their bowl from Erdene, Temur and Al Gan began to eat quickly, dividing the thin slices of meat between them. The final bowl was shared between Checheg, the smaller child, and Erdene.

Anardil as ever did not speak, but his grey eyes shone thanks as he offered a brief smile to Chinua and his family, before dipping his fingers into the bowl Sev held.  The twinkle in his eyes deepened as he met Sev's glance, watching her wrestle with the utter lack of decorum such a manner of eating entailed.  He decided this was not the time to tell her that he had encountered even stranger dining customs in his travels.

They found the food a curious blend of bland and spice, the grain apparently a rather sticky and chewy steamed millet, but the radish added spice and the slices of what seemed to be roast mutton had a pleasant tang.  There was no talking over the meal, something the hobbits at The Burping Troll would undoubtedly find exceeding strange, but the service was excellent.  Erdene was unfailingly prompt in refilling bowls from the serving dishes on the table and only polite but firm gestures of refusal prevented her from feeding her family and guests to bursting.

As the meal ended a bowl of warm water was brought out to wash sticky fingers, then Checheg stood to lift the younger child to her shoulder and with a small nod to the traders disappeared deeper into the kadan. Erdene heaped the bowls onto the empty platter, and carried them away, only to return in moments and take a seat beside Al Gan. After a word from his father, Temur passed out one apple slice to each person and drew the little boy down between himself and his older brother.

“These I am tasting good sweets,” Chinua held his apple slice up. “More hobbits food?”

Sev nodded. “Yes. Dried and sweetened by the same hobbits who made the other sweets.“

Eating his slice in three quick bites, Chinua waved at the two older boys. ”You meet sons.” Then pointed to the smaller one who was attempting to take the pouch of apple slices from Temur. ”This boy, Eng, he is being sister-son. Daughter is mine.” He waved vaguely toward the interior of the kadan. “You have childs?”

Beside him, Anardil felt Sev tense. In the role he had assumed it would not be in character for him to answer, so hoping that she would understand, he turned his eyes from Chinua and allowed the silence to lengthen. 

Chinua and Erdene exchanged glances then Erdene reached out and patted Sev’s knee. “Two childs not live. Two boy. Older.  Die battle. Same you?”

Sev let out the breath she had been holding and said in a tight voice. “Is it not the same everywhere?” 

Erdene nodded sympathetically, while Chinua said, “Yes, same many places.” Nodding to the littlest boy sucking happily on another apple slice, he added, “Now childs grow in peace. Shadow is gone. Get second wife. We are making new babies. Have big family.” 

When the traders failed to answer, he said, “Erdene helping you. She pick a good second wife. Many widows in our tribe. Need husband. Need more childs.”

As Erdene fixed Anardil with a calculating look, Sev sought desperately for a diplomatic response. Risking a glance at Anardil, she found he appeared as dumbfounded as she was. That was one thing at least, being offered a second wife after only a few hours of acquaintance was obviously as new an experience to him as it was to her. 

Appearing to come to some decision, Erdene clapped her hands and said, “Arlagh Dalan’s daughter. She young, but not too young. Has two childs.” Reaching out to pat Sev’s knee again, she added, “You go meet? You first wife. Must…” Erdene threw up her hands in frustration and turned to Chinua to rattle off a series of instructions.

Chinua nodded several times then held up a hand to halt Erdene. “First wife is making offer and set marriage price with woman’s family. Arlagh Dalan is having many fine sheep. Erdene say she go with you to make sure Bettal lun Dalan not try to cheat.”

Feeling that she must attempt to regain some control over the situation, Sev began, "I don’t think…” only to be interrupted by Anardil’s low voice, edged with amusement that she surely did not feel.

“Though greatly honored, we must decline. It is not our custom to take more than one wife at a time.” Meeting Chinua’s eyes, Anardil added, “I fear that I am not as brave as the men of the Sube.”

As Chinua roared with laughter, Erdene shook her head sadly and said, “Not good. Second wife make woman’s work more easy. Like sister. You think more.”

“I just might do that,” Sev replied giving Anardil a narrow eyed look. 

“Good. Good. You meet women and think.” Erdene rose briskly to her feet and gathered up the smallest boy who was blinking sleepily. Looking to her husband, she asked, “I call Arigh?”

The Sube herder nodded then spoke rapidly to his sons. Turning to Anardil, he said, “Temur taking you out see horses while women chatter. He say you are liking horses.”

Seeing no polite way to escape the young boy’s chaperonage, Anardil agreed to the plan and stood. 

With a pointed look at Anardil, Sev said firmly, “I must get a few items from the cart before I go. Might Arigh meet me at our tent?”

“Kadan,” corrected Chinua with a smile and a wave of his hand. “Kadan, not tent. Arigh will meet you there.”

Accepting Anardil’s hand to help her rise, Sev thanked Erdene for their meal and bowed to Chinua. Then with Temur jogging ahead of them, she and Anardil walked back to the kadan they had been given for their stay.

In a low voice, she said, “Trade all the sweets you want, but be aware that our hobbit Meri wants her payment for those apple slices in labor next harvest time. Whatever you do, don’t trade the pills and potions. As fearful as they seem about poisoned food, it would do our reputations no good for you to give them the wrong remedy for a headache. And are you absolutely certain, you don’t want me to arrange a second wife for you?”

Anardil slanted a look of utter dread at her.  “Most assuredly. One is all that I can keep track of.”

However, Sev frowned thoughtfully.  “She does have two children and you seem to have made a hit with the children.”

With a prim sniff, Anardil said, “Children are wonderful observers and quite often are excellent sources of information.”

“And they make great chaperones, too. Don’t they?” Sev gave him a knowing look. 

“Unfortunately.”  Anardil grinned ruefully.

Truly he had little chance for independent observation of anything with his little constellation of busy eyes and hands following him everywhere.  However, he had long ago learned to adapt to circumstances as he found them.

Throwing back the door flap, Sev grabbed up a knapsack she had prepared with small amounts of the herbs, spices and various remedies she had available for trade and placed it outside the door. “If you have a chance, find out if any of the men do metalworking of any kind.”

“The brass harness buckles?” Anardil guessed.

“Smarter than the elf and the hobbit, are you?” Sev gave him a quick grin. “Tell me what their use is, if you can. Your father being a blacksmith, you ought to be able to figure it out.”

Before he could respond, they heard Arigh’s soft voice calling for Sevilodorf. 

“Just a moment, Arigh,” Sev called back, then hastily changed her leather jerkin for a blue, knee length cloth tunic edged with silver thread, making sure that her silver pendant hung outside the neckline. Smoothing her hair with her hand, she grumbled, “Remind me next time to bring those bracelets you gave me. Every woman is wearing at least one. I’m probably breaking some tribal taboo by not having one or disgracing you horribly.”

Catching her hand and dropping a kiss into her palm, Anardil shook his head. “Not in the least. Go meet and greet your customers, Sev. And please…” He paused until she looked up at him. “…No second wife.”

With a laugh, she said, “Your wish is my command, oh lord and master. At least in regards to this.” 

Slipping from his grasp, she pushed up the door flap and greeted Arigh calmly. 

***** 

Feb 16th night

The faint odor of valerian tickled Sev’s nose as she tossed aside the heavy woolen blankets and sat cross-legged on the grass filled mattress. Idly she wondered whether the Sube had traded for the herb or if they had gathered it during their travels. Such thoughts did not occupy her mind for long and she found herself once again following the twisted path of unanswered questions, which had thus far prevented her sleep. A cup of tea would be nice, but she did not dare stir up the fire or give any other sign that all within were not asleep. 

The smoke hole in the ceiling of the kadan, as she had been taught to say, provided only a small circular view of the night sky. Insufficient for determining if the clouds, which had begun building up in the western sky, had lingered or moved on to the east. Her fingers tapped a nervous beat on her knees as she turned the bits and pieces of information she had gathered that day over and over in her mind. Attempting to find the common threads that held these people together and had somehow led them to begin secretive attacks on the nearby dwarves.

Masterminer Grôr had told Anardil that he and his comrades had not retaliated against the Sube, though the dwarves were certain the nomads were the source of all their problems, because they were weary of war and wished only to practice their trade undisturbed. The men and women in this camp had voiced the same wish: to be allowed to tend their herds and raise their children in peace. Unlike the dwarves however, they appeared unwilling to share the land. Again and again Sev had heard how the land within sight of that spear shaped formation, from which the tribe took its name, had been theirs for generations and should be theirs and only theirs because of the blood shed by their people. 

There were too many widows within this camp to argue about the loss of lives. And while she had her own thoughts on whether or not Gondor had a sovereign right to this land, Sev did know enough history to realize these peoples could only have moved into these lands after the last defeat of the Wainriders. In Pelargir, she had been forced to acknowledge the youth of her own people. Rohan had only come into existence with the granting of lands by the steward Cirion to Eorl, and was a mere babe compared to the Kingdom of Gondor. A kingdom that, by right of conquest over the great evil of Sauron and through treaty with the Haradrim and the Easterlings, had reclaimed all its ancient lands.  

‘Ah, but there’s the knot,’ Sev thought to herself. 

The Sube, to the last child, proclaimed themselves independent of any Easterling lords. Their men may have fought and died beneath the banners of the Eastern warlords in the great battles of Erebor, but they had not done so willingly. Just as they would not willingly share this land with dwarves, no matter what a king hundreds of miles away had agreed to. 

Like the dwarves however, they were few in numbers and had chosen the path of sabotage. Or had they? 

The “game” with the ponies was known to all within the encampment; and Sev had been made to understand by the women that such behaviors were often practiced amongst the tribes. There were definite rules to the “game”, one of which was that no one and no beast be hurt or injured. A rule, which unfortunately, the dwarves were  thought to have broken. 

Sev’s fingers stilled. Who was it who had said that? She had heard the sentiment stated several times during the course of the day, though she had checked the pony in question again and thought no differently than she had the first time. But someone had said it in such a way as to exaggerate the situation out of all proportion. Who? 

Shria, that bubble-headed second wife of Naiman? Yes, she had said it in that shrill voice of hers. And she had repeated several times that Naiman had said that they should shave the beards of ten dwarves for every day the pony was unable to work. Rator Naimen and his malcontented son, Osol, would no doubt delight in such a task. But someone else had said the dwarves were to blame for the pony’s injury earlier.

Sev closed her eyes to think. When had she first heard the dwarves maligned? Qara Oyugen’s deep voice asking her if she was truly of the Rohirrim. Naiman’s questioning of her trading with the dwarves. And then a jumble of words she did not know as Naiman’s question was repeated for Altai. 

Altai. That was it. Sev was certain the old woman had understood everything that was said, but had insisted on translations simply to control the conversation. And the old crone must have said something about the dwarves then, though Chinua had not translated her words but merely shook his head. Oyugen had also refused to comment, but Naimen had said something in his own tongue that left Altai cackling with glee. Sev wondered if that had been when he first suggested shaving the dwarves. 

Nmad, she had no talent with languages and would dearly love to know exactly what had been said. Dare she ask Arigh tomorrow? The girl had served well as a translator today, or rather Sev assumed she had. How could one know if one was being lied to, when someone else was doing the talking? If old Altai was encouraging Naiman in his boasting against the dwarves, might she not be doing the same for the boys taking part in the visits to the dwarves’ mine? Could she be pushing them to do a little worse each time? 

For though everyone knew of the ‘game’ with the ponies, there had been universal disbelief when she mentioned other problems experienced by the dwarves. Instead, the Sube had insisted that such actions were not honorable among their people. They did not want war with the dwarves; they simply wanted them to go away. But is that what Altai wanted? Is that what Naiman, with his connections to the East through his new wife, wanted? 

Anardil had cautioned her about appearing to take the side of the dwarves. Not only might it close mouths if the Sube were the source of the problems, it could serve to make them a target of misdirected anger. She had done her best, but she was afraid that her sympathies might have been evident anyway. 

And it had been so difficult to speak to Anardil this evening. He had been a stranger; taciturn and distant, unspeaking where she had grown used to the voice of his support. She understood what he was doing, creating an image for the Sube to see and respond to. She also realized that it would be impossible for him to maintain such a persona if he had to switch back and forth with his true self. But that had not helped when the dark silences and empty looks called forth memories she had thought safely laid to rest. 

“Loof,” she muttered, then forced herself to lie down. ‘It is a game of make believe you asked to join. Stop whining and concentrate on the job at hand.’

And what was her job? To report what she heard and saw. To provide a distraction as Anardil slipped off to discover what might be found. To wait and worry as the darkness of the night pressed in. Aye, those were her tasks. Thumping the empty place beside her, she knew the last would continue to be the hardest.

Finally, she slipped into a half sleep from which she kept waking, with heart pounding at the sound of a hoof stamping, the inquiring yip of a herd dog and later the soft patter of rain on the fabric over her head. It was well after midnight when she started awake once more to see the door flap of the tent being pushed in. Her fingers sought the knives she had not unstrapped from her forearms as she strained to see who or what was fumbling at the opening. 

The man silhouetted against the opening was easy enough to identify, but the unmistakable aroma of cheap wine was unexpected and unwelcome.

Waspishly, due to lack of sleep and an abundance of nerves, Sev hissed as she slid her blades back into their places, “Don’t you dare come a step closer to me until you take off whatever clothes you have doused with that stuff.”

“Ah, Sevi, it’s naught but wine,” Anardil’s blurred speech startled her for a moment with its loudness, until she realized such behavior and speech would only add to the image he had fostered that day. 

This was one role she could play without thought. In a voice pitched to remain low but still be audible to anyone immediately outside the kadan, she exclaimed, “Yes, and I’d like to know where you got it from.” Heaving a loud sigh of exasperation, she kicked her way free of the blankets. “Hold still, no need to make a lot of noise and wake the whole camp falling over your own feet.”

Anardil’s grin flashed as he swayed gently. “Yer awful good to me.”

Sev gritted her teeth as she slipped his arm about her shoulders. “What did you do? Bathe in it? Careful now, just sit over here.”

Guiding him to a position near the mattress, Sev turned her head from the stench of sour wine as he slumped to the ground. Obeying the motion of his hand she returned to pull the door flap closed, just in time to glimpse a shadow moving behind the nearest kadan. Tying the flap shut, she muttered a quiet invective against drunken louts who woke people in the middle of the night.

Moving slowly in the darkness and making certain to say only those things a wife would be expected to say to a drunken husband, she assisted Anardil with removing his wine soaked clothing. With a final firm, “Hush now, go to sleep,” she curled up beside him to murmur, “Someone was out there.”

“That there was. Several someones. That is part of the game, that the watcher is also the watched.  But all they saw was a besotted loof staggering to his bed before the rain worsens.”

Sev sought to keep the anxiety out of her voice. “Besotted is the word. I trust you had more on you than in you.” 

“Always, love, always. After being educated to the joys of Cherry-B, one cannot easily down the sharper wines of upper Dorwinion.”  

“Upper Dorwinion? A long way to go for a drink, don’t you think?”

“Especially when it is not of the highest quality.” Anardil gave a jaw-cracking yawn. “Though one should not complain of a gift.”

“A gift? To you?”

“To old Arlagh Dalan, who was kind enough to share.” Anardil waited while Sevilodorf pondered that bit of information. 

“Ah. Arlagh Dalan . . . the one with the widowed daughter you're supposed to marry. He was the guard tonight, was he not?”

“Aye, and you have reached the same conclusions I came to. That the old man was either paid to ignore something, or given something to distract his attention.”

“But which? And by who?”  

“That he would not say.” Another wide yawn and he heaved himself to his side to drape his arm across her. “But morning will be time enough to discover what more we can.  We’ve done well thus far."

"Have we?" Sev whispered.  "I find myself grasping at too many pieces that may or may not belong to the puzzle.  How much is simply family or tribal politics, and how much is related to the problem at hand?"

"That is the way," Anardil replied, his words barely more than a breath.  "First we find the currents in muddy waters, and then we seek to follow them to their sources."  He gently tightened his embrace.  "I know you see as I do, that the Sube are of many minds, and that the old woman, Altai, picks the threads in people’s lives to suit her."

Sev frowned, thinking of the wizened, sharp-eyed crone sitting over the little red birds in their cage.  "Yes.  But is that simply the meddling way of an old chief woman, or is she pulling threads that run much deeper?"

"That is a concern we will have to be wary of."  Anardil sighed and shifted himself warmly against her side.  "Ah, and be forewarned, you are certain to garner sympathy for my behavior tonight.”

“I am? No, don’t tell me. Let it be a surprise, so that I may act suitably upset.” Sev sighed. “I fear I am not the talented role player you are.”

"Ah, love, just be who you are," he mumbled against her shoulder.


Scowling even though he could not see it, Sev asked, "And that is?"

"A trader-woman with a slightly troublesome man to lead around."

Giving a soft snort she rapped his dark head sharply.  "Only slightly?"

A low chuckle vibrated briefly and he tightened his arm around her.  "'Tis only part of the game, Sevi."

Once more he yawned at considerable length, and she felt tension ease out him, leaving him warm and pliant against her side.  His breathing slowed, and she thought him already asleep, but then he spoke once more, his breath puffing warmly on her neck.

"The days I might have indulged in such foolish sport in truth are many years behind me, Sevi."  His hand slid up to find and gently cup her face, rough calluses warm against her skin.  "But you must tell me if aught I do is worrying to you.  I would not want the faces I put on to make me a stranger to you."

"Do what you must, Anardil," she replied quietly.  "I asked to be here and I know the care we must take."

"All the same…" His fingers gently traced her cheek and paused lightly just below her lips.  She could hear the smile in his whispered voice.  "I love my Rohirrim spy, and I do not wish to wound her."

Her worries fled before his words and she turned to him with a smile. "That is well. For I was told by an authority on the matter that Rohirrim spies are never to be injured."

"And did this authority say what was to be done with them?"

"Surely you know. Calculating observer that you are."

"I believe I am beginning to remember."

Thus night fell on the Sube encampment, and a whispering rain moved across the plain.  On the morrow, the contest of facades and pretenses would begin anew, for it was a certainty that neither guests nor hosts wholly trusted each other.

***

CHAPTER NINE

February 17th
Sube Camp

Twelve year old Qara Chetal slipped into a narrow cleft at the base of the finger rock defining the Sube land shortly after noon. There on the floor of the cleft moist dark sand and a patch of lush vegetation, green even in February, marked the source of a slow-seeping spring.  Dipping his waterskin into the shallow pool, he hummed quietly. Though the seep did not produce enough water for the tribe and all its animals, this was the purest water in the area. His grandfather, Qara Batu, the oldest person in the camp, older even than Altai lun Unegen, often told tales of drinking from this pool in his youth. Wishing to please the old man, Chetal came several times a week to fill a skin to be used for his tea. 

Allowing his thoughts to wander to the strange new sweets and the shiny small knife he hoped to trade for, Chetal gave a sigh. He had none of the dwarves’ pennies, for his father, Qara Oyugen, had forbidden him to participate in the release or return of their animals saying that such behavior was childish and not appropriate for a man. While proud that his father numbered him among the men, Chetal still felt a twinge of jealousy for others like Rator Jaragen, who was not only older, but possessor of pennies from the dwarves and several small tools he had taken during night visits to the dwarves' mine. His father did not approve of those thefts either; saying it was not honorable to steal the tools of a man’s trade. But when Chetal had repeated his father’s words, Jaragen had said derisively that dwarves were not men and that a nakhir, a war-chief, who could not recognize an enemy should be replaced. He had thrown Jaragen to the ground for that comment. A small smile of satisfaction crossed his face at that memory for though only twelve summers in age, Chetal had his father’s powerful build and had learned well the lessons taught by his older brothers. 

“Fah,” he exclaimed softly.

As his grandfather often said, it did no good to dwell on those things one could not change. Instead, he would hope that his finely braided ropes and the two tanned goatskins would be sufficient for the trader woman. Or better still, his sister had told that the woman was interested in healing plants. Perhaps she would be willing to trade for some. Tilting his head up to scan the rugged walls of the narrow space, he saw the small purple blossoms of a flower his mother boiled to make a syrup for the coughs that often troubled his grandfather. 

Slinging the now-filled waterskins across his shoulder, Chetal began to scale the sides of the cleft. He was stretched upon a narrow ledge, using his knife to dig out the blossoming plants and tucking them inside his tunic when he heard voices. Almost he called out a greeting then stopped. These were not the voices of anyone in the Sube camp; they had instead the clipped sounds of those who lived on the Sea of Rhûn far to the east. For the first ten years of his life, Chetal had heard voices such as these many times. And each time had meant that more of the Sube men were taken away to serve the warlords of the East. 

Chetal shrank back against the rocks. There should be no easterners here. The Dark One was defeated. There were no battles to fight. This was Sube land, and as nakhir his father would have known of any visitors. Runners were sent out regularly to watch the road, both east and west. They had seen the ponies meet up with the traders and had often climbed the hills to watch the dwarves at their work. Though neither his father nor Suren Chinua Khubal would fight against the dwarves, it did not mean they went unobserved. 

And by that logic, Chetal concluded that someone must know that these easterners were here. Someone his father trusted who did not deserve that trust, for they had invited the strangers without his consent.

******

It had been a long day, and the high pitched voice of Shria lun Naimen made Sev want to wince. But she forced herself to nod calmly as the girl prattled on. At first, it had seemed odd that in the entire camp, Shria was the only female who spoke the common tongue fluently. Even Arigh for all her skill did not come close to this empty headed girl. An explanation for her fluency was soon given, along with a recitation of every moment of the girl’s seventeen years of life. 

Anardil would no doubt be interested to learn that not only did Shria come from a family on the eastern edges of the Sea of Rhûn, but that her uncle had been a very important leader in one of the towns. A man who often entertained visitors from many lands. In fact, if Shria was to be believed, the man had not only slain both King Brand and King Dain Ironfoot, he had single-handedly rallied the retreat of those few who survived.  The first time she had heard the story, Sev had bitten back the comment that those who led from the rear were in the best position to lead a successful retreat. Now, after the third or fourth telling, she was beginning to entertain the possibility that the man had been killed shortly after the war by his own troops, a situation that was sure to have happened if he was anything at all like his niece. A cousin was head of the family and continued in the traditions of his father, including that of marrying off females to gain influence.  Undoubtedly Rator Naiman's status in council among the Sube had filled that bill for Shria’s cousin nicely.

Shria’s voice continued to drone on in the background as Sev went on with her trading. Sweets, spices, and dried herbs went to the women she had met yesterday, in exchange for colorful woven mats, rounds of sharp cheese, and many skeins of the unusually soft yarn the women spun from the thick-fleeced, multicolored goats. 

With the help of Arigh's translation, the Sube's healer, Tolui lun Oyugen, had told of the common ailments affecting the tribe. After much discussion on the merits of the various remedies Sev had available, a discussion that taxed Arigh’s linguistic abilities to the utmost, the larger portion of the potions and herbs had been carried away.

Many of the women had been accompanied by their men who brought braided ropes and other items of handicraft to trade for more sweets, a knife blade or the occasional brightly colored ribbon to be a gift for a wife or daughter. Jaran Asnah, the tribe’s smith, had been eager to trade several tanned fleeces for the odd assortment of old brass buckles, which Sev knew he would melt down and refashion into more useful objects. To her secret amusement, Rator Naimen had purchased a thumb sized polished stone as a gift for Shria. Watching the delighted girl hold the purple quartz to the sunlight, the Rohirrim trader quelled the desire to tell the man that the stones had been smoothed and shaped by orcs. Sev contented herself with a small grin as she thought of how interested Anardil would be in the fact that Naimen had not bartered for any of the goods bought by his household, but paid in copper or silver pennies bearing the marks of Rhûn and Erebor. 

Along with those trading had come several daughters or widowed relatives dressed in their finest. Sev could only guess that despite Anardil’s refusal and her own continued unwillingness to discuss the matter, Erdene had spread the word that the position of second wife was open. 

Concluding her trade with Arlagh Dalan’s widowed daughter, Sev was forced to choke back a laugh as the woman rolled her eyes toward Shria then patted Sev’s hand sympathetically before hurrying away. It was almost certain the woman would return again despite Shria’s presence. After all, she had already been by three times today, each time disappointed by the continued absence of Anardil. Placing the woven mat traded for a bag of dried comfrey with the others she had accepted during the morning, Sev considered that while receiving some rather interesting advice on how to manage a husband, once word of Anardil’s uncouth behavior of the previous evening had spread, it was her popularity with Shria which earned her the most sympathy. 

A popularity that Sev soon realized was due to the girl’s loneliness, for the women of the tribe rebuffed her at every opportunity. Sev had not determined if this was due to the girl’s incessant talking, or that Rator Naimen had married her without the consent of his first wife, Bera. That tidbit of information had caused Anardil to question the man’s sanity.

Men, however, found the girl delightful. Or so Sev had been informed numerous times in suitably lowered voices. There was no evidence that the men paid any more attention to Shria than to any of the other young women, except for possibly old Qara Batu, Oyugen’s ancient father, who had insisted she sit next to him yesterday while he told a string of stories of the old days. Sev had merely attributed this to Shria’s willingness to listen in openmouthed wonder as he spoke. 

For herself, she was only grateful that the girl did not take offense while she conducted her trading and gave only noncommittal comments in response to her life story. On second thought, maybe if she did take offense, she would go away.

The cessation of Shria’s voice was so unexpected that Sev did not realize the girl had stopped talking until she heard shouting from the west. Then a higher voice was heard from the south and Sev shaded her eyes to scan the grassy plain. In the distance, she saw a form that from its height could only be Anardil. He was leading one of the small dark horses favored by the Sube. Over the back of the animal dangled a figure. For a horrible moment, she thought it was young Temur, who had spent the morning waiting patiently for Anardil to appear then insisted on continuing the tour of the more distant herds they had begun the previous afternoon. A plan Sev was certain Anardil had agreed with to escape the overeager matchmaking mamas and the calculating eyes of the widows. Then she saw the boy bounding through the grass, quite a ways ahead of the man, shouting for all he was worth. 

Shria, proving that she was not quite the fool she appeared, snatched up the items she had traded for several hours ago and sped off toward the kadan belonging to Rator Naimen. 

Sev stood anxiously watching as a group of men jogged out to intercept Anardil. One, Suren Chinua she supposed, halted long enough to lift Temur to his shoulders before continuing. After a hasty discussion that involved much pointing, one man turned and headed back to camp at a run. The rest remained to walk slowly beside the horse and its burden. With a sinking heart, Sev noted that those not leading the horse had moved into positions surrounding Anardil. 

Soon identifiable as Rator Naimen, the runner shouted as he neared the camp. From the Sube clustered on the edges of the camp came the cry of a woman and Tolui, Oyugen’s first wife, ran out several steps before being caught and prevented from going further.  It must be one of her sons, Sev thought. But which one? And what had happened? 

****

Fifteen Minutes Previous:

The midday sun beamed warmly on the grasslands of Eastern Borders and Anardil was glad for its warmth and the peace of naught but four-legged creatures for company.  Well, that and the boy Temur, scampering happily ahead.  Smiling gently Anardil stroked the warm neck of a dark bay horse that had ambled near to sniff curiously at his shirt.  While he believed himself an open-minded man when it came to the customs of others, the barely veiled zeal with which the Sube women sought to match him with a second wife was little short of intimidating.  With a wry grin he reflected that this was the first time in his life he had ever found himself to be too desirable.  The smile faded as he watched Temur skid to a halt and crouch to stare at some minor thing in the grass.  The reasons behind that matrimonial eagerness were purely practical, in their eyes, the ravages of war leaving the Sube people with too many widows and fatherless children.

Sube.  A word in their tongue meaning a point of rock, and as he resumed walking his eyes fixed upon the tall obsidian edifice that jutted boldly from the prairie not far away.  Ancient beyond reckoning it was, the bones of some ancient volcanic event that had long since crumbled back into the dark earth.  Only this single spire remained. Its broken knees thrust into tumbled heaps of black stone at its base.  It was no wonder the people adopted it as their name and symbol, for it was the only object of any height at all once one left the foothills of the Ash Mountains.  The spire stood alone, just as the Sube stood alone.


There was much to ponder in that, also, as his footsteps whispered through the grass.  Temur came bounding back, his hand cupped, and eagerly crowded close for Anardil's attention.  The boy's chatter was too fast to follow, but Anardil found himself laughing gently.  In the boy's grubby brown palm lay the empty shell of a snail, much as he had picked up when he was Temur's age.

"That is a snail," he said.

"Smell?"

"No, snail."  Carefully Anardil emphasized the pronunciation.  "Snnail."

"Snnnail.  Snail."

"There you have it. Keep that," he said, and closed the boy's fingers around the tiny shell.  "It might be lucky."

"Lucky, yes!  Lucky me!"  Beaming a brilliant smile, Temur ran off once more.

Whoever the Sube had once been, they were a much-diminished people and in no way resembled the Wainriders of ancient days that had roared across Gondor's borders in a furious torrent.  Yet he thought it would be a mistake to underestimate the will or courage of these people, for he saw the fire of their spirit glittering in the bright eyes of their sons.  There was a pride that almost smacked of ownership, though these people did not own land in the usual sense, which was visible even in the quick speech of the children.  This is ours, we are Sube, here we stand: that was what he heard.

Then into this place, these empty lands where a shattered people came to rebuild, came the Dwarves.  The very foe against whom the Sube had hurled the flower of their manhood not three years before.  Anardil was not clear precisely how the warriors of the Sube had been drawn into the War, but he suspected there had been few who could remain neutral in lands held in thrall by the Dark Lord.  Ties between the tribes of Rhûn and its borders were strong and generations-old, and were often revitalized by marriages between allied clans.  Sour-faced Rator Naimen and his silly, chatty wife, Shria, were examples of just such a union.  Thus between familial alliances and feudal demands of the Easterling warlords, all backed by Sauron's dread hand, passivity would likely not have been an option, even had the proud Sube preferred not to fight.

Now, however … the Dark Lord's power was broken, the warlords had been desperately defeated, and the ripples of unease and uncertainty lingered yet.  The Sube themselves seemed divided over how to react to their old foe the Dwarves taking up residence in their ancient tribal lands.  Some doubtless remembered too well their losses at the siege of Erebor; some were scarred and marked by war even as Anardil himself.  Yet he saw in their eyes, heard in the voices of the men and their children ambivalence not easily reconciled.  They wanted, simply enough, to be allowed to live as they always had.  That was a truth Sev recognized instantly as a trait in common with her own Rohirrim people.  But living as they wished, free at last of overlords and feudal demands, was in itself an uneasy factor Sev had warned against. 

'These people somehow managed to survive Mordor’s enslavement of this land, only to be told now that they face the domination of Gondor… The very fact that he is giving them permission will make them rebel. Sometimes one gets very tired of being allowed to do things, even when they are the very things you want to do.'

And how, he wondered, would they react if the King's response was to bid them live peaceably with the Dwarves?  Would the prickly pride of the Sube drive them to actions more overt than annoyance tactics such as deliberately strayed ponies?  Would they find a plea for peace to be the same as a demand for submission?

Anardil had no further chance to ponder that puzzle.  As he mounted a slight rise he realized another horse and several goats were sniffing something on the ground perhaps fifty yards away.  Something…that he abruptly recognized was a human body lying crumpled in the grass.  Temur's high shout indicated his own discovery and the boy flew forward like a javelin.

In long wary strides Anardil approached the fallen figure, seeing rumpled clothing, tousled black hair, and no hint of movement.  Temur dropped to his knees beside the body and looked up with dark eyes huge with fright.  The goats scampered away as Anardil drew near but they turned to watch as he slowly knelt.

"Ah, lad…”

He reached light fingers to lift a lock of hair out of a very young and very still face.  Here lay Chetal the son of the Sube nakhir, war chief Qara Oyugen, and blood seeped darkly through his clothing.  A chill touched him that had nothing to do with the thin February sun.

"Chetal," quavered Temur, and his fingers plucked hesitantly at Chetal's sleeve.  "Why sick?"

"I don't know."

There was a pulse, he felt it twitching as he pressed his fingers to the boy's jugular, but the very stillness of the lad was frightening.  How long had he lain here?  And what had happened to him?  Anardil doubted the boy had been thrown from a horse or pony, as there would have been an immediate response had a saddled mount appeared riderless in or near camp.  Unless, of course, Chetal had simply leaped on a pony without saddle or bridle.  Still … something did not feel right about this.  The ground upon which the boy lay had no rocks to speak of, and certainly not enough to make the injuries seeping blood under his clothing.

Eyes narrowed, Anardil shifted to one knee and looked across the golden grasses, but saw only staring goats and one inquisitive bay horse.  Investigations would have to wait.  One, the Sube would likely say it was not his place, and secondly, the unconscious boy needed a healer's attentions swiftly.  The fact he showed no signs of waking up did not bode well.

Anardil stood and looked back towards the distant camp, lost from view beyond a swell of land.  Then he turned towards the horse still eyeing them.

"Well, friend, do you think you could give us a hand here?"

As if in answer, the horse blew gently and lowered his head.  In moments Anardil and Temur were heading towards camp, horse and unconscious boy in tow.  He was not surprised to see figures begin to boil towards him when the encampment came in view.

*******

A short time later.

Anardil’s limited vocabulary did not allow him to follow the quick words battering about him, but from the baleful looks cast his way and the words he did understand, he was being cast as the one responsible for the boy’s injuries. Stoically, he stood against the felt wall by the boy’s head, repeating, when asked, the few facts he had. Too few, he thought, careful to give no sign of his growing impatience as he watched the faces of those who entered the kadan. 

The fabric walls had been removed to open the interior to the many crowding in. From the ancient crone Altai lun Unegen, who arrived clinging to the arm of Chinua’s second wife, Checheg, to wide-eyed youngsters huddling close to their parents, the Sube gathered to stare with hard-eyed silence at the unconscious form. Those who could not squeeze into the confines of the kadan stood in small groups outside. 

From the harsh muttering that began when Sevilodorf was led in by Arigh, there were some that would prefer the boy to remain untreated rather than have a stranger looking after him, especially one affiliated with the man some might suspect of injuring the boy. Sternly stilling the worry that twisted her stomach as her hands twisted the small pack of herbs she had gathered together, Sev glanced only briefly at Anardil before taking a deep breath and gently touched the arm of Qara Oyugen who stood head bowed beside the boy’s grass filled pallet. 

“You are the boy’s father. Do I stay or do I go?”

Oyugen lifted empty eyes, though his eyebrows quivered as fiercely as ever, and said, “Tolui saying you are good healer. Having very much knowledge.”

Then he looked beyond Sev to where his wife sobbed softly in the arms of their daughter. He spoke sharply to the crowd of people hovering about in his own language, before returning his attention to the Rohirrim healer.

“They listen.”

“Good. I will need two large bowls of hot water and clean cloths.”

Oyugen stared at her blankly, until Arigh said quietly, “I get.”

Pulling one of her knives from its sheath on her arm caused the bystanders to whisper loudly and two started forward until Oyugen froze them in their tracks with a glare. Focusing her attention on the unconscious boy, Sev sliced away blood soaked clothing to reveal a torso covered with bruises and speckled with purple petals and green leaves. Though terrible to behold, after a quick examination, she dismissed them. They would cause him to ache, but the gash on his right arm, jagged and deep with gravel and dirt embedded in the wound, required immediate attention. When Arigh returned with the water and cloths, she sent her off to find needles and fine thread, then continued to gently search for other injuries.

Her fingers finding a large knot beneath thick black hair, she risked a look up at Anardil, who stood protectively at her shoulder.

“Was he unconscious when you found him?” she asked. 

“Yes, but he woke up a bit when we heaved him up onto the horse. Mumbled a few words and passed out again.”

Scattered whispers were heard about the room as those who understood repeated it for those who had not.

“And where did you find him?”

“Lying in the grass a short way from that black rock.”

Sev nodded, though none of it made sense. Had the boy been beaten? Or had he fallen from a height, then gotten up and walked a short way before collapsing? His injuries could have been caused by either. However, she dared not ask further questions, when the least wrong word might turn sentiment dangerously if not fatally against her and Anardil.  As she sliced away the final remnants of the boy’s sleeve, something dropped to the carpet with a soft thud, just beneath his slack hand. Leaning over to pick up the object, Sev was startled when another hand reached out for it before she could.

In Oyugen’s brown palm lay a small brass buckle, graven along its edges with curious tiny runes.  Instantly a cry went up, old Altai's brittle voice grating a fast spate of syllables, and the room suddenly boiled with angry outcry. 

Having no idea what the shouting was about or why a buckle should cause such excitement, Sev stared from one angry face to another. Whatever the problem, it was one that should be settled elsewhere or at another time, all of this noise was not helping the boy or his mother. 

“Arigh,” she said, as the young woman arrived with the requested supplies. “Is there no way to make some of them leave? This is not good for the boy or Tolui.”

Sev motioned to where the Sube woman had begun wailing even louder; meanwhile clutching at the arm of a sturdy youth who strongly resembled the boy lying so still before them. Another young man was speaking gently to her while old Qara Batu stood behind the group staring intently at some point across the room.

Following his gaze, Sev found herself meeting the sharp black eyes of Altai lun Unegen. Though leaning heavily on Checheg’s arm, she was speaking sharply and firmly to Chinua, Naimen, and a man Sev thought was Naimen’s brother, Yeke. Osol and Al Gan stood on the edge of this group listening intently.

Leaning briefly towards Arigh, Sev said in a low tone, "For pity's sake, what just happened?"

Arigh's dark eyes flashed quick alarm.  "They speaking Dwarves."


"Dwarves?"  Sev winced at another peak of wailing and shouting.  "What about dwarves?"

"What you find - that is dwarf.  Not Sube."  She shook her head vigorously.  "Sube not make those.  We not have those."

Suddenly Sev realized the chilling truth in that.  The Sube very rarely used metal buckles in anything, and certainly not small ornate buckles like the one just found, preferring instead to use buttons, toggles or clever knots.  Yet she shook herself back to the greater crisis at hand.

"We must move some of these people in order for me to be any use. Please, Arigh."

Rising quickly, Arigh slipped her way through the crowd to whisper into her brother’s ear. Suren Chinua gave a jerky nod of agreement and spoke to Checheg, who immediately began to lead the old chieftainess away. Altai lun Unegen gave her grandson a venomous look until he clapped his hands loudly and signaled for the kadan to be cleared. Slowly, the crowd departed, still directing occasional glances of distrust toward Sev and Anardil and still debating amongst themselves. When only Oyugen’s family remained, Al Gan and Rator Osol rehung several of the fabric walls, thus creating at least the semblance of privacy.

Speaking softly to Qara Oyugen, Arigh returned to where Sev had begun picking out bits of embedded gravel and washing the boy’s arm. Once clean, the Rohirrim healer reached for the herbs she had brought with her, only to have her pack grabbed from her hands by handsome young Rator Osol. As the young man sniffed at the herbs suspiciously and at some length, Sev struggled to control her temper.

Finally, she snapped, “Would you like to use it before I give it to the boy, or do you want me to do it?”

“Either one,” the young herder said. Then with an appraising look at Anardil, “Or perhaps your man should taste it?”

Anardil met his gaze coolly.  “If that is your wish.  Nothing that my lady would give the boy would do any harm.”

Grey eyes met black like steel on steel, and in that instant Sev fancied she saw too much of Rator Naiman's attitude in his son.  However, Osol gave a slow nod then handed the packet back to Sev with a slight bow.

“It is good that you trust your lady.”

In response to Anardil’s hand on her shoulder, Sev bit back the sharp retort that rose to her lips and selected several herbs to place in the bowls of steaming water. The aromatic odors of oregano and wraith’s bane had filled the kadan, and Sev began to thread the needles that Arigh had brought to her.

Calmly she said, “These are to wash the wound and the bruises to speed healing and prevent infection. They are not tasted, but applied to the skin. Do you still insist they be tested?”

Arigh looked up at Osol and said something softly that caused the boy Al Gan, standing at the young man’s side, to smile briefly. Lifting his shoulders in a shrug, the herder reached out a finger and dipped it into first one basin, then the other. Sniffing his finger delicately, he grimaced as Al Gan made a quick comment; then waved his other hand at Sev to proceed.

Reaching out to receive another length of thread, she discovered Arigh gone glassy-eyed and swallowing convulsively.

“Don’t you dare faint on top of him. Get her out of here.”

Looking a little pale beneath his bushy eyebrows, Oyugen stepped forward to lead the girl away, with Osol trailing them as far as the door flap.  Giving a frustrated scowl when it became apparent Arigh's distress did not require his aid, Osol turned to once more observe the foreign healer at her work.

“The scar will be smoother if someone else holds the skin together as I stitch,” Sev said, looking up at Suren Chinua’s son. 

Thin brown fingers reached out to push the flesh together as Al Gan knelt down beside his injured friend. “Like so?”

“Yes. Now keep your fingers out of my way.” Sev began to set a row of stitches to bind the flesh back together. 

Al Gan moved his fingers along in tandem with Sev’s, but kept them carefully away from the flashing needle.

As the last stitch was placed, the youth pointed to the gash and asked, “What cause this?”

Sev shrugged and turned to wring one of the cloths in the oregano water and lave the boy's arm. “Ragged to be a knife. My guess is a branch or a rock. The bruises could be from a fall. But you would have to be high up to get this hurt.”

Plucking one of the purple petals, she held it up. “And how did these get inside his clothing?”

“Question good. But we not having answer, unless Chetal telling us. Why he still sleeping?”

Taking Al Gan’s hand, Sev moved it to the lump on side of the boy’s head. Gently probing the knot, the Sube boy’s face became very still. 

“You wake Chetal?”

“I could. But he’s breathing well. It is better to let him wake up on his own. He’s going to have a headache when he does wake up. So I will go prepare something for him.” With a frown at Osol, she added, “I’ll be sure to prepare enough for two as I will need some for my own headache.”

Eyeing Sev with either distaste or distrust, Rator Osol spoke to Al Gan in a hurried tone. Nodding and holding up a finger for Sev to wait, the khubal’s son went around the fabric wall and came back with a girl that Sev recognized as Oyugen’s daughter. 

“Bayan watch Chetal for a time. Arigh and Oyugen come back soon.” Al Gan looked to the older herder for approval and after receiving a grudging nod escorted her to the door followed closely by Anardil.

*****

The presence of Chinua’s son prevented any exchange of information, and his intense scrutiny of her preparations made her fumble fingered; but soon Sevilodorf had gathered the remedies she felt would best aid the boy. Accepting Anardil’s steadying hand she jumped from the back of the cart, and frowned at the trade goods spread about. Dare she ask for the time to pack them away? 

“There is little I can do until the boy . . . “

“Chetal. He is named Chetal,” Al Gan said firmly. “We are friends.”

Sev nodded. “Until Chetal wakes up there is nothing for me to do there. I need to clean up all of this.”

The youth did not respond to her, but instead looked at Anardil, who stood watching everything in tense, wary silence. “My father is knowing you not hurt Chetal. He have talk to Temur, who tell same as you about Chetal. But some,” the khubal’s son waved his arm at the surrounding encampment, “are scared and listen to their fears. My father say time to put fear aside. Time for live in peace. You think dwarves hurting Chetal?

Anardil met the boy’s eyes directly. “No, I do not. Your friend did not have that buckle when Temur and I found him.  Thus I am curious how it got there.”

Al Gan sighed. “So I think. Rator Osol thinking, too. He say send men to sube to look for sign, but other say, ‘No, we know who hurting Chetal. We are go to them.’” Fixing Anardil with a sharp look, Al Gan said, “Khubal be hard work, must listen much and decide. I tell father about buckle. Say again to look sube. Maybe send Osol?”

Anardil studied the boy. No, he was not a boy; he was the khubal’s heir and doing his best to help his father. Or was he? It had been Al Gan whom he had seen feeding the dwarves’ ponies treats, that had trained them to be ladders for the invading Sube. The threads of intrigue ran in a multitude of directions here and choosing the correct one to pull would require study. But unless he was mistaken, he had just been invited to go to the black rock with Osol and look for signs of who had really hurt Chetal.

Speaking slowly, Anardil said, “Osol should go. After dark.”

Al Gan’s youth was revealed by the smile that flashed briefly across his face. Then with a bow to Sevilodorf, he said, “When Chetal wake up, Arigh is come for you. You staying here until.”

Looking from Anardil to the Sube, Sev closed her eyes and nodded though her stomach twisted in a tight knot. Her job once again was to provide the distraction that would allow Anardil to slip away and gather the information needed.

“Very well. But take this back to the kadan and tell Arigh to mix it with warm, not hot mind you, water. That way it will be ready when the boy wakes up.”

Al Gan accepted the small bundle of herbs and watched soberly as Sev then turned hastily away and began sorting the scattered trade goods. Lifting inquiring eyes to Anardil and receiving a blank stare, the Sube bowed again and jogged away into the gathering darkness.

For a moment Anardil remained standing silent, for in truth he had no idea how he could help.  In fact, gauging from the way she was whacking things back into their places in the wagon, help was precisely what she did not want.  Nonetheless, it sat poorly with him to see her skills and indeed her very integrity so blatantly questioned and scrutinized.  That was an aspect of affairs he had never imagined to encounter, and seeing her upset troubled him.

 “Sevi…”

“Don’t! Don’t say it. This is the job we came to do, go do it and stop worrying about my feelings.”

“And how do I stop worrying about my own feelings?"  He cocked his head, grey eyes watching her with great gentleness.  "That I am placing you in danger. How can I go off and leave you in a camp where someone would do that to a child?”

Sev laughed sharply. “I am quite capable of placing myself in danger. I don’t need you trying to take credit for it. All of life is a danger, but we can’t stop living because of it.”  Her hands paused in their sorting and packing as she looked up with a wry expression. “Or so I believe I’ve heard you say rather loudly once or twice. Would you go with them if I were not here? Of course. So do it. Nothing is changed, except that you will still have a set of eyes and ears in the camp while you are off roaming about in the night.”

Anardil frowned and gave a sigh.  Sev paused to cast him a severe look.


"We are here as a partnership.  I am here to help you.  That was understood before we ever left the Troll, was it not?"

"Yes."

Sev's hands continued swiftly putting items back in place.  "And I came knowing the risks and knowing that none of this would be easy.  Therefore I would appreciate it if you would make my part easier by concentrating on your part.  That is, after all, the meaning of a partnership."

A small, grudging smile turned Anardil's lips and he chuckled soundlessly.  "You are quite correct, my love."


"Of course I am."  Lifting the crate packed with trade goods, Sev carried it to the rear of the cart. “Now, tell me what all that shouting was about. I figured out some of it, but you are so much better at languages than I am.”

Anardil's grin faded as he followed.  Leaning his elbow on the wagon's side he met her blue eyes soberly.

"I think the stakes in the game just went up.  Somehow - I'm afraid to think why - a dwarven buckle was planted on that boy.  Sevi, he had nothing in his hands when I found him.  Nothing at all.  But they think he ripped that buckle off his attacker."

He did not need to elaborate beyond that.  Sev could imagine only too well the outrage of a people against whoever could so badly abuse a twelve-year-old child.  Especially among a people to whom children were their only hope for the tribe's rejuvenation.

********

CHAPTER TEN

February 17th evening

Sube Camp

“You’ll wear a hole in that carpet if you don’t stop,” Sev said without looking up from the mug of tea she was stirring. “I think I can finally add impatience to your list of faults.”

Anardil snorted. “If it’s taken you this long to note that item, you aren’t as observant as I thought.”

A tall ex-Ranger pacing the confines of a Sube kadan was roughly equivalent to a racehorse pacing a hobbit kitchen.  As the hour grew later Anardil's restlessness increased, both from anxiety over the proposed covert scout to the scene of Chetal's mishap, and concern over what went on behind other walls in the village.  For peeks outside their guest kadan had revealed two things; one that someone seemed to always be watching their door, and two, light glowed brightly through the walls of Suren Chinua's felt hut, as the men of the village spoke in council.  Council to which, the two outsiders were well aware, there would be no interruption permitted or invitation offered.  The implications of young Chetal's injuries and the grim possibilities of the guilty parties were Sube business, not that of strangers.

Hoping to turn Anardil's own tactics of distraction by teasing against him, Sev hid a smile.  Looking over the edge of her mug, she took a careful sip before replying.

“I do try to be fair. You must display the fault several times before it goes on the official list, and I don’t accept hearsay evidence.” Her lips twitched as he began to pace again. “Or this particular fault would have been on the list long ago.”

Forcing his feet to stop, he looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “Hearsay evidence? You’ve been talking to Anoriath.”

“No,” Sev answered firmly. “I can well imagine she could tell some tales considering she was with you in Minas Tirith while you healed. You’ve admitted yourself you were not a model patient.”

“If not Anoriath, then who?”  Mention of one of their Ranger friends immediately made him suspect the rest of his erstwhile comrades back at the Troll.

“Now, now. I must protect my sources.” 

Anardil lowered himself beside her, pausing midway to neatly stack and set aside the dishes that were drying from their meal.  “And just how long is this list of yours?”

“Why, Anardil, you keep telling me you aren’t a paragon of virtues. How long do you think it is?”

“I’m afraid to even speculate. And yes, you should add impatient to the list, though I will plead that I have learned to disguise it.”

Sev tsked softly and poured tea into a mug for Anardil. “I fear I will soon have to add telling falsehoods, or should I count that one as boasting?” 

Accepting the tea, he sipped a few moments, before finally frowning and saying, “At the risk of having impatience underscored on that list of yours, where in blazes is Osol?  Or was I mistaken when I thought an invitation had been extended?”

“Ah, but the boy issued the invitation; will the man agree? Frankly, I am not certain how far I would trust Rator Osol.  Naimen has made his views of the dwarves well known, and I cannot imagine his son thinks any differently.”

“It does seem that he should be on the other side of this conflict."  Anardil frowned thoughtfully into his tea before looking up again.  "But Sev, you are mistaken when you consider Al Gan a boy. He is the son of the tribe’s leader and I believe older than we first assumed.”

Draining her mug, Sev decided that Anardil was probably right. Their assumptions on the boy’s age had been tempered by his small stature; but when considering that only two of the men in the camp reached her height, and Anardil towered over all, it was entirely possible that the lad was several years older than they had initially believed.

Rinsing her mug and repacking the dishes they had used for their small meal, she considered that it was indeed past the arranged time for the herder Osol to appear. Assuming she would have been sent for if her presence were still desired or needed, Sev had pushed aside her anxiety about the boy, Chetal. Head injuries were so difficult to judge. Some people took no ill effect from even the hardest of blows, while others never awoke from injuries that seemed of little consequence.  Meanwhile, she had done her best to present a calm and capable façade to Anardil.

They had put the time to good use, Sev telling of the bits and pieces that she had learned during her trading; and Anardil relating in detail the finding of Chetal and others facts he had gleaned from Temur’s company. After examining their information from many angles the only conclusion that could be made was that the Sube themselves were divided concerning the dwarves. Whether this disagreement was enough to have led to Chetal’s injuries was still unknown. Confirmation of the tribe’s connection to Eastern warlords was needed; but given the present situation, there was little chance to uncover it.

Plans had also been made for the evening. Building on Anardil’s established reputation as a withdrawn, crippled war veteran, if anyone asked about him she would say that the boy’s injuries had triggered bad memories and he had crawled back into the bottle to escape. If only the Sube herder would show, they could put their plan into action.

Sev nodded as Anardil exclaimed, “I’ll wait ten more minutes then I slip out without him. I can’t risk taking a horse, so I won’t be back until late. Don’t wait up.” As she rolled her eyes at him and huffed an exasperated breath, he took her hand and said, “You’ll have to maintain the image that I am here.”

“To be honest, I must hope that I am not here at all. I would feel much better if I were called back to Oyugen’s kadan. It is worrisome that Chetal does not awaken, though even more worrisome if he has and they do not wish me to attend the boy.”

Anardil’s face clouded with what Sev had taken to calling his “what am I going to do about her” expression. Her chin, however, had barely enough time to lift in defiance before they heard murmuring voices outside.

Giving Anardil a look that made it plain any discussion concerning this matter was only postponed, the Rohirrim woman hastened to the tent’s opening.  There in the darkness she found Rator Osol and bent old Arlagh Dalan, the night guard with whom Anardil had shared wine.

Stepping out and flipping the flap closed behind her, she greeted the two men then asked, “Has Chetal woke up?”

Weak light through the kadan walls dimly illuminated their dark faces.  Arlagh Dalan’s faint smile disappeared as Osol replied, “No. But Erdene attends the boy.”

“And what of Tolui?”

Osol shrugged and spread his hands in an offhand gesture. “She does what all mothers do.”

Frowning at the young man’s seeming lackadaisicalness, Sev responded sharply, “I expect she does. If you did not come to fetch me, what do you want? I am not doing any more trading tonight.”

Disconcerted by her blunt manner, Osol drew back and frowned, for women of the Sube did not speak so.  At his side, old Dalan snorted and displayed a gap toothed grin. He had four females with strong opinions of their own in his household, and he knew that Osol was out of his depth with this one. A handsome face and broad shoulders would not sway such a willful feminine mind. 

Touching his forehead briefly in salute, Dalan said quietly, “Forgive us, we come asking your man join me.”

“For what?” Sev said bluntly, folding her arms. “Wasn’t it you he was with last night?”

“Yes. Helping pass long night, talking, singing. He knowing many songs.”

An inelegant snort was her response. “And they all sound better after a bottle or two.”

Arlagh Dalan smiled broadly and nodded. Unbuttoning his tunic, he displayed the neck of a corked bottle. 

Fixing Osol with a stern look, Sev said, “And you’re joining them this evening? My, my, the party’s getting larger.”

Left momentarily speechless by Sev’s behavior, Osol’s face hardened into an expression of disapproval.  Then drawing himself up tall as he could - which still fell an inch or two short of her height - he demanded harshly, “Take us to your man, this is not woman’s business.”

Dalan groaned softly at this, obviously expecting the trader to snap the cocky youth's handsome head off.  But to his amazement she just gave a twisted smile and drew open the door flap. 

Stalking, for there was no other word for it, past Sev, Osol did not see her wink at Arlagh Dalan or the old man rub his hand across his lower face in an effort to hide a grin.

Anardil did not speak, but nodded a greeting to Arlagh Dalan, then tilted his head as Sev announced, “They’ve come to invite you to a party. I’m not sure what they plan to celebrate, but the refreshments are the same as yesterday’s bash.”

Osol gave her a narrow eyed look, before asking, “Does your woman do all your talking?”

Anardil shrugged. “She’s good at it.”

Sev muttered something in Rohirric then stopped as Anardil made a gentle sound in his throat.  Biting her tongue, she waved a hand at the cushions scattered about the floor.

“Forgive me, good sirs, please be seated.”

With a final scowl at Osol, she knelt beside the small central fire and began to heat water for more tea. 

The three men settled onto the cushions and Sev watched from beneath lowered lashes as Anardil sank back into his reticence. Almost she could feel sorry for Osol, for he clearly did not know how to approach or breach this behavior. Arlagh Dalan, however, looked from one man to the other and with a shake of his head simply plunged in.

“You going to sube with Osol. Show him where you finding boy and go see what to see.”

“It’s dark."  A faint tilt of one eyebrow illustrated the obvious.  “I’m not certain I could locate the place where we found the boy in the dark.”

Osol frowned, glancing briefly aside at Arlagh Dalan before turning his attention to his own strong hands, which were presently worrying the hem of his trousers.  In quieter tones than he had previously used, the young man spoke.

"It was not my wish that you come.  But Suren Chinua listened to his son and insisted.  He said, 'It is wise to have the viewpoint of an outsider. And as he speaks little, each word will carry more weight.'"  Osol's dark eyes met and held Anardil's with a steady gaze.  "My khubal is wise.  There is much anger among the people.  The council is full of argument and the village is full of disagreement."

The young man's even features were for once void of arrogance, and his shoulders relaxed only slightly as he saw that he had Anardil's full - if silent - attention.  Drawing breath, he continued.

"The Sube should not suffer the dwarves to remain on our land.  But we are too few to fight.  Your king gives the diggers permission to be here, and so they have his protection and the strength of his armies.  It would be … futile to break your king's peace and bring down his wrath now.  In that Suren Chinua and I agree."

Speaking at last, Anardil said, "What will the council decide?"

"Many wish vengeance and speak so with loud voices."  Osol's eyes reflected firelight.  "But the council follows the advice of our khubal.  Men will go to speak with the dwarves in the morning, and find the truth to Chetal's hurts."

"What do you think the truth is?"

The young herder's gaze became troubled.  "I do not know.  I have no love for the diggers.  Their hands shed the blood of our people at Erebor.  They claim land our father's fathers once knew.  But truth exists, trader man.  It is not made by men.  Therefore I want to find what this truth is."

With the faintest of smiles, Anardil dipped his chin in acknowledgment.  "You are wise, son of Rator Naimen."

A brief frown touched Osol's brow and was gone, leaving only the suggestion of sheathed steel in his dark eyes.  "You say Chetal had nothing in his hand when you found him.  Yet something was found when your woman bound his wounds, and it came from the Dwarves.  Someone lies, trader man.  I do not know who.  So you will come with me to the standing rock and together we will learn who the liars are."

"I, too, wish to know the truth," Anardil replied quietly.  "I came here hoping the time for drawing swords and making widows was past."

Taking a deep breath, Osol said, “A boy has been attacked. Only uncivilized Uruks attack children.”

Spooning dried mint into her teapot and filling it with hot water, Sev coughed quietly at this.  However, Anardil maintained his stoic expression as Osol struggled to go on, for it was apparent the young herder grappled with many conflicting thoughts and emotions in his struggle to embrace evenhandedness. 

“But if dwarves did not do this thing, we must know.  If vengeance it must be, it must be just vengeance.  We will go to the sube to find what tracks we might."  His gaze sharpened as he looked at Anardil again.  "And we must go quickly and quietly, for there are those who would not wish the truth be known.”

The former Ranger's eyebrows rose at that implication.  Only now did he realize that their mission was the will of the khubal, but outside the auspices of the council.

Arlagh Dalan patted the lump beneath his tunic with a gnarled hand and said, “You come with me again. Or so I say if someone asking.” 

Giving Dalan a stern look as she poured their tea, Sev asked, “And where is he supposed to be while they are asking you? They won’t see him there with you.”

Dalan looked confused for a moment then answered with a smile, “He be watering the horses.”

Sev closed her eyes and shook her head, muttering, “Men!”

The old man laughed.  “It work. No fear for your man. I move man’s horse and horse for Osol out of camp. No one notice. They be safe.”

Passing the men the mugs of tea, Sev said firmly, “He better be.”

****

Anardil left Sev with a kiss and a soft touch to her lips, before slipping away in the dark.  Osol and Dalan were already nearly half an hour gone; having taken leave visibly for the benefit of any who might be watching the traders' lodgings.  Silence embraced the dimly lit kadan, illuminated only by a single lamp and the low flames of the fire within.  The one-armed former Ranger was but a whisper in the grass as he slipped away from the encampment, and he breathed deep of the night's chill.  Now the game was being played in earnest, and the stakes might yet be paid in blood.

Eärendil sailed the sky as he left the dimly glowing round shapes of Sube kadans behind him.  By starlight he made out the darker silhouettes of horses on grey grass, and smiled to himself as he softened and slowed his step.  Several horses lifted their heads at his approach, but he whispered reassurances and they returned to their nocturnal grazing.  Then he caught a faint whiff of wood smoke and wool, and three steps later saw Dalan's bent old form against the stars, with his dog at his feet.  Beside him stood the spear-straight figure of Osol, and it amused Anardil to ease behind them as soundlessly as a breath of air … then simply stand there.

After a moment Osol turned - and explosively spat a mouthful of syllables that Anardil reckoned were best left untranslated.

"That is a good way to get killed!" the young herder hissed by way of recovery.

"My apologies," Anardil murmured.  "I thought the dog would warn you."

"Dog knowing you now," Dalan said with an audible grin, looking down as the dog arose to sniff Anardil's trouser leg.  "He only bark at strangers."

Osol muttered something under his breath and turned away.  "Come.  We must hurry."

Hurry?   Anardil frowned but set his long legs to match the younger man's pace as they moved among grazing horses and ponies.  Perhaps the khubal wanted his answers quickly, Anardil reasoned, but the haste notable in Osol's quick stride troubled him.  In moments Osol led him to their two horses, both hobbled on the far side of the herd.

"I hope you can ride bareback, trader man."  Osol's hard-edged grin was but a white blur in the darkness.  "I thought it would be a little obvious if we sneaked out with saddles in our arms."

Anardil took the bridle Osol thrust at him without comment, recognizing it for his own.  As soon as the bridle was buckled in place Anardil lifted the reins over Baran's neck, then drew the inside rein tight.


Tapping his foot against Baran's near foreleg he said, "Down, lad.  Down."

The pull of the rein bent the horse's neck insistently as the tap on its leg was repeated, until the horse bent and folded itself and lay down with a gusty thump.  Instantly Anardil sprang astride and the horse heaved itself back to its feet.

With a grin of his own, he said, "Ready when you are."

He heard the younger man's grudging chuckle as Osol swung aboard his own mount, then the two of them turned away into the night.  The quiet thud of walking hooves was swiftly swallowed into silence.

The sube, the black finger of rock that land-marked the herdsmen's domain, stood as a stark sentinel against the night sky.  The two riders trotted once beyond line-of-sight from the distant encampment, and the dark spire loomed ever larger.  Ere long, Anardil smelled the sweet musk of damp earth.  Osol slowed his horse, then, and turned to speak.

"Show me where you found Chetal."

Biting back a sigh, Anardil pondered dim grey grass and glittering stars, and then twisted to look over his shoulder.  He could not see the terrain as it had looked in the daylight, but he cleared his mind and let the lift and swell of the land become the only thing in his awareness.  Slipping from his horse's back he turned towards the unseen village, studying the vague line of dark horizon.  He felt Osol's eyes on him as he slowly began walking, Baran thumping sedately behind him.

Once he had found Chetal, he and Temur had made as nearly a straight line as possible back to camp.  Yet since he and Osol had not come out straight from camp, he would have to reckon the difference in angles. His eyes were adjusting to the dark and he could see the grey shapes of the land, the pale tufts of grasses and pallid pools of bare sand.  Ah, that low ridge - he had been just a little further to the left.

Moments later he turned down a shallow swale and then stopped.  "Here."

He looked towards the towering black spire of the sube to confirm his position and heard Osol's horse thud to a halt behind him.  A secondary thump was the younger man dropping to earth.  Seconds later a sudden flare of light shattered his night vision.

Blinking, he watched as Osol carefully blew a torch into full light.  "Now we shall see," the herder said.

Not that there was a great deal to see.  Goats had been out here earlier in the day, and traces of their tiny cloven hoofs were everywhere, as well as random horse or pony tracks.  But Osol did not seem inclined to contest Anardil's claim, instead simply scanning the ground without comment.  Finally he knelt to touch the sandy earth, and Anardil looked over his shoulder to see the clear imprint of weighted cloth pressed into the soil.

"He lay here…" Osol mused, brown fingers lightly brushing the grasses.  "But how did he get here, and where did he come from?"

"Do you know what would bring him out here?  Was he watching the herds?"

"No, not today."  Osol frowned, the torchlight casting his handsome face in strange shadows.  "I think he may have been to the spring."  He looked up to meet Anardil's questioning look.  "There is a sweet spring at the foot of the sube.  Chetal's grandfather favors that water, and Chetal sometimes comes here to fetch a skin of it for the old man's tea."

"Then perhaps we should look there?"

Osol nodded, then the two of them began walking and leading their horses.  Torchlight revealed little, and Anardil feared they would miss vital clues in the dancing shadows the flames cast.  Nonetheless he bent to his task and was gratified to at least spot the occasional scuffmarks of a stumbling foot.  Poor Chetal had staggered quite a way before collapsing.  Grasses and tangled dry weeds soon appeared between tumbled black rocks, the rubble of the ages spilled from the sube's ancient flanks.  Yet still they walked, Anardil bent nearly double beneath the torch's flickering light, connecting the faint marks of a wounded lad's courage.

Abruptly Osol stepped ahead.  "Come.  The spring is close."

The former Ranger would have liked to call the youth back, for fear of trampling other signs, but he held his tongue.  Anardil the Ranger might speak as he chose, but Anardil the trader and weary veteran of wars was simply a man trying to help amidst troubles not his own.

Moments later they left the horses to graze in a small glade between enormous black stones, and Osol led the way into the broken rubble that skirted the foot of the standing stone.  A narrow but smooth path appeared, worn as if by many years of feet wending their way to the sube, whose head towered black against the stars far above their meager light.

Abruptly Osol gave a cry, and bolted forward with the torch flaring like a drunken comet overhead.  When he slid to a halt his hand dipped downward, and came up with an empty water skin.

"He was here," Osol said grimly.

"Yes."  Anardil walked more slowly to join him.  "We must find who was here with him.  Let us take care where we walk, lest we tread upon the very clues we seek."

Osol gave a sharp sniff.  "If it is dwarves, we need only look for the gouges of their shoes."

"And if not?"

The herder made no answer, returning to their search with the water skin still in his hand.

They found a second skin not far away where high obsidian walls pinched together in a narrow cleft, this skin also spilled empty - and surrounded by a raw tangle of tracks torn in grey sand and crushed vegetation.  Anardil stayed the young herder with a touch on his sleeve, and eased around the edges of the trampled ground.  Obviously there had been a struggle - and his jaw grew fiercely tight to think of that boy out here alone, fighting perhaps for his life.  But against who?  Ai! If only the lad had awakened, and could have identified his attackers for once and for all.

The torchlight flickered and moved as Osol made his way around the opposite side, and Anardil saw a small dark pool of water standing at the base of the cleft, framed in still-green weeds.

"This is the spring," Osol said.  "It flows slowly but sweet, and the sun never touches it."

Nodding his acknowledgement, Anardil returned to his inspection of the trampled ground in and just outside the cleft.  There were tracks, many tracks all stirred and scuffled and dragged over each other.  But none were the blunt, broad tracks of the dwarves' sturdy shoes.  All were the footprints of Men.  He saw that realization growing in Osol's young face, which drew tighter as the herder's search became slower, more deliberate.  A glint of silver caught Anardil's eye and he beckoned Osol to bring the light.  A short knife lay in the dirt, its blade snapped by a heavy foot.

"Chetal's," was Osol's clipped response.  "He fought."

Whoever the attackers had been, Anardil mused, must have come upon Chetal when the boy was sitting at the pool itself, hunched there amidst dark rock where casual scrutiny might not have even seen the lad, at first.  There had been two men, or at least two men who came here to the seeping spring.  He could imagine Chetal sinking his water skins in the pool, daydreaming as only a twelve-year-old can do, and then … someone comes.  There was no exit from the cleft save straight out by the narrow path.  A boy might easily sit still until adults went away, but if they, too, came in for water there would be no place for him to hide.  Someone seizes the boy, tries to subdue him - and the sturdy son of the nakhir, war chief Qara Oyugen, would of course fight back.  But who, and why?

A sudden sound from Osol caught his attention then, and he turned to see the young herder lift his torch and plunge his free hand into the pool itself.  A splash, and torchlight caught on something wet and stick-like.  Osol made a swift motion and in his free hand he held a small, curved knife.

The herder hissed something in his own tongue, then raised bleak eyes to meet Anardil's gaze.

"This is not Sube.  This is from a tribe of Rhûn.  This is from the folk of Shria lun Naiman, my father's second wife."

Anardil fancied he felt ice trickling down his spine.  Osol's face was stiff as he rigidly held out the little knife.  Silently Anardil stepped to take it and turned it in the torchlight.  Do not think what this means, think only what must be done.  The blade was not six inches long, such as a man might carry for whatever ordinary use he might find for a knife, like skinning small game or cleaning fish.  He glanced at the wet leather sheath Osol still held, and saw that the thong, which may have held it on a belt, was broken, most likely by Chetal's frantic efforts.  Returning to the knife, he noted the curved design of the blade, as well as the finely carved bone handle.  Both sides were scrimshawed with the deeply incised outline of a wheel, the wheel centered by the snarling face of a wolf.

"It is the style and badge of her people," Osol said, and turned his face away.  "The wheel of the Wainriders and the wolf emblem of her tribe."

"The fault is not -."

"You know nothing of fault!"  Eyes blazing the herder spun to face him, and his youthful voice cracked in that stony space.  "While we stand here baring my family's shame, my people go to war with the dwarves!  Yes!  Not all of us listened to our khubal - we had our proof, we knew their guilt, and we would mete justice!  Tonight the diggers will pay…" He caught a near-sobbing breath.  "For a crime they did not do.  And my people will die fighting them!"

Osol wheeled as if to hurl the offending blade against the unyielding stone of the ancient sube.  But he caught himself tightly, and spoke with his back turned.

"The Easterlings have been here before.  These latest were supposed to have left last night.  They wish to renew the old alliances.  They say your new king cannot hold all that Gondor claims and they wish us to join them again.  My father speaks for my heart when he says we cannot drive the dwarves out alone, nor is he the only voice to say so.  But our khubal and others say no, we will deal with the dwarves in our own way."

The herder's dark head bowed.  "Ride to them, trader man.  Fly as if the Dark Lord himself pursued you, and perhaps you can be in time.  Perhaps the dwarves will listen to you, and you can save us all."

Almost Anardil fancied he felt the earth tilt under his feet, his mind reeling with the black and bloody specter of war.  Too soon the uncaring stars might witness dwarves and Sube warriors locked in a battle that should never have been.

"What will you do?"

The stiff young shoulders jerked with a bitter laugh.  "I go to beg my khubal's forgiveness.  I go to learn if there is anything that can be done to make this right.  I, who should sit in council after my father, have failed my people for I have been blind too long."

"How long?  Osol, how long since your warriors left?"

"They may have left just after us.  They plan to slip into the hills and come in through the dwarves' high pony pasture, and fall upon them in the smallest hours of the morning."

Gravel crunched as Osol pivoted away, and time had all run out.  Moments later Anardil jumped Baran from standstill to a dead run and pounded off across the starlit plains.

***

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Late February 17th/Early February 18th
Dwarves Mining Colony, Ash Mountains

Dark shadows moved amidst shadows of stone, as once again the twin specters of death and hatred stalked the Ash Mountains.  Lithe dark forms moved in near-perfect silence along hidden paths that twisted steeply amidst shattered stone shoulders and wiry shrubs.  Yet even by the grey, uncertain light of the stars they moved without hesitation, for their path was long known to the youth who led.  Though only a boy of fourteen he had already polished a warrior's skills at stealth, and with his young friends had earned many pennies in the old game of liberating then returning the dwarves' ponies.  Heavy-footed, unlovely creatures the dwarves were, their minds fixed ever on stone and rock, and so, as he had been taught, the boy felt only contempt for the foe they moved against.

And move they did, these warriors of the Sube, taking up arms as of old and none under the sky could say them wrong.  For had not the blood of an innocent been shed?  Had not a child, a boy, the son of the nakhir himself, been laid low by the cowardly strike of the dwarves?  Aye, it was the diggers who spoilt the game at last, who overstepped every propriety known to right-thinking people the minute the first blow fell upon Chetal's blameless body.  If the dwarves had truly wearied of the pony-game at last, they could have come forth to council, to speak as men and make such demands as they saw fit.  But they had not.  The dwarves had chosen a coward's way, and the proof had fallen from Chetal's own hand before the eyes of a dozen witnesses.

Rator Naimen felt the righteousness of their cause as a hot flame in his throat, and gripped his curved sword in a steady hand.  If Oyugen, their nakhir, their war-chief had grown weak from grief and time then it was only fitting that he, the third in council, led those few brave warriors who remembered how blood repaid blood in a strike against a true enemy.  Too long they had bowed before a distant and foreign king, too long they had allowed the dwarves to trespass upon lands that had belonged to the people since time before memory.  Here in these broken hills the night was their friend, and ere the Sube had struck and fled once more into shadow, the diggers, the dwarves would know too keenly the bright fury of the Sube in a just fight.

Upward ever the war party moved, and starlight glinted on steel and blade.

***

The sound of galloping hooves and the shrill undulating cry of the night guard drew the men of the Sube flying from their beds to meet the oncoming rider with drawn blades. But swords were hastily lowered as young Rator Osol was recognized. Pulling to a halt before his waiting chieftain, the herder leaped from his horse. 

Bowing low, the young man announced clearly, "I beg the forgiveness of my khubal."

Gathering men murmured in surprise, the women peeking uncertainly from shadowed kadans.  They fell silent as their chief crossed his arms on his chest.

"For what?" Suren Chinua asked.

"For failing to warn of danger to the tribe."  Osol held high a curved knife, and the wheel and wolf emblem on the sheath was plain for all to see, before he handed the blade to Suren Chinua.  "Representatives of the eastern warlord, Burilgi Ong, have been allowed to ride the Sube land."

Scarcely looking at the blade, Chinua passed it to Qara Oyugen, who took the blade in grave silence. "We are at peace with Burilgi Ong, and tied to his family by the marriage of his distant cousin, Shria to Rator Naimen. Should his men not ride our lands?"

Osol continued to keep his eyes diffidently lowered as he replied, "My khubal, such would be true if the men came openly, but I am forced to say that their arrival was meant to remain secret."

"And why would that be?"

"To my shame, I must admit that they were asked to come in secret. That they were sought out to become the allies of the Sube in the conflict against the dwarves."

"Qara Oyugen, you are nakhir to the Sube people. It is your place to seek allies in times of need." Chinua looked to the stocky man at his side with puzzlement. "Did you do this?"

Eyebrows bristling, Oyugen replied firmly, "No, my khubal. We seek no such alliance with the East. The council has spoken on this numerous times. This land belongs to the Sube people. It has for many lifetimes and will continue to for many more. The dwarves are a passing nuisance. The people will remain."

The crowd murmured agreement as more figures appeared from sleep.  Now the women began to slip out, some with weapons of their own, others were carrying sleepy children.

"Suren Chinua, the men were not invited by the council or by the nakhir, but by those who thought they knew better." Lifting his head, his handsome face twisted with shame, Rator Osol’s voice cracked as he admitted his own involvement. "We wished to hasten the departure of the dwarves. Our young men have been encouraged to engage in dishonorable acts of destruction, and …"

The silence lengthened, and several of the older boys stared shamefacedly at their feet.

"Now?"

Holding his khubal's steady gaze by willpower alone, Osol sighed heavily. "There are no tracks of dwarves where Chetal was attacked. His water skins were there. As was his broken knife and the tracks of men. This knife was found near by, but there were no signs of dwarves."

A rush of grumbled surprise swept through the gathering throng, bodies shifting in the darkness as this news was assimilated. No dwarves … which left only Men as the assailants of their nakhir's eldest son.  Men who lost a knife bearing Easterling clan markings from the Sea of Rhûn.  Outrage simmered in Oyugen's dark eyes as someone brought a torch near, but he remained mute.  He at least would obey his khubal and let him render judgement or censure. 

Nodding as if he had expected nothing more, the Sube khubal said solemnly, "Then we were wise to delay any visit to the dwarves. It is never wise to rush into a situation too quickly." 

Osol hesitated, but caught old Arlagh Dalan's eye and forced himself to straighten and speak clearly. "I fear, my khubal, that not all have your wisdom. It brings great shame to my family, but my father and uncle are not here at this time, for they are on their way to the mines seeking a vengeance for which there is no cause."

"Your father leads?" Oyugen's temper burst loose, his heavy brows shadowing his eyes to cold points. "And was it he who invited the easterners who attacked my son?" 

"My father said he invited the men. They are connections of his wife, Shria; but he would not tell me if it were his own idea or another's. I was not told they were coming. Their appearance last night was unwelcome." 

"Last night? You've known since last night that these intruders were nearby and did not inform the council?  How is it you remain here, instead of going with a father who defies both his chieftain and his war captain?  What subterfuge were you to play?"

Oyugen's vehemence was now more than that of a grieving father. As nakhir, the safety of the tribe was his responsibility. He would have continued to rail at the younger man but Suren Chinua placed a firm hand on his arm. Closing his mouth with a snap Oyugen subsided to content himself with a withering glare.

"And why was the Easterlings' appearance so unwelcome, young Osol?"  The Sube leader's black eyes glittered in the lamplight spilling from the kadan behind him. "You must agree with your father that the dwarves need hastening."

"I will no longer lie, my khubal."  Wretched though he was, Osol forced himself to face both Chinua's calm and Oyugen's unspoken lack of sympathy as he explained.  "I do feel that we must do more to remove the dwarves from our land, but not at the cost of becoming ensnared in the squabbles of Eastern Warlords. I watched too many Sube men die in a war that was not ours, because of our obligations to the East. We are now free of those. I would keep it that way, even if it means living with the dwarves for my lifetime." 

A slow smile spread across Suren Chinua's face. "You see the wisdom of the Sube. It may not come to pass in my lifetime, or yours; but maybe in the lifetime of that child." Chinua pointed to the boy nestled against Arigh's shoulder. "Or in his son's."

"But not I fear, if my father and those with him reach the dwarves first."

With a wave of his hand, the khubal motioned the old night guard Arlagh Dalan forward. "When did they leave?"

"At least an hour ago," the old man replied. Then counting off on his fingers, "Rator Naimen; his brother, Yeke; their sons, and my oldest nephew, plus several other young men who wished to blood their swords." 

"You did tell me that your nephew was getting mixed up with the pony game." Chinua remarked thoughtfully. "They were followed?"

"As usual.  Al Gan knows their ways." 

With growing understanding, Osol looked from Dalan to Suren Chinua then bowed his head again. "My khubal, you are beyond wise."

"Not so wise. I could not find a way to convince our people that patience was the better path until it was too late. But enough time has been wasted. Where is the trader? You did not lose him on the plain, did you? I do not believe his woman would appreciate that."

"I felt it necessary to tell him the truth. He agreed to ride to warn the dwarves, while I returned hoping to arrive before my father left."

"Good, good. We will go as quickly as possible to see what has occurred."  Chinua's expression became grim.  "It may be that we will have to pay the dwarves a forfeit for the errors of our kinsmen, before this night is over."

****

Drawn from her own round of endless pacing, Sevilodorf stood at the edge of the group and watched the procedures with growing impatience. Though she could not understand the words, she could tell well enough that Rator Osol was admitting to some sort of wrongdoing; furthermore, she could plainly see that Anardil was not with him. At one point Suren Chinua had glanced her way and she was certain he said something about her, but not what he said. Nmad, she must make more of an effort to learn the language.

As the meeting came to an end, Oyugen, continuing to cast harsh looks in Osol's direction, pointed a thick finger at a pair of the younger teens and barked out a series of orders. Without a word, the boys ran off into the darkness. Chinua and Oyugen conferred until with obvious reluctance Oyugen nodded his head and pointed to the smith, Jaran Asnah. With a nod of agreement, the smith jogged away to his own kadan. 

The boy Temur brought out Chinua's formal robe and a fine sword, as the older lads returned leading two clean-limbed, bright-eyed dark horses toward the kadan. Within minutes the animals were harnessed to a two-wheeled chariot and the Sube leader, accompanied by the smith and Rator Osol, stepped into the small vehicle.  Chinua spoke briefly to his nakhir as he wove the reins into his hands.  Then at a sharp cry the wain jerked into motion and men and horses clattered away into the dark. 

Oyugen watched the departure of his khubal with folded arms and a furrowed brow. Around him, the tribe's people began to return to their interrupted sleep, confidant that their khubal would solve the problem with the dwarves. Soon, only Sev, bent old Arlagh Dalan and Oyugen, who stood impassively staring into the darkness, were left. 

Uncertainly, Sev approached the two men. She was fairly sure that Oyugen knew exactly where Anardil was; but not so certain that she would risk betraying him. As she neared, Arlagh Dalan gave her a nod and spoke to the other man.

Oyugen made an almost imperceptible gesture, and the old man motioned Sev forward before patting his leg to call his dog to him. After a quiet command from the man, the dog bounded away to make a circuit of the camp as Arlagh Dalan returned to his job of keeping watch. 

"Your man safe," Oyugen said without turning. "He riding to dwarves' mine."

"In the middle of the night?" Sev said with feigned astonishment.  "And after taking a trip into the bottle?"

Oyugen slanted a look over his shoulder and frowned. "Time for truth being told.  Arlagh Dalan telling truth, so you do also."

"And exactly what did he say?" Sev countered.

"Trader man go with Osol," the name was almost a curse, " to sube. Looking to find what happen to Chetal."

Seeing the opportunity to move the subject away from Anardil's expedition with the young herder, Sev asked, "And how is your son?"

Oyugen's jaw tightened and he shook his head. "Sleep still. It is problem?"

Sev was only too familiar with the source of the anxiety in that question, so she replied simply, "Yes."

Then hesitantly, for she feared to give false hope, she added, "But he is young and strong."

A small grimace twisted Oyugen's lips. "Yes, very strong."

"Like his father." Then, Sev made a plea. "Might I go to him?"

Oyugen turned to study her in the soft light of a single torch. A foreigner, bold enough in her words and manner to be the daughter of a Mingghan, but her strange blue eyes shone with compassion and in her words he heard only a desire to help his son.

"Come, we go together."

Sev gave a small sigh of relief, then walked with the man to the kadan beyond Chinua's and followed him inside. 

***

Seldom had Anardil so desperately trusted his horse's night vision, and he rode as one nearly blind, the drumming speed of their pace matching the giddy sweep of a shadowed world of stars and grey grasses.  Baran knew night work as well as his master, however, and the big bay's mile-eating trot pounded without faltering.  Briefly the land dipped and surged beneath them, but on they fled, flashing hooves reaching into a run once more.

Anardil's only hope was that the stealth of the Sube attack force would take time and exactness that his own desperate mission did not.  To take the high trails and gain the high route from the dwarves' pony pasture was in no way a direct route, and direct was what Anardil sought.  At times he was not even sure they were on the trail, but then suddenly Baran's gait shifted and the hard clatter of packed earth rattled beneath his hooves.  They had reached the terminus of the ancient eastern road at last.  Ahead a dim band of paler grayness looped and wound towards the looming black flanks of the Ash Mountains. 

On they galloped, heedless of secrecy or sound.  There was neither time nor need for subterfuge if he hoped to reach the mine before the Sube could spring their attack.  Osol had said it would come in the wee hours of morning, but outrage and vengeance might preclude any patience or subtlety in their assault.  Anardil only prayed he could be in time.


Yet as he felt Baran's gait begin to grow heavy and checked the animal again down to a trot, he wrestled with one vast question.

What in heaven's name was he going to do?

Don't think don't think don't think, the answer drummed.  Just get there, be there, and pray words or cleverness or a clear wit in some head somewhere could halt the violence before it began.

Still onward they pounded until he felt the horse's stride thudding in his bones and in the beating of his heart.  Before him might lay disaster, and behind him - ah, Sevi, be wise, be careful, be safe.

Then starlight glinted between sheered walls of towering stone and the road to the mines bent before him.  Hoof beats clattered like hammers, but when at last the canyon fell away and open space yawned darkly before him, Anardil realized with a chill that no voice rang out in challenge nor sturdy forms moved anywhere.  He slowed Baran to a jagged trot but the wide bowl of the dwarves' mining colony remained utterly silent.  They slept at night, yes, and the hour grew late.  But could it be that they slept so perfectly that none arose to greet him?


That he did not think possible, and he drew his horse to a halt, turning in a soft thudding of hooves to scan the dark bulks of buildings and sheds.  Here and there a lamp flickered, but he saw no movement.  There should have been a sentry, several sentries.  Where were they?  And he felt the small hairs on his neck begin to rise.

***

Naimen stepped back cautiously from the fallen figure at his feet.  The first strike had been his brother Yeke's; a blow to the head felling this dwarven sentry without a cry, nor did he move any more.  One of the young men knelt and fumbled under heavy dwarf braids for a pulse, then looked up and shook his head, his eyes gleaming orbs in the darkness.  With a quick tilt of the head Naimen gestured the party onwards.  The Sube warriors were few and dared not linger.  What they did this night must be swift and sure.

As they moved, with quick signs Naimen directed his second son Rator Jaragen and another young man towards the lower trail from the pony pasture.  The locations of the sentries around the mining colony were long since known to the boys involved in the pony game, and that was information the Sube warriors would put to use now.  Silent as ghosts the two youths raced away on their grim errand.  The dwarves' ponies jerked their heads up from grazing but saw only brief human shadows flitting down the high pasture.  There would be no treats or games for them this night.

Light feet pattered on the well-worn path, and wended a careful way until Rator Jaragen jolted to a halt.  Both instantly sank to a crouch, listening.  A soft crunching reached their ears, the tread of a dwarven sentry.  Slowly a blunt dark form came into view and the young warriors glanced at each other, their breath coming fast.  Starlight glinted on metal as a knife was drawn in a sweating hand.  But then Jaragen clasped his hand firmly over his comrade's wrist and shook his head.  A soft breath of relief escaped with a nod, and the blade was sheathed.  It was one thing to meet an enemy honorably in battle, but these two were young and un-blooded, and the necessity of killing an unsuspecting foe from ambush was not an ability that either had the stomach for.

The sentry passed, then silent shadows slipped from behind and the stone walls heard only a muffled thud.  Moments later a light scraping indicated a bound, unconscious form being dragged into deeper darkness.  That done, the two youths moved on to their next target.  Elsewhere in the darkness the rest of their company also moved, creeping ever closer upon the sleeping dwarves with deadly and unflinching purpose.

Moments later, the silence shivered to a drumming of hooves and a single shadowy horseman appeared from the darkness.  The war party sank into hiding among the cliffs and watched as the rider halted near the pony corrals.  He turned his mount restlessly, before vanishing from sight among the buildings.  The eyes of the watching Sube above glittered coldly as they began to move again.

***

No locks to pick, for Master Miner Grôr had no fear of intruders among his own folk.  No guards to disturb, for Anardil very simply bypassed the two drowsy dwarves muttering together in a dimly lit corridor.  There was in fact no time for hindrances such as locks and guards, and so the former Ranger did not hesitate to let himself into Grôr's quarters, where without preamble he found and struck a light.

The tangle of bedding thus revealed grunted and snorted as a hirsute and disgruntled face blinked at the unexpected light.

"Wake up, Master Grôr," said Anardil plainly, and set the candle upon a table.  "Death and danger are abroad this night, and it is you and I must avert it."

"Hammer and tongs!" the dwarf exploded, sitting bolt upright in his nightshirt.  "Have you no decency at all?"


"There is no time for decency, Master Grôr."  Anardil was a towering outline in that dim light, only his eyes glittering.  "The Sube march upon you for war, for evil has been done and the blame is laid upon the dwarves."

"You speak in riddles!" Grôr sputtered angrily, nonetheless swinging his stout legs from beneath the bedclothes.  "What nonsense do you mean - and how in the name of brick and stone did you get in here?  I thought you were away at the goat-herders' camp."


"I was.  And I pray I have ridden fast enough to get here before their warriors do.  A boy has been attacked, the son of their war-chief, and he has not awakened.  Indeed my lady is not sure he will live.  But a token of the dwarves was planted in his hand and the Sube come for revenge.  Wake up and take your sword, Master Grôr - and pray you will not need it."

The master miner's scowl was ferocious as he heaved himself from his bed and stormed to a chest of clothing.  Wrenching it open he growled, "My sword - I'll show them a sword, king's man.  We fought them at Erebor and we'll fight them again.  Fools they are, those -."

"Did you not hear me?  I said the token was planted.  I know the dwarves are not at fault."  Anardil nodded as Grôr turned a dark look towards him.  "And many among the Sube will also embrace the truth, once it is known.  There are divisions among the tribe that you do not know about, and forces outside of them playing a deadly game.  While we talk, they would pit you and the Sube against each other for their own false purposes."

Cocking his head as he observed the dwarf's reaction, Anardil added, "That is what we must stop this night.  It is not that your warriors could not crush the Sube, ere the fight was done.  It is that we must stop it before it begins, for they have been lied to and they seek the wrong enemy."

Grôr's eyes were hard as obsidian as he said, "And why should I care what happens to goat herders who have been little but an annoyance, and whose mischief is suddenly grown to war, if what you say is true?  I could have had people killed in that mine collapse they so cleverly engineered, or have you forgotten how you arrived here?"

Quietly Anardil replied, "I have not forgotten.  But neither would I see good people kill each other for false causes.  The Sube are few but they are proud and fierce.  They could not be subdued without losses among your own folk."

Square fists planted on his hips, Grôr growled, "Then how do you propose 'we' stop this impending doom?  Have you plans to walk out with a handful of posies and ask nicely?"

"Hardly."  The one-armed man gave a brief smile.  "But I do have another idea."

***

CHAPTER TWELVE

Late February 17th/Early February 18th
Sube Camp

Long accustomed to bedside vigils in the silent hours of the night, the Rohirrim healer sat quietly, though not patiently, beside Chetal’s pallet. Beyond the fabric walls, the soft whimperings of a child were soothed by a quiet female voice, either that of Oyugen’s second wife, Salui, or possibly, of his oldest daughter. 

'What was her name?’ Sev thought with a frown. 'Bayla?'
It was difficult to keep all of the unfamiliar names straight, and then there was the additional complication of second wives. Shria, during one of her ongoing conversations, had let drop the fact that among the groups further East, four or even five wives was becoming common in more prestigious families. Of course, it was dependent upon the man’s ability to provide for his wives and offspring. Despite being practically shunned by the other women, Shria had expressed satisfaction that she was a second wife. In fact, she had mentioned the hope that her husband would take a third wife, thus increasing her own status. 

‘Where did Naimen get his wealth?’ 

Pondering possible sources, Sev considered each of households that made up the Sube tribe. No one in the camp appeared hungry or threadbare, but Naimen and his family had been the only adults to use a significant amount of copper and silver coins for trading. Everyone else had relied on barter, as was common throughout the lands. The only other folk to have an unusual number of pennies were the younger boys and a few of the teens. Theirs were presumably from commerce with the dwarves in the form of returned ponies. 

Determining that she simply did not have enough information to even make speculation profitable, and refusing to allow her mind to return to its circuitous path of worries about Anardil, Sev forced her attention to a study of the kadan. Similar in many ways to the horse herders that traveled across the plains of Rohan during the summer months, the Sube had perfected the art of getting the most use out of a small space. The hanging fabric walls could be moved easily to change the size of a “room” based on the space required, and each of the six side walls could be rolled up to open an area to the outside. 

As on the exterior, the thick felt walls were colorfully painted with swirling patterns of blue, yellow, and red that drew the eye and lightened the heart. The dozens of slender pine pole rafters that formed the roof by radiating out from a wooden circle supported by two stout wooden beams were not only brightly colored, but had been intricately carved with geometric patterns.  Patterns that Sev saw repeated again on the cushions used for seating and in the embroidery that ran from ankle to knee on the felt boots worn by Qara Batu and Oyugen, who silently accompanied her in her vigil.

‘And that brings us to another interesting puzzle that just doesn’t seem to have an answer,' the Rohirrim woman thought, studying the grizzled faced elder.

Seated by his grandson’s feet, Batu stared at the boy’s face with an intensity that was almost frightening. When Sev had followed Oyugen into the kadan, the old man had already been in his place and harshly refused any suggestion his son made to move to a more comfortable seat. Through the long hours, he had remained.  The resemblance between the old man and his son, and to the boy, who was the object of their attention, evident in the bushy eyebrows and square jaw, allowed one to see what he had been in the prime of his life. But the once powerful warrior had been reduced to little more than skin and bones and was plagued by coughs that his daughter in law admitted were beyond her skill to alleviate.  Yet, not even the occasional bouts of dry hacking induced Batu to move to greater comfort.

A felt partition moved as, carrying a tray of steaming cups, Erdene lun Chinua entered. Kneeling gracefully, she offered tea to Oyugen. Taking the delicate cup with a nod, he sipped it absentmindedly. His face was deeply lined with weariness and worry. Ordered to stay behind by Suren Chinua, the nakhir had spent his time mentally cursing Rator Naimen and himself for allowing the group to continue their malicious disrespect for the policies of the council for so long. Never mind that it had been his khubal’s directives that he followed when he let the raids on the dwarves continue. The council had spoken, and Naimen and his group should have been made to obey. 

Qara Batu shook his head firmly at the offer of the tea. When Erdene pressed the man to accept the cup, his gnarled hand flashed with startling speed, knocking it from her hand with a splashing crash.  Startled from his introspection, Oyugen eyed his father askance. However, Erdene made a gentle motion to the herder that the old man’s outburst was of no consequence, and quietly wiped away the spilled tea.  Gathering the broken pieces onto the tray, silently she moved to sit beside Sevilodorf, who had watched the exchange without expression. 

Placing the tray between them, Erdene held out a cup, which the Rohirrim trader accepted with a questioning tilt of her head toward Batu. 

Erdene whispered softly, “Chetal getting water for Batu’s tea when…”

Sipping the hot liquid carefully, Sev nodded her understanding.  Then she asked a question that had niggled at her brain for hours.

“Erdene, why were there bits of plants inside his shirt?”

Erdene looked puzzled until Sevilodorf held out one of the purple petals which had been scattered on the carpet. It was bruised, and its edges were turning brown, but it must have meant something to the boy for him to tuck it inside his clothing.

“Ah, Tolui using for making…” The Sube woman struggled to find the words. “Fah, I not knowing enough words. For illness.” Then she coughed softly.

“For coughs? It’s used for coughs?” 

“Yes, cough. Now, I remember word.” Erdene said with satisfaction, and then motioned to the pallet. ”Chetal good boy. He getting plants for Tolui.”

“Tolui still sleeps?” Sev asked gently, looking at the other sleeping form nearby.

“Yes. Drink making her sleep. She too worried.”

Too worried was a pale description of Tolui’s hysterical reaction to the news that her son had been attacked by representatives of an Eastern warlord. After Osol’s revelation and Suren Chinua’s departure for the mines, it had been necessary to give the Sube woman a draught to calm her. Erdene had since divided her time between Tolui and Chetal. 

“It is hard to be a mother and a healer when it is your own child that is injured,” Sev said in a low voice, while swirling the remaining tea gently. “You know too much and care too much. It makes it very…difficult.”

The Sube woman's black eyes moved from the face of the boy to that of this stern-faced woman, who spoke words in a tone that bore evidence of personal heartache. Erdene made a silent wish that the conflict with the dwarves would be resolved before she was called to sacrifice her only surviving son.  

A soft moan and four pairs of eyes fastened on the boy. He had mumbled a few incomprehensible words at intervals over the past hour, but each time sank back into unconsciousness. The temptation to try some method to hasten his waking was great, especially as his testimony concerning what actually happened was desired; but as long as the boy’s breathing continued normal Sev preferred to allow him to recover at his own rate.  In truth, there was little she could do except wait and hope; and the longer the boy remained unresponsive the fainter that hope became.

This time however, dark eyes blinked and winced at the light from the small lamp hanging from one of the ceiling supports.  Chetal twisted on the grass filled mattress to stare at his father. 

“Atta,” he whispered through parched lips.

Tears glittered in Oyugen’s eyes as he replied, “Ki beka.”

Swallowing with difficulty, Chetal tried to push himself up only to give a sharp cry as he placed his weight on his injured arm. Immediately, Sev placed a hand on his chest and gently pushed him back to a prone position.

“Not so fast, Chetal.”

Chetal looked at her in confusion and started to shake his head, then grimaced.

“Yes, it’s going to hurt for a while. Let me help. Oyugen, tell him what I am saying. Erdene, will you bring that potion you brewed up earlier?” 

A quick glance proved that Tolui remained sound asleep despite this disruption, for which Sev was selfishly grateful.  The Sube healer was a good woman, but given her upset she might not be able to keep the peace and quiet Chetal still needed.  After looking carefully into the boy’s eyes and asking him several questions with his father translating, Sev found that beyond a headache, some soreness in his arm, and a little stiffness across his ribs, the boy would admit to no other pains. In fact, his most vocal complaint was about the emptiness of his belly. 

Slipping an arm beneath the boy’s shoulders, Sev assisted him slowly into an upright position.  “First, something for the headache. Your father will you help you while I get cushions for you to lean against.”

Waiting only for the healer's nod, Oyugen slid his strong arm behind the boy and Sev turned to find Qara Batu holding out several cushions. Stepping back, the Rohirrim woman motioned the old man toward his grandson. Upon giving her a shaky bow, he bent to place the cushions gently behind Chetal. 

Seconds later Erdene returned with a small brass pot containing the infusion prepared earlier and a larger pitcher filled with water. Mindful of the Sube’s pervading concern about poisons, Sev half filled her empty teacup with some the potion and drank it quickly; then poured a dose and held it out to Chetal. 

“For the headache.” 

Wrinkling his nose at the slightly balsamic smell, Chetal sipped carefully. Oyugen said something that made him smile; and Erdene to hide a laugh behind her hand, while her eyes danced with amusement and relief.

Sev huffed as she guessed what the herder had said. “I know, I know. It doesn’t taste very good. But it works, and I speak from experience.” 

More briskly, she said, “Lots of water, and I am certain Erdene can locate a bowl of something for your stomach. Some thin soup, perhaps?”

Sev received a nod from the khubal’s wife, who then spoke quickly to Chetal in her own language before disappearing beyond the fabric wall once more. 

Glancing sharply at Sevilodorf who retreated from his bedside, Chetal motioned his father and grandfather close and began speaking rapidly.

Assuming that he was relating the tale of his injuries, Sev again cursed her lack of understanding and focused on what she could deduce from the body language.  Here was where she would try to fulfill her side of her partnership with Anardil, no matter her limitations. Strangely, Oyugen appeared to become calmer as his son spoke, while old Qara Batu’s expression hardened into a thinly disguised hatred.  Batu's stifled fury was such that even his breathing thinned, hissing through pinched nostrils in a way that had Chetal shrinking away from his grandfather and turning anxiously to his father. 

Much to Sev’s disappointment, Erdene’s reappearance with a bowl of soup and Oyugen’s two older sons broke the tension between the trio.  Her efficient movements as she helped the boy eat allowed Qara Batu to regain control of himself, albeit with a hint of thunder flickering in his old eyes. If he had remained under pressure for a few more moments, he might have done something that would have made it possible for Sev to decide what was causing his strange behavior. She thought it was unlikely that all of it stemmed from misplaced guilt over the fact his grandson had been on an errand for him at the time of the attack.  Either Chetal had told something or the old man deduced or knew something that upset him even beyond events that were already known.  Again she wondered about the Easterlings responsible and their connections to the Sube tribe.

When Chetal had drained the last drops of the soup from the small bowl, he began to sag. 

"It would be best if we left the boy in peace for a while," Sev said, as Erdene removed the teetering bowl.   "Though he will need to be watched and from now on awakened every two hours."

"I will do this."  The youthful voice of Chetal's eldest brother spoke from the back of the kadan.

Sev hastily agreed so that she would be free to concentrate on what clues she might deduce from old Qara Batu.  She could not shake the powerful hunch that something behind the grandfather's behavior was a key to all that had happened this night, and perhaps to whom was truly responsible. But first, she had to find out what had actually happened to the boy.

Soft footsteps whispered and voices murmured as the kadan slowly emptied, leaving Chetal to sink upon his cushions under his brother's watchful eye.  When the elder boy gently pulled a thick blanket up under the younger's chin, Sev dismissed any doubts as to his dependability.

Touching Oyugen gently on the arm as the man reached the doorway, Sev asked, “Please, I would like to know what he said. Was it a fall or was he attacked? And by who?”

Oyugen hesitated momentarily then motioned outside. He must report Chetal’s words to those of the council remaining in camp, and the woman deserved to know the truth of what was happening.  The night seemed to swoop upon them like great wings, the dark span of earth and sky seeming to meld as one and only a few kadans glowed dim light from within.  The cool air whispered but no real sound was heard, and as they walked Sev wondered how many women sat wakeful in the dark, waiting for their men to come home - and wondering if they would.  A few more steps and Oyugen slowed his pace, now little more than a silhouette against grey grass and stars. 

“It is as Osol and your man saying. No Dwarves, but Men. He getting water and climbing up to get plants for trade. Men pull him down. He fight, but they be men. And he is only boy.” 

The thought of one boy, no matter how sturdy, against a group of grown men was chilling even beyond the cold of night, and Sev crossed her arms tightly on her chest. 

“Did he know who they were?”

Sev was not surprised when Oyugen ignored her question.  "Chetal's arm -." He moved his own arm to demonstrate the boy's broken limb.  "Hurt when they pull him down from rocks."

“I do hope he landed a good blow or two before they disarmed him.”

Without thinking, Oyugen replied, “He say so.” Then the nakhir stopped and stared harshly at the Rohirrim.

“What?” Sev said impatiently. “You said he fought. I know he had a knife. Did he manage to cut one of them?”

Even in darkness it seemed Oyugen’s eyebrows bristled as he glared at her. “I must report to council. You stay with Chetal or go back to your kadan, as it pleases you. I thank you for caring of my son.”

At his stiff politeness Sev’s mouth twitched, as she controlled the exasperation that threatened to break out.  Then she held out a hand, touching his sleeve for him to wait. 

“There’s no chance that they are still out there. Those men? They wouldn’t be part of the group that went to the mines, would they?”

Oyugen frowned. It was most disconcerting how this woman managed to inveigle herself into matters that were meant to be the business of men.  Perhaps being the solitary wife of a maimed man who required so much attending had taught her too much forwardness.

“They not of the Sube,” the man said stiffly.

Waving her arm toward the southwest, Sev protested, “That doesn’t mean they aren’t connected with those fools on their way to the mines.”

“I tell council of your concern.”

With that Oyugen stalked off quickly, evidently bound for the tent of whichever tribal elder hosted their late-night session.

“Nmad,” Sev cursed.

She had undoubtedly pushed the man too hard with her questions, but with Anardil out there in the middle of it all, she had a stake in this, too, and she wanted some answers. The problem was, who would give them to her? 

Knowing that she would only wear a hole in the carpet if she returned to her own kadan, Sev decided to go back to Oyugen’s to see if Tolui had awakened, or if Erdene could be persuaded to go rest. There would be no sleep for her tonight, so she might as well be the one watching and waiting.

Rounding the corner, the trader saw a flare of lamplight as old Qara Batu disappeared through the doorway of Suren Chinua’s kadan.

‘Nmad.’ Her luck was constantly running against her this night. ‘What business did Batu have in the khubal’s kadan when Chinua was not there? And what excuse can I come up with to get in there, as well?’

Quickening her pace, the Rohirrim woman entered Oyugen’s tent and sought out Erdene. Deciding that honesty was the policy to follow as far as possible, she asked the Sube woman about Batu’s visit. 

With a worried frown, Erdene said, “I not know. But would be good finding out.”

Chinua's absence left his wife as head of the house, after the old chief woman Altai, and so Erdene simply strode back to her family's kadan with Sev at her heels.  Even before they reached the door they could hear the rapid-fire tangle of two very old and very angry voices.   As the women stepped within they found little Temur poking his head from under a length of fabric to stare at another wall, beyond which the brittle shouting rose to a new pitch. Then Temur gave a yelp and disappeared, dragged backwards by a firm maternal hand. On the other side of the divider Checheg could be heard quietly scolding the boy.

Erdene started forward only to have Sevilodorf block her path.

“Wait,” Sev whispered. “Let them argue. Batu’s been holding something in all evening. This is a chance to find out what.” 

Strife in her own house was not to be condoned; but recognizing the need to discover as much truth as possible this night, Erdene gave a jerky nod and agreed to the rudeness of eavesdropping. As she listened intently, the deep rumbles of Batu's voice were punctuated by the imperious tones of Altai lun Unegen, and Erdene's expression shifted to dismay. 

Sev hissed, “Tell me what they are saying. He sounds like he’s ready to strangle her.”

“If what he saying true, there be others want to do same.” 

Eyes narrowing in thought, Sev whispered back. “What did she do?”

As Erdene hesitated, Sev clenched her fists to keep from grabbing the woman and shaking her. The tangled sing-song of the Sube tongue rose and fell in angry rhythms that hinted of words only to dangle just out of Sev's reach.  How could Anardil do this day after day? Of course, given his linguistic talents he could usually do his own listening, not force others to do it for him. Nmad, she should have gotten an elf to tutor her in languages, instead of practicing knifework with Bob. 

Desperation edged her whisper as she pleaded, “It has something to do with the attack on Chetal. Please, I need to know. Anardil is out there.”

The agony of living with uncertainty that tinged Sev’s voice struck an echo in Erdene. She too knew the helplessness of waiting in ignorance while a loved one went off to fight, perhaps to die.

In her halting Westron, Erdene said, “Batu saying Altai put dwarf buckle by boy.”

Then the woman pressed her fingers to her lips as if to seal away the abomination of using a child as a tool to foment war.  A sharp nod to express her thanks, then Sev bowed her head and chewed on her lower lip in thought.

Did the old woman simply make use of Chetal’s injuries in her quest to eliminate the dwarves? Or did she also have something to do with the Easterlings' presence here - a presence Sev now knew that neither Chinua nor Oyugen had condoned? It had been clear that Altai attempted to manipulate the household by pitting Chinua's sister Arigh against first wife Erdene, but how much influence she had among the tribal leaders was still a mystery. Obviously, Batu believed her enough of a threat to get seriously upset about.

Reaching out to nudge Erdene for more translation, Sev discovered the normally placid round face of the woman had hardened and her eyes burned with anger.

In response to Sev’s touch on her arm, Erdene hissed, “She saying Chinua coward. That time to fight dwarves is now.”

“Is she the one who invited the Easterners or was it Naimen?”

Erdene shook her head and waved a hand at Sev to quiet her. As the voices of the two combatants rose sharply, Erdene’s face flushed with indignation; and she shoved aside the dividing panel.

The small brass lamp on the low lacquered table revealed a bent and white-haired Qara Batu glowering down at Altai lun Unegen, who sat as regally as ever upon her green cushion. Almost it seemed as if a dried old stick-man had intruded upon an aging queen.  The drying remains of an uneaten meal had been pushed aside to leave room for a tea pot, quill, ink, and several pages of what seemed to be ornately-lettered verse.  Her skin paper thin and stretched taunt over high cheekbones served to magnify the sharpness of dark eyes fastened upon the old man.  Those eyes heated with affront at Erdene's uninvited entrance.

With words as her whips, the woman turned her wrath upon Erdene; only to be cut off mid sentence by the younger woman. Altai’s face reflected only an instant of surprise before falling once again into the lines of haughtiness which had long ago become commonplace. 

Flicking her hand dismissively, the old crone rejected Erdene’s words and presence and pointedly turned back to Qara Batu. 

For a moment, Erdene paused. Sev could understand how respect for the elders of the tribe and especially for the grandmother the Sube woman's husband so revered was long engrained. What Sev did not know was that for years, Erdene had remained silent as Altai presumed the place of head woman of the tribe, a place that by right should belong to the first wife of the khubal.  Peace within her household and within the tribe had been more important than battling the petty manipulations of an old woman; but with the injuring of a child, as well as the openly displayed disobedience and disrespect to Chinua, the path of conciliation could no longer be followed.

Her serene face remained stern and the easy tempo of her speech harshened with anger, as Erdene spoke a flat statement that left Qara Batu nodding his head in agreement.  Altai, however, simply crinkled her old face in a disdainful sneer, her frail fingers once more fluttering haughty dismissal.  Batu barked a response, but the old woman merely bared her toothless gums in a mocking, soundless laugh.

The stirring of the hanging panel behind which little Temur had disappeared revealed Arigh, dressed in a loose flowing robe and holding her son. Passing the child into the arms of sister-in-law Checheg, the young woman stepped out and slid the panel closed behind her.

Answering Sev’s questioning eyes, Arigh began to softly translate. 

Altai’s brittle voice crackled, overriding the girl's whispered interpretation. “Cowards. That is what the men of this tribe have become. It began years ago, but it grows worse with the continued leadership of my grandson. Fah, he will lead the Sube to become the puppets of the Gondorian king and his pet dwarves. Our lands will be lost without a fight.”

Boldly Erdene replied, “Suren Chinua is no coward. It is not cowardice to look to the future, to be willing to take the slow road to achieve your goals. You or those you have twisted to your thinking have voiced your hatred of his policies in council again and again. And each time, the council chose to follow Chinua.”

Again Altai's hands fluttered, as if brushing away troublesome but inconsequential insects.  “A bunch of old men. Too afraid of death.”

“The council looks to the future of the people. To what do you look?" Erdene's eyes smoldered as she leaned towards the old woman.  "The glories of the past? The time when the Sube stood a thousand kadans strong? That time is gone. You do not care what happens to the people so long as your path is followed. But that is not the trademark of a khubal or his khubalun. Chinua works for the future of our people. For whom, do you work?”

The gold threads of her turban glittered as Altai lun Unegen raised her head imperiously and said, “And who are you to speak to me in such a manner? My grandfather was mingghan of the Sube people. I am the daughter of Qoyar Arslan Khubal and the wife of Suren Unegen Nakhir.”

Raising her head regally, Erdene replied, ““I am first wife of Suren Chinua Khubal. And I remind you that it is your duty to obey the decisions of the council.”

“Fah,” Altai spat. “You were nobody when my fool of a grandson chose you over my objections. And you remain a nobody.”

Rather than causing her pain, the words gave Erdene strength, which she gathered about her as a cloak of quiet dignity. “But I was chosen. And I am khubalun. Chinua will learn the truth about you upon his return. No longer will you be allowed to spread your poisonous words.”

Altai cackled, the sound reminding Sev of dry bones clattering. “No, you will not. For if you do, I have something more to say that will cause your precious Chinua heartache, and he will blame you. Dare you risk that?”

Old Batu and Arigh exchanged quick glances.  However, the girl continued her whispered translations for their Rohirrim guest.

“I am not afraid of you,” Erdene said.

Altai heard the hesitation in her voice and laughed again. “You are not fit to be khubalun. You have not the strength to make the sacrifices necessary.”

“Sacrifices?" Qara Batu interjected, white eyebrows bristling.  "Such as my grandson?” 

“And what is the worth of one boy compared to all the lands of the tribe?” snarled Altai. “Now is the time to regain our lands.”

“You have lost sight of the ways of our people,” said the old man harshly. “The Sube are not the land. They are the people.  Men, who you have risked by falsehoods that sent them to fight the dwarves. The council will be told of your actions, and you will face their sanctions.”

Looking past Erdene’s shoulder, Altai's gimlet-eyed glance sharpened and for an instant Sev thought she was the target.  But then she realized the old woman's scathing stare was directed past her at Arigh, whom she had until this moment thought to be Altai's most devoted kinsman.

“There is another who must assume equal blame for that dwarven buckle being found. Fah, you do not use your brains.” Waving at her withered legs beneath her robe, Altai said with disgust, “How would I do such a thing?”

Arigh's soft voice stilled as Erdene turned to her, and she could not meet the older woman’s gaze for long.  Yet, instead of anger, only sadness appeared in Erdene's eyes.  This revelation would hurt Chinua as he loved his young sister a great deal. 

Batu spoke quickly, and with eyes lowered Arigh whispered his response for Sev, perhaps hoping her own redemption lay in the words.  “Chinua will know where to place the blame, and he always has. Your grandson is not as blind as you might wish to your manipulations.”

Instantly Altai's wizened mouth twisted, and she spat dryly to one side.  Then she lifted her chin, the parchment-like skin of her throat shifting in tiny folds; and her snapping black eyes revealed no fear.  She spoke once more, her reedy tone imperious as before, and triumph glinted in her expression like the edge of a hidden knife.


For a moment silence reigned, old Batu breathing hard through his nostrils but watching Erdene, letting the wife of his khubal be the voice of authority.  Erdene turned to face Arigh, and without a sound the girl sank to her knees, head bowed almost to the floor so that her glossy black hair spilled forward and hid her face.


Yet when she spoke, Erdene employed the Westron tongue of their guest, and with that choice stripped the last veils aside.  She was, in this moment, truly the wife of a Sube chief.

"Arigh, husband-sister, you have made hurt."  On silent feet she moved to the girl's side … but her fingers lowered to brush Arigh's hair, a touch as gentle as she would use on her own child.  "But hurt not your wish.  Too long we silent, let Altai speak as chief woman and we obey.  One time she wise and beautiful and people remember she second wife old nakhir and daughter old khubal.  But see?  Now she old and bring hurt to our people.  She send men to maybe die, and call war lords from Rhûn to say how Sube fight and live."

"Fool!" spat the old woman, and Sev was only briefly startled to realize she spoke in the Common Tongue.  "You are an ignorant child, and you know not what you say!"


"Be silent!"

Erdene bent and offered her hand to Arigh, drawing the girl to her feet as lightly as picking up a fallen blossom.  Clasping her hand she held the younger woman's gaze with gentle strength.

"We listen no more to old woman with evil dreams.  This day we speak no more the name Altai lun Unegen."

Altai's gasp whistled so sharply Sev thought she might faint, but the torrent of syllables that followed proved they had no such luck.  Up and down the register of fury her thin voice scaled; but old Batu simply wheezed a toothless laugh, while Arigh pressed delicate fingers to hide her tears.

Swiftly Erdene stepped to the lacquered table and swept pen and parchment to hand.  As Altai's diatribe soared to a babbling shriek the khubal's wife batted aside her clawed fingers and scrawled a single word on the page.

Then she turned to the flickering lamp and touched the page to the flame.  Instantly brilliant fire blossomed in her hand but she simply moved sedately to the central fire ring and held the burning paper over it.  The cries Altai's rage battered like hail upon stone, but with as little effect.  As the quick flames neared Erdene's fingers she let go, and the remnants plummeted to curl to ash upon the simmering coals.

Only then did Erdene face the others, her eyes fierce.  "From this day, I do not know her name."

Although Altai's final thin shout may well have been a curse, she turned and very deliberately walked away.  Sev knew not what else to do but follow and felt Arigh's steps like a ghost at her heels.  Glancing back she watched Batu pause to fumble with one of the cloth dividers, dropping it to block Altai within her chamber.  The last Sev saw was of an elegant old woman with green cushions and rich turban, who looked like nothing so much as a coiled and ancient serpent.

***

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

February 18th
Dwarves Mining Colony, Ash Mountains

Among the tumbled rocks above the trail from the pony pasture, the dwarf Malin awoke from what he had thought - in the instant of thought given him - to be death.  Yet his eyes opened and blurred stars swam above, and he felt something wet tickling through his thick braids.  Smothering a groan he rolled over then braced himself and pushed up as far as his hands and knees.  Where the world tilted and spun in a wide, giddy turn.  His stomach threatened to lurch into his throat and he braced his hands in the dirt as he swallowed a bitter taste.

He had been struck from behind.  That much he knew, and the dizzy spin of his thoughts replayed a brief memory of feet in soft boots, boots that ran high up the leg.  Sube boots.  Ah, the pony game has changed, he thought bitterly; changed most unexpectedly - but then again, was it unexpected at all?  What more could one imagine of people too uncivilized to build of anything more solid than sticks and cloth?  The goat herders had resented dwarven industry from the day they arrived, and at last they had taken the step from annoyance and disruption to outright violence.  So be it.  Malin had fought beside the men of Dale at Erebor, and his hands still remembered how to wield a battle-ax.

With a grunt he pushed himself to sitting, where he breathed a moment more and waited for a new bout of dizziness to subside.  Then he got his legs under him and heaved to his feet.

And found himself staring at the slender figure of a Sube boy in the starlight.

"You hurt," the boy said, and his eyes were two wide wet sheens in a shadowy face.

"Run now, boy," Malin growled.  "'Tis your own mischief you see."

"No, no!  I not hurting you!"  The boy stepped quickly back yet Malin got the peculiar sense the lad was not afraid, but merely moving to a better position.  "Sube do this, yes.  But this not my father's wish.  These men not hearing words of council and so I follow."

His head was beginning to throb, Malin could not make any sense of what the boy was saying, and so he squinted at him fiercely.  "Run away, I say.  The pony game is over and I will smite him who smote me.  Run away!"

"No."  The lad lifted his chin defiantly.  "I am Suren Al Gan, son of khubal, and I go stopping these men.  They disobey khubal and not speaking to nakhir."

Malin had no idea what a khubal or a nakhir was, and as he watched the boy blur into two boys then back to one again, he found he really didn't care.  "If your folk send their children to do their tomfoolery…."

He left the sentence dangling and turned away, hoping to find his small carrying ax or knife lying near, but evidently his attackers had taken them.  With a growl he turned again, found the sky spun unpleasantly around him, and then reopened his eyes to orient himself on the trail to the canyon floor.

"Father not send," the boy suddenly said.  "I see men go from camp, I follow.  More men come, speak angry, and when I am knowing what they do, I too far to go back."

"Hammer and tongs, boy, be gone with you!"  With that final snarl Malin set his feet downhill.

Five steps later the ground heaved up and struck him in the chest.  When he could breathe again he saw once more the blurry silhouette of the Sube boy standing over him.

"I helping you," Al Gan said. 

***

A strange thing it was, to stand a head and in some cases head and shoulders taller than beings who were unquestioned warriors.  Anardil stood in darkness with Master Miner Grôr as sturdy bearded forms hastened past them into the Great Hall.  Roused from the blocky wooden structures that temporarily housed the dwarves above ground, scores of workers filed silently among the shadows.  Anardil never saw whoever was sent to spread the alarm or even by what secret, hidden holes they slipped out of their lodgings to enter the cavern, but the darkened hollow of the Great Hall soon whispered with many low voices.  In hands long used to gripping hammers and picks were clutched the implements of war.  Dim torchlight glinted on keen axes and short bows, maces, helms and chain mail.  The sole Man in their midst could only pray that such deadly tools would not have to be employed.

Then they were moving, following dim and shielded lanterns as they filed into corridors that soon narrowed and pressed uncomfortably close, here and there brushing the top of Anardil's head.  Rough stone scraped his clothes and a sharp metallic tang of wet rock and torn earth filled his nostrils.  Ere long he was walking in a hunched crouch, with only the tramp of feet and an unsteady flicker of light ahead to guide him.  Soon groups of dwarves began splitting off into other tunnels, vanishing silently into the mountain's bowels.  Then the tunnel floor became muddy and sloped uphill, and someone tugged the back of Anardil's cloak.

"Watch your step," a rough voice whispered.

He nodded although he doubted anyone could see, and concentrated on climbing after the short figure before him.  Moments later they stopped, and burly bodies shuffled as Grôr made his way back along the passageway.


"Come with me," he grumbled.

How they could tell one tunnel from the next was beyond Anardil's understanding, but he followed without question, leaving the main group behind.  Suddenly grayness appeared before them and they were once more in the open air.  Stars glittered thinly above the broad bowl of the mining colony, whose floor lay in shadow some hundred feet below.

With relief he inhaled a long breath of fresh, clean air.  Beside him Grôr chuckled soundlessly.

"You'll not make a miner, king's man," he whispered.

"Nor have I any intentions of it," Anardil replied.

The tunnels had brought them a considerable way around the basin, he realized.  They moved quietly along the hillside for several yards, before Grôr signaled a halt.  There man and dwarf sank among black rocks and shadows, for here they would wait.

Grôr shifted his weight to lean close and whisper; "Let us hope there remains an ounce of self-preservation among them."

Anardil nodded without speaking, feeling a chill that was not the clutch of a February night.  If he was mistaken, if he had misjudged, if he had convinced the dwarves to pursue a path of folly, he might have just arranged the annihilation of the Sube raiding party.

*** 

Rator Naimen knew well the value of patience, of waiting while the slow stars turned and the hours grew small and weary.  Then wits grew sluggish and movements dragged, for sleep clung closely to tired bodies.  Surely dwarves could be no different from Men in that.  So the Sube waited, some even dozing in their hiding places above the unsuspecting mining colony.  But at last the time was at hand, and at a low, sleepy twitter of birdsong they aroused and picked up their arms.

Silent as deer they crept down the stony slopes, traversing narrow paths that keen eyes had scouted well in daylight.  From shadow to shadow they moved without speaking, hand gestures finally sending men and boys to various points.  The hard, dark squares of the dwarves' buildings loomed close at hand, sheds and workshops and living quarters.  A certain building was known to hold a great many of the dwarves' tools and to this special attention was given.

Bundles of dry grasses and twigs, soaked in oil, were pressed about the building's base, and an eager lad crouched close with flint and steel in hand.  More such bundles were handed to other boys, Rator Jaragen taking one such from his father's own hands.

"Be silent smoke, be swift as an avenging wind," Naimen whispered, and gave the youth a gentle push.


Heart beating fast, Jaragen slipped forward to a larger building, wherein he knew many of the dwarves slept.  He did not wish to think of unwitting beings caught sleeping when the flames roared up, but surely once the workshop caught fire, the dwarves would all waken and rush forth to make a fight.  Ai, it would be a good night when the Sube could meet their foe in battle and bleed from them the cost of treachery.  This was for Chetal, Jaragen told himself, and crouching down he began to push his incendiaries into place. 

The night clung heavily and stars shimmered above.  On a whispered breath of wind came the faint music of water running over stones.  High atop the ridge leading to the pony pasture a fox paused in his nocturnal ramble, but his sensitive black nose detected far too many things abroad this night and he vanished with a flick of his bushy tail.

Then light flickered, just a tiny random speck that might almost have been a trick of the eye - until flames sputtered to life.  Ruddy flickers danced briefly at ground level, until they abruptly swept sideways and leaped and climbed up wooden walls with grasping crimson fingers.  In a moment the night was shattered by the spastic dance of building flames.

A shout rang out, a harsh cry of warning, and somewhere a door slammed.  Instantly high trilling cries stabbed from the darkness and the quick buzz of arrows flicked like angry bees, thudding into wood and earth.  But then came the unexpected - fires that blossomed and leaped in answer high upon the stony hillsides, watch-fires that burst up and blazed in bold defiance, one after the other in a broad ring of flame, and from the rocks among them rose dozens and scores of dwarven warriors.

"Rator Naimen!" boomed a carrying voice, and Master Miner Grôr stood forth with flames leaping behind him.  "Your people are surrounded!  Lay down your arms and all will live.  Cease, for no one needs to die today!"

Fury leapt in Naimen's breast like the flames that tore at the night around him.  They knew his name - he had been betrayed - and there among the diggers' stunted forms stood the tall black silhouette of a Man.

"Trader man, I see you!" he raged.  "I curse you for a thousand generations!  There is no traitor like a Man who turns against his own kind!"

"No, there is not," came the clear reply.  "Which is why I am here to tell you - you seek war upon no proof but a lie."

"The trader has told me about your wounded boy," Grôr called to the shadows below.  "It is a great evil to harm a child."

"What do you know of children?" shouted Naimen, clenching his sword as he glared across the dark, deadly space between enemies.  "You who love only gold and metal - metal cold as your hearts!"

"In that you would be wrong," Grôr rumbled.  "For the dwarves are few in the world and our children fewer, and there is no jewel beauteous as the face of a child."

"Words!" Naimen spat.  "Words to hide your lies!  I see no children here, only diggers who trespass once too often upon Sube lands and Sube lives.  What do you know of children or fathers?"

"I know what it is to raise a son," Grôr replied, and his voice deepened to a tone of stones grinding.  "And I know what it is to carve his tomb."

In the startled hush the Sube warriors murmured together, drew together, but firelight glinted still on steel and bows.  Of this party only Naimen and Yeke and two others had fought at the siege of Erebor, but the youngest ones clutched their weapons with clammy hands, for the ferocity of the dwarven defenders was a tale they knew well.

"Then you know why we fight!" Naimen shouted.  "For the blood of our fallen, for the lives of our sons, and for our right to live upon our ancient lands."

"If you fight now…" a brief rattle of gravel accompanied that quiet but carrying voice as Anardil stepped down-slope.  "It may be your sons who die.  Look around you, man.  Your warriors are but boys, and it would be folly to spend such precious coin for naught."

A sharp bark of laughter bespoke Naimen's scorn clearly.  "I do not hear you, traitor.  You are but half a man and wine is your bedmate more than your wife.  Begone, drunken fool!  Our sons are raised to be warriors and stand strong for what is theirs."

The ex-Ranger halted, still above them in the rocks, his tall form silhouetted against fire so the blank emptiness at his left side seemed a mockery of whole men.  Yet the Sube saw no sway of strong drink and the man's voice remained clear.

"Whose voice would you hear, then?  Would you believe your own son?  For Osol took me to the standing rock, and there we found the blade of an Easterling warrior on the ground where your nakhir's son was attacked."

"You lie!"

"Do I?  How long have the Easterlings come whispering of old alliances, urging you to drive the dwarves from your ancient home?  Do they care how many of the Sube die?" 

"You know nothing!" Naimen spat.  "The dwarves despise us and Chetal lying wounded is the truth of their hatred!"

"Hear me!" Grôr boomed, and thudded the haft of his battle-ax at his feet.  "It is not the way of the dwarves to make war on children.  It is not the way of the dwarves to creep like orcs from the dark and attack the weak and defenseless!  If ever we wanted war with your people, doubt me not … you would know war had come."

"Come down, if you dare!"  A young Sube voice lashed into the shadows, and Rator Jaragen brandished a curved sword that flickered in ruddy light.  "We are not afraid of you!"

"Then you are fools."  Cool as steel Anardil's voice returned.  "For you are not twenty and the dwarves are ten times that, and your fires make you a pretty target."

"Be quiet!" Yeke hissed, seizing the young hothead's shoulder.

"Tell me, Rator Naimen."  Anardil moved again, stepping with odd grace down the dark and stony hillside.  "How many more sons can the Sube bear to lose?  What legacy can dead fathers leave for their children?"

Beside Naimen, his brother Yeke looked to his own son, standing with a bow clutched in one hand, two arrows in the other, and firelight painted that young face in stark lines.  The flames lapped hungrily up the side of the storehouse, casting hard shadows that leaped and twisted with lives of their own, shadows that seemed to crawl among the encircled Sube band as if waiting.

Yet in hard strides Naimen went forth to meet the oncoming man, halting with legs spread wide and his blade in hand.  Now the flames of the burning storehouse breathed simmering heat that subtly pushed the Sube warriors towards their encompassing foe.

"You I will kill first!" Naimen snarled.  "Who betrays his race to stand by a foreign enemy -."


"The dwarves are no enemy of mine."  Five feet away Anardil stopped and stood coolly.  "Nor are the Easterlings any friends of yours.  I saw the blade they dropped where Chetal fell, Rator Naimen.  It bore a wheel and the face of a wolf.  The badge of your wife's clan."

Breathing harshly, the Sube growled, "How do you know this?"

"Osol told me."

His oldest son … Naimen's fury turned to gnaw on itself.  His breath hissed through his nostrils as his knuckles whitened on his sword hilt, and for a blind instant he almost struck, wanting to slash the lie - the truth - from this stranger's mouth.

"I have no sword," Anardil said gently, his single hand lifting his cloak aside to prove this was so.

A sudden clattering rumble broke from the dark and heads turned to see the oncoming rush of two horses - a wain with three riders hurtling from the road and into the dwarves' compound.  Only one man would here come so, and Naimen felt the crashing weight of his disgrace.  Nearly inarticulate with emotion he stepped back, and jabbed not his sword but a rigidly accusing finger.

Over the clatter of wheels and hooves he shouted, "The dwarves do not belong here!  You do not belong!  Gondor's king does not rule us!"

Gravel grated under wooden tires as the wain rumbled to a halt.  In the tongue of the Sube, Suren Chinua spoke.

"Gondor is not your king … But I am your khubal."

The blacksmith took the reins as Chinua stepped to the ground, with Osol quick as a panther beside him.  The khubal looked to the spiraling flames that kissed the storehouse walls, and then to the answering watch fires still blazing on the hillsides above, where glinted the axes of the dwarves.  Last he looked to his own people, his rebellious warriors young and old, standing with weapons in hand and death waiting above and his face grew sad.

"Brothers," he said.  "Lay down your swords.  Our enemy is not here."

Then from the darkness rang a sudden boyish cry.  "Hey!  Hey people!  I have dwarf here.  He is being heavy!"

Feet scuffed and voices rumbled on the slope above, and the Sube moved uneasily as they peered into the night.  From the shadows a misshapen form emerged, Malin the dwarf leaning heavily upon the shoulder of one of his fellows - and the slender shoulder of the boy Suren Al Gan.

"I find him," chirped Al Gan, white teeth beaming a quick smile.  "His head be broke, I think.  Much grumpy."

Naimen stared with something like horror at the boy, then turned to his khubal.  "Suren Chinua, I swear to you, I did not bring your son."

"Oh, no," Chinua said, returning to Common Speech with a small smile.  "He is here to watching you."

At last Naimen bowed his head, and with a heavy motion he slid his sword into its sheath.  "My son," he said.  "Did the trader man speak the truth?"

Still within reach of too many Sube weapons, Anardil stood utterly still as he awaited the answer.  Here and now, peace or disaster balanced on a knife's edge.

The young herder faced his father and his smooth face held both sadness and compassion.  "If he says we found no sign of dwarves near the standing rock, he did.  And if he says we found a knife bearing the badge of Shria lun Naimen's clan, he spoke the truth again."

There was no response Naimen could make, and so he made none.  To employ his connections to his second wife's kinsmen had seemed not only prudent but also logical, for he knew the Sube lacked the strength to drive the dwarves out unassisted.  But this … to strike down a child, the son of the nakhir, was outside anything even he could abide.

He raised his eyes to his eldest son.  "What of the dwarf buckle in Chetal's hand?"

Softly Osol said, "It was not in his hand.  It was placed there."

For a moment the older man stood in silence, nor did he wish to bear the silent sympathy shadowed in the fire-touched grey eyes of the trader man.  His shame was his own, Naimen thought, his gaze touching on young Rator Jaragen standing uncertainly beside his father and elder brother.  He had failed … and he had allied himself with treachery.

“Father…”

Osol swallowed and stepped forward into his father's startled embrace.  Only an instant's hesitation, then Naimen hugged the young man, and reached a hand out to his second son to draw Jaragen close also.  Almost it seemed the night itself heaved a sigh of grateful relief.

Once more Grôr's rough voice rang from the rocks above.  "Well, goat herders, what is it to be, then?  Do we fight, or are you through with this foolishness?"

Anardil's hand went to his forehead as he winced at that stunning lack of diplomacy.  But much to his relief Chinua's dark face shaped itself in lines of humor, white teeth gleaming in the ruddy shadows.

"I think it good idea to stopping fires now, eh?"  The khubal tilted his head to watch the murky forms of the dwarves.  "Though maybe burning ugly house not all bad - we are having many beautiful kadans you could use!"

Grôr's deep chuckle was echoed by other muffled laughter, but at last weapons were lowered and swords put away.  As the watch fires began to burn down, the dwarves descended peaceably from the heights.  After all, they still had a structure fire to fight.

***
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

February 18th 

At the mines

Morning 

Carefully controlling his features, Anardil stared down into the bowl set before him with a thud by a rather rotund sooty faced dwarf. Hoping that the smoky smell lingering in the air had more to do with the ruins of two dwarf barracks and the main equipment shed than with the grey paste congealing before him, the ex-Ranger cautiously picked up a spoon.

He truly was hungry, for the pale light of dawn washed the stars from the sky outside the dwarves' Great Hall and not a one of them had slept.  Hours ago Suren Chinua had sent a boy back to the Sube village with the news all was well, but dwarves and the erstwhile war party had labored long together to quench the flames and begin cleanup of the resulting mess.  What Anardil really wished for was a steaming plate of sausages and eggs cooked by The Burping Troll's cheerful round-faced hobbit lasses.  What he got was this glutinous mass of what may once have been a wheat bran, served by two dwarves so old they might have been here when the mountains themselves were formed.

From the sidelong glances being exchanged among the Sube men seated across from him, the dish was finding as little favor with them as it had with Sevilodorf several days earlier. Ah well, it was doubtful that the bricklike quality of the waybread being passed down the table would appeal to their tastes either. 

From his place at the head of the first table, Masterminer Grôr exclaimed, “You’re in for a treat. An ancient dwarvish recipe.”

In a voice designed to carry only to the ears of the man beside him, Osol muttered, “Does that mean it’s as old as it looks?”

A grin twitched at Anardil’s lips as he lay his spoon aside to graciously accept the platter from the dwarf on his other side and set it between the herder and himself. 

Taking the smallest mound from the pile, he eyed the Sube sardonically as he replied, “This from a man who serves guests sour milk curds without warning.”

Osol studied the contents of the platter carefully, and then tried to slice one of the slabs in two with his knife.  “Point taken. We will eat and die smiling.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary. After all, the dwarves eat it and they appear healthy enough.” As the herder continued to saw ineffectively on the waybread, Anardil chuckled softly. “It’s been known to dull better blades than yours.”

Resigning himself to his fate, Osol took a boulder and passed the plate to the grimacing Sube youth at his side. There it was the young herder's turn to offer a stern look and a muttered reminder to mind his manners. 

“Exactly how does one eat it without cracking several teeth? Or is it something only the jaws of dwarves can accomplish?” The Sube squeezed the unmoving mass with strong fingers.

“Cram is actually borrowed from the Dalemen of Erebor and is justly known for its durability.” Anardil’s grin flashed again, as Osol thudded the cram against the table in an attempt to break it into a manageable portion. “Though if my lady’s report on the state of the kitchen here is to be believed, the cooks have undoubtedly fired it to the hardness of diamonds.”

“And did your woman not tell them how to prepare it correctly?” Osol remarked with a faintly disparaging tone.

Anardil smiled, for he had not missed the fact that his lady from Rohan and the Sube herder had not exactly seen eye to eye.  Osol simply could not grasp the idea of a woman telling a man how to do anything.  Ah, but he was still young. 

“No, I believe she sold them several things of a much more palatable nature and made certain she was present when any meal we ate was prepared.” 

Osol grunted in response and placed the few crumbs he had managed to break off in his mouth and began chewing. 

“Rocks,” the herder muttered. “But what else should one expect at the table of diggers.”

Dipping his own cram into his mug of tea before gnawing at the lump, Anardil said, “You really ought to soften it. You could lose a tooth that way.”

****

Seated closer to the head of the first table, Chinua's son Al Gan had waited to eat the strange food, until the dwarves around him had dipped their cram into their mugs and drizzled honey onto the grey porridge. By following their examples, he was having a much easier and tastier meal than Osol.

On his left, head wrapped in a white bandage and grey streaked beard carefully re-braided sat his injured dwarf comrade, Malin. Masterminer Grôr and the Sube leader had made it plain that peace between the two groups was to be the order of the day, thus Malin forced himself to keep from snarling at the boy, who it seemed had appointed himself his guardian. 

Ever watchful, his dark eyes observing things clearly and his ears listening for every nuance in the guttural voices surrounding him, Al Gan was aware of the animosity of the dwarf. However, by Sube tradition, Malin was the youth’s captive.

"It very simple," he said for the umpteenth tedious time.  "You pay to go free, or you working for me small time."


"Work for - work -."  Malin's control briefly frazzled.  "Brrr, I'll show you work!  Work for a child, indeed - hmph!" 

The boy bit his tongue, trying valiantly to get this point across with subtlety, for Malin’s grumpiness had only increased with the passing of time. Undoubtedly, or so Al Gan reasoned, his head was still aching from the blow he had received and his temper would improve as the headache faded.

Malin's frown deepened when he leaned a little too far forward to reach for more cram, which Al Gan instantly popped up to fetch for him.  There was no need for the dwarf to over-exert himself with a head injury, but the boy’s reward was another inarticulate growl.

Lowering himself back to his seat, Al Gan sighed heavily. He had seen the difficulty the master dwarf Grôr and his father had during their negotiations concerning the need for restitution by the Sube people for the damage done to the buildings and tools, and for the ransoming of the dwarven sentries.  It was due to the careful interventions of the trader man, and equal doses of tenacity and humor on the part of the two leaders, that they reached even the tentative agreement they had settled upon as the sun rose red in the lingering smoke. 

Both Sube and Dwarf had fought side by side to control the fires begun by the dissident Sube warriors. However, once the fires were quenched, they had returned to being two very different groups. Groups with little reason to trust each other; but which the two leaders had determined must learn to work together for the mutual good. A mutual good that began with recognizing that each group must be allowed to maintain their honor or neither would survive.

To that purpose Chinua and Grôr had held, and the agreements hammered out reflected the talents and honor of both sides.  Even now the two leaders reiterated the terms to be certain all would be satisfied.

"And for the destruction of our property," Grôr was saying, "Your people will supply us with some of your - what is the word - kadans - for use as equipment sheds and barracks until those destroyed and damaged can be replaced or repaired, yes?"

"Yes," Chinua agreed, folding his dark hands in front of his bowl.  "And we helping you work, send strong men."  His brown eyes twinkled as he tapped his half-empty bowl and added, "And our hunters bring good meat for builders, so not being weak from grey stuff."

Unlike Malin, however, Grôr simply chuckled deeply and held the Sube chieftain's gaze with shrewd eyes.  "And ransom for our captured sentries is three silver pennies.  You'll not raise the price on us unawares, will you?  Those rascals who caught them might be the same as took our ponies!"

"No, no change."  Chinua shook his head earnestly.  "And you tell your men, those hurted may ask Sube for price, also.  Trade or work for hurts they got."

"Fair enough," the master miner rumbled, and bearded faces around the table nodded in agreement.  "Here, enough talk, let us eat our fill.  Come, there is plenty if you want more."

Listening in his seat, however, Al Gan did not plan to accept the pennies for his prisoner and by rights he was the one who should set the terms for Malin’s ransom. It was he who had found him and escorted him back, and he had been there by order of the khubal; therefore he claimed this dwarf as his own. During a hasty discussion with his father, the boy had suggested that what was needed was for a dwarf to come to the encampment and show the people of the Sube proper metalworking. The immediate goal, of course, was for the Sube and the dwarf to get to know one another.  Chinua had been rightly proud of such forward thinking in one so young.

But the long term goal was on a much vaster scale. The land the dwarves mined was that of the Sube, but the people were not miners and would be happier for now staying with their herds and kadans. But some day, there would once again be a mingghan to lead the future Sube thousands, and the mines and metalworkers would be needed. One must not forget the Gondorian king’s claims to this land, but the people had survived the Dark Lord and subjugation by the Eastern warlords.  Surely they could find a way to overcome an absentee landlord. Al Gan was determined to do his part in making it happen. 

All he had to do was convince the dwarf, Malin, to do his.  Casting a sideways glance at the bearded, glowering face beside him, the boy despaired of ever finding anything close to the accord his father and Master Grôr had achieved. 

****

At the head of the table, Suren Chinua watched in carefully hidden disbelief as with obvious pleasure the dwarf leader devoured his second serving of whatever that lumpy substance had been. It was proving to be all he could do to finish his first.  Using his privilege as the leader of the Sube people, the khubal poured on a second portion of honey and stirred thoroughly. With the honey, he would be able to eat without disgracing either himself or his host. Focused on his food, as was the proper thing to do, Chinua did not realize at first that the dwarf leader was speaking to him.

“Now, Master Chinua, might we discuss the matter of the ponies? It is extremely disruptive to my schedules when they disappear so often. The beasts are here to work and they cannot do that if they are wandering about the plain waiting for your boys to round them up and return them.”

Ah, after hearing the reports of the women’s discussions with the trader woman, it had become obvious that the dwarves did not understand the pony game as the Sube did. How did they train their young warriors? 

Setting aside his partially eaten meal, Chinua was glad of the temporary distraction.  Even if the etiquette of the dwarves allowed speech during a meal he found it difficult to overcome the training of a lifetime.

“No harm coming to ponies. If hurt, boys must pay. Pennies or work, as you demand.”

“That is not what I mean at all. The ponies have never been hurt, which is why we allowed it all to continue for so long, but we are falling behind schedule.”

Chinua lifted his hands to show his bewilderment. “I not understanding schedule.”

“Deadlines, man!"  Grôr’s voice deepened in frustration and the crockery bounced as the masterminer thumped his fist upon the table.  "A time we must have our work done. Our ore must arrive in Erebor on time! And we can not do that if the ponies are constantly missing.”

Deciding to deal with what he could, Chinua replied, “Boys taking ponies as practice. Practice slipping into dwarf place and out with no seeing. Good practice for young boys. Maybe your young try it? Good practice for Sube to see if guard does job.”

It was difficult for Chinua to read Grôr’s expression through the thickness of his beard, but the sadness in his voice was easy enough to detect. “The dwarves have few young. Those we have are in the Iron Hills.”

“Then old dwarves might try. Good for keep smart and silent. Dwarves walking heavy, need much practice.”

Grôr huffed. His point did not seem to be getting across. 

Then the Sube leader smiled. “But understanding now your schedules. Keep boys to three nights a week. Will work?”

“Yes, yes. Will work.” Grôr said enthusiastically. Eyeing the Sube leader thoughtfully, he added, “You would pay the same rate for the return of your ponies as we do?”

Chinua laughed and shook his head. “Dwarves always paying too high. Not careful trader like Rohan woman. But you setting rate and must continue. If you decide to play game, we pay one goat for every five ponies.”

“Robbery!” exclaimed Grôr. “It’s robbery.” Then narrowing his eyes, he said, “A goat for every three.”

“Agreed,” said Chinua. “We are seeing who better. You sneak or us guard. It being good fun all.”

The Sube leader’s eyes widened with pleasure as he saw a serving tray filled with bowls of sugared apple slices being brought toward the table. “There good treats. Hobbit foods. Trader man give bag for a penny.”

“He did now, did he?"  Grôr's heavy brows lowered.  "We didn’t get that good of a deal. I’ll have to speak to him about that.”

“Yes, speaking to man."  The laugh lines in Chinua's brown face deepened.  "Get good deal. Woman not give good deals. Good treats, good healing, but careful trader.”

Grôr laughed loudly at this evaluation of the king’s man and his woman.  Then he settled back to discover what other deals the Sube had gotten from the trader man that he might be able to utilize as well.

***

Apple slices and sticky fingers, for a delicious long moment those two things rendered Al Gan the khubal's son simply a boy.  The marvelous blend of tart and sweet put a smile on his face and it was with effort he reminded himself of his manners and refrained from eating all the sugared apples.  As it was he licked every finger clean, not wishing to miss a single bit of sugariness.

When he looked up it was into Malin's stare, the dwarf's gaze fixed on him as if he had never seen him before.

"Don't get many apples, eh?" Malin said.

This was the first time the grumpy dwarf had addressed him voluntarily, and Al Gan smiled brightly.  "Ah-pull?  Very good sweet.  Sube not having ah-pull."

"Uncivilized," Malin grumbled, turning his attention to the piece of cram he dunked in his tea cup.

Seeing an opening, however slim, Al Gan asked, "You are having ah-pulls in dwarf lands?"

"Yes," was the grudging reply.  "We have apples.  Not of our own, mind you.  Some grow wild, and we trade with the Dale men."

"You making these sweets?"

Malin scowled at his cup as if it offended him.  "No, that is hobbit food."

"Ah."  Al Gan had heard of the halflings - from the Rohirrim healer and in stories told to children, he thought - but his agile young mind reached for other things.  "So it is way of dwarves to trade."

"It is the way of all civilized people."

What exactly civilized meant, Al Gan was not sure, nor did he particularly care.  Propping his chin thoughtfully in his hand, the boy said, "It is good way.  If Dale man is having ah-pulls, dwarf trade to get.  What are dwarves trade to Dale man?"

Over the rim of his cup Malin scowled, but he swallowed and lowered the cup to reply.  "Many things.  We have many master smiths at Erebor."

"What master smiths make?"

With a forbearing sigh, the dwarf mustered his patience for this troublesome boy.  After all, this was a topic which accented the superiority of dwarven craftsmen over itinerant Sube goat herders, and he was acutely aware of his comrades along the table studiously pretending not to listen.

"They make the very finest in metal goods.  Knives and swords, jewels and ornaments, tools for every purpose and hardware for harness.  If it can be formed in metal, whether precious or base, we can make it."

"Ohhhh."  Bright brown eyes widened as the boy pondered that thought, slender fingers tapping his chin.  "Fine things, yes?"


"Very fine."

"Better than Sube make?"

"There is no smith among the Sube worth his hammer, when compared to the artisans of Erebor."


"So you teaching us."

His piece of damp cram halfway to his mouth, the dwarf simply stared.  In return Al Gan nodded brightly.

"Teach - one does not teach a smith in a day!" Malin sputtered.  "It takes a lifetime, boy, every day learning the tools, the metals, the skills, and then mucking it all up and doing it over!  A lifetime!"

"But we have life," said Al Gan, and his boyish round face suddenly smoothed into steady seriousness far beyond his years.  "Sube and dwarfs … we are being here long time this place."

Several times Malin opened then closed his mouth, but a reply refused to form.  The Sube chieftain nearby seemed to find a sudden need to hide his mouth behind his hand, and Malin was certain Chinua thus disguised laughter.  He had been in fact very neatly trapped, and that by a boy who was not as old as his favorite hammer.  With an understanding smile Al Gan reached over and patted the dwarf's arm, ignoring when the arm was snatched away.

"Is much for the head.  But for little time, maybe you showing us things, eh?"  The boy cocked his head, lips pursed in brief thought.  "Yes, you show.  We are not knowing - how you say?"


The boy twisted and produced a small belt knife, which he laid on the table and pushed towards Malin.  Tapping the hilt, he said, "Sometimes this not good on Sube knife.  Moving in hand, come off sometime.  Other things - not fitted perfect.  You showing us."

Hard gleaming eyes studied the boy, then the little blade, and blunt fingers touched the steel.  "If I do this … this is the work I do for you?"

"Yes!"  Instantly a smile lit the boy's face like a sun coming up.  "Not for me, for people.  I showing you mans of people who do this work, you talk them."

The dwarf's heavy brows lowered.  "How long do I have to stay and do this 'work' of yours?"

"I think …" Al Gan counted on his fingers as he pondered.  "Six times sun come up."

"Six days!" boomed Malin, and heads turned all down the table.  Grumbling, he lowered his voice.  "Very well.  Six days.  But I won't come for two days.  I have work to finish here, first - work which your people's nonsense has delayed once again."

Facing the dwarf's sternly-wagging finger, Al Gan merely beamed his brilliant smile.  "Two days is being good.  You come, we feeding you and all have much fun."

"I sincerely doubt that," growled Malin, and chomped into the last of his cram and chewed vigorously.

Down the table Suren Chinua watched his son with undisguised pride, and as their eyes met he touched his fingertips briefly to lips and heart.  Modestly Al Gan looked down, but his smile remained firmly in place.

With a smile of his own, Anardil broke his silence.  "There is hope in the world when our children are wise."

And Master Grôr replied emphatically, "That there is indeed!"

Then it seemed Malin's perpetual scowl loosened, and perhaps when he looked at Suren Al Gan again, he saw his boyish 'captor' with new eyes.

****

Bareback still, Anardil rode amidst the spilling gold of morning, walking his horse beside the rumbling wain that bore the Sube chieftain Suren Chinua, Al Gan and the blacksmith. On the road behind them straggled Osol and his father and the rest of the Sube men, walking at a steady but weary pace.  No one spoke, the urge for words abandoned as the long night bled into an uncertain day.  Glancing back at their faces Anardil found himself wondering at the thoughts sheltered behind their dark eyes.

Rator Naimen was a proud, strong man who would gladly give his life for his people, but he had partnered himself to a false cause and falser allies.  Suren Chinua would not humiliate the man in front of others, Anardil was certain of that, but he could not speculate on what consequences Naimen might face, for so defying his khubal and his nakhir.  Yet Naimen walked solidly with his sons to either side, and the former Ranger felt an unexpected tug of respect.  Whatever would come, he believed the Sube warrior would meet it up-front and with courage.

The true blessing was, as the Sun sprang ablaze in its glory from hills to the east, that all came home.  He breathed deeply of the damp tang of morning and welcomed the sweet chill in his lungs.  Light filled the world and the warriors returned, and the weight of that relief reminded him of just how tired he really was.

The distance passed as the wain rumbled and hooves clattered and the thud of Baran's stride matched odd counterpart to the beat of Anardil's heart.  At long last the grasslands gently rose and there upon the plain stood the peaceful scattered shapes of Sube kadans, their green felt walls bright with painted designs.  Even at a distance he could see small figures beginning to appear, and with a glance at Chinua driving beside him he refrained from the urge to gallop ahead.

In moments the bright shapes of women and children moved in the sunlight.  Then from the gathering crowd a high, shrill call was raised, soaring into a long ululation of joy and welcome that rang like the cries of birds.  Children flew as if swept upon that sound, racing and leaping across the grasses and scattering goats as they came. Weary faces broke into wide smiles, as fathers and young were reunited.  The boy Temur raced like a hound until he reached the wain, and a grinning Al Gan took the reins as the little fellow threw himself into the wain and his father's arms.  The boy's excited chatter needed no translation, and Anardil felt his own smile all the way to the heart.

And then they were home, swept into a throng of welcome and smiles and a flood of Sube voices.  Anardil slid from Baran's back with rather less than his usual agility, and clung a moment to the horse's mane.  Suddenly so much sound and movement felt overwhelming, but he did not see the face he sought.

In the circle of Chinua's arm Erdene now stood smiling, and Anardil faced them with a weary bow.  "Can you tell me where I might find my lady?"

Erdene's smile softened, she undoubtedly reading the same exhaustion in him that was mirrored in her husband's own face.  "Sev sleeping in kadan," she said.

***

And wonder of wonders, she was, despite all the noise outside.  Anardil sighed gently as he let the door flap of the guest tent fall closed behind him.  Beneath bright Sube blankets Sev was still curled asleep, but his smile widened as he looked around the enclosure.  Ever practical, she had set out a basin and clean clothes for him.  To his surprise water sat warm in a copper kettle beside the dying coals, and a plate of something sat covered by a cloth.  A rush of warmth suffused him but he stepped carefully, not wishing to wake her.

Ah, but though she slept through a village yowling to wake the dead, she opened her eyes immediately to a stealthy footstep near her bed.  She blinked upon seeing him and frowned.

“Given that you are going to be in such trouble when we get back home, maybe you’d just like to disappear into the borderlands.” 

Startled into a soft laugh, Anardil said, “Trouble. What trouble?”

“Weren’t you given orders to observe, not intervene?"  With a soft, sleepy sound she sat up, pulling the blankets to her.  "I’d say riding off into the middle of a battle zone qualifies as intervention. And without even your sword.“

He chuckled as he knelt then sat beside her, bending close to kiss her lips, once then again.  Drawing back he smiled as he caressed her face.

“That proves I was only observing.”

“As if you couldn’t cause a great deal of trouble without one.” Sev shook her head. “You might try telling that to Faramir, but I doubt he would believe you any more than I do. Telling falsehoods, I suspect will be next on that list of faults.”

Then her nose wrinkled at the smell of smoke permeating his clothing.  Nonetheless, there was only quiet calm in her eyes, though he would never know the depths of her relief at his safe return.

“The boy they sent back gave a very complete report of what went on at the mine. You’ve done well.”

“We’ve done well. I knew that we would do well together.”

“You don’t know the half of it. Some rather interesting things occurred here last night also.” At that Anardil looked at her sternly, but she lifted both hands in a warding gesture. “I swear I did absolutely nothing but make calculating observations. And I don’t have even a single bruise to show for my troubles. Which is more than you can say.”

She traced a small burn mark across his wrist and frowned as her fingers then found tiny holes in his clothing burnt by sparks.  Anardil caught her questing hand gently.

"I am barely even dented," he said with a lopsided grin.  "I would much rather hear what sort of … calculated observations you made while I was gone."

With a sniff Sev pulled her hand free and gave him a small shove.  “It will make for a nice story for you. After you wash and eat.”

Then she laid her blankets aside and rose to stir the fire back to life.  As Anardil got up to pour water in the wash basin, she watched a moment in silence.  His long frame bent with careless ease as he went about his ablutions, dark hair slipping forward around his face and she reflected that he could use a good bathing and combing just about now.

"I'm glad you're back safe," she said.

He looked up into the cool stillness of her blue eyes, and read many other unspoken fears.  Smiling gently he said, "So am I.  For all of us."

***

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

February 18th
Evening

“I know, I know. I’m late. I’ll be ready in a few moments.” 

Over the bed in their kadan Sevilodorf upended the haversack she carried and began to sort the plants that fell in a fragrant heap upon the blankets. Working swiftly she used her knife to separate purple blossoms from their stems and roots, occasionally stopping to yank the tufted top from a plant that Anardil would have classified as a common dandelion. 

“Must you do that on the bed?”

Giving him a sour look, Sev said, “No, but I thought you wanted me to hurry.”

“Your note said you would be back before dark.” 

Setting aside her knife, Sev hurried to the small crate sitting beside the fire circle. “I’m certain I saw a… Yes, here it is.”

Holding up a ball of twine she turned back to the bed. Yanking the end of the twine free, she cut several arm length sections and tossed them upon the pile of stems. 

“If you’ll heat some water for me to wash, I’ll be ready even sooner.”

With an indulgent shake of his head, Anardil got up from his cushions and went to do her bidding.  The sooner he complied, he reasoned, the sooner they would be ready for the evening festivities.  After all, it was an honor that they would be included as guests of the tribe on such a night.

Tossing the remaining twine back into the crate, the Rohirrim healer gathered the stems into fat bundles, which were quickly wrapped with the lengths of twine. Then reaching up toward the ceiling of the kadan, she draped the bundles over the supporting poles.

“There…the blossoms and roots will need to be covered by a damp cloth until I can get to them.”

“After the feast, I hope.”  Once again comfortably on the cushions, Anardil eyed her steady industry with a wary look.

“Yes, of course. Stop worrying, they haven’t even taken the goat out of the roasting pit yet.” Sev rushed past him to pour the last of the water from the bucket to half fill the wash basin.

“And did this,” with a chuckle Anardil waved his arm at the dissected foliage scattered across their blankets, “have to be done now?”

Dipping several thin towels in the basin of cool water, Sev nodded stubbornly. “I do know what I’m doing, you know?”

“And exactly what are you doing? And I don’t mean the preparation of these weeds.” He dangled one of the dandelion like plants before her face.

“Weeds!” Sev snatched the plant from his fingers and set it gently down to cover with the damp towels. “I’ll have you know that weed will fetch a pretty price in Minas Tirith. It’s the primary ingredient in a tonic for kidney and liver ailments. And it is best harvested after it begins to close for the night, which is why I’m late. If I had known it was out there I would have given a later time for my return.”

“Surely you could get the same plant near the Troll.”

Sev opened her mouth to explain how the varieties differed, then said firmly. “No, I couldn’t. And anyway I have my reasons for collecting these.”

“You are up to something then.” 

“Never you mind.” Sev grabbed up the steaming kettle and added the contents to the basin. “This is my affair, not yours. Move and let me get to my clothes.”

Stripping off her dirty leather tunic and plain shirt, the Rohirrim rummaged through her pack and pulled out the embroidered tunic she had worn her first day of trading with the Sube. Pulling off her battered half boots and drawstring pants, she kicked them aside and hastily began to scrub away the evidence of her afternoon labors.

If Anardil had known her destination, he would certainly have forbidden her to go, for fear of some lingering mischief lurking out there on the plain. Thus she had slipped out quietly in mid-afternoon, leaving a note beside his sleeping form. After consulting with Tolui, the Sube healer, and arranging for Al Gan and Oyugen’s older son to accompany her, she had ridden off to the spring where Chetal had been attacked and gathered as many plants as time would allow. 

If Anardil had any suspicions as to where she had gone, he certainly made no sign but instead busied himself with applying a light oil to his boots in a vain attempt to make the worn leather look somewhat respectable. 

After rebraiding her hair and winding its length into a coil that she pinned at the back of her head, she pulled out the only skirt she had brought and frowned at the wrinkles. Shrugging she tugged it on and fastened the waistband. There was nothing she could do about it anyway. After all, for Anardil a clean shirt, the dust beaten out of his jerkin and a comb dragged through his collar-length hair were his only nods to ceremonial dress.  They were traders, not ambassadors, and she could only hope that such humble attire would seem befitting of their occupation.  Glancing up she saw that he read her preparations well and stood waiting.

Smoothing the cuffs of the tunic and straightening the silver chain about her neck, she stepped to the doorway and reached up to adjust the collar of Anardil’s shirt. 

“See, I’m ready and dinner has not been called yet.”

Laughing quietly, Anardil said, "Obviously you are not a hobbit, my love, if you are not early to the board."

With a patient look Sev stepped by him and they passed outside into the cool of evening.  The far-reaching whistle used by the Sube women to call their families to dinner pierced the gathering darkness just as Sev pulled back on his hand to halt him.

“Wait a moment," she exclaimed.  "I almost forgot.”

Darting to the rear of her trading cart, she scrambled up with complete disregard for the condition of her skirts. After several thumps and the grating sounds of boxes and bags being shifted, Sev emerged clutching a small object that she shoved into the deep pocket of her skirt before Anardil could identify it. 

Placing her hand on his shoulder, she jumped down and aimed a stern look at him. “For a man who keeps his own possessions so well organized you’ve made a right mix up of mine. Whatever were you looking for?”

His hand under her elbow, Anardil steered her firmly toward the torch lit area before Suren Chinua’s kadan. 

“A customer wanted something special while you were gone.”

“Really? Who? And what did you trade for?” Sev said sharply.

The news that master miner Grôr expected to receive the same reduced price Anardil had set for the Sube on certain trade goods had already earned the ex-Ranger a lecture in the finer points of bartering. 

“Later, Sevi. Later you may berate me at your leisure, for now we must be on our best behavior.”

“Berate! Why you -!” she began, then stopped at the twinkle in his eye. Jerking her arm from his grasp and shaking her finger at him, she exclaimed, “Before we leave tomorrow, you will help me go through that cart and reorganize it.”

Catching her hand, he dropped a kiss into her palm and gave her a familiar lopsided grin. “Yes'm, missus.”

“Loof,” she said softly and ran her other hand along his freshly shaved jaw. 

“Yes’m, missus,” he said again and turned her about to continue on toward the gathering of the Sube. 

Once again firelight danced in gold and shadow against the night, but this time it was fires of celebration.  Torches wavered in tall sconces in a wide circle, in the center of which crackled a lively bonfire whose light illuminated the many gathered faces in cheerful radiance.  On the cool night breeze wafted succulent odors of cooking from another fire pit set back from the crowd, where the shadowy figures of several Sube women worked around ruddy coals that steamed with the fragrance of roasting meat. Beneath a torch-lit cloth arbor several musicians thumped and twanged and warbled their way through a merry selection of Sube tribal songs, some of which seemed to be punctuated by a lot of high-pitched yelps and hand-clapping to the rapid beat of small drums.  The melodies themselves were carried by a merry little fiddle-like instrument, which the player held upright in the lap rather than under the chin.

"I wonder what they call that?" Anardil whispered.

"You mean your little friends didn't get around to telling you?"  Sev gave him a mischievous smile for she knew well that the children who had dogged Anardil's footsteps proved eager teachers of the Sube tongue. "I heard Arigh say that is called an 'erhu’.'"

As the traders drew near, without meaning to Anardil found his steps matching the insistent thud of the drums, and he flashed an apologetic grin as Sev's tugs on his hand bid him to slow down.  Unsure of where they should be, they threaded their way slowly through a growing throng of folk, old and young alike who gathered before Suren Chinua's kadan with carpets, mats and cushions, where they sat in a rough circle of family groups around the blazing fire.  In the fiery shadows it seemed they waded through a sea of bodies and sound, as music rang and voices sang and talked gaily.

Then a tug at the hem of Anardil's cloak halted them, and he looked down to see Al Gan's smiling young face.  Beside him, dressed in richly-embroidered woolens and elegant ceremonial turbans, Suren Chinua and Erdene lun Chinua sat on heaped cushions with second wife Checheg and the other children just beyond. To the left of them, in the Sube position of honor, were seated Qara Oyugen and his family, just as finely dressed.  Abashed, Anardil realized they had strayed to the seating of the tribal leaders.

"You sitting with us!" Al Gan cried, white teeth flashing.

Sev and Anardil exchanged quick glances but were reassured by Chinua's slow gesture of welcome and Erdene's warm smile.  Tonight torchlight flickered on threads of gold in the hems of Erdene's long tunic and even the children's clothing, all looking very much the family of the tribe's khubal.  Suddenly wishing they had brought clothes that would at least not shame their hosts, the traders nonetheless sat.

An unexpected silence fell as they made themselves comfortable among the soft cushions.  Voices murmured, and then into the hush thumped a single drum, a slow, deep-thudding beat that captured the rhythm of hearts and stilled every tongue.  Boom boom boom boom, its heavy anticipation was matched with a high, keening voice which rose in a sustained note that seemed to cry with infinite yearning down long winds of time - then the beat leaped into a pounding pace that raced after its echoes across the plains.  Anardil found himself leaning into that beat, and a trilling cry went up as with a shout several young men appeared.  The erhu and pipes swept into a galloping tune that powered the singers' strong male voices, and instantly it seemed the drums swept the lads' feet from the ground.  Fast into the bars of the dance they leapt; sinewy bodies bold and sure to the rhythmic clapping of many hands.  Every stamping step seemed both a dare and a promise, the certainty of courage and strength rooted in the very earth they trod.  This is ours, it seemed to say, and this is us.  As the beat quickened and agile bodies leaped, the voices of the women rose above the singers' in joyous ululations and the faces of young and old gleamed with bright eyes and wide smiles in the dancing light of the fire.

"Look!" Al Gan cried above the thunder of drums and the singers' powerful voices.  "Osol dance!"

Osol it was indeed, the handsome young herder quick as a falcon and fierce as a blade, black hair tossing as he danced, a figure of animated light and shadow.  And there the traders realized this was a dance of warriors handed down from the dawn of Sube time, yet not celebrating battle or death but celebrating life and a safe return.  Anardil clasped Sev's hand tightly as they watched, and he could not have explained how that primal beat reached so deep as to match the very pulse of his heart.  To live, when so many others before had not … it was both victory and grief.  This day the Sube had narrowly escaped losses that would have crippled an already decimated tribe.  As the drums pounded and the singers cried praises in a tongue unknown to him, he felt a great warmth flood through him, and it seemed to pour forth into the darkness to embrace every soul present, young or old.

He turned his head to see Sev's eyes gleaming in firelight, and he leaned close to her ear.  "I think we have done a good thing," he said.

She smiled but made no answer beyond the press of her fingers on his.

Finally the drums thudded to an end and the joy of the Sube rang across the starlit plain, and then it was time to eat.

***

It seemed the Sube practice of eating without talking was discarded during a feast. For all around the sounds of voices competed with that of the thin swirling sound of a small band of musicians accompanying the dancing of a group of preteen girls whose sole object as far as Sev could deduce was to see which of them could spin the fastest. When the music came to an abrupt halt and the girls giggled their way from the small carpet set near the center of the gathering to a rhythmic thumping of hands on thighs, Sev gathered her skirts and climbed to her feet. 

“I’ll be back in a moment,” she whispered in response to Anardil’s questioning eyes. “And don’t you let Osol put any of those sour milk curds in my bowl while I’m gone.”

Anardil nodded as Sev slipped along the edges of the crowd and made her way to where Chetal sat pale, but determined, beside his grandfather. The whiteness of his sling stark against the green of the felt wall at his back. 

“Qara Batu,” Sev dipped her head in greeting to the old man before turning to the boy. “Qara Chetal, I beg your forgiveness for bringing up business during a festive occasion, but if you will allow I wish to complete our trade.”

Chetal glanced uncertainly from Sevilodorf to the lined face of his grandfather. He had no business with the trader, save that of her healing and he had been made to understand that presenting her with any recompense would be perceived as an insult. Strange were the ways of the traders. 

“If I may?” Receiving a nod from old Batu, the trader settled in the space beside the boy and pulled forth the small knife Chetal had admired so much the day before. “I believe you wished to purchase this.”

Hesitantly, for he was uncertain of the protocols required of him, Chetal said, “I no have pennies. Have only braided ropes and goatskins.”

Sev waved aside his protest. “You brought something from the sube that was worth more than the ropes and the goatskins. In truth, more than the knife, but as I did the gathering myself and had to pay for an escort…” Sev stopped as she realized she had lost the boy in her flood of words. 

“The plants, Chetal.  Do you remember putting them inside your shirt?” Sev waited until the boy nodded his understanding. “The flowers you brought back are worth more than the ropes and the goatskins. Plus I found another plant that was even better. So before I leave tomorrow, you must come and select more trade goods, or I will pay you the balance in pennies.”

As Sev placed the knife into his palm, Chetal’s brow wrinkled. “You not do this because I hurt? I not wanting knife as gift.”

Recognizing the pride behind the question, Sev shook her head solemnly. “Trust me, it’s not a gift. I am too careful a trader for that.”

Qara Batu’s eyes glittered with amusement at that statement and he said something to Chetal in Sube. The boy studied the knife in his palm, then closed his fingers around it and looked up to meet the strange blue of the trader woman’s eyes. 

“I take knife, but no more.” He lifted the arm within the white sling slightly. “You heal good. You watch careful.”

Sev knew that it would do little good to protest that the plants truly were worth more than one knife. She would simply have to make sure that an equitable amount of trade goods were somehow left behind for the boy and his family.

Then with a calculating gleam that would have made even the fast talking traders of the market of Pelargir think twice, Chetal said, “This mean I still have rope and skins to trade?”

“Yes,” Sev replied. 

“Good. I come morning and trade. Sweets?”

“Sweets, it will be.” Nodding to the boy and his grandfather, she rose to her feet. “I will see you in the morning.”

Sev wondered briefly how she would ensure that Anardil was not present during this trade. The prices she would need to apply to balance the true worth of the plants against the goods Chetal received from his ropes and goatskins would be on par with those she had scolded her partner for earlier.

***

Suren Chinua stood before the fire, and he was no more the simple herder Sev and Anardil had first seen at the dwarves' pony pens three days ago.  Though small in the reckoning of men born of Númenor's ancient blood, the chieftain bore nobility as a cloak and strength as a crown, facing his gathered people with confident calm.  When he spoke, his voice was kindly but carrying, and all other voices fell silent.

Sev started when someone brushed close enough to stir a breeze, and she turned to see a young Sube woman sinking behind her and Anardil in a soft rustle of embroidered wool.

"I am Cheren nai Naimen, daughter of Rator Naimen," the girl said, her gentle voice in keeping with her modestly downcast eyes.  "Erdene lun Chinua sends me to give his words to you."


Two things flitted through Sev's mind, first wondering where the girl Arigh was, and the second curious how Naimen's family, of all the tribe, spoke the Common Tongue so well.  Perhaps at some time during the war they had held a Gondorian prisoner and made him their tutor.  However, realizing that it was probably unseemly for the khubal's first wife to offer her own services as translator at such a time, Sev smiled and whispered her thanks.  A shy smile appeared briefly, and the girl began.

"Suren Chinua welcomes his warriors safely home.  He says their hearts were good, though their minds were misled, and he is proud to see such bravery, especially among the youngest of our warriors.  They took captives with honor and the dwarves will abide by the rules of war and captives.  He says also that it takes courage to make peace, and wisdom to lay hatred aside like a broken blade, when it serves no more use.  Where peace can be found with honor, it should be welcomed.  And where false friends offer help that will lead only to Sube death and Sube dishonor, their names should be left unspoken and their faces cast from our minds."


Remembering Erdene's angry denunciation of old Altai in very much the same words, Sev realized she was hearing what amounted to a form of shunning or even banishment.  As Cheren softly transformed the Sube tongue to fluent Westron, Sev turned her full attention to Suren Chinua.

"This night we sing and dance in joy," the khubal said, and his eyes smiled as he looked upon his young son Al Gan.  "But where joy lives, sorrow walks close beside, and this could be a night of great mourning.  For I tell you now, had the wrath of the dwarves been kindled against us, we would have died bravely and with honor … but we would have died.  And the cause would have been false."


His dark face sobered as he scanned the watching faces of his people.  "The son of our nakhir, dear to me as my own blood, was struck down by treachery.  He was brought back to us very nearly lost in the sea of souls, and even as we bound his wounds, a token was found."

He raised his right hand and in it glinted the small, rune-inscribed dwarven buckle that had been found in Chetal's bedclothes as Sev attended to the boy.  "We thought this token was proof of guilt and our anger grew hot.  But this proof was false.  By the hand of Rator Osol and the trader man, the truth was found."

Chinua closed his fist and dipped his hand to the sash at his waist, withdrawing it again with a thin object in his hand.  As he swept the curved Easterling knife from its sheath firelight flashed on the polished steel, and flickered on the little engraved emblem of the wolf within the wheel.

"Here is truth!" Holding the knife high, Chinua's voice rang across the hushed crowd.  "Here is the badge of the chieftain Burilgi Ong, whom we have welcomed as kinsman and honored with ties of marriage.  Here is the badge of those who would use children as the tool of their deceit.  Here is the badge of one who would bring us once more under the thrall of Eastern warlords and care not how many Sube die.  And I say, Burilgi Ong is welcome no more, nor any of his men, until forfeit is paid and honor satisfied.  How say my people?"

A jangled roar went up and the drums thudded approval behind the watching crowd.  Chinua lowered the damning knife, but held his free hand up in a request for quiet, until only muttering remained.

"The council shall meet and the matter of Burilgi Ong will be discussed."  His voice dropped to a lower tone.  "But there remains disorder within my own house, and I would see peace and unity restored.  In their anger and confusion good warriors were misled, and they defied the will of the council.  Your anger was just, brothers, but your cause was founded in lies.  Come forward, and let the people bear witness to the true hearts of our warriors."

Qara Oyugen took his place at Chinua's left hand, as was his right as war chief to his khubal.  Then one by one they came forward, those who had marched against the dwarves, and each in turn knelt on a cushion at Suren Chinua's feet. Then under the eyes of the council and their people, each held his weapon before him, whether sword or bow, mace or sling, and spoke an ancient oath. 

"Let earth and sky bear witness, and may the stones remember.  Here do I promise my life, my self, my sacred honor to my people and my khubal.  May strength and courage guide us all."

And Chinua raised each in turn to his feet and clasped him firmly by the shoulder.  "So it shall be," he replied.

Last of all came Rator Naimen, he who had led the young men to what nearly was their doom.  His sons, Osol and Jaragen, stood solemnly by as he walked forward, his head high and steps firm.  If he feared what shame or judgement might come from his defiance of his leaders and the council, he gave no sign of it.  His eyes fixed steadily on the face of his khubal until he stood within arm's reach.  Nor did he kneel, but instead stood waiting the word of his chief.

"Rator Naimen," said Chinua gravely.  "You chose a way of ill counsel, and knowingly defied the will of all but an angry few."

Naimen's voice was clear as he replied, "Yes, my khubal, I did."

"What say you of this misdeed?"

"That while I believed I did what was right, my heart was too filled with anger to seek the truth, as my son so wisely did."

"Truly spoken."

For a beat the two men studied each other across a lifetime of shared memories, shared struggles, shared grief.  For though they might differ often in their views, there had always been the people for whom they both toiled that the Sube might survive the years of Shadow and live on.

Chinua spoke again, saying, "Rator Naimen, you stood beside me at the siege of Erebor when Easterling warlords drove us to share in the blood price.  We owed black debts that made us thralls to the Dark Lord's war, but you neither flinched nor quailed."

He raised his eyes to scan the many anxious faces, eyes glinting in torchlight, and then he asked clearly, "Will you stand beside me, in peace, and help guide the Sube in lives without masters or lords?"

"I will."  Naimen sank to his knees but his eyes never left his chieftain's face.  "I shall.  On my life, I shall."

"Then rise, brother, and take your place."

At last Chinua could smile and smile he did, white teeth gleaming as he clasped Naimen's hand amidst a tumult of cheers and a cacophony of trilling cries.  When the warrior rose Chinua retained that handclasp and with his free hand grasped Naimen's shoulder and drew him into a quick embrace.  Then Naimen stepped aside, taking his place to the left of his chieftain and his nakhir, and the boisterous approval of the people rang to the watching stars.

There remained one other who had yet to make her peace, and as the crowd quieted she came from the shadows, almost unnoticed until torchlight caught upon the white of her widow's scarf.  Arigh, the widowed young sister of Suren Chinua, came with head bowed to face her shame.

A murmuring hush fell as she walked humbly forward, and at the feet of her brother the khubal she sank like a severed lily.  Her hair was bound in the soft white folds of her scarf, and her garb was neat but plain.

"My sister," said Chinua gently, eyes on the top of her bowed head.  "You know it was by your deed that men went forth to kill and die."


Her voice was soft as a breeze among rose petals.  "Yes, my khubal."

"How came the dwarves' buckle to be found in young Chetal's hand?"

"I placed it there."

"Was it by your will?"

"No, my khubal."


"Then how came you to do this thing?"


To Anardil and Sev watching, it appeared the answers to these questions must surely be known.  However, they also understood that the formula of question and answer was necessary for the people to see the facts.  Chinua could not be an elder brother with a much-loved younger sister; here he had to be truly their chief.

Softly she replied, "I was told to."

"Why would anyone tell you to place an object in a wounded child's hand, an object which could only inflame war and hatred where none should be?"

The girl bent further, her head below the anguished bow of her shoulders.  "I do not know, my khubal."

"Yet you did this without question."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because … it would be shameful to refuse an honored elder."

"Ahh."  Only now did Chinua lift his gaze, and on his face was an expression of weary understanding.  "An elder who played a young widow's loyalty as so many others have been played, like pieces upon a board.  Look at me, sister."

Arigh raised her head, her dark eyes gleaming with unshed tears.  He was her brother, but he was her khubal first.

"Arigh lun Delger, these are my words."  The girl flinched then held still as Chinua reached both hands towards her and very gently lifted her white scarf from her hair.  "Rise up, my sister.  Rise up and cast off the white of mourning."

Uncertainly she took his hand and stood, as he spoke on.  "For I say to you, there is much greater good you can do for our people if you will but take your place among us.  And I know there is a good man who would be honored to seek your hand.  You have refused him because the demands of mourning, but you are released from mourning.  Will you consent to his pursuit of your hand?"

As Arigh's mouth dropped in wonder, Chinua smiled and turned his sister's dainty hand palm up, and in it he placed a glittering silver hair ornament.  The laugh lines at the corners of his eyes crimped deeper as he glanced meaningfully past her shoulder.

"The traders bring many wares, not the least being pretty things for young men to buy for pretty girls."

The ruddy hues of torchlight and firelight disguised the undoubted flush in Arigh's cheeks, but there was no mistaking the astonished shine in her eyes or the hand that flew to cover her mouth as she turned around.  Not twenty feet away stood Osol, handsome and smiling and somehow appearing terribly earnest and nervous.

"You … bought this?"

"It is not pretty enough," he replied with an awkward shrug.  "But it was the prettiest they had."

Her smooth brow puckered in uncertainty as she looked from him to the silver hair ornament, to the white scarf draped over Chinua's arm.  The husband she had lost to war had been a good, kind man whose touch she had missed as much as life itself … but three years were gone and she did not want to face that emptiness forever.

Lifting her chin, she said in a clear voice, "I consent, Rator Osol.  You may court me.  But do not think that means I will make it easy!"

Laughter exploded all around them like spattering stars as Osol beamed from ear to ear.  Easy was obviously not anything he was concerned about; after all, he was a warrior, and patience and tenacity were tools of a warrior's trade.  Not to mention he relished the challenge gleaming in her lovely dark eyes.

Then all the people cried out in joy and blessing, and the drums and erhu leaped into a merry little song.

"Well," said Anardil, grinning as he leaned towards Sev's ear.  "I'd say the lad has his work cut out for him."

With a sardonic smile Sev replied, “Don’t you have that the wrong way around? Osol impresses me as being more than a ‘slightly’ troublesome man to lead about. Unlike you, who will at least occasionally listen to reason.”

The softening of her smile took any sting from the words; then in a more businesslike tone, she added, “Perhaps you should get him to help straighten up the mess you made out of my trade goods. I do hope you got a decent price for that hairpiece.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t as good a price as you got for that knife you traded Chetal,” he replied calmly, enjoying the flush that came to her cheeks. 

“I always turn a profit in my dealings,” she said indignantly.

Careful of the listening ears of their translator, Anardil inclined his head slightly toward where Rator Naimen stood with the Sube khubal and nakhir.

“So do I, Sevi.” 

“That you do.” And Sev's warm smile was all the blessing he could want.

***

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

February 18th
Evening, Sube Camp

Joy indeed graced the Sube encampment and around the great fire faces shone 
and voices rose in gladness.  But there was one to whom such emotion was a 
stranger and who saw only shame in the peace so newly found.  She came bent and hobbling on a slender ornate staff, unsteady as if her rickety old legs might snap beneath her at any stride.  Faces began to turn in astonishment as she crept amongst the gathering, for Altai lun Unegen was never seen walking alone.  Then Naimen's young wife, Shria, saw her and leaped up with a gasp, habit propelling her to aid the old woman.

Whatever her anxiously-whispered question, however, Altai's hissed response cut her short.  With a clawed hand clamped on Shria's slender shoulder she continued forwards, and a hush fell as people parted before her halting approach from the dark.  Beneath her elegant turban the old woman's eyes burned twin points of fire.

Anardil's hand tightened on Sev's knee as they watched, their glances shifting between Altai and the khubal.  For his part, Suren Chinua watched his grandmother come with a face of stone.  She halted before the festival fire where she stood as a gnarled creature graven in flame and stone.

"I am daughter of the last true khubal, widow of his nakhir and granddaughter of the Mingghan-u Noyan!"  Her reedy voice ripped into the silence, translation quickly whispered for Sev and Anardil's ears.  "And I have lived to see the manhood of the Sube crumble to sand!"

Chinua's reply was cool and measured.  "What poison do you speak now, mother of my father?"

"I speak of shame!"  The old woman fairly shoved Shria away, standing unaided but for the press of her bony hand on her staff.  "I speak of cowardice that licks the bloody paw of peace, and bows to the usurper instead of claiming what is ours!"

Murmured voices swept like a breeze through the gathered throng, but Chinua held up his hand for quiet.  "There are no cowards here, Grandmother.  We stand this night as a people without masters - which is not what you would have wished, I deem."

"Fah!"  Her lined face twisted in scorn.  "Five times ten the years have turned and whilst we were driven like chaff before the wind and our necks were bent in bondage. We have at last returned to our ancient lands - and for what?  To shrink away from the bearded diggers who squat in our homelands, at the bidding of a foreign king?"

She turned unsteadily, knuckles white on her staff, and torchlight glittered in her eyes and in the gold threads of her turban.  "The day my father took us from this place to flee the Dark Lord, I swore we would return and take back what is ours.  Not pieces of it - all of it!  All the lands beneath the shadow of the standing rock, the lands where the bones of our forefathers lie.  But you …."  Her scalding gaze swept the silent crowd and hatred seethed in that shrill tone.  "You would crawl for fear of a little blood.  I say to you, blood is all that will buy back what is rightly ours!"

"As the Qadan bled?"

A soft gust of indrawn breath was heard, at mention of the tribe slaughtered by the Dark Lord's forces so long ago.  Bravely they had stood to defy Sauron's growing dominion - and horribly they had died, to the last man, woman and child, their bones left to be picked by foxes and kites.  Nor would anyone walk the tainted land where the Qadan people had fallen.

But Altai remained unmoved.  "My father listened to a weak nakhir, when he allowed us to be driven from this place."

With a scathing look at Qara Oyugen, her tone rose to a grating pitch, "And you listen to another, when you broker peace with the diggers.  You are blind fools, for you do not see what will come!  They are the thralls of the Gondorian king, and you will become the same!  Soon he will come with his men and his armies, and he will laugh to see what has become of the children of the Wainriders!  Kneel now, fools, for after this day you will spend the rest of your lives on your knees!"

"WOMAN, BE SILENT!"

And silence there was, silence that shuddered and barely breathed as Suren Chinua, Khubal of the Sube tribe, stepped two paces forward.  When he next spoke, the tight control in his voice was almost fiercer than his shout.

"Your words clatter like the croaking of crows.  You speak of the children of the Wainriders, but what children will we have left?  For it was you who welcomed the Easterlings who felled our nakhir's son.  It was you who planned the deceit that placed a dwarven buckle in Chetal's hand.  And it was you who sent Rator Naimen to lead our youngest warriors, some barely fifteen summers, to fight the dwarves and face numbers ten times their own.  What children, Grandmother, will the Sube have left, once you have done with your schemes?"

"Blood must pay -."

"We HAVE paid in blood!"  Chinua's kindly face drew itself in hard lines.  "For fifty years we lived in exile and our warriors were forced to answer to the warlords of Rhûn, and later to die under the Dark Lord’s banner.  Now you call the warlords back, to come in secret and by darkness and use our children as the tools of your hatred!"

Voices muttered in the shadows as the old woman seethed.  "I do what is necessary!"

"You do what is wrong."

The khubal lifted his head and gazed into the torch-lit faces of his people, wary and troubled and not a few with anger glittering in their eyes.  Qara Oyugen stood as if cast in stone but his gaze was fixed on the face of his son, Chetal, sitting with bandages and bruises and still the shadow of near-death.

"My people, I am sorely grieved," said Suren Chinua, and his words came in slow heaviness.  "From my own house has evil sprung, and I did not see its birth.  I did not wish to know the bitterness that festered in an honored woman's soul.  But I say to you, she has shamed her father, she has shamed her departed husband, and she has shamed me.  My wife, the strength of my heart, has told me of hard words that passed within my house.  In the face of great treachery, of deceit that may well have shattered us like our lost brethren the Qadan, I am left with no choice."

The khubal turned to face his grandmother, and the old woman's face was a mask of pure hatred, her eyes hot as glowing nails.  In Chinua's expression, however, there was only a deep weariness.

"Altai lun Unegen, from this day I will speak your name no more, nor will any in my house."  He ignored the shrill hiss of her spite, like an angry old cat gathering its toothless fury, and he spoke relentlessly on.  "Neither council shall hear you nor any seek your wisdom, and your words shall be as rain on stones.  I, Suren Chinua, say this and so it shall be."

Altai's enraged shriek fairly whistled as she brandished her staff, but whatever the spitting words of her fury, the girl Cheren bowed her head and declined to translate any more.  The old woman raved still as Checheg, Chinua's second wife, and another woman came to take her gently but firmly by her skinny arms.  Her ranting thinned and faded away into the shadows among the kadans, and Suren Chinua sighed from the bottom of his soul.

Looking up, he said, "My people, there has been hurt and sadness enough.  Let there be gladness tonight, for the Sube still live and we are still free."

And once more the drums and voices and music of celebration burst forth, hurling echoes of itself joyously across the starlit plains.

***

Much later the music played a sweet, gay tempo as the people watched, many of them with children asleep in their laps, and several of the young unmarried ladies of the tribe danced.  Some were just barely of marriage age, bright eyes shining as they danced beneath the gaze of appreciative beaus - or those whose attention they hoped to win - while others like Arigh had known love and loss, but now dared to live again.  The young herder Osol had eyes only for her, wondering how he had never noticed how her dark hair swung like heavy silk without her widow's scarf, or how her smile transformed the grave sweetness of her face to something that caught the breath in his chest.  He would have to find ways to encourage that smile more often.

Rising to stretch his legs Osol contentedly scanned the gathering, pleased to see peace and gladness upon his people's faces.  The disaster that might have been would have robbed them all of this night - and him of the chance to openly seek Arigh's hand.  He began walking slowly as he let his thoughts idly turn, picking his way amongst the people reclining on carpets and cushions in the grass.  He still could not muster any warm feeling for the dwarves and mistrusted their presence here, nor could he forget the Sube lives lost in the siege of Erebor.  However, neither could he ignore the fact that the dwarves had stayed their hands last night, when the trader man rode with his warning, when by rights the dwarves could have slaughtered the ill-advised war party where they stood.  Young Al Gan had seen more clearly than Osol, the son of the khubal reaching past barriers of suspicion and old enmities with the same cheerful cleverness of his father.  The people would do well to claim Al Gan as their khubal, when the time came.

Smiling at the thought, Osol then wondered where the trader man could be, his unexpected one-armed ally.  Strange, he had not anticipated the brief sense of commonality he had felt when he and Anardil had scouted together for the truth of Chetal's attack.  Beneath the withdrawn silences still lingered the warrior Anardil must have once been.  Finally Osol saw Sev sitting quietly near Erdene, but he did not see Anardil at her side.  Curious, he lifted his gaze, seeking … and there the man was.  The herder frowned to see Anardil sitting on the far side of the fire beside old Arlagh Dalan and his dog - and the glint of a wine bottle passed between them.

Young he might be, but there were certain things Osol held as right and wrong.  Jaw clamped firmly, he set his course through the crowd towards them.  The music ended and cheerful voices were calling out for another song as he drew near.  Dalan rose, leaving his dog and his jug with Anardil, but it was not the old man whom Osol had words for.  As the old man creaked away, Osol picked his way past the last family rug in his path.  Anardil looked up as a shadow blocked the firelight.

"What are you doing?" Osol demanded.

Anardil blinked gravely, looked at the dog, looked at the jug in his hand, and then lifted his eyes once more.  "Sitting?"

With a snort Osol dropped to his heels before the man.  "You are sitting in the wrong place."

"I am?"

Again Anardil looked at Dalan's dog, who sighed and plunked a furry chin on Anardil's knee.  Osol wondered just how much wine the man had had.

"Yes, you are.  You belong over there."  He pointed.  "With your lady."

"Oh.  Well, she knows where I am."

"That is not what I say."

Heaving an exasperated breath, Osol shifted and sat to look the man square in the face.  It was a pleasant face, if a bit sad, and the grey eyes had a kindly look to them.  The thought crossed his mind that he could like this foreigner if he would cease being obtuse.  

"Trader man, hear me.  Wine is the comfort of old men with many memories.  But you are not an old man.  Put this away and go to your lady."  He tinked his fingers against the bottle.  "You do not need this.  Not for many long years."

Anardil sat very still, and Osol could not read what flickered in those strange grey eyes, so different from the warm dark hues of Sube eyes.

"I speak as friend," he said.  "You have a good woman, even if she is stubborn and talks much, and I know you are still a good man.  Among the Sube, there is no shame or dishonor for men who carry the marks of war."

He watched the dark head bow and heard a soft, dry sound, but he could not discern whether it was scorn or amusement.  However, when Anardil looked up there was a lopsided little grin on his face.

"You are very wise, young Osol."

Shrugging, Osol replied, "And you are a silly man if you think soaking in wine is any good for you.  Wait until you are old and your bones ache."

Anardil sighed and looked across the crowd.  "She is a good woman."

"If you talked more, she wouldn't have to talk so much."

The only response Anardil made to that was to rub his hand over his mouth and say, "Hmm."

"So you will go to her.  Now."

With a firm glance Osol reached and plucked the bottle from Anardil's lap.  The dog lifted his head in mild curiosity.

"Dalan expects that to be here when he gets back," Anardil said.

Osol made a face.  "Nobody else would want it.  It tastes too sharp. Go to your wife."

Anardil sighed and dropped his hand to the dog's head.  "You're good company, lad, but I think I'd better go."

He gathered himself and stood, where he looked down at the young herder still sitting with the wine jug.

"You're a good man, too, Rator Osol.  Your people will be proud of you."

Then he walked away.

Sev looked up as Anardil appeared from the shadows and lowered himself to the cushions beside her.  To her look of question he merely gave a crooked smile.

"Osol has just warned me to stay away from the wine."

A snort of laughter burst from her before she could stop it, but then she mustered a stern look and a disdainful sniff.  "I think Osol is right.  I don't know who is peddling that stuff but it is a vile vintage, and certainly no credit to the vintners of Dorwinion."

Anardil chuckled and reached to gather her hand into his lap, first lifting her fingers briefly to his lips.  Somewhere across the fire Osol was undoubtedly watching, but he needed no coaxing to realize what a treasure he had in Sev.  The man who loved wine was but a rather pathetic construct of Anardil's mind, a façade for the job he had to do, but the man who loved his woman … ah, he required no artifices to display that.

"Listen!" spoke the girl Cheren suddenly, as the drums began to thump again.  "Arlagh Dalan will say a song."  Her dark eyes shone as she turned to her trader companions.  "It is a very old song, one we have not sung in many years.  The last time Dalan sang it, he was a much younger man and the Sube were many upon these lands.  I will tell you what he sings."

The erhu and pipes and drums together strode into a bold new song, one that sprang to each note with a proud, firm cadence.  Beside the musicians old Dalan stood grinning, and to the traders' surprise his old baritone sang forth strongly.  The march of ages seemed to ring in his words, and Cheren was as an echoing breeze as she softly whispered the translation.

We are an ancient warrior people

Braver and stronger than any people

Fast as the wind, sharp as the rain

Following our mighty leader.

See how the Sube towers above us

Weather nor weapon can defy it

While it stands we are undefeatable

The Sube will stand till the end of time.

We are the Sube, we are this land

We wander far but the Sube is home

Here our kadans find the earth of our ancestors

Here our kadans are home.

One by one the Sube rose to their feet, their voices rising in chorus.  Again the song rang far under the stars and joyfulness shone in their faces.


No one noticed when two weary traders slipped away into shadows, hand in hand seeking their own rest and peace.

***

As golden morning spilled across the plains and the great obsidian spire of the sube cast its long shadow, Sev and Anardil were already up repacking her cart.  The brown mare stood quietly ready in her harness, whilst Anardil's saddled gelding cropped grass nearby.  Several of the children arrived to "help," slender brown hands busy as can be, first grooming the horses until they shone, and then eagerly taking up bundles and handing in parcels.  However, it soon became evident they hoped for some recompense.  At last Sev stood at the tailgate of her cart, and pressed a hand to the small of her back.

"Well, I believe that's everything."  Looking down at young Temur's beaming face, she frowned thoughtfully.  "At least I think that's everything … Anardil, am I forgetting anything?"

"Why, I really couldn't say, Sevi."  The ex-Ranger's eyes twinkled.  "What could you possibly forget?"

The little round faces wavered between hopefulness and disappointment.  Sev gave an elaborate shrug.

"Oh, I'm sure it's nothing."  She turned - and exclaimed, "Ah!  There might be something after all!"

She reached back into the cart and pulled forth one small sack.  A chorus of joyous cries rang out, as the children bounced and reached their hands towards her.

"For helping us," she said, "everyone gets three apple sweets each."

Their chatter babbled like happy goslings as she distributed the much-coveted hobbit treats, but she ensured that, despite their eagerness, each waited his turn.  Moments later the youngsters scampered off in a merry flurry of sound and motion, with sugar sticky around their lips and apple slices stuffing their mouths.

"They will missing you."

The traders turned to see Suren Chinua walking towards them, the khubal once again wearing the simple herder's clothes they had met him in.  The smile on his dark face was warm and wistful at once.

"They not knowing people of Gondor or Rohan.  They not knowing anger and wars.  I am glad you came and show them friends among all peoples."

As he stopped before them, Sev smiled gently.  "I am glad, too.  You made us welcome, and -."  She patted the side of the cart.  "Our trip has been quite profitable.  The weavings of your women will be much desired, and the handicrafts of your men are beautiful."

"Then you come back!"  Chinua's hopeful grin was remarkably like little Temur's, and Sev and Anardil laughed.

"Yes, we will come back," Sev replied.  "If not me, then my kinsmen.  I have two cousins who are also traders, warriors who seek the road of peace.  They will also come."

"It is good.  We will welcome them."  Chinua glanced over his shoulder.  "But you not leaving just yet.  There is one thing."


Anardil and Sev traded glances but waited willingly.  They had but a moment to wonder, as Erdene appeared around the nearest kadan with a bundle in her arms.  Beside her Al Gan and Temur jostled each other playfully, but stopped at her stern glance.  Beyond them walked Qara Oyugen, and his wife, Tolui, with his son Chetal, who an hour earlier had walked away with an impressive assortment of sweets and other items in exchange for his ropes and tanned goatskins.  At the rear of the procession was the girl Arigh, a silver clip gleaming from the darkness of her hair, with, of all wonders, a beaming Osol at her side.

The khubal's smile widened as family and kinsmen stopped beside him, and there were other smiling faces appearing around the kadans nearby.  Erdene stepped forward with her bundle in both arms, and spoke with a gentle smile.

"You go with blessing and gifts.  It is way of Sube.  Not goodbye: good journey."

She laid her parcel in Arigh's hands and from it were drawn certain things.  First was a long fringed cloth, such as the Sube women often wore as a scarf or turban, woven in fiery hues of red and yellow that were cooled by bands of blues and green.  Erdene laid the cloth about Sev's head and shoulders and dropped her hands to briefly clasp the Rohirrim woman's fingers.

"Tolui make this.  She not having words, but she say thank you for help Chetal."

Beside her Tolui smiled shyly and made a gesture of touching her heart as she briefly bowed her head.  One healer to another, one mother to another, both no strangers to tragedy.  Sev drew the ends of the scarf before her eyes and gently smoothed her fingers over the fine cloth.

"It is beautiful.  I don't know what to say but thank you."  She lifted her gaze to Chetal's bright grin and added, "Be careful from now on.  You made your mother worry."

Erdene translated quickly, and laughter rippled in the sunlight.  This time Chinua turned to take an object from Arigh's hands, and faced Anardil.  There he revealed a large, polished brass brooch, cast in ornately curved lines that somehow suggested wind on grass and mares-tail clouds.

"We not having art of dwarves," he said, "but we make good things.  This bringing luck and swift journey."

Carefully he pinned it to the left shoulder of Anardil's cloak, and stepped back with a satisfied smile.  Anardil matched it with one of his own, as he lifted his fingers to caress the smooth metal.

Last Oyugen took the final item from Arigh's bundle and held a wrapped parcel for both traders to see.  "Bread for journey, meat for morning, cheese for hunger while travel."  The nakhir's bushy brows lowered as he added, "Sube not forget friends."

"We owing you much," Chinua said.  "Traders came with luck, break bad luck others put around us.  You not looked for - and that is best luck to find.  Many not care of little tribe out where winds blow, but you caring much.  Thank you."

"I think people will care," Anardil said suddenly.  With a faint smile he said, "Master Grôr will send word to the king in the White City.  He will tell how brave the Sube are, and how good men spoke for peace."

"I hoping so," Chinua replied.  "Time for peace all days."

Last he clapped his hands and Arigh and Osol came forward together.  Now Arigh bore in her hands an earthen jug, while Osol carried several dainty cups.

"We drink luck and good journey!" Chinua announced.

Each little cup was filled with a whitish liquid, which Sev and Anardil tried not to look at too closely.  Undoubtedly it had once been milk, but that was before fermenting and various other unnatural things had been done to it. 

Erdene lifted her cup and said, "Is Sube way to drink, but not drink all.  Then some is left for when you coming back."

Hoping their relief was not visible, the traders raised their cups with the rest of the company.  Casting his gaze over the little gathering, Chinua held his cup high and spoke clearly in the tongue of the Sube.


He smiled as Osol spoke to translate for him: "May long journeys bring swift returns, may sweet water ever quench your thirst, and may fortune be the wheels that bear you."

Then all cups were raised and drank - in at least two cases cautiously - and with a shout the excess was dumped on the ground.  From among the kadans and indeed from the very earth itself a great, trilling cry went up all around.  Sev turned to find the children holding Dream's bridle and Anardil found Baran held by a proudly grinning lad right behind him.

The ululations never ceased as Anardil and Sev took their seats, trilling voices filling the air as hooves thumped and wheels creaked into motion.  As the traders had arrived so they left, with sun on their faces and children scattering like bright, joyful birds before them.

***

The February sun cast bright thin light upon the long ribbon of road before them.  For some time little more than hoof beats and the rumble of the cart disturbed the silence.

Finally, however, Sev slanted a look at Anardil riding beside her.  "'Master Grôr will send word to the king in the White City'?  Isn't that cutting it a little close?"

Anardil shrugged.  "I'm sure he will.  I just wanted to…”


He grimaced, and Sev shook her head as she slapped the lines lightly against Dream's rump.  "You wanted to leave them with some word of encouragement.  To be honest, I wanted to say something, also.  But will the king be as generous as you think?  I hope you have not forgotten all I said, about warrior peoples and foreign kings.  They do not acknowledge Gondor's claims, or Gondor's permissions."

"I know."  Anardil took a deep breath and released it.  "In my report - and when I see him in person - I am going to recommend to the king that he simply recognizes the Sube as lords in their own lands.  It will be decades, perhaps generations before Gondor's people will even think about expanding out here into the Eastern borders."

"Do you think Elessar will listen?"

"I think he will."  He paused in brief thought as his horse thumped along at an easy stride.  "It only makes good sense, really.  If he confirms Suren Chinua as lord of the Sube lands, he creates friends and allies and secures this part of the Borderlands against enemies of both Gondor and the Sube."

Suddenly Sev laughed aloud, and Anardil stared in astonishment.  "What?"

"This from the man who said -."  She pitched her voice to sonorous tones.  "'These lands are Gondor's!’”

"I said no such thing!"

"Yes, you did, dear, and in just those words.  But sometimes one's eyes can only be opened by seeing."

For several clopping paces Anardil simply looked at her, but then he snorted a chuckle and shook his head.  "My wise and lovely lady.  Though I am forever grateful you didn't arrange a Sube sister for yourself.  I don't think I could survive two of you!"

Their laughter rang out and was echoed from the withered bones of the Ash Mountains.  A new day had come, and in it was hope.

EPILOGUE

Mid-May on Gondor's Eastern Borders

Spring had come to the borderlands, casting its green even among the watery expanses of the marshes below Emyn Muil's frowning brow.  Upon the grassy plains north of the Ash Mountains the dry wastes had exploded to life, whispering now in shimmering waves of new grass while countless bright, tiny faces of wildflowers bobbed amongst green stems.  And out where the long winds blew, the standing stone of the Sube rose as sentinel to the changes springtime had wrought.


For change there was, and not only in the healthy numbers of kids and lambs gamboling amongst the Sube herds or the colts frisking on long, wobbly legs.  The encampment rested several leagues northwest of their winter camp, but still the sube stone kept watch, the steady axis about which the lives of the people slowly turned.  It watched as it had for generations beyond count, as those lives were altered once again.

Today the camp was alive with voices and movement, the people bright in their best clothing and the children gay as flocks of sparrows amidst the strangers who had come.  Beside the kadans of the people stood more austere tents peopled by tall men in shining mail, and beside the Sube ponies and horses grazed the tall, strong-boned steeds of the men of the West.  Yet all rested in quiet peace for here was no rumor of war.  Amidst the visitors' camp stood a banner sagging heavily in the soft wind, a black flag wrought with the emblems of a White Tree, Seven Stars and a tall, ancient Crown.  Only one man bore that flag in all the lands, and he had come seeking council with the Sube tribe.

Even now they sat before the kadan of Suren Chinua, an arbor of bright cloth draped above their cushions, while the women ghosted about serving their honored visitors.  Suren Chinua spoke at length, beside him sat his nakhir, Qara Oyugen, and Rator Naimen, third in council.  Meanwhile the tall, dark-haired man who sat facing them listened with quiet intensity.  The cup of welcome had been drunk and the daintiest of morsels offered, and it was time for men to speak of peace and reason.  From where two of the many observers watched they saw smiles pass between the men and their venerable guest laughed aloud, a sudden joyous sound that shimmered in the bright sun.

"He is not what I expected," mused Rator Osol.

The herder lay stretched on his belly with his chin in one hand watching the meeting, as did most of the village from their various vantage points.  Beside him Suren Al Gan sat cross-legged, his boyish face watchful and a long blade of grass in his teeth.

"How so?" he asked.

"I think…" Osol hesitated as he pondered.  "I think I did not expect him to be a man."

Laughter burst from Al Gan before he could stifle it, and he plucked the blade of grass from his mouth.  "Did you think the king of Gondor would have three heads and shoot fire from his eyes?"

Osol cast him a half-hearted scowl.  "That is not what I meant."  Then he sighed.  "I did not expect to like him."

Al Gan cocked his head to regard his older companion.  "And this troubles you?"

"I am not sure…."  A slight frown marred Osol's handsome features.  "Perhaps."

The boy smiled and tapped his grass spear atop Osol's head.  "It is harder to keep an enemy as an enemy once you have heard him laugh."  He paused then added, "And it is harder for him to harden his heart against you."


Laughter again rang across the sunlit grass, and Osol made a wry face.  "So your father intends to charm this king, this Elessar, into being our ally?"

"If it works, why not?"  Al Gan's dark eyes twinkled very much as his father's often did, and the older herder snorted.  Sobering as he looked outward once more, the boy said, "I did not think Gondor's king would come himself, unless it was for war.  But see, it is spring and his progress has brought him not as a conqueror but as a neighbor."

His gaze sharpened as he looked at Osol once more.  "We are lords in our land, Rator Osol.  We are the Sube and one day we will once more be a people of thousands.  And this man, this king - he will not throw a good blade aside when he finds it.  My father will have what no others in the Eastern Borders yet have, which is the name of Lord, and we will have what was ours before the Dark Lord drove us out.  Our homes."

Yet Osol's look became challenging, staring across the gap in their ages.  "Does the King of Gondor give us this?  We already have it!"

"The King of Gondor …" Al Gan smiled and again the grass blade tapped Osol.  "Becomes our tool."

Swatting at the annoying reed, Osol said, "You speak riddles, khubal's son."

Smiling still, Al Gan said, "Though we are not of age for council, I know what they say.  My father is telling Gondor's king how small our people have become, how we fell from the days of our greatness when Shadow reached over us all.  He is telling them how even now the cruel warlords of Rhûn reach for their old power, and how we stand alone to resist.  And lo, the king will listen.  He becomes our voice, when our enemies cry against us.  He is the blade that strikes should our strength ever fall short.  And -."  The lad was a sudden odd mix of boy and wisdom as he grinned mischievously and fetched Osol one last weedy swat.  "He'll keep those troublesome dwarves in check."

The young man and the boy regarded each other a moment, the boy grinning an uneven smile where strong new teeth came in, the other's face a study of perplexity.  Then Osol laughed quietly and shook his dark head.

"Yes, the matter of the dwarves is a credit to your father, as well."

A rumble of other voices came from a different direction, where the two now directed their attention.  In the shade of another kadan a second, less-august group sat in deep discussion, but their topic was not matters of state or diplomacy.  Rather their talk and gestures were directed over a blanket strewn with several knives in various stages of completion, together with scattered chunks of bone and wood for creating the carved hand-grips the Sube loved.  Presiding over this gathering was not a member of the tribe, however, but a distinctly stocky, stumpy, scowling figure with braids in his thick beard.  Malin the dwarf had long since paid off his brief servitude to Al Gan in payment for his release, but the lessons in smithing and crafting metal goods continued.


Al Gan shrugged.  "It's only sensible.  Why go to all the work and bother of mining, if one can simply barter for finished metals?  And I'm told their cooks have rediscovered new talents being that they receive fresh meat regularly."

With shudder, Osol replied, "Anything is better than their bread and porridge."

They were quiet a moment, glancing between the dwarf teaching matters of craftsmanship, and the lords of two peoples learning matters of friendship.  Finally Al Gan tapped Osol's shoulder.

"One day it will be you and me sitting there," he said.

Osol blinked up at him.  "Beg pardon?"

"When I am khubal, may my father live a hundred years, and the King of Gondor comes again.  You will sit as my nakhir, and you will speak to this king that you like in spite of yourself."

Al Gan was but a boy, a child barely into the beginnings of his teens, years away from even his first beard and still growing like a colt.  Yet within those cheerful, rounded features lay the steady eyes of a leader, and Osol wondered how it was he had never truly seen him before.

"But what of Chetal or Oyugen's other sons?  Should they not follow their father's footsteps?"

Al Gan shook his head.  "Chetal will be a healer, like his mother.  His heart is made for soothing hurts, not wielding swords.  If he wishes, I will make him third in council, when the day comes far off.  The older sons will be high in the council as well, but I will wish you for my nakhir, Rator Osol."

Suddenly it seemed impolite to sprawl on his belly before the future chieftain of the tribe, and Osol pushed himself to a sitting position.  He faced the boy, unconsciously mimicking his cross-legged pose, and plucked at the grass between his feet.

"Surely there are others better suited -."

"No."  Slim brown fingers reached to still Osol's nervous picking.  "To come before our khubal as you did, and tell the truth even when it defied the wishes of your heart … it was a noble thing.  And your father was brave to face his misdeeds without anger or hesitation.  I would have his son beside me, when we are older.  One day our enemies might not be just grumpy dwarves who wish to dig holes in the ground, and our people will need a man who is both brave and wise."

"They will have him."  Osol looked up with a smile.  "In you, young khubal."

"Then they will have two of us.  Come!"  Al Gan abruptly gathered himself and sprang to his feet, suddenly all boy.  "Let us go see what Malin teaches today."

Once again Osol found himself looking up, but he chuckled as he took the hand the boy offered and allowed the youngster to haul him to his feet.  Al Gan retained the handclasp as they turned towards Malin's outdoor classroom.

Across a small grassy space the man called Elessar the king, also known as Aragorn, Elfstone, and other names in many lands, looked up to see young man and boy walking together.  They might have been brothers, for their straight and steady pace was very much alike and pride rode firmly upon their young shoulders.  The stern lines of Aragorn's face softened to see it.

Following his glance, Suren Chinua said proudly, "My son.  And older is fine young warrior.  He is finding token that say who true Sube enemy was."

"You are well-served," Aragorn replied, and his grey eyes warmed to see the affection shining in the Sube chieftain's dark face.  "I will rest easy knowing the lord of the Sube lands has such good men about him."

And the lord of the Sube lands smiled. 

~ TELE ~

Cast List:

At the BT:
1. Anardil: One-armed ex-Ranger, employed as a “calculating observer” by King Elessar. 

2. Sevilodorf: Rohirrim herbalist and trader who makes her home at The Burping Troll in Northern Ithilien.

3. Gambesul: young elf 

4. Erin: hobbit lass

5. Milo: hobbit lad

6. Bob: Ranger stationed at The Burping Troll

7. Halbarad: Captain of The Burping Troll Rangers

People Of the Sube:

Formal Male Names: Family name is first then individual’s name.

Formal Female Names: Name then identification as daughter or wife.

For example:  Altai lun Unegen – Altai wife of Unegen

                       Bayar nai Chinua – Bayar daughter of Chinua

1. Suren Unegen: Nakhir to the people at the time of Sauron’s return to Mordor.

2. Nasan: first wife of Suren Unegen, not beautiful but practical and proper.

3. Altai: second wife of Suren Unegen, In Prologue: young daughter of Qoyar Arslan Khubal. Given to Suren Unegen as a bride in token of his worth to the Khubal. Later, an ancient crone embittered by all her people have suffered and the fact that they have returned to their lands only to find the dwarves in possession.

4. Qoyar Arslan: Khubal to the Sube. Altai’s father, Son of the Mingghan-u Noyan.

5. Suren Chinua: grandson of Altai and Suren Unegen, current Khubal of the Sube.

6. Erdene lun Chinua: first wife of Suren Chinua.

7. Arigh lun Delger: widowed sister of Suren Chinua.

8. Suren Al Gan: older son of Suren Chinua 

9. Suren Temur:  younger son of Suren Chinua

10. Checheg lun Chinua: second wife of Suren Chinua.

11. Rator Naimen: third in council.

12. Rator Osol: older son of Rator Naimen. 

13. Shria lun Naiman: late teens, second wife of Rator Naimen, from tribe on the eastern edges of the Sea of Rhûn. 

14. Rator Yeke: brother of Rator Naimen.

15.  Rator Jaragen: teen son of Rator Naimen.

16. Qara Oyugen: current tribal war chief (nakhir) 

17. Tolui lun Oyugen: first wife of Qara Oyugen.

18.  Qara Chetal: 12 year old son of Qara Oyugen.

19.  Qara Batu: Oldest member of the tribe, father of Qara Oyugen.

20.  Bayan nai Oyugen: teenage daughter of Qara Oyugen.

21.  Arlagh Dalan: 70ish man of the Sube

22.  Jaran Asnah: Sube smith and metal worker.

Sube words:

Khubal: Tribal leader

Nakhir: War Chief

Kadan: tent

Atta: Father

Anda: Brother

Beka: Son

Dwarves At the Mines:

1. Therin: miner

2. Grôr: Masterminer, leader of the colony

3. Frerin: ancient dwarf with failing eyesight, no longer able to mine so is cook (though the hobbits would shudder to hear what he does called cooking) 

4. Thramin: equally ancient dwarf going deaf who assists Frerin in kitchen. 

5. Tori: master of the ponies

6. Malin: miner
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