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Groaning as the piercing notes of a pair of goldcrests brought him to full wakefulness, Anardil narrowed his eyes against the brightness streaming through the open window.  Despite the many years he had awoke with the dawn whilst wearing a Ranger's star, he had no fondness for early hours now.  He clenched his teeth as he rolled over and gave the empty space beside him a thump of frustration. 

Covering his eyes with his arm, he lay back. Was her absence due to it being a full hour past dawn or to the ghosts which plagued her sleep? He knew she had lost both her husband and only son to war, and that her brother was long among the missing. Aye, she had many ghosts. Some, no doubt, that remained unspoken. 

During her waking moments, his lady held the past at bay with a determination equal to any warrior. Yet while the loss of his left arm was a visible scar, she bore the unseen scars of heartache with a stoicism that drove him from admiration to exasperation on a daily basis. Would she ever accept the fact that he wanted her to awaken him when such thoughts set her to pacing the floor or to sitting huddled in a chair shivering until the dawn returned?

 “Blast the woman.”

A quiet laugh came from across the room.

“You need not curse at me. I’m right here.” Putting aside the lists of supplies she had been reviewing, a dark-haired woman rose from the small table set against the wall.

“I would prefer you right here.” Anardil patted the mattress again then winced as the trilling birdsong rose to a crescendo. “And for pity’s sake, close the window.”

The early morning melody was muffled as Sevilodorf slid the window shut. Though drawing the thin curtains did little to lessen the light from the east-facing window, she did that as well before moving to stand beside the bed with her arms folded. Her attempt to glare sternly at the man lying there failed miserably as he glowered at her in such a way that she burst out laughing. 

“You are treading dangerous ground, Sev," he grumbled.  "I’ve warned you before I am not a morning person.” 

“Do forgive me.” She attempted, rather unsuccessfully, to adopt a more sober demeanor. “But you remind me so much of Sewulf when he didn’t want to do something. Giving me dark looks to try and scare me off.”

 “I can well imagine that,” Anardil replied sincerely, for to call Sev’s foster son taciturn was being polite.

“Of course, he does it so much better now that he’s grown up.” Sev’s lips quirked as she struggled to keep from laughing again. 

His grey eyes narrowed. “How old was Sewulf when he was giving you these dark looks?”

“Well, I’d say he was… oh, about eleven.”

Too late to avoid the hand that flashed out to grab her wrist and pull her down across his bare chest, she protested, “Let me go, you loof. We have work to do today, if we are to leave for the Borderlands the day after tomorrow.”

The upcoming trip had provided the reason for Sevilodorf and Anardil to remain an extra day in Henneth Annûn. When asked whether it would have been less expensive to acquire goods for the proposed trading expedition in Minas Tirith, the Rohirrim trader had replied witheringly that, whenever possible, they had an obligation to increase the economic viability of the community nearest at hand. Profit was, of course, to be considered; but given that they were being funded in part by the King, since their true purpose was to gather information about the peoples living on the eastern borders, they could shave the margin and help some of the local Ithilien merchants to expand their markets. In the face of such altruism from his partner there was little Anardil could do, but hide his grin and agree. 

Releasing her wrist, only to wrap his arm about her ample waist, Anardil shook his head. “I claim a forfeit for the besmirching of my good nature.”

“Your what?” Another laugh bubbled out along with her response.

“My good nature. I am far more tolerant than you give me credit for.”

“Occasionally,” she relaxed into his embrace, “though I have been informed by highly credible sources that you are no paragon.”

His voice rumbled in amusement as she lay her head upon his chest and snuggled against his side. “Who would dare malign me in such a manner?”

“Hmmm, numerous people. However, as many of them also expressed the sentiment that my faults are equal to, if not in excess of, yours, I tended to discount them and put my faith in the opinion of only one person.”

“Just who might that be?” 

Sev twisted her head to meet his eyes. “Why, you, sir. You have often told me that you are stubborn, opinionated, quick to anger, long to hold a grudge and …” 

“Are we speaking about me or you, my dear?” interrupted Anardil, giving her a gentle squeeze.

“Oh my! You don’t believe they could be correct…that we are matched in our faults.”

Eyes gleaming with suppressed laughter, he said, “I fear it is true. What are we to do about it?”

“I suppose we’ll just have to make the most of it,” she responded prosaically. 

“I trust you have specific suggestions for how to do that.” 

“One or two.” She ran a hand along his side, lightly teasing him with her nails, then tipped her head to nibble along his jaw.

***

“You still owe me a forfeit,” Anardil announced that afternoon, as they made their way along the village’s main street. 

Thus far he had accompanied Sev from the musty-smelling shop of the apothecary to the blistering heat of the blacksmith’s forge to the narrow workshop of the knifesmith. Each time, his introduction as her 'trading partner' had been accepted at face value. Nonetheless, the plump face of the apothecary had beamed knowingly at him behind Sev’s back, and Rathard, the knifesmith, had gone so far as to dare to wink at him. In a village the size of Henneth Annûn it would be difficult to keep secret that their partnership was more than business, especially as the antics of the residents of The Burping Troll were standard fare for the town’s gossips.

While it had been possible for him to fade into the crowds of Pelargir, when he made his residence in the port city, that would not be an option here. His heart had drawn him to Ithilien, but duty to his King remained his master still. The guise of trader would serve to explain his frequent absences from the area, and if all continued well, provide justification for the inclusion of Sevilodorf on some of his missions to the East.  Meanwhile, however, his thoughts were occupied with only the treasured company of his lady.

“I wonder if Mistress Devana has any of that lace her sister makes. The Sube ladies would be willing to trade for it,” Sev muttered as she folded her lists and tucked them into her belt. She looked up with bewilderment as Anardil’s words seeped into her understanding. “What forfeit? I already paid the forfeit.”

Guiding her carefully around a puddle of discarded suds, he said reproachfully, “My dear, you wound me. Insinuating that I would accept the favors of a lady in payment for a debt.”

Sev fixed him with a wary stare. “Very well, what do you want?” 

“A story,” Anardil proclaimed promptly. “’Tis a custom I greatly enjoyed during our previous trip to the Borderlands. One I have missed in the last few weeks.”

When they had encamped only a few miles beyond the Black Gate, the exchange of tales had begun in an attempt to drive back the shadows still haunting the entrance to Mordor. Later it had continued, for the seeking out of pleasant memories to relate served not only to strengthen their bond to one another, but to further blunt the claws of past experiences that still slashed sharply at their hearts.  

“So have I,” Sev agreed and she reached out to link her hand with his, drawing a smile from a passing goodwife. “A story you shall have this evening, sir.”

Nearing the dressmaker’s shop on the western side of the market square, their steps were halted by the rolling accents of Rohan calling from the doorway of a shop redolent with the odor of leather.

“Good afternoon, Raberlon,” Sev greeted in her native tongue, nodding to the gnarled figure with long grey hair held back by a braided band. Then she switched to Westron. “Anardil, let me make known to you Raberlon son of Ragathain. He is of the Deeping Vale and has long been connected to my family there. Raberlon, meet Anardil Cirion’s son.”

Raberlon laughed creakily up at the tall man and rubbed a veined hand through a scraggly beard. “Os ouy era eht eno.”

Anardil nodded gravely and lifted an eyebrow at Sev as she rolled her eyes at Raberlon.

“He understands Westron well enough, but claims his tongue is too old to learn new tricks.” Directing her next remark at Raberlon, she said in Rohirric, “Behave yourself.”

Cackling with laughter, Raberlon issued a stream of words that brought a faint flush to Sev’s face. Then he said carefully to Anardil, “She good woman. You be good her.”

“Most assuredly,” responded Anardil, knowing that here was yet another example of Sev’s rather exotic assortment of champions.

“Good, good,” repeated the old man. With a look of apology, he returned to his native tongue and spoke rapidly to Sev.

The Rohirrim woman replied, “Aye, we’ll come, but first we must meet with Mistress Devana.”

Raberlon bobbed his head with satisfaction and waved a hand in farewell before walking away with a bowlegged gait.

“Why are we needed at the stables?” Anardil asked as they walked the final steps to the dressmaker’s door.  

Sevilodorf shrugged and looked over her shoulder with a frown. “He said he had something for me, but he didn’t say what it was.”

“Given the connection to your family, he probably has something he wishes us to take to the border on commission.”  The former Ranger's eyes twinkled, for he was swiftly coming to the conclusion that Esiwmas' capitalistic tendencies were inherited by all his household.

“Possibly. Though Raberlon does little now but tend the horses. He has the rheumatism, and Esiwmas sent him here hoping the warmer winters would be better for him.” Pulling her lists out once more, she asked, “Do you wish to come in or wait here? I warn you Mistress Devana will not be as polite as Rathard and the apothecary were. She is likely to interrogate you most thoroughly.”

With a rueful half-grin, he said, “I wasn’t certain you had noticed them.”

“How could I not see it?” A shadow of worry darkened her eyes. “I pray it will not cause problems for you. I fear I am a rather notorious figure because of my trade with the orcs. Anyone connected to me will be an object of intense scrutiny.”

“Meleth nín, trust me."  His smile deepened as he looked down at her.  "Any connection to you or The Burping Troll will serve only to help build an image of a stalwart member of society.  What better disguise could a rascal such as myself ask for?”

Sev studied his face, watched him tilt an eyebrow jauntily, and then gave a jerky nod. “If you are certain. So, what say you? Will you confront Mistress Devana?”

“Let no man call me coward,” Anardil replied, and lifted his chin bravely. “Lead on, Sev. I fear no lace.”

***

“I warned you.”

As they hurried along the main street, their shadows stretched before them in mute testimony of the time they had spent deflecting the inquisitive seamstress.  

“That you did,” the ex-Ranger said with a sigh. “I believe even Lord Valthaur would have difficulty coming out the best in a contest with that woman.”

Sev laughed at the image of the oliphauntine law lord facing the oblique, but determined questioning of the thin-faced gentlewoman. “If she weren’t such an excellent dressmaker, I’d say that she would do quite well as an advocate in the courts.”

Anardil schooled his face to a thoughtful mien.  “Perhaps I should suggest to Lord Faramir that he commission her as an observer. Nothing escapes her, and she wields questions as deftly as a surgeon's knife.”

“True, yet she learned no more from your answers than what she already knew.” 

Their pace quickened as they turned north into the narrower lane leading to the stables.

“Meanwhile she took great delight in my blushes. Exactly how did she come to know about those silk stockings?” Anardil asked with a glint in his eyes. “I thought you purchased them in Pelargir.”

“Well, uh…. it is very difficult to keep secrets from one’s dressmaker,” Sev replied. “Besides, she is in the best position to determine if a market exists for such items.”

“Does it?”  Anardil glanced up the rutted street and tried to imagine ladies in high finery tripping about between ox carts and greengrocers.

“Not yet, but we calculate that by next Yule there will be enough ‘society’ in town that the demand for the more frivolous items will be sufficient to offer them for sale.” 

One of Anardil's eyebrows lifted, while the other descended.  “Considering what Madame Devana already offers, I am not certain I am ready to contemplate what constitutes frivolous items.”

“To spare my own blushes I will refrain from describing them to you. Besides, I sincerely doubt that either the dwarves of the Ash Mountains or the ladies of the Sube tribe are in need of such things.” Holding out her hands and looking down at her own sturdy drawstring trousers and dark green knee length tunic, Sev added, “My own preferences are for comfort and durability, and my knowledge lies in herbals. I merely gather information to pass on as to what items Esiwmas’ traders should be on the watch for.”

“Turning down an opportunity to make a profit yourself, Sevi?"  Mischief glinted in his gaze.  "Will that not earn you a lecture from your cousin?”

The cousin of her late husband, Esiwmas of Rohan had taken full advantage of the peace following the defeat of the Dark Lord to establish trading routes stretching from the Deeping Vale to Ithilien and as far south as the port of Linhir. His traders, all related to the family as Sev said, “by blood, marriage or obligation”, had even established a trading venture with the community of ex-slaves deeded the lands surrounding Lake Nurnen. His single-mindedness had also extended to giving Anardil advice about ways to maximize profits while completing his primary objective of gathering information for the King. 

Sev's clipped reply did not mirror his jest.  “My trading began more by accident than design, and is not truly part of the family’s endeavors.”

Ignoring the edge in Sev’s voice, Anardil said, “Has anyone told Esiwmas that? While we were in Minas Tirith, he appeared well informed of your comings and goings.”

“He did, did he?"  Sev's jaw tightened briefly and her pace quickened.  "Alfgard has probably been told to send a report with every shipment to Minas Tirith. A practice that most certainly does not have my approval.”

Mention of the man in charge of this outpost of Esiwmas’ far flung network of trade brought a grimace to Anardil's face, for though Alfgard himself was a decent sort, Sev was ever prickly about her privacy and family over-protectiveness.  “Your cousin does the best he can to look out for your welfare without treading on your freedom, Sevi. He cares for you deeply, and truly does not understand why you have chosen to make a home so far from your family.”

“I do not make a home far from my family,” she insisted. “I am pledged to you, where you are is my home. Esiwmas knows this. As you spent the better part of the last month in his company and still live, one must assume he accepts the relationship.”

“Would he agree to recognize it formally?”

Stopping abruptly, she spoke in the overly controlled voice only one step before an explosion. “You aren’t starting that again, are you? You introduced me as your lady to your own liege lord, and he made no objections. What higher approval do you need than a king’s?”

“It is not approval I seek.”

Though bound and sworn in all the ways that mattered, Sev and Anardil were not married under Gondorian law. Determined that no charge of impropriety affect Sev’s standing amongst her kin and neighbors, Anardil had initiated a campaign to formalize their relationship by the customs and laws of both Gondor and Rohan. 

“Then what?” Hissing through clenched teeth, she said, “Though I no longer shun my place within the family, I am no man’s chattel to be disposed of as he sees fit.  Contrary to what you or Esiwmas would like to believe.”

Silence surrounded them, and then Sev threw her hands into the air and marched away from him.

Anardil fumed for a total of three seconds before erupting, “Blast the woman!” 

Lengthening his stride, he caught up to her as she reached the first of the stable’s corrals. Grabbing her arm, he swung her around.

“You will not escape me that easily.”

Glaring down at his hand, she said, “I was not trying to escape. I was trying to keep from whacking you.” Her eyes darted past him. Pasting a false smile on her face, she murmured, “Unless you wish to continue this discussion with an audience, I suggest you let go.”

“Alfgard,” she added smoothly, “where might I find Raberlon? He met me in the village and said he had something for me.”

Drawing on his experience as an agent often on enemy ground, Anardil shoved his anger aside.  He released her arm before turning to greet this representative of Sev’s family with a blank-faced nod.

The tall, ashy blond-haired man gave no sign he saw anything amiss as he returned their greetings. Subsequently Sev rattled on with questions about the trader’s family and the day-to-day operations of the stables, as Anardil silently applauded the man’s common sense in deciding that whatever it was he had stumbled upon was the private business of the two involved.

As he then trailed the two Rohirrim across the stable yard, Anardil was grateful he was not required to offer conversation.  His acquaintance with Alfgard was amicable enough, but at the moment Anardil silently fumed within his own thoughts.  There were times when he dearly wished he could reach into the past and give stout slaps to several faceless someones. For long years Sev had born heartache and widowhood behind iron shields, and it frustrated him to no end when her trust in him seemed to fail and the shields went up again. 

“Will you stay to dinner, Sevilodorf?” Alfgard asked, glancing back at Anardil. “You can give the lads a more accurate account of the doings in Minas Tirith.”

Somehow managing to look fragile, Sev replied, “If you wouldn’t be too disappointed, I would prefer to return to The Whistling Dog. It has been such a tiring day.” As the trader hastened to signal his understanding, she added a promise to relate the full tale of the recent court proceedings concerning orc rights before departing for the Troll on the morrow.

Stopping before the door of the single story building housing the older men, Alfgard indicated a sturdy bench. “If you will wait here, Sevilodorf, I’ll bring Raberlon out. The condition of their common room leaves much to be desired, at least by my wife’s standards.” 

Her brief laugh was so patently false to Anardil’s ears that he wondered at Alfgard’s seeming acceptance; and as the door closed, the animation drained from her face.

When he took a step toward her, she stiffened. “Not here.” 

Accepting that, he withdrew to lean against the wall. Waiting was something he had been trained to do, though his tolerance for her avoidance of this matter was wearing thin. 

Her imitation smile was again firmly in place when Raberlon emerged, accompanied not only by Alfgard but also by another ancient who grinned slyly at Anardil and bobbed his head cheerfully in Sev’s direction. 

“Lorrast, I didn’t know you were here. How are you?” As Sev and her aged companions sat on the bench, she immediately began speaking in Rohirric, making no attempt to translate for Anardil. 

Schooling himself against all urges to scowl or fidget, Anardil did his best to appear as placid as the boards he leaned against.  Sev was engaged in another round of chatter about family and health, that much he grasped, and he decided to amuse himself by testing his understanding of the Rohirric tongue.  Although he pretended to be absorbed in watching pigeons strut about the stable roof, he found himself biting back a grin at Lorrast's lengthy description of the corns on another elderly relative's foot.

Meanwhile Alfgard glanced from the darkly quiet form of the man to the overly vivacious woman and sighed. To a man long married, the warning signs were clearly visible.

Well, it was certain to be a problem best solved without an audience, so he cleared his throat and said in Westron, “Evening chores are waiting, Raberlon. And I know Sevilodorf and Anardil are eager for their dinner.”

“Aye,” answered Raberlon, still in his own tongue, and shyly drew a small bundle wrapped in a scrap of rough cloth from inside his tunic. “Lorrast and I aren’t good for much anymore, missus, but sitting in the sun and talking; so we decided to put our time to some better use.” 

He thrust the bundle at Sev, who gave what was her first genuine reaction since entering the stable yard. 

Grasping the parcel in befuddlement, she said, “Now there was no need…”

“Course there was a need,” Raberlon said. “It’s not just a bit of folderol; it’s a remembrance.”

“Oh!”

The emotion underlying that sudden gasp brought Anardil to her side in a single step, his hand lightly touching her shoulder. 

An intricately braided belt lay upon the rough cloth in her hands. Painstakingly hitched of countless strands of horsehair, it was an exquisite example of the braider's art. Through the smoothness of a dark background a silver-grey strand traced a rippling pattern, its elegance heightened by its very simplicity. The leather billets gleamed with polish and bent in her fingers with smooth suppleness.

Save for a faint shaking of her hands, Sev maintained her mask of politeness while Raberlon told his tale. As Anardil knew well, not long ago Sev and several companions had narrowly escaped an ambush by marauding orcs, but the only casualty had been a horse.  Not any beast, however, but Sev's treasured companion, the mare who had borne her away from Rohan and from memories of war and loss. In quiet, grandfatherly tones Raberlon spoke of collecting the horsehair from Dream’s mane and tail, ere they laid the mare to rest.

Cocking a thumb at his friend, the ancient horseman said, “The silver thread was Lorrast’s idea. A tribute to her dam. Knew Alfgard,” the thumb was directed toward the other man, “had sent Mithrum to you. Saw her at pasture there when I made deliveries that time. That hobbit fellow of yours brought us some of her hair so we could weave it into the pattern.”

“Milo?” Sev bit her lip as the word came out with a betraying quiver.

“Aye, that be the one."  The old Rohirrim gave a toothless grin at the name of the hobbit lad who minded the stable, and many other chores, at The Burping Troll.  "Pleasant little fellow. Seen him in town driving your cart. Said you were busy mixing up your tonics and such.”

“Yes, I have been,” her fingers ran lightly along the grey strand. “Milo’s been very helpful.”

Raberlon nodded, in response to a nudge from Lorrast he said, “Hear tell you’re heading out to the borders again.”

Swallowing convulsively, Sev rolled the belt carefully and gently folded the rough burlap around it. “Aye, that is our plan.” Clutching the bundle tightly, she straightened her shoulders. “Anardil is kind enough to humor my taste for wandering.”

The old man nodded and studied the tall man guarding her side, “Well, if’n you’ve got to go a wandering, it’s a good thing you found yourself a Ranger.”

“Aye, that it is.” Standing abruptly, Sev held out her free hand to the man. “I must not keep you from your work. I thank you and will treasure it always.”

Feeling her composure slipping, she hastily thanked Lorrast and made her goodbyes to Alfgard. Anardil echoed her farewells, then followed silently after.

They walked for a space until, twisting the bundle in her hands, Sev halted beside the last fence post. The fading light filtered through the trees, and cast shadows that stretched into the pasture where several horses grazed with ears a-twitch at their presence. 

“Sevi?”  

Without turning, Sev said, “I have a story for you."

Her breathing hitched sharply as she faced the quiet fields, and a long moment passed ere she spoke again. Anardil waited in silence, and then the words came in a torrent.

"Once there was a woman who thought that she could run away from grief. She took with her a talisman to remind her of a time when life was not filled with killing. Though she journeyed great distances, grief could not be outrun. Often she despaired and wished only to lie down and never move again. But the talisman reminded her that once she had dreamed, that once there had been hope. And with that reminder, she would climb to her feet and go a little farther.”

“As time passed, she came to understand that she was not the only one to feel such grief. Though it did not stop the pain, it made it easier to go on. Eventually, she appeared to the world to be healed. Within her heart, she knew differently; and to the talisman she spoke of sorrow and regret.”

“By chance, or perhaps through the hands of the gods, she came upon a group of wanderers who welcomed her. Within their company, she learned once more to look toward the future. To reach out and accept the possibilities of something beyond the emptiness. And to the talisman, she whispered her longings.”

Sev clamped her fingers about the precious parcel until her knuckles showed white. Only the knowledge that she held her composure by the thinnest thread prevented Anardil from sweeping her into his embrace right then. And she spoke on.

“She dared to dream once more. To look beyond the present and see more than a continuing darkness. To open her heart to life once again. To the talisman, she sang of love and laughter.”

“However, joy without pain was not to be her destiny. In the midst of her happiness, the talisman was taken from her, and despair overwhelmed her once more. And she wept.”

Sev's voice thinned, but did not break.  Anardil's heart clenched, and perhaps did break.  Still she spoke, and it seemed to be the lancing of a long-hidden wound.

“Yet she was not alone. The wanderers who had taken her in saw her sorrow and mourned with her. The darkness retreated once more, for through her tears she could still see the future shining in the eyes of those who shared her grief.”

Only now did Sev face him, looking up at him with a deep blue gaze so unguarded that it frightened him. “You look at me with eyes filled with the promise of the future; but I am yet afraid to grasp it fully. You have called me brave, but I tremble at the thought of repeating errors of the past. Of facing that emptiness. Everything I ever loved has been taken from me, and I fear to admit that I dare to love again.”

Sev pulled free the belt of braided horsehair. “Dream of My Heart, out of Mithrum, by Welstow. She was my talisman on my journey through the darkness. Her birth is the last completely happy memory I have of the past. Every moment from that time forth is shadowed.”

She paused for a long moment, then raised her head again to meet the solemn grey of his eyes. “I fear I have broken with tradition, for that is not a tale to lighten the heart or hold back the shadows.”

Anardil opened his mouth, but found his heart too full for words. Still fearing to shatter what poise she had, he raised his hand to lightly trace her cheek, fingers following the line of her jaw to her stubborn round chin.

Then he said softly, "Not all tales hold back shadows, meleth nín. Sometimes tales must call them close, so the shadows may be seen for what they are, and then banished whence they came."

Her gaze weakened and dropped, and he continued, "I cannot promise you no grief will come again. I cannot promise shadows will not find us. But I can promise you, lady of my heart, that you will not face either grief or shadow alone. I am yours, in darkness or light, until the end of days."

She swallowed, lips tightening before she said lowly, "And if your days end first?  How do I face the shadows again, without even Dream to cling to?"

"Sevi …" The tears he could not shed clogged his throat, and now he did step forward to wrap her in his arm, feeling the shuddering breath she took as she sank against him. For a moment he simply held her, his cheek against her cool hair.

Finally he said, "So much fear. So much grief. Sevi, my love, do not let fear be the chains that bind you. To live afraid of giving or receiving love is no kind of life, at all." He drew back slightly, seeking her eyes but seeing only the top of her bowed head.

Giving her a tug he said with gentle fierceness, "Life is to be lived, Sevi! If I have learned no other thing since finding you, it is that we must seize each day and live it completely! We must live, Sevi, or we are as good as dead already. Do you hear me?"

The dark, bowed head nodded and he pulled her close once more.  "Meleth nín, this world is neither the beginning nor the end. Powers move us that we cannot see. We have not come through pain and grief, you and I, to lose what we have just found."

Her voice was muffled against his chest as she said, "How can you know?"

"I know." His breath puffed gently on her hair. "Trust me, Sevi. I know. I shall not be parted from you, until all our days are through."

Hands against his chest she pushed back, but not far enough to break his embrace, and her eyes were shadowed and dark.  "Do not placate me with seeming truths no living man can know."

"No living man?" The faintest smile touched one side of his mouth. "I bear the blood of the Dúnedain, my love, the last trace of lost Númenor. Sometimes, in some things, we are gifted to know the unknowable."

Her eyes narrowed, her fist clutching the braided belt pressing his chest a little harder. "Now you claim to be a seer?"

"In some things." The smile grew to a half grin that quirked his lips a little higher.  "For instance …"

"Yes?"

"I foresee that you will bestow upon me your sweetest kisses, and that before the moon rises."

“That is not foresight,” Sev said sternly. “Just the wishful musing of a self confident lacsar.”

“But today I am not a rascal, I am a model member of society. A trader, concerned only with profit and determining the best method of selling silk stockings to dwarves.”

In spite of herself, Sev smiled wryly. “If you can achieve that, Esiwmas would make any formal announcement you desire with or without my consent.”

Lifting her hand to his lips, Anardil shook his head. “Whatever you are willing to give freely Sevi, that is all that I ask. But I reserve the right to hope that you will someday make an ‘honest’ man of me.”

 “That is a task far beyond my capabilities,” Sev pulled her hand free to brush back the wayward lock which always seemed to slip across his face. “You enjoy the secrets far too much. Your King knew what he was doing when he sent you off to spy on people.”

He tapped her on the nose and grinned, “Make calculating observations you mean.”

“Spy,” she stated, grateful that the conversation had been steered to lighter topics. Taking his arm, she directed their steps toward the village. “But not until the day after tomorrow. Today you are a model citizen concerned only with trade.”  

Anardil sighed, “How boring.”

Sev’s burst of laughter startled him. “You said once that I might vex you but would never bore you. Since we are now boring, am I less vexing?”

“You are twisting my words, my dear. I did not say you bored me. As always you do a wonderful job of keeping my life interesting. Why, ‘tis not every man who can say that he spends his afternoons learning both the intricacies of women’s fashion, and the appropriate treatment for the removal of corns.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t. Though,” she gave him a sidelong glance, “one must wonder how you learned so much about corns when you claim not to speak the language.”

As Anardil winced, she smiled and patted his arm, “My, my, a Ranger with his guard down. You need not worry, your secret is safe with me.”

Along the narrow lane they walked, a young boy raced by, bobbing his head in greeting, and they smiled as he began his stream of excuses for being late to the goodwife standing arms akimbo on the narrow step before an open door.  Windows glowed with candlelight and gave the occasional glimpse of a family gathered about a common table for the evening meal. Simple folk, with simple pleasures.  

Turning east at the main street, they faced the mountains that for so long had stood as shadowed barriers to evil. Painted now with the gold and orange of the setting sun. 

“’Over death, over dread, over doom lifted, out of loss, out of life, unto long glory’,” Sev murmured as they paused on the steps of the inn. “If the mountains of shadow can be made beautiful, then perhaps someday …”

Sev stopped and turned, her eyes level with his. For a moment she seemed about to continue then hesitated and bit her lips. When he tipped his head inquiringly, she searched his face and whispered, “You do know, don’t you?”  

And he did. She had given him her heart to keep and sworn to stand at his side. He never doubted her love. Her every action told him of it, and her eyes spoke volumes. A part of him yearned to hear the words from her lips; but the shadows of the past still bound her tongue, and he would not force her to speak before she was ready. 

“I know, Sevi. I know.” 

Her eyes closed tightly for a moment, then she leaned forward and kissed him. Softly at first, the barest caress of her lips upon his, then drawing him nearer she angled her head and deepened the kiss. And he knew, as her fingers brushed the nape of his neck and slid up to stroke his hair that though unable to speak the words, Sevilodorf of Rohan, as she had done all day, was announcing to the world that she was his. 

Behind her the door to the inn swung open allowing a sudden stream of light to illuminate them. 

“Excuse me,” giggled the beribboned barmaid. With a wink and a saucy grin, she hung a lantern on the post beside the door. After a final backward glance over her shoulder and another giggle, she disappeared back inside. 

As the door closed and Sev buried her face against his chest, Anardil murmured, “I believe you owe me another forfeit, my dear.”

“For kissing you on the public streets?” she exclaimed, and he was delighted to see that she was shaking with laughter, not embarrassment. “Certainly not the height of propriety; but your reputation will be considerably enhanced.”

“My dear, you may kiss me anywhere and anytime you wish without fear of forfeit. However, if memory serves me correctly, you were rather disdainful when I predicted that you would bless me with your kisses before the moon rises.” He leaned back to examine the sky. “No moon as yet, so my foreseeing has just come true. “ 

“Very well, sir, I yield. You are a true seer. But I pray, do not request a story.”

“No story.” He leaned forward and whispered into her ear.

Sev’s eyes grew round. “That hardly sounds boring to me.”

"I can only be bored if I'm idle," he tucked her arm in his, and smiled wickedly, "and I can never be idle while I have you to entertain."

"Indeed." Sev offered a too-demure smile.  "You may begin with entertaining me with supper. The rest we shall have to negotiate."

The gleam in Anardil's eye as they entered the inn suggested he found the challenge very much to his liking.

***

Jerking awake, Sev strained to see into the darkness. Only a faint sheen of moonlight was to be found around the edges of the window as a blanket had been draped over the curtains. Beside her, Anardil turned restlessly. For a moment, she feared she had awakened him, but he rolled over on his side and continued to breathe evenly. 

Carefully, she eased out of bed and toward the chair that sat near the window. Kneeling, she silently searched the clothing flung over the chair’s back. Sinking to the floor, she ran the smoothly braided belt between her fingers. 

A remembrance, Raberlon had said. Aye, that it was. Of events that she had worked so hard to wall away. But as Anardil had said, some shadows must be brought forth before they can be banished. Head bowed, fingers never ceasing their stroking, she lowered the barriers that held back the memories of Dream’s birth. Her son’s delight at being allowed to witness the foaling. Her husband’s laughter. It had been a happy moment; the calm before the turmoil of misunderstandings that would blemish her life from that time forth. 

Resolutely, she drew out memories of those later years. Some remembrances were still too difficult to face, and those she forced back behind the walls she had labored so long to build. Others, thoughts she had long shut away because of the pain caused by regret for words said and unsaid or by loss of that which had been best and brightest in her life, she brought out and held up to the light of the future. Some, she found, no longer possessed the ability to sting; she had indeed grown stronger. But there were those that still raked her heart with talons of fear and doubt. Would those grey eyes, in which love shone, dim if he knew what had passed before?

As she clutched the soft folds of the belt, silent tears began to flow. Would she lose the future if she revealed the past? No, she must believe in him. She must trust that he spoke true, that she would not face the shadows alone. 

“Sevi.”

At the soft whisper of her name, she lifted her head to find him watching her. Dashing away her tears, she stood and moved to stand before him. Without speaking, he reached out to gather her into his embrace. She sank against him, letting his warmth and the love that flowed without words drive away the shadows.

That night, they slept without dreams, safe from bitter ghosts of the past.  That night they knew only peace.

THE END
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