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Sevilodorf sat with eyes closed in the rocking chair pulled close to the small hearth. The evening had chilled quickly with the setting of the sun and the warmth from the fire was greatly appreciated. Truly, the whole room was an unlooked for blessing. Previously this backroom to Celebsul's workshop had served as an out-of-the-way bunkhouse for Carcharien, Belegalda and the other four elven brothers, and though always neat as a pin, it had been clearly the austere lodgings of bachelor males.  That had changed wonderfully, however, just by the simple addition of comfortable furniture, rugs on the floor and the arrangement of personal items.  Now that Halbarad and Elanna's wedding was over, she would have to give some hard thought about how to repay the elves for all their efforts in creating these private quarters. 

Yawning widely, she thought, ‘But it will have to wait until tomorrow. Any idea I come up with right now would be a waste of time.’

Her day, as was her habit, had started at dawn and it must now be nigh on to midnight. The last few days had been filled from dawn to well past dark with tasks to complete. Today, though joyous, had been the same. But now, with the guests settled and the newlyweds safely ensconced in an elven cottage, she could relax.

Stretching out her leg she rotated her ankle and flexed her toes. Her feet hurt. She had not danced in years. After her husband's death, Halene, the head woman of Sev's family of in-laws, had deemed such behavior inappropriate for a widow.  Before that her excursions on the dance floor had been limited due both to Eswidan’s limp and their increasing estrangement. 

But tonight, Anardil had firmly insisted she accompany him onto the floor. The true mark of her infatuation with the man lay in the fact she had acquiesced. The glow in his gray eyes being sufficient payment for any embarrassment she had felt at the many missteps she made. 

Now she sat waiting for him to return from serenading the newlyweds. Given the condition Bob, Elros and Celebsul had been in, he would probably have to tuck each of them into bed. She could not recall so much fuss for her own wedding, nor for any wedding she had ever attended since that time.

Frowning slightly, she realized that there was little of her own wedding day she could recall clearly: a young Esiwmas grinning broadly from behind Eswidan’s back; her uncle’s thunderous expression when he realized that Eswidan would not be deterred from leaving the village a scant few hours after the ceremony; Bethwyn, the ancient healer, repeating again and again in her quavering voice, “A fine marriage, dearie.” 

Comparing the two events was rather like comparing a racehorse to a pony. First of all, she had not had a crew of hobbits, elves, orcs and nobility to contend with. Second of all, though she had agreed to the marriage, there had been no evidence of the love which had shone in both Halbarad’s and Elanna’s eyes today. But then, she thought stoically, arranged marriages seldom began with any such feelings. 

A tiny voice within her mind whispered, ‘But they can grow.’
An equally insistent voice sneered, ‘And die just as easily.’
With a firm shake of her head, Sev pushed herself from the rocker. She would not allow the specters of the past to darken the joy of this day. Halbarad and Elanna had already proven they could withstand great hardships together. There was no need to call bad luck down upon them by thinking such thoughts. 

“Nor is there any need to plunge into the depths of melancholy,” Sev scolded herself. 

Determined to keep her gloomy thoughts in check, she picked up her velvet slippers from where she had kicked them and carried them to the wardrobe. Closing the door gently Sev searched the room for something to occupy her mind; some task that yet needed doing. Finding places for both her belongings and the things Anardil had brought from Pelargir required a little maneuvering, but neither of them was burdened with an excess of possessions.  Her eyes settled upon the small crate of books which Anardil had not yet found time to place upon the tall bookshelf beside the desk. That would do for now.

Taking a towel from the washstand, Sev dusted off the shelves. She really would have to come up with something appropriate to repay the elves. Not only had they taken the time and effort to remodel this room, she knew for a fact that the shelf and desk had come from Anbarad’s cottage. She suspected that the small table in the corner and its two chairs belonged to Esgallyg. The rocking chair had been taken from the front porch of the Troll but stained a deep rich brown that gleamed in the lamplight.  And she was certain the new area rug, woven in warm earth tones that cleverly would not show tracked-in dirt, had come from Azaelia and Brillamen's elvish bungalow.  

Kneeling she began to uncrate the books, wiping each one gently with the cloth before placing it on the shelf. A thin brown volume caused a smile as she glanced up at the wall hanging above the desk. A memory of Aerio’s eyes alight with the pleasure of deciphering the runes that marched around the southern warrior astride his oliphaunt, and Anardil’s indulgent smile as the young elf recited the verse, led to other memories of laughter and smiles. 

Sinking down to sit upon the floor, Sev opened the little volume to trace the lines of Haradic script. ‘Flowery nonsense,’ she called it, but only because she was embarrassed by the thought of someone reciting verse to her, as Anardil was wont to do. Allowing the book to fall open upon her lap, she found a rose pressed between the pages. Instantly she was certain it had come from the gardens where they had walked that final day in Pelargir last November. She had collected several and left them in a small vase upon the table when she departed, leaving Anardil behind but bearing with her the certainty that they would be reunited. Lifting the dried blossom carefully, she inhaled its faint fragrance. 

The rattle of the door latch caught her unprepared and she looked up guiltily as Anardil entered.  His eyes caught immediately on the slender tome in her hand.

She snapped the book closed and, leaving it on the floor, clambered hastily to her feet. Kicking at the entangling folds of her robe, she stammered slightly, “I didn’t mean to pry.”

Then in a wondering tone, she said, “You kept one of the roses.”

Closing the door behind him and unfastening his cloak, Anardil said, “Yes.”

His gaze dropped as his smile tilted to one side.  "It seemed a good idea at the time.  Silly, I know, a grown man keeping flowers …" He frowned while he fumbled briefly at the clasp, before the length of brown wool slid from his shoulders to rest over his arm.  "I really don't know anything about pressing flowers but …"

Only then did Sev realize that Anardil was embarrassed, and she laughed softly.  "I think you simply put it between two pages and close the book."  Changing the subject she said, "Did you get the boys safely tucked into bed?"

As Anardil hung his cloak on its peg he chuckled and finally met her eyes.  "Oh yes.  Elros disappeared on us, but I think Anoriath probably has him in hand.  Celebsul I left lying on his bed singing to himself, and Bob I left smiling like the village idiot and telling everyone he loved them."

At that image Sev laughed aloud, knowing well the boundless happiness all shared on this day.  It did not surprise her that Bob, the great-hearted buffoon, would wax sentimental at the last, undoubtedly overflowing with more joyful feelings than a Ranger's life often had chance to embrace.  As for Celebsul, their venerable elf seemed to adopt more cares than his gentle heart should have to bear, and so he was overdue for a little foolish merriment.

Still smiling, Sev said, "I hope you at least made sure they got their shoes off."

"Shoes off, covers pulled up," Anardil replied with a wink, and then stopped in the middle of the room, fist on his hip as he surveyed the changes their elven friends had wrought.  "This really is nice.  If I had realized I could live so well, I would have taken up with a woman years ago."

Sev narrowed her eyes at him warningly, but Anardil merely gave her a cheeky grin.  "Now, love, it had to be a particular woman."

He took three steps and stooped to pick up the book of verse.  Placing it on the desk, he allowed it to fall open and once more reveal the rose preserved within. 

"A very particular woman," he said quietly, and touched the delicate petals upon the page before turning his head to smile at her.  "One I waited all my life to find.  And it just now struck me … tonight I came home to the woman I love.  Not to a rented room.  Home."

She did not reply right away, her attention suddenly lowered to her fingers twining together, and then he saw her lips were pressed in a funny sort of grimace.  Realization dawned, and giving a breath of laughter he moved to her side.  With gentle fingers he lifted her chin and smiled down into her eyes, which in that light suddenly glinted like blue gemstones from the tears pooled in them.

“I am afraid I will never understand women. You cry when you are sad. You cry when you are angry. You cry when you are happy.”

Sev tried to square her shoulders to some shred of dignity and said, “Not always. I tend to screech when I am angry.” 

“True. Rather like a Nazgul.” Laughing, Anardil caught her hand before it could connect with his side. “However, I much prefer it to the stony-faced silences.”

“Yes, I do recall you saying so rather vehemently.”

Sev flushed to remember her behavior those awful days in Nurn when she had used silence as armor for her heart.  In her fear of loss she had very nearly driven off the promise he had offered.

His thumb gently stroked the fingers in his grasp.  “And do you recall as well what else I said that day?”

“Before, after or during the shouting?” Sev teased. 

Grey eyes twinkled but warm shadows lingered in them, his dark hair framing a rugged face made fair simply by the gentleness shining in it.  “I said then, as I vowed again in Pelargir, to cherish you all of my life.  Meleth nín, you are my life.”

Sev ducked her head, then raised it to meet his gaze squarely. Love, freely given and unconditional, was what he offered. She knew that there would continue to be times when the past would reach out sharp claws to slash at her heart, but she would place her trust in his love.

“You also asked that day to learn my heart. It is yours, Anardil.”

He kissed her then, very softly, his lips pressing hers with exquisite gentleness before tracing a feather touch upon her cheek, her brow, her eyelids as they closed.  Then she sank into his embrace as he drew her near and her arms clasped tightly around him, hands pressing his back.  She felt the angle of his chin settle lightly on her head and could hear the muffled thump of his heart beneath his shirt.  Briefly his body shifted as his ribs spread and sank in a long, deep sigh and his clasp tightened gently around her.

******

Though only blood warm, faint trails of steam rose from the shimmering surface of the water. A judicious touch of elvish magic had been used to control the underground spring that supplied the water, but dwarvish ingenuity was what had turned the pit dug by a group of malicious orcs into a replica of a woodland pool. The surrounding trees were still yet small, but they would grow. Meanwhile, the pool itself proved enticement enough for many of the residents and guests of The Burping Troll.

Uttering a soft sigh of contentment, a figure slipped into the pool’s warmth to take a seat on one of a series of ledges running along its edge.  In some places, seats had been created at just the perfect depth for a hobbit to sit with head and shoulders above the water. In others, only the tallest of the elves could settle without being submerged. Being neither hobbit nor elf, the woman found a place on warm carved stone at a medium depth and felt the heated water close about her collarbones, sinking into the happy weariness in her muscles.

After scooping out a floating leaf, Sevilodorf leaned back to rest her head against the smooth stone and look up into the inky blackness of the night. The moon had not yet risen and the stars glittered in the winter sky. She often came to sit by the pool at night and watch the stars. But tonight, taking advantage of the likelihood that the majority of those in residence would remain safely in their beds, she had decided to indulge in a warm soak.

“You do realize that it is February.”

Sevilodorf snorted and tucked a stray strand of hair up into the plait wound into a crown atop her head. She felt certain the man pacing on the flagstone paving behind her was shaking his head again. His next words confirmed her thought.

“And that it is after midnight.” 

Without turning around, Sev replied, “If you tell me that sensible people are in bed at this hour, I’m liable to come over there and pull you in. Clothes and all.” 

She rose to her feet, liquid shadows playing odd patterns upon her face and on the gently steaming surface around her. The water was only waist high in this section of the pool, and she shivered slightly from the cold air on her wet shoulders.

“See you’re shivering."  He frowned at her in the shadows, himself sensibly cloaked and booted against the chill February night.  "It’s nmad cold out here.”

“It’s warm enough in the water.” 

“And there must be over twenty people staying here tonight."  Whether that number was correct or not seemed irrelevant to his point, one that he had been making ever since she announced her intent for a midnight dunk in the hot pool.  "Anyone could wander by.”

“So?”

“So! Look at you!”

Sev pulled at the wet chemise plastered to her skin. True, it didn’t leave much to the imagination, but it was a covering.

“There’s no one to see except you. Remember. Sensible people are in bed.”

“And what does that make us?”

Ignoring that poor-spirited remark, Sev went on blithely, “Besides, some of the elves come out here in the nighttime without any clothing at all.” A smile tugged at her lips as she said, “Unfortunately my windows upstairs faced the barn.”

Leaving Anardil to ponder how she knew about the bathing habits of elves, Sev waded slowly into the deeper water then lay back and allowed the water to support her. Closing her eyes she drifted with the slight current that was always present. No one seemed able to explain exactly what the water did, but it constantly refreshed itself and remained at the same level, no matter how much the inn used for laundry and bathing. Shoving such mundane thoughts from her mind, Sev focused once again on the stars overhead. 

Anardil's boots scuffed on the flat stones again and were still.  He sighed heavily.   "How long do you think you'll be?"

Sev rolled over to tread water and said with a trace of irritation, “If you don’t want to come in, go on to bed. I’ll be there when I finish.”

“And leave you out here alone. Not bloody likely.”

Slapping the water with an open palm, Sev muttered, "Nmad overprotective man.” In a louder voice, she exclaimed, “There’s no one out here. Either come in, or go away and leave me in peace.”

With a soft splash Sev turned her back on him and stroked slowly into deeper water.  The pool was quite small for actual swimming, but it was ample enough for simply drifting warmly amidst the liquid weightlessness of deep water, and its warmth soaked into muscle and sinew most wonderfully.  If Anardil wanted to stand - or sit, as she noted he had finally deposited himself on one of the heavy wooden chairs beside the pool - out there and scowl, that was his prerogative.  It had been a long and very busy day and even the joy and merriment was taxing in the end.  Now she welcomed the simple relaxation of letting the water bear her body as if weightless, suspending effort and thought alike in a comfortable lethargy.

If he would just let her relax.

"Do you really want me to come in there with you?"

She rolled languorously, letting her hands break above the water's glassy ripples.  "I'm sure I don't care.  But my feet are tired, my legs are tired, my back is tired, and I want a nice, hot soak before bed."

He was a dark, hunched figure in his chair by starlight, and she could not see his face clearly enough to read his expression.  Yet she was sure he was prepared to sit right there for however long she lingered, and she sighed, before paddling lazily towards the pool's edge.

"Anardil, you might like it, you know.  It's hot enough to relax the muscles, but not at all uncomfortable."

 "Yes, but you have to get out of the water sometime."  The glint of his eyes was just visible in the shadows.  "And I don't fancy running around naked in the snow."

Instantly her hand flashed and sprayed a sheet of water towards his feet and legs.  "There's no snow, you ridiculous man."

"It's still the dead of winter."

"What did you do when you were ranging in the wilds in winter?  Bathe only in the spring?"

"That's different."

"Of course it was." Sev smiled mischievously.  "You didn't have a woman to bathe with."

"Mm, there is that."

She could hear the grudging smile in those words, and decided to press her luck.  "Then get your yrros ttub in here.  It's warm, it's clean and it's good for you."

"And if I do?  Will you be prepared to nurse me back from the brink of death, after I catch chill from this foolishness?"

"I'm a healer."  Sev backstroked briefly and felt the water lap warmly at her neck and hairline.  "You'll be just fine."

Again Anardil sighed.  "It's a public place."

"The public is sleeping."

"What if some of your naked elves show up?"

"There's lots of room."

He snorted loudly, and then chuckled.  "Hopefully they've had enough wine to bed them all down properly."

"Then you're joining me?  I want to see shoes coming off, if you are."

"Shoes are not …."  Anardil paused and bent his neck to run his hand through his hair.  "Shoes are not the problem."

"Then what is?"

"I don't …. Well, women have different underthings.  I'd have to jump in with - well, I don't want my trousers soaked, but I don't …."  His hand tugged at a fistful of the hair at the nape of his neck.

Suddenly Sev laughed aloud, then coughed and spat out a mouthful of water.  "You don't need to wear anything once you're in the water, silly!  Leave your clothes on the chair and get in here.  I promise you'll love it."

"I'm not going in starkers!" he sputtered defensively.

"Then just wear your shirt."

"But then I have to wear wet clothes back to our room, and…”

Suddenly aware that all of his weak excuses might be hiding another reason, Sev floated to the pool's edge and braced her hands on the rough stone edge.  "Anardil … when did you last go swimming?"

His head came up as he looked at her, and she saw the brief gleam of teeth in an abashed grin.  "Over two years ago."


"Then it's high time you got back in the water. And I swear to nurse you if you catch a chill. Just think, plenty of bed rest, a willing nurse. Surely that’s worth a few goosebumps. And look, there’s lots more room in here than there was in Emyn Arnen.”

Anardil watched wordlessly as Sev slid away from the side smiling slyly. Continuing to mutter about the foolishness of outdoor bathing in the winter, Anardil tugged off his boots and aligned them precisely beneath the wooden chair. The cold of the stones was already making itself felt through his thick socks. Curling his toes unconsciously at the thought of bare feet on frigid rock, he began once more to suggest they go back inside, but stopped abruptly as the full realization of her words struck him. Images of a towel dropping to the floor and arms reaching out for him brought sudden warmth. 

With a final look toward the darkened windows of the inn, Anardil threw caution to the wind and unfastened his cloak.  Draping it carefully across the back of the chair, he unbuckled his belt. He was in the awkward position of one foot halfway out of his trousers and one leg still in, when he heard a soft voice.

“Mae govannen, Sevilodorf. How do you find the water tonight?”

Anbarad’s face bore an unmistakable smirk as he watched Anardil wrench at his trapped foot, fail to free it, trip over his pants and fall sideways toward the chair. Luckily the chair was to Anardil’s right and he was able to reach out and save himself from any serious injury. Unfortunately, he had been forced to release his trousers, placing him in the unenviable position of sitting with his pants pooled about his feet and his rear end beginning to congeal.

Sev’s gasp turned to a muffled choking sound as she swallowed a mouthful of water. Anardil might have been more sympathetic to her plight if he had not been positive that she was primarily suffering from a fit of laughter. As it was, he directed a sharp frown toward her before turning to face Anbarad.

“Mae govannen, Anbarad,” Anardil began; then with another hard look at Sev he continued speaking - but in low Sindarin.

Anbarad lifted one hand in a gesture of denial then replied in the same tongue, while struggling to control the grin threatening to twitch his lips. Ignoring the elf’s amusement, Anardil went on rapidly.  Casting a sidelong glance at Sevilodorf treading water beneath the stars, Anbarad nodded slightly.

Making a remark that caused Anardil to exclaim, “No, but I thank you anyway,” Anbarad smiled broadly. 

Bowing slightly in her direction, Anbarad called quietly, “Namarië, Sevilodorf.”

Having managed to recover her control by this time, Sev said, “Good night, Anbarad.” 

When Anbarad had disappeared as quietly as he had arrived, she moved toward the shallower water.

Her feet had just settled on the bottom when Anardil said firmly, “And just where do you think you are going?”

Sev looked up in exasperation. “Inside. Where you want to go.”

“Oh no, you don’t. I’ve never frozen my behind off in front of an elf, and I might as well get something out of the experience.”

Folding his trousers quickly, he lay them atop his cloak. He then pulled off his socks and stuffed them into his boots. Finally to Sev’s amazement, he reached behind his neck and pulled his shirt over his head. Tossing it onto the chair, Anardil stood and walked slowly to the edge of the pool.

Grateful for the darkness that hid her flaming face, Sev replied as he descended the three steps into the warm water. “But what happened to ‘It’s cold.’ ‘It’s the middle of the night.’ ‘There’s people around.’”

“I’ve decided to call your bluff, my lady.” Anardil said with his roguish half grin, his hand languidly stroking the water to silvered ripples. “I believe you enjoy teasing me.” Sev eyed him warily as he settled chest-deep onto one of the stone seats saying, “You’re right, this is pleasant.”

Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor Sev backed away to slightly deeper water. A midnight swim was one thing. A public exhibition was another. 

“I fear you are mistaken. All I had in mind was a swim.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, of course. You can’t possibly think I’d engage in any other activity out here. Why, anyone might wander by!” 

“No, I rather think we’ve had all the visitors we’re going to get tonight.”

Sev stared horrorstricken in the direction Anbarad had disappeared. “You didn’t.  You wouldn’t.” 

“Wouldn’t what?” Anardil asked innocently as he slid closer to Sev. “I merely asked if the other elves were awake or abed?”

Sev narrowed her eyes suspiciously; she had often thought of learning the elven tongue and admitted that tonight would have been a good night to know it. She made a mental note to learn Sindarin as soon as the opportunity arose and, preferably, without Anardil’s knowledge.

“And Anbarad said …” Sev prompted.

Anardil moved along the underwater bench and closed the distance between them a little more, smiling as he did so. 

“He said he was the last one up and was only running a quick errand to the inn. After which, he was going straight back to the elves’ compound.”

Sev caught a good glimpse of the lopsided grin on Anardil’s face, a grin she was all too familiar with. As she swirled her hands against the water's heaviness and took a few more steps backwards, Anardil laughed and stood, and then surged waist-deep to close the distance between them. Sev tried to slip past him, but he shifted in a gentle splash to remain between her and the steps.

“I think I’ve relaxed enough for one night.”

Lifting his hand, Anardil placed it gently on her shoulder, stroking the wet cotton before settling on the rounded flesh of her arm. His touch was warm to skin cooled by the night air.

“Meleth nín, did I not stay and keep you company?  Thus it is only fair that you stay for me.”

Sev snorted. “Yes, but if you look at that chair over there, you will see that you were dressed for the cold, and dry to boot.” She raised dripping fingers and pointed to his neatly stacked garments in the chair seat. “I would most certainly catch that chill you were so worried about.”

Eyes and teeth glittered in the dark. “I never said you should wait in the cold in that wet dress.”

“Chemise,” Sev corrected out of habit.

“Chemise, then,” Anardil replied. His hand began to trace light paths on her upper arm. “It would be much more sensible to wait in the water where it is warm.”

Sev shook her head. The man was incorrigible. It didn’t help that she was much more comfortable when she was doing the teasing. She had very little experience with any such silliness from her marriage; Eswidan had not been that kind of man. Often she felt tongue-tied and foolish when it came to returning Anardil’s bantering, but she wasn’t going to let the man off that easy if she could help it.

“Yes, it would be,” she agreed. “Still, as you pointed out, all the sensible people are in bed.”

Anardil chuckled softly, enjoying their verbal play. “True enough, yet as you pointed out, there is much more room here than there was in the bathhouse at Emyn Arnen.”

Sev shivered slightly, she was tempted to sink back into the water but didn’t want to lose any advantage she still had.

“If memory serves, the bathing room was quite a bit warmer.” 

Anardil let his hand drift down from Sev’s shoulder. She shivered again but not necessarily from the cold. 

“Again I yield the point.“  He leaned close to her and said softly in her ear, “We should get out of the cold night air.”

He took her by the hand and led her into deeper water, silvery ripples widening before their passage.  Near the center of the little pool he changed places with her so that on the sloped floor they stood almost eye to eye.

"There," he said softly, smiling. "Now isn't this much warmer?"

"Yes, but - oh."

Anardil leaned forward to silence her protests in the most effective way the moment offered then straightened just enough to look into the dark pools of her eyes.  "Isn't it?" he whispered.

"Yes."  

Sev stared into the silver grey eyes of the man she loved. In the past she had let memories and experiences from her homeland rob her of simple pleasures. She was determined to move beyond the reach of the claws of memory. The warm body against hers was proof of that. It might be wiser for her to insist they go inside, but did she always have to do the wise thing? She would stay, for the moment.

As ripples fled away into gleaming shadows, Sev leaned into his solid warmth, running her hands up the firm, water-slick muscles of his back. How she loved the feel of him under her hands. It was in these small pleasures that she surprised herself. She couldn’t remember ever caressing Eswidan the way she wanted to touch every square, beloved inch of Anardil. The lean planes of his body, hardened from the years spent in his profession, were the perfect compliment to her soft, generous curves.

Sev gave a soft cry of surprise when Anardil lifted her and began to walk towards one of the ledges on the side. The buoyancy of the water allowed him to lift her with ease, something that would have been difficult on dry land. With a soft kiss to his brow she allowed herself to be his figurehead that parted the waters before them, leaving a sparkling, wake of ripples behind them. That it made her feel as small and dainty as her half-elven friend, Elanna, hurt not one whit either.

Returning to his previous seat, Anardil tightened his grasp as Sev tried once more to pull away. Drawing her down to sit facing him, he silenced the beginnings of another protest with a firm kiss and running his hand along her side murmured several lines in the singsong tongue of Harad.

Leaning back to stare into his face, she said, “You impossible man. You do that on purpose to discomfit me.”

“What?”

Squirming slightly as he brushed his fingertips down her spine, she laughed, “Just tell me what it means.”

“I might.” His roguish half grin flashed as he added, “If you ask nicely.”

“Ah, and what if I say I will be very nice if you tell me?” Placing her lips softly against his, she gently teased him with the tip of her tongue. 

“An even better agreement,” he answered and slanted his head to fully capture her mouth. 

From the woods across the road came the distant hooting of an owl, a light breeze passed through the treetops with a sigh, and the lightest of footsteps whispered in the night, but neither the Ranger nor his lady gave notice that they heard.  

Lifting her head slowly, Sev said breathlessly, “Now keep your part of the bargain. What flowery nonsense are you tossing at me tonight?” 

Punctuating each word with a light kiss or a soft touch, Anardil recited: 

“The beauty of my love, an ever changing delight.

Sometimes draped with liquid ribbons

And others, clothed in starlight.”

Though her heart surged at the words, her practicality asserted itself and she shook her head and lowered her eyes. “I wish you would not say such things. I am many things, but beautiful is not one of them. You deserve beautiful, but I am simply me.”

Lifting her chin, Anardil said, “Do you call me a liar?”

Shaking her head again, she protested, “No, but I would prefer you see the reality of what I am.” 

“Reality? Very well, the reality is that I find beauty in every silver hair amidst the brown.” His fingers brushed softly at the wisps of hair above her ears, then moved to stroke her left cheek. “In the line of every scar.” 

“From the fullness of your figure to the strength of your hands and the heat of your fiery temper, I find nothing that does not delight me.” 

With her eyes shining, she laughed. “Nothing? I warned you before that I am no paragon.”

“Thank Eru, for what paragon would put up with me? Sevi, think me a fool if you wish, but do not think I do not see what you truly are. I know what I have found. From the stars that shine in your eyes to the heart you have placed in my keeping, I know you.”

She had never thought of a man's lips as soft, before Anardil.  Never had she realized how the tender insistence of his kiss pressing her lips, tasting, seeking, could at once steal her breath and yet leave her feeling as if she had never truly breathed until him.  Beneath the water his skin was smooth and warm to her caress, the firm slopes of muscle and bone sliding slowly under her fingers.  And she felt him gasp softly as their kiss ended and his weight pressed gently into her, his hand sliding up the wet cloth of her back into the damp tangles of her hair.  She let her eyes close as his lips traced a slow, delicious line of tiny warm chills from her chin to the hinge of her jaw and thence along the warm skin of her throat, where her pulse began to find a faster beat, settling at last in a kiss where damp skin met the neckline of her clinging chemise.

“I think we ought to take this to our room,” Sev suggested, drawing back in softly gurgling ripples. “I have no wish to do in public what should be done in private.”

 “And how is this different from a blanket in a sunlit meadow?"  Mischief was clearly audible in his low, warmly intimate tone.  "I have fond memories of a certain picnic near Pelargir.”

“It’s just different!” she insisted.

“Alright then,” Anardil conceded. “There is a difference between something being taken and something that is freely given, is there not meleth nin?” he asked.

“Yes,” Sev whispered. He had said something very similar the first night they had been together …

***

Twining his fingers with hers, again a thing as natural as habit, he led her back to the road. Their footsteps crunched softly as they walked along the river, past the stark forest of bare masts marking ships at rest for the night. Then his eyes gleamed with amusement in the starlight. "I fear you will find me a boring guide after Gafler."

"I assure you I prefer a boring guide." Sev said firmly. Then her blue eyes echoed his amusement as she teased, "Though, I thought you wished to earn a kiss by rescuing me. Would that not require the darker byways?"

"Ah, but perhaps I can come up with a better way to earn another kiss, now that I have already gotten one." Anardil smiled down at her.

Sev glanced up at him from the corner of her eye, then a small smile appeared as she shook her head. "But sir, that kiss was a stolen one. Did you not want one freely bestowed?"

"Yes, Sev. Your kisses…." Anardil halted and turned her toward him. His voice was low and unguarded. "And whatever else you choose to give me, must be freely bestowed, or they are worth nothing."

***

Indecision warred with desire. Then, as she had done on that night months before, she chose to reach out and accept the love he offered.

Pushing herself easily out of his one armed embrace, she gathered the edges of the floating chemise in her hands. “I don’t suppose we should let the newlyweds have all the fun,” she said as she lifted the garment over her head.

Grinning, Anardil took it from her and with a flourish threw it to the side where it landed on the stone edge with a slap.

Waist deep with her arms across her chest while the faint film of water covering her shoulders lost all trace of warmth, Sev shifted her weight from one foot to another. “You are certain now that Anbarad is not returning?”

“Certain,” Anardil softly replied, holding out his hand. “It is just you and I and the stars, Sevi.”

********* 

Sev held onto him and turned her face against his neck, she felt raw and in a million pieces. As if it took the last bit of energy he had, Anardil adjusted his hold, his hand splayed wide at the back of her head, holding her with such absolute tenderness that it made her throat close up and she began to weep.

The warm waters of the pool lapped softly against their bodies while he held her until his breathing leveled out and she stopped shaking, until the aftermath softened into something less intense. 

Tipping her head back, he wiped away the traces of tears with his thumb and slowly shook his head. “Tears again, Sevi?”

She smoothed her hand up his long, muscled back. “Yes, foolish of me, extremely un-sensible.”

Anardil’s grin flashed in the starlight. “All the sensible people are in bed, remember?”

“True,” she sighed. “Thank Eru. And as much as I would like to spend the night in your arms, I believe I would prefer it in the comfort of a bed.” Making the water swirl about them with a wave of her hand, she said, “Less chance of drowning that way.”

Anardil laughed, then shuddered dramatically. “But it’s so cold out there.”

Leaning forward to drop a kiss on his forehead, she replied prosaically, “It’s just a few steps. And you do have dry clothes to put back on.” Pointing toward the chair beside the pool, she froze in dismay. For now atop Anardil’s clothing was a small stack of thick white towels and draped over the back of the chair were two robes.

“I though you said he went to bed!” exclaimed Sev pushing herself free and hurrying to retrieve her chemise. 

“Who?” 

“Anbarad. Who else? If the gods are merciful, there couldn’t possibly have been two elves out roaming about,” Struggling to untangle the damp folds of cloth, she muttered, “Nmad loof.”

Resting his arm along the edge of the pool, Anardil hid a grin and said mildly, “There’s no need to swear at me.”

“Not you.” Finally locating the neck of the garment and slipping it over her head, she said through tight lips. “Me! For letting you trick me into this.”

“I did no such thing. You were not tricked.”

Sev’s basic sense of honesty forced her to admit she had walked or waded into the situation without any real coercion, but it did not make her any less embarrassed. Throwing her hands up in a shower of warm water, she groaned. “No, you didn’t trick me. But …” She hid her face in her hands.

Leaving his seat, Anardil wrapped his arm about her. “Now, Sevi, don’t carry on so.”

Jerking back from his touch, she said through clenched teeth. “Don’t carry on so! We are found cavorting in the middle of the night like a pair of irresponsible teens and you say don’t carry on. How am I ever going to look Anbarad in the face again?”

“I am quite certain that he will think nothing of the matter.”

“He might not. He’s an elf.” Storming toward the steps, she added, “But I do!” 

Hurriedly slipping into her shoes, Sev gave a sigh and twisted at the hem of the chemise. It was cold, and the robes and towels were certainly useful; but…. 

“He didn’t see anything.” 

“And how would you know? You were every bit as occupied as I was. An entire Mordorian cavalcade could have marched into the courtyard and we wouldn’t have noticed.”

Struggling to control laughter that he knew Sev would not appreciate, Anardil climbed the steps and reached for a towel.  “Depending on which moment you are speaking of that seems possible. But Anbarad saw nothing more than a kiss.”

He toweled off quickly, then pulled on his pants. Sev stood shivering, with goosebumps covering her arms. 

“You’ll catch a chill,” he said and held out one of the robes. 

Reluctantly Sev accepted the robe. Slipping her arms into the sleeves, she tied the sash and stared woebegone at the ground while he put on his boots and wrapped the other robe around his shoulders. 

“Sevi, I swear to you he saw nothing more than a kiss.” Taking her hand, he squeezed gently. “Trust me.”

Raising her head, she studied his face closely. Giving a small nod, she said, “If you are certain, that is enough for me.”

Briskly, she gathered up his shirt and cloak along with the wet towels and walked quickly past Celebsul’s workshop. Pausing at the far corner, she looked back at the water steaming gently beneath the stars. 

As Anardil joined her, she said in a low voice, “Someday… when I get my courage together, I think…” She stopped and worried at her lip for a moment. “I think that I would like to…” Her voice dropped away to less than a whisper and Anardil bent his head to catch her words. “I would like to do that again.”

Anardil smiled broadly, then dropped a light kiss onto her lips before saying, “All you have to do is ask, Sevi.”

Arching an eyebrow, she replied, “No, all I have to do is find a way to get rid of an inn full of people. Do you think slipping a sleeping potion in the evening stew would be unethical?”

His laughter rang into the night as she hissed at him to hush. He twined his fingers with hers and led the way to their room behind the elves’ workshop. 
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